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Abstract

Objective: The goal of the study was to map out the effectiveness of a 14-day
online intervention (EFT-SCP) focused on self-compassion and self-
protection in people with an increased level of narcissism.

Method: The research sample consisted of 63 participants, 19 men and 44
women, aged 21 to 70 years (M = 32.49; SD = 15.73). Participants were
randomly assigned to intervention group (N = 32) or to the passive control
group (N =31).

Results: The results indicate that the self-compassion level in the
experimental group did not increase following the intervention. However,
the same group scored significantly lower on self-criticism after taking part
in the intervention.

Conclusion: Short term online intervention was able to decrease self-
criticism in subclinical population with increased traits of narcissism but was
not effective in increasing self-compassion. It seems that in individuals with
increased narcissism, it could take longer to develop kind and warm feelings
towards self, connected to self-compassion. The process of decreasing self-
criticism was effective and could be the starting point for further cultivating
of self.
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Introduction

Compassion and prosocial behavior are crucial for mental health, well-being
and healthy relationships between people and the world, and therefore, they have
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recently been in the forefront of research in psychology (Gilbert, 2013). Research in
the area of social psychology and many other professional studies have been pointing
to the health benefits of self-compassionate attitude, indicating that there is a
connection between self-compassion and well-being. On the other hand, self-
criticism is one of the indicators of psychopathology and is associated with numerous
mental disorders (Halamova, 2018). The absence of compassion and accessibility in
relationships is typical for individuals with a narcissistic personality disorder. The
feeling of one’s own importance and grandiosity in narcissistic individuals,
associated with lack of empathy and compassion, impedes and limits their
maintenance and development of relationships and affects their decision making
ability and interactions (Kramer, et al., 2018).

Gilbert (2013) explains the term compassion from the evolutionary point of
view. He claims that compassion is a developed motivational system designed to
regulate negative influences. According to Gilbert (2018), compassion comes from
the same capacities developed in primates for the purpose of bonding and
attachment, including cooperative behavior, which is important for group survival.
He further defines compassion as a deep awareness of the suffering of others
associated with the feeling of wanting to alleviate it. At the same time, compassion
requires kindness and care towards oneself and a realization that failure or erring is
part of the human nature (Neff, 2003).

Self-compassion represents a form of a relationship with oneself, and that is
why it is not based on a comparison with others, unlike the concept of self-criticism,
for which such a comparison is a characteristic trait. Self-compassion leads us to
believe that as human beings we do not need to be particularly excellent or special
(Halamova, 2018). In order to feel good and comfortable with ourselves we do not
need to be better than others (Neff, 2012).

Self-compassion correlates with a more stable evaluation of oneself,
manifests higher emotional resilience (Neff, 2011), and along with self-criticism,
which is on the other end of the spectrum of internal self-evaluation and represents
its negative forms (Gilbert, 2000), self-compassion is an important part of internal
experience of an individual.

Clinical psychologists are showing an ever greater interest in developing
interventions and various intervention exercises as well as identifying aspects of
current treatment procedures, which can help increase self-compassion levels
(Halamova, 2018).

A study by Bluth and Eisenlohr-Moul (2017) presents findings concerning
an 8-week self-compassion intervention, which resulted in significant decrease in
stress and significant increase in resilience towards stressful situations. Similarly,
the aim of Smeets, Neff, Alberts and Peter’s (2014) study was to examine the
effectiveness of a 3-week self-compassion intervention designed to increase
resilience and wellbeing of university students. In this study, the intervention aimed
at self-compassion resulted in increased life satisfaction and substantially higher
mindfulness, optimism, self-efficacy and self-compassion itself.

170 Effectiveness of EFT-SCP in Narcissism



Articles Section

The Emotion Focused Training aimed at Emotions of Self-Compassion and
Self-Protection (EFT-SCP) invented by Halamova (2018), used in current study,
proved to be very effective in increasing self-compassion, which is a necessary
component of an individual’s health and well-being. Moreover, it has proven to be
most effective in the long run because it also decreases the level of self-criticism
(Halamova, 2018).

