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Purpose: During recent years, there has been a growing interest in CSR across disciplines. Various scholars document that Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO) narcissism is an important factor that should not be overlooked when analyzing CSR. Research on the 
relationship between CEO narcissism and CSR has treated CSR as a whole construct. However, little attention has been paid to its 
effect on different dimensions of CSR, especially the same psychological trait may have effects on charitable donations and employee 
welfare. The purpose of the study is to explore the relationship between CEO narcissism and charitable donations and employee 
welfare, while taking into account the moderating role of the legal environment.
Methods: This study used the video survey method to measure CEO narcissism, the video information was obtained from Baidu.com 
and hao.360.com search engines. Other data were collected from Chinese Stock Market Research (CSMAR) database. We used OLS 
regression for data analysis and also used Tobit regression model to check the robustness of the estimation results. Meanwhile, all 
analyses will be performed with Stata 16.0 software.
Results: Empirical analysis reveals that CEO narcissism has a positive and significant impact on charitable donations and has 
a negative and significant impact on employee welfare. Moreover, the legal environment will reduce the effect of CEO narcissism on 
charitable donations and employee welfare, indicating that a stronger legal environment could attenuate the effect of CEO personality 
traits, especially narcissism on charity donations and employee welfare.
Conclusion: This study contributes to the behavioral finance theory and stakeholder theory to better understand the relationship 
between CEO narcissism and charitable donations and employee welfare. Meanwhile, this study is one of the few studies to investigate 
the patterns of CSR activities in China, an important emerging economy.
Keywords: CSR, CEO, legal environment, charitable donation, employee welfare, personality traits

Introduction
Research on corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been paying increasing attention to the antecedents, drivers, and 
motives of CSR. Much of the research could be classified into two major types: “outside-in” and “inside-out”. The 
“outside-in” perspective focuses on the incentives and constraints of the external institutional environment and the value 
drivers of external stakeholders. The former focuses on the regulation of CSR behavior from the formal system, which 
reflects the government’s facilitation approach to CSR through the formulation of rules and regulations (such as legal 
system, incentive system, evaluation system, and punishment system), and plays the governance function of the 
institutional entities in promoting CSR.1 The latter emphasizes the effect of the constraints of industry associations 
among external stakeholders,2 and the monitoring by the public on CSR behavior.3 The “inside-out” perspective focuses 
on the impact of entrepreneurship and top management team heterogeneity on CSR. The former emphasizes the role of 
social entrepreneurship in driving organizations to create economic and social value.4 The latter focuses on the impact of 
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top management team characteristics, such as managerial compensation,5 marital status,6 political connection,7 poverty 
experience,8 and the CEOs’ psychological traits9 on CSR.

The personal characteristics of the firm’s top management team are specifically diverse, one of which is 
narcissism. Narcissism refers to a psychological construct involving personality traits, such as excessive egoism, 
self-superiority, lack of empathy, demands for admiration, control and power and self-image reinforcement that 
comes from external praise. Narcissism can be found among many groups of people, including CEOs.10 The 
intersection of CEO narcissism and CSR has also received limited attention. Evidence suggests that narcissistic 
CEOs are more likely to devote implementing CSR activities. For example, Petrenko confirmed that narcissistic 
CEOs will be more likely to undertake CSR activities to win admiration and applause.11 Evidence also shows that 
narcissistic CEOs will decrease CSR activities. For example, Lin found that CEO narcissism is negatively and 
significantly related to CSR in megaprojects.12 This study shows that the relationship between CEO narcissism and 
CSR is inconsistent and contradictory. This research will force us to think. Why does CEO narcissism influence 
CSR differently? What boundary conditions may influence this relationship?

Two reasons link the inconsistency of CEO narcissism and CSR choices. One reason is that narcissistic CEOs may 
make different behaviors when faced by different stakeholders.13 Behavioral finance theory argues that irrational 
personality characteristics of CEO could lead them to irrational choices. Stakeholder theory emphasizes that internal 
and external stakeholders have different impacts on firm’s behavior. Therefore, we believe that driven by their 
narcissistic traits, narcissistic CEOs may have differential impacts on internal and external stakeholders. By disen-
tangling CSR activities into different types, a nuanced understanding of CEO narcissism and CSR choice may be 
achieved. Scholars have divided CSR activities into Internal CSR and External CSR activities.14 Internal CSR refers to 
Internal CSR practices that are related to internal stakeholders. Employee welfare can be regarded as a typical form of 
Internal CSR. External CSR refers to External CSR practices that are related to External stakeholders. External CSR 
typically includes activities such as cause-related charitable donations. On this basis, we tried to select charitable 
donations and employee welfare as the proxy variables of external and internal CSR, and then examine the impact of 
CEO narcissism on charitable donations and employee welfare. Another reason is that the relationship between CEO 
narcissism and CSR may be influenced by external factors. The legal environment is an important and distinct 
governance mechanism that affects the behavior of micro-enterprises.15 Stronger legal environment usually indicates 
well-developed legal systems, effective supervision and monitoring mechanisms, effective corporate governance 
mechanism and less self-interest behavior.16 In the analysis, we selected the legal environment as a moderator 
variable.

The purpose of this study is to investigate the influence of CEO narcissism on CSR-related choices and the moderating 
role of the legal environment. To test our ideas, first, we identified the target of CSR as the firm’s stakeholders and 
distinguished internal and external stakeholders based on whether there is a formal market transaction contractual relation-
ship between the enterprise and its stakeholders,17 and then identified particular types of internal and external CSR practices 
(charitable donations and employee welfare). This is particularly important in the context of CEO narcissism affecting 
charitable donations and employee welfare. Second, the legal environment may be an effective external governance factor 
affecting the relationship between CEO Narcissism and CSR choices (charitable donations and employee welfare). China 
provides an appropriate setting for this study. In 2020, China received 225.313 billion yuan in charitable donations, social 
philanthropy grew steadily, however, firms often encroach on workers’ interests and rights. As China has experienced rapid 
economic growth, narcissistic tendencies which are growing and narcissistic CEOs are apt to emerge and flourish. 
Narcissistic tendencies which are growing and narcissistic CEOs are apt to emerge and flourish.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 presents our literature review and hypothesis development. Section 3 
explains the sample and data, variables, and econometric model. Section 4 covers the descriptive statistics, regression 
results and robustness tests. Section 5 discusses the theoretical contribution, management enlightenment, limitations and 
future research of this paper. Section 6 present our findings.
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Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
CEO Narcissism and Disentangling CSR
Narcissism stems from people’s inflated and fragile self-concept,18 characterized by self-worship, self-superiority, lack of 
empathy, exploitation.19 Unlike overconfidence and self-esteem, individuals with narcissistic personality desire for 
extreme amounts of attention and admiration.20 As a stable psychological and personality trait, narcissism is more 
common in business managers. Buchholz points out that many managers’ behaviors are driven by narcissistic traits.21 

