
Archived version from NCDOCKS Institutional Repository – http://libres.uncg.edu/ir/asu/ 
 
Bergman, J. Z., Westerman, J. W., Bergman, S. M., & Daly, J. P. (2013). Narcissism, materialism, 
and environmental ethics in business students. Journal of Management Education. Published 
by Sage (ISSN: 1552-6658).  Advance online publication. doi:10.1177/1052562913488108. The 
version of record is available from: www.sagepub.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Narcissism, Materialism, and Environmental 
Ethics in Business Students 
 
Jacqueline Z. Bergman, James W. Westerman, Shawn M. Bergman, Jennifer 
Westerman, and Joseph P. Daly 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT 

We investigate the relationships between narcissism, materialism, and 
environmental ethics in undergraduate business students. Data were 
collected from business students (n = 405) at an Association to Advance 
Collegiate Schools of Business–accredited business school at a 
comprehensive state university. Results indicate that narcissism has an 
indirect effect on business students’ environmental ethics. Narcissism was 
significantly related to materialism, and materialism was significantly 
related to lower levels of environmental ethics. Considering increasing 
levels of narcissism among business students, we discuss the potential for 
future research and potential intervention strategies. 

 
 
 
  



A review of research on business ethics found that over a recent 10-year 
period, the most prominent ethics theme was environmentalism, 
comprising 30% of all ethics articles in one leading management journal 
(Robertson, 2008). This focus is not surprising, as there exists a global 
scientific consensus that climate change will result in unprecedented 
alterations to the way humans live on earth (Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change, 2007), and industry accounts for 37% of global carbon 
dioxide emissions (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2007). As 
noted by Speth (2009), at the current rates of worldwide industry growth, 
we are facing the potential of “an enormous increase in environmental 
deterioration, just when we need to move strongly in the opposite direction” 
(p. 6). The evidence continues to mount in support of Hawken’s (1993) dire 
warning that “every living system on Earth is in decline” (p. xii). 

The larger issue here for business educators may be the necessity to ask 
the fundamental question: “What is business education for?” If it is not to 
educate students to address the environmental crises, then we may not be 
educating our students for the critical challenges they will face in their 
lifetimes. 

To create an enduring society, we will need a system of commerce and 
production where each and every act is inherently sustainable and 
restorative. Business will need to integrate economic, biologic, and human 
systems to create a sustainable method of commerce . . . Just as every 
act in an industrial society leads to environmental degradation, regardless 
of intention, we must design a system where the opposite is true. 
(Hawken, 1993, p. xiv) 

Haigh and Griffiths (2009) apply this logic and argue that climate change, 
with its effects on business infrastructure, resources, products, and 
markets, provides sufficient rationale (notwithstanding the moral and 
ethical considerations) to consider the natural environment as a primary 
stakeholder in strategic management decision making. Higher education 
may need to play a more central role in the adaptation toward sustainable 
business practices: “Our duty towards [the] education of future 
professionals is to make it possible for them to participate in the necessary 
transformation” (Svanstrom, Lozano-Garcia, & Rowe, 2008, p. 340). 

This research examines the relationship between student narcissism, 
materialism, and a potential social cost of enhanced levels of narcissism 
and materialism―environmental ethics. As society recognizes the impact 
of economic activities on nature, and consumers increase their demands 
for businesses to adopt environmentally responsible behavior,  



management educators must ensure that our future business leaders are 
capable and caring businesspersons who represent positive role models. 

However, recent research suggests worrying phenomena: Business stu- 
dents may lack empathy, possess enhanced levels of self-interest, and 
may exploit common resources (Campbell, Bush, Brunell, & Shelton, 
2005). A study by Westerman, Bergman, Bergman, and Daly (2012) 
indicates that the personality characteristic of narcissism is higher among 
business students than among students of other disciplines. Narcissism 
has also been linked to a wide range of undesirable outcomes in the 
workplace, including white- collar crime (Blickle, Schlegel, Fassbender, & 
Klein, 2006), risky decision making (Campbell, Goodie, & Foster, 2004), 
and blaming others for personal failure (Kernis & Sun, 1994). 