The self-criticism personality trait lies on the other side of the coin of self-
compassion and self-kindness. It is a relatively stable trait, but it is also an inner state
of an individual, which pertains to sensitivity to various forms of negative self-
evaluation and self-judgment focused on various aspects of the self, such as
emotions, personality and intellectual attributes, physical appearance, behavior or
inner thoughts (Gilbert, 2000). Self-criticism, as an intense and permanent
relationship with the self, is identified by uncompromising high performance
demands and by expression of hostility and contempt towards oneself when these
high standards are not met (Lerman et al., 2015).

The conclusions of research studies carried out in the last 20 years associate
self-criticism with a broader spectrum of psychological disorders and illnesses such
as, for example, self-harm (Babiker & Arnold, 1997), social anxiety (Cox et al.,
2000), posttraumatic stress disorder (Rosen et al., 2005), anger and aggression
(Gilbert and Miles, 2000), and mood disorder (Teasdale & Cox, 2001). Self-criticism
is also associated with a number of random psychopathologies such as eating
disorders, depression and anxiety.

Narcissistic vulnerability, characterized by feelings of isolation or over-
identification, which are associated with low self-compassion, has been found to be
positively connected to depressive tendencies related to self-criticism (Neff, 2003).
Self-critical individuals have a higher probability of developing a self-critical
depression (Blatt & Homann, 1992), lower probability of responding to treatment,
and greater probability of a relapse if they even do respond to treatment (Teasdale &
Cox, 2001). Theoretical and empirical research indicates that a minimum of two
interpersonal processes are closely connected with traits, self-criticism and
depression, and those are: the inability to self-soothe and to resist attacks on the self
(Blatt, 1974). The introjective or self-critical type of depression reflects an excessive
harshness of superego introjects in individuals suffering from self-critical depression
(Halamova, 2018). In this kind of depression underlied with self-criticism, an
individual has a very cruel self-critical inner voice which can lead to the feelings of
unworthiness, inferiority, failure or guilt. Individuals afflicted with this type of
depression have a chronic fear of disapproval, criticism, loss of love, lack of
appreciation and loss of acceptance. They continuously strive for success and
perfection, they are often excessively competitive, they place too many demands on
themselves and work hard. Sometimes, these individuals accomplish great things but
their satisfaction is very short term (Blatt & Homann, 1992).

Narcissism is a personality disorder, which presents itself by an extremely
positive view of oneself and hypersensitivity to feedback from others. However,
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individuals with narcissistic traits may have a fundamental view of themselves that
is fragile, even negative (Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001). Vulnerable narcissism is a
characteristic personality trait typical for its manifestation in feelings of isolation or
over-identification. Vulnerable narcissism could be also associated with low self-
compassion (Neff, 2003).

While narcissism requires intense social comparisons (Krizan & Bushman,
2011), individuals with a high level of self-compassion avoid such comparisons and
prefer sharing experiences with others instead of feeling superior to them, which is
sometimes manifested by aggression (Neff & Vonk, 2009).

Depressive tendencies concerning self-criticism were significantly
positively correlated with narcissistic vulnerability, which includes feelings of
inadequacy, inhibition, and hypersensitivity. The relationship between self-critical
depressive experience and narcissistic vulnerability is identical to the characteristics
of shame, which is the driving force for pathological narcissism (Kohut & Wollf,
1978). Patients suffering from narcissistic vulnerability can find interventions
helpful because they improve interpersonal relationships and reject self-criticism
(Kealy, 2012).

Aim of the Study

The aim of the study is to map the effectiveness of intervention focused on
self-compassion and self-protection in people with non-clinical narcissism.

The following hypotheses arose from the theoretical background:

HI: Participants in experimental group will score higher in self-compassion
after the intervention.

H2: There will be no difference in self-compassion between pre-test and
post-test in control group.

H3: Participants in experimental group will score higher in self-compassion
after the intervention in comparison to the control group.

H4: Participants in experimental group will score lower in self-criticism
after the intervention.

HS5: There will be no difference in self-criticism between pre-test and post-
test in control group.

Hé6: Participants in experimental group will score lower in self-criticism
after the intervention in comparison to the control group.

Method

Sample

Of the 142 participants who filled out the introductory battery of questionnaires,
we chose a final sample of 63 individuals, based on their above average score in the
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measurements of narcissism, using the Narcissistic Personality Inventory based on
the studies by Ames et al., (2006) and Ackerman (2011).