Brummelman argued that individuals with relatively high narcissism levels tend to emerge as managers.22 As the most 
powerful and influential individuals in top management team, narcissism is common among CEOs, such as Steve Jobs, 
former CEO of Apple Inc, Jack Ma, former CEO of Alibaba Corporation. Narcissistic CEOs contain both cognitive and 
motivational factors.23 Specifically, narcissistic CEOs have a higher inflated self-concept. Such inflated self-concept 
make them particularly confident in their judgment and abilities.24 Besides, narcissistic CEOs focus on realizing personal 
interests and are strongly motivated to attract attention and praise.

Behavioral finance theory emphasizes that individuals behave and their decisions are biased in situations of 
uncertainty, especially psychological characteristics, such as overconfidence, mental accounting, and narcissism, which 
will lead to irrational choices of individuals.25 Personality psychology research found that, driven by the irrational nature 
of narcissistic traits, CEOs often make irrational decisions.26 For example, narcissistic CEOs have been found to favor 
size over quantity when they make corporate acquisitions,27 pursue excessive R&D,28 pursue disruptive innovation.29 

Such irrational behavior may be associated with more media coverage. In terms of CSR, Al-Shammari found that 
narcissistic CEOs tend to take actions to draw people’s attention.29 This finding is consistent with other studies that 
narcissistic CEOs often place a lot of emphasis on CSR to maintain or improve their personal reputation and gain social 
attention and applause. Recently, however, Gao went further and found that highly narcissistic leaders are motivated 
primarily by egoism and will satisfy personal needs results at the expense of employees.13 We can observe that the 
relationship between CEO narcissism and social responsibility is inconsistent. Such inconsistencies quite likely are due to 
narcissistic CEOs may hold varying attitudes toward different stakeholders.

Stakeholder theory emphasizes that the firm is a collection of stakeholders and realizes their interests.30 Stakeholder 
support contributes to the survival and growth of the firm, and it is the firm’s responsibility to create value for its 
stakeholders.31 A firm’s major stakeholders include institutions or individuals that affect the firm’s development goals, 
such as shareholders, employees, consumers, communities, governments. The firm has various stakeholders, and different 
stakeholders may have different interests, preferences, value expectations and impacts on firms’ development. Therefore, 
distinguishing among different stakeholder groups is an essential area in the stakeholder literature. Scholars have made 
many attempts to classify stakeholders. For example, based on whether the contract was signed, Esposito divided the 
selected key stakeholders into contractual stakeholders, community stakeholders.32 Based on three attributes: legitimacy, 
power and urgency, Marcon divided the selected key stakeholders into definitive stakeholders, expectant stakeholders and 
latent stakeholders.33 Based on the close ties between business organizations and firms, Ahinful divided the stakeholders 
into primary and secondary stakeholders.34 Although different scholars have different classifications of stakeholders, the 
measurement standard is essentially the same. That is, whether stakeholders affect a firm’s operational, and the basis of 
impact is whether stakeholders have a market transaction contract relationship with the firm.

Stakeholder theory suggests that a firm is a contractual collection of stakeholders.35 Stakeholders who entered into 
marketing contracts with the firm, such as shareholders, managers and employees, are defined as “internal stakeholders”. 
Stakeholders who do not have any contractual relationships with the firm are defined as “external stakeholders”, such as 
the government, social media, community and the public. Internal and external stakeholders have a differential effect on 
firm outcomes and may have different expectations in a firm’s CSR activities. Internal stakeholders put forward CSR 
requirements by self-interest; external stakeholders emphasized that CSR should be ethically based on norms. CSR 
practices are also aimed at internal and external stakeholders. Firm’s CSR activities related to external stakeholders are 
often defined as external CSR activities, which are more outward activities oriented. In comparison, firm’s CSR activities 
related to internal stakeholders is often defined as internal CSR activities, which are more inward activities oriented.36 

Previous studies argue that the main form of external CSR was and remains charitable donations,37 and employee welfare 
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as the typical proxy variables for internal CSR activities.38 Charity donations help to improve a firm’s prestige, prosocial 
image, and allow greater public endorsement. Employee welfare is deeply embedded in a firm’s human capital and 
regulations, which received far less attention from external stakeholders. In this analysis, driven by narcissistic irrational 
traits, narcissistic CEOs usually show different behavioral logics when considering what kind of CSR to undertake, that 
is, engaging in employee welfare based on the consideration of maximizing self-interests; and engaging in charitable 
donations based on the consideration of gaining attention and praise from external stakeholders.

CEO Narcissism and External Charitable Donations
Behavioral finance research suggests that CEO’s psychological traits are essential for the firms’ charitable donations. 
Narcissism is a crucial personality dimension of CEOs, characterized by desiring for power, attention, applause and 
praise. Driven by the irrational nature of narcissistic traits, narcissistic CEOs will influence organizational decisions and 
charitable giving. Based on the shareholder perspective, external stakeholders emphasize that CSR requires ethical 
norms. Charitable donations attract positive external attention and praise and help a firm obtain strong resources and 
support. We theorize that highly narcissistic CEOs are more likely to engage in donation activities to gain attention, 
praise, and resources from external stakeholders.

First, highly narcissistic CEOs will engage in donation activities to gain praise and attention from external 
stakeholders. Narcissistic CEOs are motivated to win the appreciation and praise of external stakeholders and must 
constantly search for the “external sources of narcissistic supply”.11 Affirmations and praise from external stakeholders 
are essential source of “narcissistic supply” for narcissistic CEOs.39 Charitable donation presents a substantial opportu-
nity to garner the attention of external stakeholders. Therefore, narcissistic CEOs are likelier to engage in external 
donation activities to gain praise from external stakeholders, such as the media, consumers, and the government. Studies 
have found that narcissistic CEOs reputation-seeking drives them enthusiastic about public welfare.40

Second, highly narcissistic CEOs will engage in donation activities to demonstrate their ability and obtain the 
resources. Driven by the better-than-average effect, narcissistic CEOs are more willing to “grasp the nettle” to prove 
their ability.41 Relieving financing dilemma and improving operating performance is an effective way to demonstrate the 
ability of narcissistic CEOs. The charitable donation may convey credible corporate signals, and such signals would 
strengthen investor confidence and gain support from local banks and governments. Therefore, narcissistic CEOs will 
increase their donation behavior to gain stakeholders’ support and help firms better deal with financing issues. 
Narcissistic CEOs are more dominant and controlling.42 In particular, narcissistic CEOs prefer to be “market leaders” 
rather than “market followers”.43 As an effective channel for firms to obtain resources, charitable donations can obtain 
political, social and commercial resources, thereby improving market competitive advantage. Thus, we propose the 
following:
Hypothesis 1: CEO narcissism positively influences charitable donations.