If our future business leaders carry their higher levels of narcissistic 
behavior into the workplace, it raises important issues regarding the social 
costs of narcissism. The possible role that personality may play in environ- 
mental ethics has been relatively unexamined in the research literature, 
and we believe stable personality traits, especially narcissism, may help 
explain why business students differ in their environmentally ethical 
behavior. Thus, this research seeks to examine the relationships among 
narcissism, material- ism, and environmental ethics in undergraduate 
business students and to determine the extent to which management 
educators may need to refocus their efforts toward attitudinal learning with 
respect to materialism and environmental issues.1 

 

Business Students and Materialism 

Materialism is defined as a chronic focus on lower order needs, such as 
phys- ical comfort and safety, over higher order needs, such as self-
expression, belonging, and quality of life (Inglehart, 1990), or alternatively 
as a value that represents a “mind-set or constellation of attitudes 
regarding the relative importance of acquisition and possession of objects 
in one’s life” (Richins & Dawson, 1992, p. 307). Defining materialism as a 
value (as opposed to a personality trait; e.g., Belk, 1985) is congruent with 
the idea that materialism involves the extent to which one places 
importance on possessions and their acquisition as a necessary means to 
achieve desirable end states. Thus, the acquisition of possessions is not 
the ultimate goal; such acquisition is a way to achieve other ends, such as 
happiness or admiration. Ironically, however, such materialistic values are 
consistently found to have a negative effect on happiness and well-being 
(Kasser & Kanner, 2004). 



Many believe that enhanced levels of materialism may be disproportion- 
ately present in university business students, and some have gone so far 
as to argue that this is, at least partly, the result of business schools 
advocating materialistic greed, profit, and the acquisition of wealth over all 
other goals (Giacalone & Wargo, 2009). There is evidence to suggest that 
business school education and its environment may have harmful effects 
on the values and behavior of our students (see Pfeffer, 2005). For 
example, a study conducted by the Aspen Institute (2001) found that the 
values of MBA students changed during their 2 years in graduate school; 
maximizing shareholder value became more important whereas customers 
and employees became less important. Another study found that the 
relationship between firm size and corporate illegal activity becomes 
stronger as the percentage of top management team members with an 
MBA degree increases (Williams, Barrett, & Brabston, 2000). 

Although it remains unclear whether findings such as these are due to self- 
selection into business schools or are the result of the educational process 
itself, there is direct evidence that business school students possess more 
materialistic values than students in other subjects. In a comparison of 
business and education students, business majors more strongly endorsed 
extrinsic values (with a particular emphasis on personal financial success), 
showed more signs of internal distress, displayed lower levels of well-
being, and had more substance abuse problems (Vansteenkiste, Duriez, 
Simons, & Soenens, 2006). Furthermore, the differences in self-reported 
well-being and substance use between business and education students 
was fully explained by the type of values with which each group was 
primarily concerned (business students cited wealth accumulation and 
education students cited helping people in need; Vansteenkiste et al., 
2006). Similarly, Robak, Chiffriller, and Zappone (2007) found that 
business students were more motivated to make money than students with 
a psychology major and were subject to more negative mood states like 
anger and depression. 

 

The Relationship Between Narcissism and Materialism 

As with materialism, there is evidence suggesting that business students 
possess higher levels of narcissism than students in other disciplines 
(Westerman et al., 2012), and we would expect to see a relationship 
between narcissism and materialism. Theoretically, this link is supported 
by the concept of terminal materialism, which refers to individuals using 
possessions to create envy and obtain the admiration of others or to 



achieve status (Rochberg-Halton, 1986). Thus, being envied and having 
status are the ultimate goals, as opposed to acquiring possessions, as 
possessions are simply a means to an end. The possession and flaunting 
of expensive, high-prestige items are one obvious way to ensure attention, 
obtain higher status, and receive recognition from peers, particularly in a 
relatively materialistic society such as in the United States (Belk, 1985; 
Richins & Dawson, 1992). Individuals high in narcissism display an 
excessive reliance on, and place great importance on, status and 
recognition (American Psychological Association, 2000). Narcissists’ 
strong desire to achieve and display status likely leads to higher levels of 
materialism. Furthermore, those high in narcissism possess an inflated, yet 
fragile, sense of self-esteem and become dependent on social sources for 
affirmation (Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001). Self-doubt and feelings of 
inadequacy appear to be linked to an individual’s disproportionate focus on 
materialistic values (Chang & Arkin, 2002; Richins & Dawson, 1992). Thus, 
accumulating material goods and receiving the accompanying admiration 
from others is one way that narcissists may build their sense of self-worth 
(Cisek, Hart, & Sedikides, 2008). 