All of our participants were from the Slovak Republic, aged 21 to 80 years;
mean age 32.49 (SD = 15.73). The sample comprised 19 men (30.2%) and 44 women
(68.8%).

Measures

Sussex-Oxford Compassion Scale

The Sussex-Oxford Compassion Scale (SOCS-S; Gu et al., 2020) consists
of a series of statements, which describe the type of a relationship an individual can
have with the self. It comprises the following 5 subscales: a) recognizing suffering,
b) understanding the universality of suffering, ¢) feeling for the person suffering, d)
tolerating uncomfortable feelings, ¢) motivation to act to alleviate suffering. The
participants scored the statements using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all true, 2
= rarely true, 3 = sometimes true, 4 = often true, 5 = always true) designating the
degree to which the statements were true for them. The SOCS-S has a very good
internal consistency ranged from 0.74 to 0.97 Cronbach’s alpha for total scores and
individual subscales.

Narcissistic Personality Inventory

The Narcissistic Personality Inventory-16 (NPI-16; Raskin & Terry, 1988)
is a 40-item scale, which captures the range of various aspects of the narcissism
construct. It is the most broadly used tool in nonclinical research. The length of the
NPI can prevent its use in situations where the main concern or problem is the time
constraint and participant fatigue (Ames, 2006). That is the reason why we decided
to use the NPI-16 version (Ames et al., 2006), which comprises 16 pairs of
statements taken from the NPI inventory. It is a shortened valid version, the
reliability of which is expressed by Cronbach’s alpha = .746. The participants taking
the NPI-16 select one of the pairs of statements that best reflects their feelings and
beliefs about themselves (Ames et al., 2006).

The Forms of Self-Criticising and Self-Reassuring Scale

The Forms of Self-Criticising and Self-Reassuring Scale (FSCRS; Gilbert et
al., 2004) was designed to measure self-criticism, self-reassurance and the way
people feel and think about themselves when they experience their own failures. It
consists of a series of 22 statements. The scale comprises the following three factors:
inadequate self, which reflects feelings of defeat, set-backs, and failures; self-
reassurance, which reflects positive feelings towards the self as well as
understanding and acceptance of our own failures (in this case, failures are perceived
as part of the human existence); and the hated self, which is characterized by
aggression, hate and disgust directed towards the self (Gilbert & Irons, 2004). In a
study conducted by Halamova and colleagues (2017) a Slovak standardization
sample (N = 1181) was used for the first time to verify the psychometric properties
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of the FSCRS scale. The FCSRS and its three subscales have a good convergent
validity (-.46***) and a good internal consistency (0.75-0.85). The participants use
a 5-point scale (1 = not at true, 2 = rarely true, 3 = sometimes true, 4 = often true, 5
= always true) to express the extent to which the statements are true for them.

Procedure

Emotion Focused Training for Self-Compassion and Self-Protection

In our research, we used the 14-day online version of the Emotion Focused
Training for Self-Compassion and Self-protection (EFT-SCP; Halamova, 2018),
which consists of 14 exercises for various diagnostic categories and is an original
Slovak intervention, which has proven to be the most effective in decreasing the level
of self-criticism in the general population, from the long-term point of view
(Halamova, et al., 2018). This training focuses on self-compassion and self-
protection emotions. It was developed based on current knowledge on self-criticism
from Emotion Therapy and previous programs cultivating self-compassion (e.g.
Compassion Mind Training and Mindful Self-Compassion Program) (Halamova, et
al., 2018). The following are individual exercises used in the intervention: How
would you take care of a friend, Emotive drawing of a self-critic, Practicing saying
No, Negative feedback practice, Memory projection memories, Expressing
protective anger, Self-protective language, Self-protection in everyday life,
Memories of compassion, Compassionate letter from a friend, Expressing self-
compassion, Self-compassionate touch, Self-compassionate language, Self-
compassion in everyday life (Halamova, 2018).

Prior the intervention we sent an introductory e-mail to the participants
explaining the course of the research study and the requirements to fill out the battery
of the questionnaires online. Following data collection and NPI-16 evaluation, we
selected 63 participants with an increased level of narcissism to be our research
sample. Subsequently, we divided the participants into an experimental (E) and
control (K) group.