CEO Narcissism and Internal Employee Welfare
Stakeholder theory states that a firm is a collection of internal stakeholders with contractual relationships,35 whose 
growth depends on the collective contribution of internal stakeholders. Employees are the most critical internal 
stakeholders of the firm and have an essential impact on firm growth. Theoretically, the CEO is also an internal 
stakeholder. However, a CEO can be directly or indirectly contracted with employees on behalf of the firm and play 
a crucial role in corporate decision-making, so the CEO will affect the firm’s CSR commitment to employees. Some 
scholars consider narcissistic CEOs as “destructive leader”,29 believing they have negative traits, such as egoism and 
intellectual inhibition. Driven by negative traits, narcissistic CEOs may treat internal employees negatively and even 
reduce the employee’s welfare.

First, highly narcissistic CEOs are motivated to satisfy self-interest by exploiting others and are likelier to violate 
employees’ welfare. Highly narcissistic CEOs possess higher exploiting motivation at work, such as harshly criticizing 
employees, insulting employees, stealing employees’ achievements, and ultimately violating the interests of employees.44 

Moreover, highly narcissistic CEOs are more deceptive and falsely concerned about employees. Such deceptive behavior 
will reduce employees’ trust and sense of belonging and increase employees’ tendency to leave. Our theory is consistent 
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with the research of some scholars. For example, O’Reilly argued that narcissistic leaders give negative feedback to 
others when they perceive threats to their authority.45 Asad emphasized that narcissistic leaders have a significant 
indifference and inhibitory impact on subordinates.46

Second, highly narcissistic CEOs reduce employees’ welfare to maximize their firm’s market value. Based on the 
perspective of obtaining residual claims, employees’ welfare is usually considered as a short-term cost. Narcissistic CEOs 
often reduce internal transaction costs and employees’ welfare to obtain residual claims. Based on the perspective of 
attention-based view, employee responsibility is more closely related to the company’s rules, regulations and business 
operations. However, it needs long construction times and high operating costs. It is difficult for external stakeholders to 
identify the efforts of narcissistic CEOs in CSR. In contrast, charitable donations are more visible to the public and have the 
advantage of a short and sustainable implementation cycle.47 Narcissistic CEOs would focus more attention on charitable 
donations and reduce employee welfare benefits. Finally, given limited capital resources, there is no way to balance the 
resource investment of internal and external CSR. Specifically, excessive investment in charitable donations will crowd out 
employee welfare investment, and may result in lower investment in human capital. Thus, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 2: CEO narcissism negatively influences employee welfare.

The Moderating Effect of the Legal Environment
As an important external governance mechanism, the legal environment is the environmental guarantee for the smooth 
operation of enterprises. The legal environment reflects the quality of legislation, administrative law enforcement, and 
enterprises’ compliance. A stronger legal environment could improve information disclosure quality, reduce encroach-
ment, and restrain rent-seeking behavior.48 Charitable donations and employee welfare are social activities and will 
inevitably be guided and regulated by the legal environment. Especially in the context of “the rule of law” in China, the 
legal environment will profoundly affect the irrational CSR behavior of narcissistic CEOs.

First, a stronger legal environment could improve the quality of corporate information disclosure and constrain the 
narcissistic CEO’s manipulation of charitable donation and employee welfare. The legal environment provides a vital 
link between internal and external information. The interior information is conveyed to the exterior, regulators, analysts, 
and investors can quickly identify the inappropriate CSR behavior of narcissistic CEOs. When external stakeholders 
highly identify the irrational CSR behavior of narcissistic CEOs, the principal–agent problem might be reduced, and the 
destructive behavior of narcissistic CEOs will be suppressed.49 The exterior information is conveyed to the interior, 
narcissistic CEOs may obtain more valuable information on CSR duties and make more rational decisions.

Second, a stronger legal environment could raise the illegal cost of narcissistic CEOs, especially the illegal cost of 
encroaching upon employee rights and interests. Motivated by a strong desire for external praise and attention, 
narcissistic CEOs will focus more on external donations and make “excessive” charitable donation decisions. 
Although excessive charitable donations will attract public attention, they can also cover up violations (such as fictitious 
billing fraud, squeezing employee wages), divert the public’s attention, and escape merited punishment.50 At this 
juncture, a stronger legal environment could monitor narcissistic CEOs’ decision-making processes and constrain their 
illegal activities. In addition, a stronger legal environment could improve the protection of employees’ residual claims,51 

reduce the probability of employees’ rights and interests being encroached upon,52 improve narcissistic CEOs’ supportive 
behavior and ultimately improve employee well-being. Thus, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 3a: Legal environment weakens the positive relationship between CEO narcissism and charitable donations.
Hypothesis 3b: Legal environment weakens the negative relationship between CEO narcissism and employee welfare.

As mentioned above, we proposed a conceptual model of the study as shown in Figure 1.

Methodology
Sample and Data
The sample for our study started with all Chinese listed on the Shanghai and Shenzhen Stock from 2010 to 2019. We 
excluded companies in the following categories: (1) excluded banks, securities companies, and insurance companies; (2) 
excluded “ST” and “PT” companies; (3) excluded the company whose asset–liability ratio>1; (4) excluded companies 
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with serious missing data; (5) excluded companies listed on the exchange less than 3 years; (5) excluded companies 
CEO’s less than 3 years. It is worth noting that, banks, securities companies, and insurance companies are dominated by 
intangible assets and capital structure different from other industries, which tends to affect the regression results. 
Therefore, they were deleted. Our final sample contains 605 observations. Data on charitable donation, employee 
welfare, CEO characteristics and firm characteristics were collected from Chinese Stock Market Research (CSMAR) 
database. Data on CEO narcissism were collected from a video survey methodology, and the video information was 
obtained from Baidu.com and hao.360.com search engines. Following prior research, we winsorize continuous at the 1% 
and 99% levels. Meanwhile, Stata is one of the most widely used statistical software, all studies in this analysis were 
conducted with Stata 16.0 software.