Narcissists tend to be hypervigilant for ego threats, and when such threats 
occur, they initially activate worthlessness and then rapidly and automati- 
cally inhibit it in order to protect their sense of grandiosity, which further 
supports the relationship between narcissism and materialism. These 
findings highlight the important role that worthlessness plays in the self-
regulation of narcissists (Horvath & Morf, 2009). In essence, materialism 
may operate as a protection mechanism against implicit feelings of 
worthlessness. The acquisition of possessions may work to counteract 
potential feelings of worthless- ness; one cannot be considered worthless if 
one owns possessions of “worth.” 

Research tends to support the proposition that narcissism is associated 
with stronger materialistic values. For example, Rose (2007) found positive 
relationships between narcissism and both materialism and compulsive 
buying. Furthermore, Kasser and Ryan (1996) found a link between 
narcissism and aspirations of wealth and fame. Cisek et al. (2008) found 
that narcissists are significantly more likely to buy items that make them 
feel and look good rather than those that satisfy practical needs. Although 
there exists a fair amount of evidence suggesting a relationship between 
various aspects of materialism and enhanced narcissism, to date research 
has not explicitly examined the relationship between materialism (in all of 
its dimensions) and narcissism among business students. 

 



Hypothesis 1a: Business student narcissism will be positively related to 
materialism. 

 

The Relationship Between Narcissism and 
Environmental Ethics 

The United Nations (2004) defines environmental ethics as follows: 
“Environmental ethics . . . is the study of normative issues and principles 
relating to human interactions with the natural environment, and to their 
con- text and consequences” (p. 6). Environmental ethics is considered 
applied ethics and should be used to “guide individuals, corporations and 
governments in determining the principles affecting their policies, their 
lifestyles, and their actions across the entire range of environmental and 
ecological problems, and for the appraisal of such actions, lifestyles, and 
policies” (p. 6). At the level of the individual, empathy and altruism are 
often considered central to environmental concern. The capacity to feel an 
emotional response based on the perceived welfare of another, and the 
desire to help others and act in the interest of others, should be directly 
related to the concern one has for the natural environment. For example, 
research findings have shown that taking the perspective of animals being 
harmed leads to significantly higher levels of environmental concern 
(Schultz, 2000). One of the defining characteristics of narcissists is that 
they lack empathy (American Psychological Association, 2000). Narcissists 
tend to disregard others’ rights and feelings and are unable to take the 
perspective of others. They are overly focused on themselves and their 
own needs and interests. Such egoistic concerns make it unlikely that 
those high in narcissism will worry much about the consequences of their 
behavior on the environment. 

A significant amount of research has linked the existence of environmen- 
tal problems to human tendencies to act in our own interest (e.g., 
Diekmann & Preisendorfer, 1998; Hardin, 1968; Kaiser, Ranney, Hartig, & 
Bowler, 1999). In fact, engaging in conservation efforts is typically 
presumed to stem from intrinsic concern about nature and the well-being of 
the planet (e.g., Bamberg & Schmidt, 2003; Fransson & Gärling, 1999; 
Stern & Dietz, 1994). Thus, individuals whose values are more egoistic 
possess a lower intrinsic concern about nature and opt to engage in 
proenvironment behavior only when the perceived benefits outweigh the 
perceived costs for them person- ally (De Groot & Steg, 2008). 

 



Research findings also suggest that narcissists will place their own inter- 
ests above others’ and are likely to exploit others and common resources 
to obtain short-term success. Campbell et al. (2005) investigated the 
impact of narcissism in the classic social dilemma, the tragedy of the 
commons, where short-term self-interests are pitted against the long-term 
interests of a group regarding the use of a common resource (in this case, 
a renewable forest). During the competitive simulation, narcissists desired 
significantly more profit and experienced greater short-term success. 
However, narcissists depleted the common resource more rapidly such 
that the total reward for the group was diminished, suggesting that the 
social and environmental costs of narcissism may be high. Thus, the 
present research examines whether narcissism among business students 
has a direct effect on their environmental ethics. 