The course of the intervention itself (EFT — SCP) went as follows: For 14
consecutive days, every day the experimental group participants were sent one
exercise to the e-mail address that they wrote down on their pre-test, which they
completed that particular day. Following each exercise, they reflected on it by
answering questions such as: How was it doing this exercise? How did you feel?
What did you realize while doing this exercise? What can you apply from this
exercise in your everyday life? Their opinions were sent to our e-mail address so that
we could check that they finished the exercise and the subsequent opinion each day
on time. Those participants, who did not finish the intervention or who missed more
than 2 exercises were excluded from our study.

In our study, the control group was passive and did not take any specific
action. After two weeks, we asked the experimental and the control group to again
fill out the original battery of questionnaires.
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Data analysis

Data obtained from NPI-16 from 142 participants were evaluated and from
the data pool we proceed with 63 participants with higher levels of trait narcissism
who were randomly assigned to the experimental or control group. All participant
from the experimental and control group filled the pre-test and post-test
questionnaires and all the participants in experimental group did at least 12 exercises
from 14.

After verifying the data distribution for each group in each condition we
proceed with the independent and paired t-tests to test the hypotheses.

Results

Following the intervention, the experimental group scored significantly
higher in self-compassion than the control group (p < 0.05). Experimental and
control group were equal in self-compassion prior the intervention (see Table 1).

In self-compassion, the control group attained significantly higher score in
the pre-test than in the post-test, which means that self-compassion decreased in their
case (see Table 2).

Table 1. Comparison of pre-test and post-test results in the experimental
and the control group in self-compassion

Groups N M SD t )4 Cohen’s d
. Pre E 32 3.64 .83 .01
Self-compassion 0.04 97
Pre C 31 3.63 .60
. Post E 32 3.62 98 52
Self-compassion -2.05 .04
Post C 31 3.17 .73

Note: C = control group; E = experimental group; n = number of participants; M = mean; SD = standard deviation;
p = statistical significance.

Table 2. Pre-test and post-test for the control group in self-compassion

Control group n M SD t p Cohen’s d
. Pre-test 31 3.63 0.60 .69
Self-compassion 2.71 .01
Post-test 31 3.17 0.73

Note: C = control group; E = experimental group; n = number of participants; M = mean; SD = standard deviation;
p = statistical significance.

No significant difference was found in the self-compassion variable between
the pre-test and the post-test in the experimental group (see Table 3).
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Table 3. Pre-test and post-test for the experimental group in self-compassion

Experimental group n M SD t P Cohen's d
) Pre-test 32 3.64 0.83 .02
Self-compassion 0.09 93
Post-test 32 3.62 0.98

Note: C = control group; E = experimental group; n = number of participants; M = mean; SD = standard deviation;
p = statistical significance.

Following the intervention, the experimental group reached a significantly
lower level of self-criticism than the control group (see Table 4).

In the self-criticism variable, the control group did not manifest a
significant difference between the pre-test and the post-test (see Table 5).

Table 4. Pre-test a post-test for the experimental and the control group in self-criticism

Groups n M SD t D Cohen’s d
L Pre-test C 31 2.76 0.64 13
Self-criticism 0.51 .61
Pre-test E 32 2.86 0.93
L Post-test C 31 2.60 0.63 .05
Self-criticism -2.02 S1
Post-test E 32 2.27 0.67

Note: C = control group; E = experimental group; n = number of participants; M = mean; SD = standard deviation;
p = statistical significance.

Table 5. Pre-test and post-test for the control group in self-criticism

Control group n M SD t p Cohen’s d
L Pre-test 31 2.76 0.64 25
Self-criticism 0.97 33
Post-test 31 2.60 0.63

Note: C = control group; E = experimental group; n = number of participants; M = mean; SD = standard deviation;
p = statistical significance.

Following the intervention, the experimental group scored significantly
lower than in the pre-test in the self-criticism variable (see Table 6).