Variables
Independent Variables
The Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI) is the prevailing instrument for measuring narcissism.53 However, the 
Narcissistic Personality Inventory has many question options, and CEOs in Chinese listed firms are unlikely to answer 
these questions about sensitive traits such as narcissism.54 The ratings of video samples provide valid access to measure 
CEO narcissism. The video approach has been used to assess CEO narcissism, which requires trained raters to watch the 
video of CEOs and give a numerical score on a set of items that measures CEO narcissism.55 The higher the average 
score given by the raters, the higher the narcissism of the CEO. Following prior research,11,40 we used the ratings of 
video samples to measure CEO narcissism (Nar).

First, drawing on the Narcissistic Personality Inventory developed by Raskin,56 and the narcissistic dimensions 
delineated by Emmons,57 we compiled the Narcissism Personality inventory (NPI-16) for Chinese CEOs (Table 1). The 
professors and managers were asked to evaluate and revise the Narcissism Personality Inventory, a modified CEO 
narcissism personality inventory that consists of 16 items spanning 4 dimensions. The 4 dimensions, namely: (1) 
entitlement/exploitativeness; (2) authority/leadership; (3) superiority/arrogance; (4) self-admiration/self-absorption. The 
NPI-16 uses a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 to 7 (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree). Table 1 presents the 
details of the 16-item measure.

Second, followed Petrenko,11 we obtained CEO’s videos from Baidu.com and hao.360.com search engines. We 
classified the videos into 5 groups by length (1–3 minutes, 3–5 minutes, 5–10 minutes, 10–30 minutes, and more than 30 
minutes). To ensure the validity and credibility of the CEO’s narcissism measurement, we set up a “pre-measuring 
method”. Specifically, we created a random subsample of CEOs (n = 30) to analyze mean differences between different 
videos for the same CEO. We found no significant differences in the narcissism measure between different videos for the 
same CEO (p>0.1). To avoid the effect of rater exhaustion on the evaluation work, we evaluated CEO’s video for 5–10 
minutes.

Figure 1 Research model.
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Third, we developed the samples and procedures for rating and trained the raters. Specifically, we recruited 12 
graduate students in psychology with experience in personality assessment as raters. Raters received training and offered 
a monetary incentive to participate. Raters were told that the focus of the study was to get their perceptions of the CEOs’ 
psychological traits in the video sample. Their answers were kept strictly confidential. After the training, raters were 
given an individual password to login the system which was embedded in video sample surveys. Password updated in 
each login. For each CEO, two raters were selected and assigned randomly. Raters were required to watch the videos 
independently and rated each CEO’s narcissism tendencies using a 7-point Likert scale in each sample video. We also 
created an Excel spreadsheet that consists of the NPI-16 scale, for the raters to rate each CEO’s narcissism tendencies and 
give justifications for their rating. The justifications indicate the reasons why raters give narcissistic CEOs a particular 
score. All ratings were performed within 2 weeks, and each subject in the video was limited to not more than an hour.

Fourth, we compared the difference in the rating scores to derive the CEO narcissism index. We followed Fung, and if 
the difference in the rating of the CEO scores between two raters was bigger than one standard deviation of the total 
sample, we selected another two raters to reassess the CEO’s narcissism.58 If only one rater had a score significantly 
different from others (bigger than one standard deviation), the rater’s score was excluded, and we selected the average of 
the other three raters’ scores to derive the narcissism index for CEO. If the scores of the four raters differed, we found 
additional videos and asked the raters to re-assess.

Dependent Variables
Charitable donations can be broadly considered a particular external CSR. Scholars define charitable donation as the 
voluntary donation of money and time to an organization or individual.59 The absolute value of charitable donation can 
reflect the objective level of corporate charitable donation. We followed Brown, charitable donation (Don) = Ln (Total 
annual charitable donation + 1).60 Employee welfare is a significant predictor of internal CSR. The internal CSR 
described in our research focuses on employee welfare, and the social insurance benefits can measure internal welfare. 
We followed Zhu, employee welfare (Welf) = total annual employees’ social insurance/operating income.61

Moderator Variables
We followed Wang's method and used “the development of market intermediary organizations and the legal environment” to 
measure the legal environment (Legal).62 The legal environment consists of the development of legal intermediary 
organizations, the protection of legitimate rights and interests of producers, the protection of intellectual property rights 

Table 1 Narcissistic Personality Index of CEO

Dimensions Title Item

Entitlement / Exploitativeness He/she usually dominates all conversations.
People always seem to recognize his/her authority.

He/she has a strong will to power.
He/she likes to manipulate people.

Authority / Leadership He/she has a high reputation in the industry.
He/she likes people to obey his/her.

He/she is more capable than others.
He/she likes to establish authority over others.

Superiority / Arrogance He/she likes to be followed.
He/she is not willing to listen to subordinates.

He/she is extraordinary and exceptional.

He/she always knows what he/she is doing.

Self-admiration / Self-absorption He/she always likes to be the center of attention.

He/she sometimes gets angry when people complain about him/her.
He/she is willing to express his/her opinion in public.

He/she can usually be convinced to solve any problem.
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and consumer rights. The legal environment index has been recognized by scholars and used to measure the legal 
environment in China, such as Chen.63 The higher the legal environment index, the stronger the legal environment.

Control Variables
We accounted for several control variables, including firm, the CEO, industry and year. First, firm characteristic variables 
include firm size, firm age, firm leverage, R&D investment, government subsidies, independent directors and board size. 
Large firms have more resources and invest in CSR than small firms. We measured Size (firm size) using the natural 
logarithm of the number of employees. Firm age affects firm’s CSR initiative. We measured Age (firm age) using the 
number of years the firm has been in business. Asset–liability ratio is an important indicator to measure a firm’s financial 
performance and a fundamental factor influencing CSR engagement. We defined Lev (firm leverage) as total liabilities 
scaled by total assets. R&D investment improves the firm’s CSR performance. Rdi (R&D investment) was measured as 
R&D expenditures to total sales. Government subsidy provides a positive signal about firm’s quality that facilitates 
attracting venture capital. We measured Sub (Government subsidy) using the natural logarithm of the amount of annual 
government subsidies. Independent directors may guide and monitor business activities, including oversight of CSR 
activities. Dudb (independent directors) was measured as the ratio of independent directors to the total number of board 
members. Board size reflects the board’s ability to participate in major CSR decisions and supervise managers. We 
measured Board (Board size) using the natural logarithm of the total number of board members. Second, we also control 
for CEO gender, CEO age, CEO shareholdings. We operationalized Gend (CEO gender) as a dummy variable, where 1 
indicates males, 0 indicates females. Lage (CEO age) is the age of the CEO in years. Hold (CEO shareholdings) was 
measured as the percentage of the firm’s total shares owned by the CEO. Finally, we also controlled for industry-effect 
and year-effect in all our models.