Hypothesis 1b: Business student narcissism will be negatively related to 
environmental ethics. 

 

The Relationship Between Materialism and 
Environmental Ethics 

High levels of consumption are often seen as the primary cause of 
ecological degradation (Princen, 1997). An emphasis on material 
possessions is often linked with little or no concern for nature or the 
environment, as materialism and consumption are in direct contrast to the 
simplicity that is typically associated with ecological responsibility (Lasch, 
1978; Linden, 1979; Richins & Dawson, 1992). Kilbourne and Pickett 
(2008) argue that cognitive dissonance plays a key role in the link between 
materialism and environmental beliefs. Individuals do not wish to see 
themselves as potentially destroying the environment through their high 
consumption. Yet the values associated with materialism are quite 
prevalent in American society. The cognitive dissonance created by these 
conflicting values is reduced by selectively removing or distorting the 
information that is inconsistent with one’s values. Thus, the individual may 
reject or deny evidence that human consumption and materialism 
contribute to environmental decline, in order to maintain his or her primary 
value of materialism. Research by Kilbourne and Pickett (2008) supports 
the contention that placing a high value on consumption is negatively 
related to environmental beliefs and concern. The present study empir- 
ically examines the significance of the relationship between materialism 
and environmental ethics among university business students. 



Hypothesis 2: Business student materialism will be negatively related to 
their stance on environmental ethics. 

 

Gender Differences in Environmental Ethics 

A considerable volume of research supports the view that gender 
differences will affect ethical issues in business (Schminke, Ambrose, & 
Miles, 2003). Women are perceived to be more sympathetic and more 
intuitive than men (Heilman, Block, Martell, & Simon, 1989), and Schein 
(1973) notes that women are perceived as more helpful and aware of 
others’ feelings. Gilligan (1977, 1982) argues that women and men 
possess fundamentally different moral orientations and that men utilize 
justice as a criterion shaping their ethical orientation, whereas women 
operate from a framework of caring as a primary moral orientation. Other 
work empirically supports this position (e.g., Beekun, Stedham, 
Westerman, & Yamamura, 2010; White, 1992, 1994). Furthermore, Arlow’s 
(1991) research indicates that women place less emphasis on expediency 
and selfish interests when evaluating ethical issues. Khazanchi (1995) 
found that women are better at recognizing unethical actions in scenarios. 
Ameen, Guffey, and McMillan (1996) found that female students were 
better able to identify ethically questionable student activities as more 
unethical than were male students. Ruegger and King (1992) also reported 
that women identified several areas of ethical concern as more unac- 
ceptable than did men, including performing work that may be harmful or 
unethical and a firm’s duty not to exploit stakeholders. Wehrmeyer and 
McNeil (2000) found that women in organizations in the United Kingdom 
were more likely to be actively involved in environmental behavior (consci- 
entious activism) than were their male counterparts. Similarly, women 
demonstrate stronger feelings regarding ethical issues (Whipple & Swords, 
1992). Kohlberg’s (1981, 1984) stage approach to moral development has 
also been shown to have robust gender differences (Boldizar, Wilson, & 
Deemer, 1989; Lifton, 1985; Rest, 1986; Thoma, 1986). Finally, as 
indicated by Hofstede (1998), gender studies seem to indicate that “men 
tend to stress ego goals more whereas women tend to stress social goals” 
(p. 11). As a result of this prior research and theory, this study explores 
whether female business students in the United States have higher levels 
of environmental ethics than male business students. 

Hypothesis 3: Female business students will be higher on environmental 
ethics than male business students. 



METHOD 

Participants were 405 undergraduate business students at an Association 
to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business–accredited business school in 
the southeastern United States. Participation in the study was voluntary, 
and subjects were recruited from the following business courses: 
organizational behavior, strategic management, human resource 
management, entrepreneur- ship, principles of marketing, contemporary 
issues in management and leadership, and principles of economic theory. 
Subjects were informed that the study was designed to investigate 
generational differences among university students and that participation 
would take approximately 20 minutes. Subjects were apprised that 
responses would be completely confidential, no compensation would be 
provided for participating, and there was no penalty for choosing not to 
participate. Participants were provided sufficient class time to complete a 
survey, which consisted of demographic information including age and 
gender, and several inventories representing the independent and 
dependent variables. The mean age of the final sample was 21.7 years, 
with a range of 17 to 30 years. The sample was 65% male (nmale = 261) 
and 35% female (nfemale = 140), and 4 participants did not indicate their 
gender. 