Table 6. Pre-test and post-test for the experimental group in self-criticism

Experimental group n M SD t P Cohen’s d
L Pre-test 32 2.86 0.93 .73
Self-criticism 2.92 .01
Post-test 32 2.27 0.67

Note: C = control group; E = experimental group; n = number of participants; M = mean; SD = standard deviation;
p = statistical significance.
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Discussion

Narcissism is associated with aggression, anxiety and depression (Dodge &
Coie, 1987). Since a self-compassionate attitude and a kind approach to oneself
result in an improved well-being and psychological health of every individual,
protecting us from feelings of failure and frustration, depression and burnout, we
have decided in our research to determine if it is possible to increase self-compassion
and, at the same time, decrease self-criticism in people with increased level of
narcissism. We expected that, following the EFT-SCP intervention, participants in
the experimental group will score significantly higher in self-compassion than
participants in the control group. Analyzing our data, we found that, following the
intervention, the experimental group scored significantly higher in self-compassion
than the control group, thus confirming our expectations. We based this hypothesis
on the results of a study by Bluth and Eisenlohr-Moul (2016), presenting findings
concerning an 8-week self-compassion intervention, which proved to be very
effective. Similarly, a study by Smeets and colleagues (2014) showed a 3-week
intervention aimed at self-compassion leading to increased well-being and
substantially greater mindfulness, optimism, self-efficacy and self-compassion itself.
In our research study the increase in self-compassion in participants was reached
through a 14-day online training aimed at emotions of self-compassion and self-
protection (Halamova, 2018).

For individuals with traits of narcissism the process of forgiving oneself is
simpler (Fisher & Exline, 2006). That is the reason why we expected that participants
with a higher level of narcissism would score higher, following an intervention with
exercises focused on the area of forgiving oneself. Contrary to these expectations,
we found that following the intervention in the participants from the experimental
group there was not difference between pre-test and post-test in self-compassion.
Neff (2003b) claims that non pathological narcissism indicates a low self-
compassion based on feelings of superiority over others. Moreover, that feelings of
isolation or exaggerated self-identification, associated with self-compassion, are
characteristic for some types of narcissism.

In addition to the experimental group, which took part in the intervention
and showed significant differences in the self-compassion level between pre-test and
post-test, we decided to map the level of self-compassion in the control group, which
did not take part in the intervention. Analyzing our data, we found that the control
group reached a higher score in self-compassion in the pre-test than in the post-test.
Since we did not send any exercises to the control group in the 14-day period of
intervention, neither did we try to influence them in any other way, we assume that
the different scores in the pre- and post-test in self-compassion were not the result of
our influence but, rather, the personal answers of the participants could have been
affected by various factors in their everyday lives.
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The experimental group reached a lower score in self-criticism after the
intervention than did the control group, which is what we expected. The content of
the intervention exercises often focuses on self-reflection, imagining being one’s
own self-critic or giving feedback to one’s own behavior and reactions in the past.

The study aimed to test the effectiveness of the intervention in reducing the
level of self-criticism in participants with non-clinical narcissism. The results show
a significant decrease in the level of self-criticism and these results are consistent
with Halamova (2017) and Halamova et al. (2019). Such interventions, which
support mindfulness and self-compassion and help reduce an exaggerated critical
view of oneself, have the potential to improve psychological functioning of the
participants in several areas, such as decreasing stress and increasing resilience as
well as the ability to value one’s own self.

We are well aware of the limitations of our study, mainly the limited and, in
terms of gender, unbalanced sample. We also consider as a limit fact that mainly
individuals motivated to cultivate their selves could be those who persisted until the
end of the intervention. For future research, we recommend to verify a long-term
effect of the intervention and verify its effect on individuals with clinical narcissism.

Conclusion

We recorded a significant increase in self-compassion in the experimental
group compared to the control group. However, in the experimental group we found
no difference in the level of self-compassion between the pre-test and post-test. In
other words, the self-compassion did not increase in the post-test.

The key finding of our research is that using intervention exercises we were
able to decrease the level of self-criticism in the experimental group participants in
14-day EFT-SCP intervention, which is consistent with Halamova (2017). Self-
compassion and self-criticism are constructs, which significantly influence
psychosocial, physical as well as work functioning of each individual, and affect
his/her mental and physical health and well-being. It is, therefore, important to find
tools or interventions, which would help lower stress, reduce negative attitudes and
views of oneself, possibly increase an individual’s resilience and ability to value
him/herself. Decreasing self-criticism can be a key step in creating a more positive
relationship with oneself.
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