Econometric Model
To test our hypotheses, we established the following models.

Where Don means the charitable donations, Welf means the employee welfare, Nar means the estimated narcissism of 
CEO, ε stands for error terms, i and t mean firms and years, respectively. The coefficient of primary interest is α1, which 
should be positive and statistically significant if the CEO’s narcissism affects charitable donations, consistent with 
hypothesis 1. Another coefficient of primary interest is β1, which should be negative and statistically significant if the 
CEO’s narcissism affects the employee welfare, consistent with hypothesis 2.

Nar x Legal means the interaction between CEO narcissism and the legal environment. The interaction coefficient is 
μ2 which should be negative and statistically significant if the legal environment weakens the relationship between CEO 
narcissism and charitable donation, consistent with hypothesis 3a. Another interaction coefficient is μ2, which should be 
positive and statistically significant if the legal environment weakens the relationship between CEO narcissism and 
employee welfare, consistent with hypothesis 3b.

Results
Descriptive Statistics
Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for all variables. Several points are worth nothing. First, our standardized 
measure of narcissism ranges from a minimum of 3.500 and a maximum of 5.282, indicating that most Chinese CEOs in 
the sample tend to be more narcissistic. Second, the mean of our dependent variable “Don” is 0.670, the standard error is 
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1.762, indicating that the sample firms make more charitable contributions. The mean of “Welf” is 0.004, the standard 
error is 0.010, and the maximum value is 0.077, indicating that the sample firms have poorer performance in employee 
welfare. Third, the mean value of our moderating variable “Legal” is 11.591, the standard error is 4.635, indicating that 
there is wide variation under legal environment for firms. Fourth, the mean value of Size, Age, Sub and Board is larger 
than the standard errors, indicating that there is wide variation among firms Size, Age, Sub and Board. Fifth, the mean of 
Lev is 34.757, and the maximum value is 96.662, indicating that the sample firms have relatively higher asset-liability 
ratios. The mean of Dudb is 0.372, which is consistent with the board should consist of one-third of independent 
directors. The mean of Gend is 0.955, which implies nearly 96% of CEOs are men. Finally, the other control variables are 
consistent with earlier theoretical expectations.

Table 3 reports the correlations among relevant variables. First, the correlation coefficient is less than 0.700, 
indicating that no strong bivariate correlation exists between these variables. Second, the average variance inflation 
factors (VIF) for all regression models are smaller than 3, indicating that there are no serious multicollinearity issues in 
our regression analyses. Finally, we find a positive correlation between CEO narcissism and charitable donations, which, 
in light of the first hypothesis, indicates that firms with narcissistic CEOs may donate more. We also find a significant and 
negative correlation between CEO narcissism and employee welfare, which, in light of the second hypothesis, indicates 
that firms with narcissistic CEOs tend to undertake less employee welfare. The above results show that our research topic 
is feasible.

Regression Results
Table 4 presents the results of the OLS model to investigate the effect of CEO narcissism on charitable donations and 
employee welfare, and the moderating role of Legal (the legal environment). Model 1 is the baseline model that includes 
only control variables. Model 2 adds CEO narcissism as an independent variable to examine the direct effect of CEO 
narcissism on charitable donations. Model 3 adds the interaction of CEO narcissism and Legal to examine the moderating 
effect of Legal on the link between CEO narcissism and charity donations. Meanwhile, model 4 includes control 
variables only. Model 5 adds CEO narcissism to examine the direct effect of CEO narcissism on employee welfare. 
Model 6 adds the interaction of CEO narcissism and Legal to examine the moderating effect of Legal on the relationship 
between CEO narcissism and employee welfare.

As shown in model 2, CEO narcissism is significantly and positively associated with the charity donations (β = 0.284, 
ρ< 0.05), supporting hypothesis 1. In model 5, CEO narcissism is significantly and negatively associated with the 
employee welfare (β = −0.006, ρ < 0.01), supporting hypothesis 2. As shown in model 3, CEO narcissism is significantly 
and positively (β = 1.247, ρ< 0.01), the interaction of CEO narcissism and Legal is negatively and significantly (β = 

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics

Variable N Mean SD Min Med Max

Don 605 0.670 1.762 0.000 0.000 6.054
Welf 605 0.004 0.010 0.000 0.000 0.077

Nar 605 4.451 0.388 3.500 4.500 5.282

Legal 605 11.591 4.635 0.100 12.200 21.570
Size 605 7.825 1.094 5.220 7.799 12.621

Age 605 20.919 5.036 10.000 20.000 39.000

Lev 605 34.757 19.183 5.403 31.916 96.662
Rdi 605 6.576 8.450 0.020 4.030 98.390

Sub 605 16.211 1.801 7.824 16.275 21.123
Dudb 605 0.372 0.055 0.333 0.333 0.667

Board 605 2.141 0.169 1.609 2.197 2.708

Gend 605 0.955 0.207 0.000 1.000 1.000
Lage 605 54.207 7.051 37.000 53.000 76.000

Hold 605 13.776 15.480 0.000 7.164 70.707
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Table 3 Main Variables Correlation Matrix

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

Don 1

Welf −0.079* 1

Nar 0.021 −0.246*** 1
Legal −0.145*** −0.037 0.110*** 1

Size 0.363*** −0.007 −0.01 0.014 1

Age −0.079* 0.02 0.168*** 0.157*** −0.057 1
Lev 0.101** 0.086** −0.007 0.107*** 0.473*** 0.092** 1

Rdi −0.105** 0.049 −0.084** 0.044 −0.215*** −0.073* −0.307*** 1

Sub 0.153*** −0.028 −0.059 −0.217*** 0.349*** −0.112*** 0.098** 0.003 1
Dudb 0.134*** 0.002 0.032 0.06 0.205*** −0.113*** −0.032 0.026 0.031 1

Board 0.108*** −0.029 −0.099** −0.134*** 0.065 0.155*** 0.069* −0.079* 0.117*** −0.648*** 1