 

Measures 

Narcissism. To assess their levels of subclinical narcissism, participants 
completed the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI; Raskin & Terry, 
1988). The NPI contains 40 paired statements that measure authority, 
exhibitionism, superiority, entitlement, exploitativeness, vanity, and self-
sufficiency. Each pair of statements includes a forced choice between a 
narcissistic response and a nonnarcissistic response. Respondents were 
asked to select the statement that best matched their own feelings and 
beliefs. The following items were included: “Modesty doesn’t become me” 
versus “I am essentially a modest person” and “I can usually talk my way 
out of anything” versus “I try to accept the consequences of my behavior.” 
Narcissistic responses were summed, and higher scores on the NPI 
indicated a more narcissistic personality. The NPI has been shown to have 
adequate reliability and validity (Raskin & Terry, 1988; Rhodewalt & Morf, 
1995). Cronbach’s alpha for the present sample was .83. 

Materialism. Materialism was measured using the Material Values Scale 
(Richins & Dawson, 1992). The scale consists of 18 items assessing three 



facets: success, acquisition centrality, and acquisitions as the pursuit of 
happiness. The following sample items were included: “The things I own 
say a lot about how well I’m doing in life;” “Buying things gives me a lot of 
plea- sure;” and “I’d be happier if I could afford to buy more things.” 
Participants responded to each item based on a 5-point scale from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Item scores were summed within 
factor to form indices for each of the three factors and were summed 
overall to form an overall materialism score. Cronbach’s alpha for the 
present sample was .89. 

Environmental Ethics. The New Ecological Paradigm Scale was used to 
assess environmental ethics. It offers balance and a broad scope in 
understanding an individual’s environmental sensitivity and is widely used 
to measure environ- mental orientation (Dunlap, Van Liere, Mertig, & 
Jones, 2000). A proecological orientation (seeing the world ecologically) is 
reflected by a high score on the New Ecological Paradigm Scale and 
represents proenvironmental beliefs and attitudes on a wide range of 
issues. Participants responded to 15 items based on a 5-point scale from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The scale consists of five facets: 
reality of limits to growth, antianthropocentrism, fragility of nature’s 
balance, rejection of the idea that humans are exempt from the constraints 
of nature, and the possibility of an ecological crisis or catastrophe. Sample 
items include the following: “When humans interfere with nature it often 
produces disastrous consequences;” “We are approaching the limit of the 
number of people the earth can support;” and “Humans were meant to rule 
over the rest of nature” (reverse scored). Item scores were summed both 
within factor to form indices for the five factors and overall to form an 
overall environmental ethics score. Cronbach’s alpha for the present 
sample was .83. 

 

 



 

 

RESULTS 

Descriptive statistics and variable intercorrelations are presented in Table 
1. Hypothesis 1 predicted that business student narcissism would be 
positively related to materialism and negatively related to environmental 
ethics. As shown in Table 1, narcissism had a significant, positive 
correlation with materialism, the size of which indicated a medium effect 
size (Cohen, 1988). Narcissism was not related, however, to 
environmental ethics. Thus, Hypothesis 1a was supported, whereas 
Hypothesis 1b was not. 

Hypothesis 2 posited that business student materialism would be nega- 
tively related to environmental ethics. As shown in Table 1, materialism 
had a significant, negative correlation with environmental ethics, the size of 
which indicated a small effect size. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported. 

Although finding significant narcissism–materialism and materialism– 
environmental ethics correlations suggested that narcissism had an 
indirect relationship with environmental ethics, it did not formally test the 
significance of the suggested indirect effect. As such, the indirect 
relationship was tested using a bootstrap procedure that drew 2,000 
bootstrap samples to create an estimate and standard error (Preacher & 
Hayes, 2004) of the indirect effect that narcissism had on environmental 
ethics through materialism (see Figure 1). Results indicated that 
narcissism did have a significant indirect relationship, estimate = −0.003, 
SE = 0.001, z = −2.22, p = .026, with environmental ethics through 
materialism. 