Gend −0.047 0.06 −0.068* 0.097** 0.071* −0.01 0.132*** −0.049 0.032 −0.112*** 0.093** 1
Lage 0.001 −0.044 0.056 0.096** −0.076* 0.160*** −0.017 −0.068* −0.029 −0.156*** 0.195*** 0.054 1

Hold −0.109*** −0.005 −0.005 0.093** −0.237*** 0.029 −0.101** −0.049 −0.168*** 0.076* −0.136*** 0.110*** −0.02 1

Notes: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
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−0.083, ρ< 0.05) (Figure 2), which largely indicates that the legal environment will weaken the positive effect of CEO 
narcissism on charitable donations, supporting hypothesis 3a. In model 6, CEO narcissism is negatively and significantly 
(β = −0.014, ρ< 0.01), the interaction of CEO narcissism and Legal is positively and significantly (β = 0.001, ρ< 0.01) 
(Figure 3). These results clearly imply that the legal environment will weaken the negative effect of CEO narcissism on 
employee welfare, supporting hypothesis 3b.

Robustness Tests
To ensure the robustness of our results, we took several steps. First, a potential issue of endogeneity between CEO 
narcissism and charity donations and employee welfare may arise. To address this problem to some extent, we use the 
Tobit model because our dependent variables had many zero values. The Tobit regression model assumes that the range 
of a dependent variable is limited, eg, the minimum value of the variable is zero. For our study, charitable donations and 
employee welfare contained many observations with a zero value. Thus, the dependent variables fit well with Tobit 
estimation. Models 1–4 in Table 5 shows the results of the Tobit model. Models 1–2 show the regression result for the 

Table 4 Regression Results

Variables Don Welf

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Size 0.441*** 0.441*** 0.460*** −0.000 −0.000 −0.000

(4.08) (4.09) (4.20) (−0.46) (−0.49) (−0.81)
Age −0.023** −0.025** −0.026** 0.000 0.000* 0.000**

(−1.97) (−2.16) (−2.22) (1.09) (1.76) (1.97)

Lev −0.007 −0.007 −0.007 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000***
(−1.63) (−1.59) (−1.44) (3.47) (3.40) (3.31)

Rdi −0.006 −0.004 −0.001 0.000*** 0.000** 0.000*

(−0.70) (−0.53) (−0.17) (2.75) (2.29) (1.94)
Sub 0.035 0.032 0.022 −0.001** −0.001** −0.001**

(0.55) (0.51) (0.35) (−2.45) (−2.31) (−2.30)

Dudb 5.308** 5.384** 5.426** −0.001 −0.003 −0.004
(2.44) (2.47) (2.47) (−0.14) (−0.30) (−0.34)

Board 1.579** 1.686** 1.718** −0.005 −0.007** −0.008**

(2.21) (2.34) (2.33) (−1.42) (−2.12) (−2.36)
Gend −0.640 −0.604 −0.474 0.003 0.002 0.002

(−1.55) (−1.49) (−1.33) (1.36) (1.00) (0.79)

Lage 0.003 0.002 0.006 −0.000 −0.000 −0.000
(0.29) (0.16) (0.56) (−1.54) (−1.10) (−1.51)

Hold 0.000 0.000 0.001 −0.000 −0.000 −0.000

(0.07) (0.07) (0.35) (−0.65) (−0.68) (−0.81)
Nar 0.284** 1.247*** −0.006*** −0.014***

(2.05) (2.80) (−5.49) (−4.64)

Legal −0.020 −0.000
(−0.99) (−0.71)

Nar×Legal −0.083** 0.001***
(−2.43) (2.83)

_cons −7.161*** −8.594*** −7.776*** 0.022 0.053*** (2.83)

(−2.73) (−3.14) (−2.88) (1.60) (3.66) 0.032**
Industry/Year Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

N 605 605 605 605 605 605

F 127.880 115.915 114.871 2.283 3.216 3.304
R2 0.293 0.296 0.303 0.117 0.161 0.173

Adjust R2 0.252 0.254 0.259 0.066 0.111 0.121

Notes: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
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Figure 2 The Moderating effect of the legal environment on the relationship between CEO narcissism and charitable donations.

Figure 3 The Moderating effect of the legal environment on the relationship between CEO narcissism and employee welfare.
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charity donation as a dependent variable. The result shows the effect of the estimated CEO narcissism on charity 
donation, which is positive and significant at the 10% level (β = 0.284, p < 0.1), supporting H1. Model 2 shows the 
positive and significant effect of CEO narcissism at the 1% level (β = 1.247, p < 0.01), and the coefficient of the 
interaction of CEO narcissism and Legal is negative and significant (β = −0.083, p < 0.05), supporting H3a. Similarly, 
models 3–4 show the regression result for the employee welfare as a dependent variable. The result shows the effect of 
the CEO narcissism on employee welfare, which is negative and significant at the 1% level (β = −0.006, p < 0.01), 
supporting H2. Model 4 shows that CEO narcissism has a negative and significant coefficient (β = −0.014, ρ< 0.01), the 
coefficient of the interaction of CEO narcissism and Legal is positive and significant (β = 0.001, ρ< 0.01), support-
ing H3b.

Second, we reran the analysis using an alternate measure for charity donation, namely, operationalized charity 
donation as a dummy variable, where 1 indicates donations greater than 0 and 0 indicates no donations. Meanwhile, 
we used the natural logarithm of employees’ social insurance to operating income as a substitute measure of Welf. Model 
5 shows that the coefficient estimate of CEO narcissism is positive (β = 0.055, p <0.1), supporting Hypothesis 1. Model 7 

Table 5 Robustness Tests

Variables Don Welf Don Welf

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Size 0.441*** 0.460*** −0.000 −0.000 0.076*** 0.079*** −0.294* −0.414***

(5.25) (5.46) (−0.50) (−0.84) (3.90) (4.00) (−1.96) (−2.77)
Age −0.025* −0.026* 0.000* 0.000** −0.003 −0.003 −0.013 −0.014

(−1.94) (−1.95) (1.81) (2.03) (−1.23) (−1.22) (−0.59) (−0.61)

Lev −0.007* −0.007 0.000*** 0.000*** −0.001 −0.001 0.023*** 0.024***
(−1.69) (−1.52) (3.50) (3.42) (−1.26) (−1.10) (3.01) (3.38)

Rdi −0.004 −0.001 0.000** 0.000** −0.001 −0.000 −0.007 −0.016*

(−0.50) (−0.16) (2.35) (2.00) (−0.61) (−0.24) (−0.76) (−1.79)
Sub 0.032 0.022 −0.001** −0.001** 0.005 0.003 −0.093 −0.079

(0.72) (0.50) (−2.38) (−2.38) (0.42) (0.22) (−1.19) (−1.07)

Dudb 5.384*** 5.426*** −0.003 −0.004 0.954** 0.961** −2.638 −3.656
(3.38) (3.42) (−0.31) (−0.35) (2.40) (2.40) (−0.85) (−1.26)

Board 1.686*** 1.718*** −0.007** −0.008** 0.317** 0.320** −2.459** −2.547**

(3.24) (3.30) (−2.18) (−2.43) (2.38) (2.33) (−2.31) (−2.53)
Gend −0.604** −0.474 0.002 0.002 −0.126 −0.099 0.477 0.576

(−1.99) (−1.54) (1.03) (0.82) (−1.64) (−1.44) (1.02) (1.31)

Lage 0.002 0.006 −0.000 −0.000 −0.001 0.000 0.049*** 0.018
(0.17) (0.61) (−1.14) (−1.55) (−0.28) (0.10) (2.66) (0.86)

Hold 0.000 0.001 −0.000 −0.000 −0.000 −0.000 0.008 0.005

(0.07) (0.35) (−0.70) (−0.83) (−0.48) (−0.18) (0.98) (0.60)
Nar 0.284* 1.247*** −0.006*** −0.014*** 0.055* 0.226** −0.625* −2.995***

(1.67) (2.67) (−5.66) (−4.79) (1.90) (2.57) (−1.78) (−4.59)

Legal −0.020 −0.000 −0.005 0.050*
(−1.22) (−0.74) (−1.27) (1.81)

Nar×Legal −0.083** 0.001*** −0.015** 0.240***
(−2.22) (2.92) (−2.14) (3.50)

_cons −8.594*** −7.776*** 0.053*** 0.032** −1.541*** −1.360*** 4.850 4.946

(−3.93) (−3.82) (3.77) (2.46) (−3.10) (−2.78) (1.39) (1.42)
Industry/Year Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

N 605 605 605 605 605 605 221 221

chi2 212.159 218.745 106.160 115.016
F 0.250 0.258 0.533 0.573

R2 0.205 0.211 0.460 0.501

Notes: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2023:16                                                                    https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S414685                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

DovePress                                                                                                                       
3211

Dovepress                                                                                                                                                              Gao et al

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


shows that the coefficient estimate of CEO narcissism is negative (β = −0.625, p <0.1), supporting Hypothesis 2. Model 6 
shows that the coefficient estimate of CEO narcissism is positive (β = 0.226, p <0.05), and the coefficient estimate of 
interaction is negative (β = −0.015, p <0.05). Thus, Hypothesis 3a is supported. Model 8 shows that the coefficient 
estimate of CEO narcissism is negative (β = −2.995, p <0.01), and the coefficient estimate of interaction is positive (β = 
0.240, p <0.01). Thus, Hypothesis 3b is supported.

Discussion
Current research on narcissistic CEOs and CSR has yielded inconsistent results. Some studies have shown that highly 
narcissistic CEOs engage their firms in more CSR initiatives as a way to attract attention and praise.64 Other studies have 
suggested that highly narcissistic CEOs might be negatively related to CSR.12 These inconsistent results may occur 
because narcissistic CEOs selectively focus on and engage in CSR activities. If so, how CEO narcissism affects CSR 
choice? What factors may influence the relationship? However, few studies have examined the relationship between CEO 
narcissism and specific CSR activities, especially different dimensions of CSR. To address this research gap, we 
developed a model of the relationship between CEO narcissism and CSR based on the behavioral finance theory and 
the stakeholder theory. Then we defined External CSR activities and Internal CSR activities and tried to select charitable 
donations and employee welfare as the proxy variables of external and internal CSR. On this basis, we investigated how 
CEO narcissism influences CSR choices (charitable donations and employee welfare), and how legal environment 
moderates the effect of CEO narcissism on CSR choices.

The findings of our research indicate that CEO narcissism has a direct positive impact on charitable donations. This 
result is consistent with the research of Yang.65 From the motivational perspective, narcissistic CEOs are motivated to 
enhance their image and self-esteem, reinforce their views and win the praise of external stakeholders.10 From the 
behavioral perspective, narcissistic tendency drives CEOs to pursue continuous and chronic praise, attention and 
approbation. Meanwhile, narcissistic CEOs must regularly perform tasks that are visible to the public. Charitable 
donations take a relatively short period, incurs low cost and are easy to implement, pretty transparent and visible for 
external stakeholders to recognize.9 This suggests that charitable donations are an important “narcissistic supply tool” for 
narcissistic CEOs to seek attention and praise from external stakeholders.29 Therefore, narcissistic CEOs will be more 
inclined to engage in charitable activities. In contrast, we also found that CEO narcissism has a direct negative impact on 
employee welfare. That is, CEOs with high levels of the narcissistic triad might maximize the effects of self-interest on 
employee welfare, which would reduce the employee welfare. This is not completely surprising. Previously, Tang 
emphasized that hubristic CEOs, who share some of its features with narcissistic CEOs, negatively affect CSR 
initiatives.66 Reasons for this may be that narcissistic CEOs do not consider employee welfare as their approach to 
gain praise, attention and admiration, and it is difficult to implement. This finding successfully addressed the inconsistent 
relationship between CEO narcissism and CSR, and also highlights the impact of CEO narcissism on charitable donations 
and employee welfare.