 

 

In order to test Hypothesis 3, which predicted that female business stu- 
dents would be higher on environmental ethics than male business 
students, an independent samples t test was conducted. Results indicated 
that women, M = 3.50, SD = 0.50, had higher average ratings on the 
environmental ethics scale, t(339) = 3.12, p = .002, d = 0.34, than men, M 
= 3.32, SD = 0.61. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported. 

Based on the results of the tests of the study’s hypotheses, a model was 
proposed showing the hypothesized relationships between gender, narcis- 
sism, materialism, and environmental ethics (see Figure 2). The model 
was tested using path analysis in LISREL 8.80 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 
2006), which allowed for the fit of the overall model to the data to be 
evaluated, all of the path coefficients in the model to be simultaneously 
estimated, and the indirect effect of narcissism on environmental ethics to 
be tested (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Results indicated that the proposed 
model provided excellent fit to the data, χ2(2) = 1.14, p = .564; normed fit 
index = 0.98; standardized root mean square residual = 0.02; adjusted 



goodness of fit = 0.99, both gender and materialism were significant 
predictors of environmental ethics, and narcissism was a significant 
predictor of materialism. Additionally, results of the indirect test indicated 
that narcissism had a significant indirect effect, estimate = −0.003, SE = 
0.001, z = −2.46, p = .014, on environmental ethics through materialism. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The results of the current study indicate that narcissism is significantly 
related to higher levels of materialism in business students. Furthermore, 
higher materialism is associated with lower environmental ethics. Thus, 
significantly enhanced levels of narcissism among business students are 
likely to be problematic for society in that they are associated with both 
higher levels of materialism and lower environmental ethics. Important in 
this regard, there is evidence that business schools are disproportionately 
graduating students with narcissistic tendencies (Westerman et al., 2012). 
Thus, business education in the United States is facing a challenge of 
reducing narcissism and materialism and enhancing the environmental 
ethics of its students. 

The lack of a direct relationship in this study between narcissism and envi- 
ronmental ethics was surprising, but this may be due to a variety of factors. 
First, if an individual high in egoism believes that environmental damage 
may threaten his or her own well-being, he or she may indeed be 
concerned about environmental issues (Schultz, 2000). The present study 
did not examine the extent to which participants believe that environmental 
damage directly threatens their own well-being. This possible moderator 
may be worth examining in future research. Second, although many 
narcissistic behaviors consist of overt displays of grandiosity, in some 
cases, the narcissist’s need for praise and admiration is covert and 
manifests as apparently self-sacrificing devotion to work or other pursuits 
(Rodin & Izenberg, 1996). Although these self-sacrificing behaviors are still 
attempts to derive admiration and gratification from external sources, these 
behaviors may appear to be altruistic or prosocial in nature, such as 
displaying a concern for environmental issues. 

Additionally, there is likely to be strong societal pressure to endorse cer- 
tain values, such as protecting the environment. According to research 
con- ducted by Generate Insight (Gaudelli, 2009), 69% of younger 
generation respondents expressed genuine interest in environmental 
issues and 76% emphasized the importance of brands being ecologically 
conscious. Such endorsement, however, does not necessarily translate 



into actual behavior. Research in social psychology has consistently found 
that human beings often display an attitude–behavior gap, such that they 
say one thing and do another (Baron & Byrne, 1997), and this has been 
found to hold true for consumers as well (see Carrington, Neville, & 
Whitwell, 2010; Hanks, Odom, Roedl, & Blevis, 2008). Narcissists may feel 
as much pressure as nonnarcissists to state that they are concerned with 
the environment; however, their actual behavior may differ quite 
dramatically, as suggested by their high materialism scores. In a 
consumer-based society, such as in the United States, where materialism 
is the norm, societal pressure to shun materialism is likely much less than 
is pressure to endorse environmentalism. This may allow narcissists to feel 
free to endorse materialistic values and respond positively to items such as 
“The things I own say a lot about how well I’m doing in life” or “Buying 
things gives me a lot of pleasure.” As environmental issues have taken on 
more prominence in the United States, it may be that materialism 
represents a more culturally appropriate way for business students to 
mani- fest narcissism. 