More importantly, our research discovered that the level environment moderated the effect of CEO narcissism on 
charitable donations and employee welfare. Under the influence of the legal environment, the irrational behavior of 
narcissistic CEOs will be suppressed. Previous empirical studies have primarily focused on the effect of board gender 
diversity,10 outside board of directors67 and corporate governance68 on the relationship between CEO narcissism and 
CSR, leaving limited research on the legal environment. As evidenced by the results of this study, the legal environment 
is an important external governance mechanism, which will force companies to improve their operating efficiency by 
strengthening the quality of information disclosure, restraining interest embezzlement and misuse power behaviors, and 
weakening the opportunism of managers.69 More specifically, a stronger legal environment could monitor narcissistic 
CEOs’ decision-making processes and constrain their illegal activities. Meanwhile, a stronger legal environment could 
improve the protection of employees’ residual claims, reduce the probability of employees’ rights and interests being 
encroached upon. Taken together, our research fills the theoretical gap between CEO narcissism and CSR choices 
(charitable donations and employee welfare). We enrich the behavioral finance theory and the stakeholder theory, 
innovatively introduce these theories into the relationship between CEO narcissism and CSR choices, expand the 
research perspective of these theories, and provide empirical evidence for these theories and their effectiveness.
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Theoretical Contribution
Drawing on behavioral finance theory and stakeholder theory, this study provides insights into listed firms’ charitable 
donations and employee welfare in China by examining the effect of CEO narcissism, a relatively unexplored area in 
psychology and organizational behavior. We make three contributions to the extant literature. First, our study is a modest 
contribution to the CSR literature by establishing a precise relationship between CEO narcissism and two types of CSR 
choices (charitable donations and employee welfare). Researchers have previously focused on general CSR activities and 
examined the antecedents of CSR aggregately, whereas only a few studies have focus on a typology of CSR.13,66 By 
elaborating how a CEO’s narcissism can affect a firm’s CSR choices (charitable donations and employee welfare), we 
respond to the call on how managers prioritize and balance aspects of CSR activities. In particular, our research verified 
that highly narcissistic CEOs tend to increase charitable donations and reduce employee welfare, indicating that 
narcissistic CEOs may be a crucial force in causing the gap between external and internal CSR investments. Second, 
deepening the dialogue between CEO narcissism and CSR (charitable donations and employee welfare). Building on the 
stakeholder theory, we distinguished between external and internal CSR activities and carefully selected charitable 
donations and employee welfare to examine the impact of CEO narcissism. This study shows that the irrational 
narcissism traits will drive the willingness of narcissistic CEOs to invest in CSR. We found that increasing firm 
donations and reducing employee welfare is a manifestation of the irrational behavior of narcissistic CEOs. Our results 
clarify the relationship between CEO narcissism and CSR choices and provide a new perspective for scholars to discuss 
relevant issues. Third, our study expands the boundary conditions under which the influence of narcissistic CEOs on CSR 
choices. This study shows that under strong legal environment, narcissistic CEOs will be willing to reduce excessive 
charitable donations and improve employee welfare benefits. Thus, our results enhance the understanding of the 
boundary conditions of the legal environment on CSR in emerging economies and enrich the research on the CEO’s 
narcissistic right change perspective. Moreover, our findings support the view that CEO’s narcissistic personality 
influences CEO’s strategy and decision-making, contributing to the literature on the behavioral finance theory by 
connecting the CEO’s psychological characteristics to charitable donations and employee welfare.

Management Enlightenment
Our findings have important practical implications for selecting CEOs, disciplining a firm’s CSR behavior and balancing 
stakeholder interests. First, recognize the CSR behavior of narcissistic CEOs. When electing and appointing the CEO, the 
firm should not just pay special attention to CEO’s working experience, ability structure, and social relationships but also 
explore the CEO’s personality and psychological characteristics. Firms should identify the high-profile CSR activities of 
narcissistic CEOs and protect the employee’s legitimate interests. There is a “bright side” to narcissistic CEOs. 
Especially for companies facing intense competition, seeking a change in strategy and focusing on open innovation, 
narcissistic CEOs can benefit firms. Second, this study provides evidence for forming firm-specific external governance 
mechanisms. A stronger legal environment could improve the quality of corporate governance practices and weaken 
CEO narcissism’s direct effect on excessive investments in charitable donation and poor investments in employee 
welfare. Government needs to transform its functions, ensure the power is rationally allocated, and thus help to improve 
the legal environment. Government should establish communication mechanisms among enterprises to understand 
corporate charitable contributions and employee welfare by organizing symposiums and surveying firms. Government 
should strengthen the establishment of judicial mechanisms to resolve the potential conflicts of interest between a firm’s 
CEO and its stakeholders, and then provide an institutional guarantee for CSR activities. Third, our results provide 
a crucial basis for balancing the internal and external CSR. Investing in CSR activities should strike a balance between 
both internal and external CSR. On the one hand, charitable donations can be an effective tool for firms to gain political 
and social capital resources. Therefore, companies engaging in donation activities should do so in the right way. On the 
other hand, employees can be valuable assets to an enterprise. The business should create a win–win situation where 
narcissistic CEOs should voluntarily implement policies to promote workers’ health.

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2023:16                                                                    https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S414685                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

DovePress                                                                                                                       
3213

Dovepress                                                                                                                                                              Gao et al

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


Limitations and Future Research
The current study is not without limitations. First, we used the video survey method to measure CEO narcissism. The 
video approach is a method rapidly gaining acceptance in the literature. This method requires trained raters to watch 
a video of the CEO and give a numerical score on a set of items that measure the narcissistic CEOs. However, raters’ 
expertise levels and attitudes may affect the assessments, resulting in bias when measuring narcissistic CEOs. Future 
research may focus on reasonable and comprehensive indicators to measure CEO narcissism and find more comprehen-
sive and precise measures for charitable donations and employee welfare. Second, we examined the moderating effect of 
the legal environment on CEO narcissism and charitable donations and employee welfare. Future research should 
examine the moderating effect of internal corporate governance mechanisms. Third, as the top leaders of the company, 
the CEO and board chair might affect a company’s CSR actions. Our study only examined the effect of narcissistic CEOs 
on charitable donations and employee welfare, and future research can benefit from other theories, such as the upper 
echelons and the attention-based view, which may affect corporate decisions on CSR. Besides, our study only focused on 
the Chinese firms, and future research could extend these predictions to other developed countries.

Conclusion
Guided by behavioral finance theory and stakeholder theory, this study explored how a CEO’s narcissism can affect 
a firm’s CSR choices and then explored the boundary conditions of CEO narcissism effects. The results showed that: (1) 
narcissistic CEOs have different behavioral logics and manifestations when undertaking CSR and will engage selectively 
in CSR activities. Specifically, narcissistic CEOs are likelier to increase firms’ charity donations and may cut employee 
welfare benefits. Narcissistic CEOs tend to increase charitable donations by gaining desire, attention, recognition, and 
acclaim from external stakeholders. Moreover, the egoistic, distrustful, and oppositionality nature of narcissistic traits 
will inhibit employees’ welfare. (2) The legal environment would attenuate the positive effect of CEO narcissism on 
charity donations and attenuate the negative effect of CEO narcissism on employee welfare. Our results showed that 
a stronger legal environment could improve the quality of corporate information disclosure, raise the illegal cost of 
encroaching upon employee rights and interests, and attenuate the effect of CEO personality traits, especially narcissism, 
on charity donations and employee welfare.
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