However, the link between narcissism, materialism, and environmental 
ethics among business students indicated in this study may also provide 
an opportunity. Griskevicius, Tybur, and Van den Bergh (2010) examined 
the idea of “conspicuous conservation.” They found that activating status 
motives led individuals to opt for prosocial “green” products over more 
luxurious “nongreen” products when shopping in public but not when 
shopping in private. Furthermore, this tendency occurred especially when 
such products cost more, not less, than the “nongreen” products. As those 
high in narcissism are preoccupied with receiving attention and overly 
concerned with attaining high status in the eyes of others (Millon, 1996), 
narcissists may be disproportionately influenced by opportunities within our 
classrooms (and organizations) to demonstrate status in a manner that 
reflects environmental concern. Furthermore, as mentioned above, Schultz 
(2000) suggested that if an individual high in egoism believes that 
environmental damage may threaten his or her own well-being, he or she 
may become more concerned about environ- mental issues. This may 
provide an opportunity for educators (and organizations) to adapt to 
increasing levels of narcissism in a manner that does not come at the 
expense of environmental ethics and behavior by sensitizing narcissists to 
the personal risks of environmental degradation in our business ethics 
courses. 

 

 



Implications for Business Education 

The results of the present study suggest that management educators may 
need to refocus or strengthen their efforts toward attitudinal learning with 
respect to environmental issues, which leads to the question of how we 
can affect such attitudinal change. To some extent, many of us already 
attempt to influence our students’ attitudes toward a variety of issues, such 
as diversity, cross-cultural differences, sexual harassment, ethical 
behavior, and even the recent emphasis on the “triple bottom line.” And 
many business schools are already implementing programs, such as 
service learning, that are designed to facilitate attitude change and moral 
development (e.g., Rhee & Sigler, 2010). Based on our results, if business 
schools are able to reduce the narcissistic tendencies among their 
students, then their attitudes regarding material- ism and ecological issues 
may improve. Table 2 presents a set of proposed interventions that are 
likely to influence narcissism directly (the first column in the table). 
Because many of the interventions intended to influence narcissism levels 
are essentially strategies for attitude change, they are likely to affect 
materialism and environmental ethics as well (as indicated by an “x” in the 
second and third columns). Taken together, the indicated interventions 
promise to have an effect on materialism and environmental values that is 
direct and also indirect (through narcissism). 

The interventions range from one-on-one interactions between the instruc- 
tor and student, to changes that can be implemented in a single class, to 
initiatives that are best made on the college-wide level (see Bergman et 
al., 2010). We address each of these levels of intervention in turn. So as 
not to be redundant with Bergman et al. (2010), we do not discuss each 
proposed intervention here; rather, we discuss those interventions that 
require some explanation beyond their labels (i.e., their labels are too 
vague to give an indication of the intervention’s nature), those interventions 
that share mechanisms in common, and those interventions not included in 
the Bergman et al. article. 

One-on-One Interventions. One-on-one interventions involve direct interac- 
tion between the student and instructor. They include the following: 
building an alliance (letting the students know that you are on their side), 
modeling desired behaviors, and suggesting that students try a different 
point of view. These steps are facilitated to the extent that class sizes are 
small, which is listed in Table 2 as a college-wide intervention. In cases of 
clinical narcissism, the best one-on-one intervention is to refer the student 
to a counselor, though narcissists are not likely to accept professional help  



except when, as Bergman et al. (2010) put it, “Fate has been unkind” (p. 
124). 

Classroom Interventions. Most of the classroom interventions represent 
measures that many instructors take as a matter of course, without 
necessarily tailoring them specifically to reducing the levels of the variables 
in this study. Frequent assessments, for example, such as quizzes on 
nearly every class day, are thought to desensitize narcissistic students to 
evaluation. If evaluation is given infrequently and in large doses, it might 
be seen as a threat to a narcissist’s (surprisingly fragile) self-concept. 
Enhanced use of devil’s advocates (legitimized by the instructor) during 
class discussions and introducing peer evaluations on some student 
products might also desensitize narcissists to criticism by presenting it in a 
constructive, nonhierarchical, and less threatening way. Case method 
teaching and the use of role-plays may also be used to build empathy and 
an improved understanding and respect for the perspectives of others, 
which tend to be lacking in narcissists. In addition, improving the accuracy 
of students’ expectations for a course may be managed by the frequency 
and effectiveness of an instructor’s communication of their expectations of 
student engagement and performance to the class. Finally, guest 
speakers, particularly those viewed as of high status, are likely to have an 
effect on student attitudes, as narcissists tend to give greater weight to the 
pronouncements of high-status individuals. 

 



 

 

College-Wide Measures. College-wide measures include, for example, 
reducing class sizes and acting to reduce grade inflation (in order to 
discourage instructors from pandering to assertive narcissistic students). 
Materialism may also be influenced by initiating policies to discourage 



ostentation. For instance, at our university, freshmen and sophomores are 
not permitted to park their cars on campus, which has the effect of 
discouraging those students from gauging each other’s socioeconomic 
levels by comparing the kinds of cars they drive. In addition, the local bus 
service is free (and has implications for environmental ethics). A further 
possibility to reduce ostentation—one that may not be practical for many 
business schools—might be to introduce dress codes to reduce social 
comparison. 

Perhaps the strongest effects will be seen by college-wide (or university- 
wide) initiatives that are likely to affect two or more of the study’s variables 
directly. For example, at our university, a short-term (2-week) study abroad 
to Malawi was developed. Malawi is one of the world’s poorest countries: 
Only six percent of Malawi’s residents have electricity, and many of them 
see prolonged outages each day. The trip’s leaders noticed changes in the 
stu- dents’ empathy levels (lack of empathy is a key component of 
narcissism) and in their appreciation of the basic elements of life, which 
middle-class Americans often take for granted (related to materialism). The 
study abroad focused on a service mission with environmental impacts, as 
the students helped craft a business plan for a corn mill in one of Malawi’s 
villages and gave management advice to a nongovernmental organization 
engaged in promoting sustainable agriculture practices. 

A college-wide curriculum change that would support environmental eth- 
ics would be the integration of the World Business Council on Sustainable 
Development’s (2011) guiding principles. In addition, more traditional 
approaches may include a greater emphasis on the integration of 
sustainability-focused formalized service learning, real-world internships, 
and ethics and sustainability case studies and courses into the business 
core curriculum to combat business students’ higher levels of narcissism. 

 

Need for Future Research 

It is possible that the dual trends of enhanced narcissism and 
environmental ethics may represent contradictory forces among younger 
generation business students. Also, materialism may function to enhance 
(or reduce) the cognitive dissonance that may result from this potential gap 
between espoused values and values in use. Thus, it may be that 
narcissists claim to have environmentally conscious attitudes but behave in 
ways that are not environmentally-friendly. As this study relied on self-
report data, further exploration of the nature of the interrelationships 
suggested by the results of this study would be useful in determining more 



explicit intervention strategies in improving student environmental ethics in 
management education. Future research may also specifically evaluate the 
effectiveness of the proposed interventions (summarized in Table 2) in 
reducing the levels of narcissism and materialism and enhancing the 
environmental ethics of business students at the one-on-one, classroom, 
and college-wide levels. 

Additionally, business students’ elevated levels of narcissism may be an 
issue internationally. Foster, Campbell, and Twenge (2003) completed a 
study that indicated narcissism by world region. The United States scored 
the highest in narcissism, with Europe following closely behind. Thus, a 
study of the relationships between narcissism, materialism, and ecological 
values in a cross-cultural context may allow for an enhanced 
understanding among management educators of these important 
relationships. 

Future research could also further examine the relationships proposed in 
the present study across different business majors, in business graduate 
students, and among management practitioners. Such research could 
enhance our understanding of individuals’ decision-making processes by 
utilizing an experimental design and a policy-capturing approach. Directly 
studying how both future and current organizational managers might 
perceive and respond to a variety of business scenarios could shed 
additional light on the influence of narcissism and materialism on 
environmentally ethical behavior. 

Finally, because the correlations found in the current study indicated small 
to medium effects, there obviously remains variance that is unaccounted 
for in predicting environmental ethics with narcissism and materialism. 
Thus, other stable personality traits, such as conscientiousness, 
dogmatism, and Machiavellianism, could be examined to determine their 
potential influence on environmental ethics. 
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