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Abstract
Pastoral narcissism in churches is a problem, from both a theological and 
practical perspective. In this study, we explore the question of whether 
church size is related to tolerance for narcissism. In the popular press, 
pastors of megachurches are often portrayed as narcissistic. The Dominance 
Complementarity Model of narcissistic leaders (Grijalva & Harms, 2004) 
predicts that churches which have less dominant followers, as may be 
the case in larger churches, would be more tolerant of narcissistic pastors 
than smaller churches. Yet larger churches also have the resources to hire 
the most qualified staff, which would presumably exclude candidates 
high in narcissism. This quantitative study of 64 Christians who attend 
various evangelical churches in the United States examines how these two 
tendencies play out. The results indicate that Christians in larger churches 
tolerate narcissism significantly more than Christians in smaller churches. 
To prevent this phenomenon from having damaging effects on churches, 
larger churches need to be careful in their hiring practices by looking for 
signs of narcissism and holding their leadership accountable for godly 
behavior. 
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INTRODUCTION
Pastoral narcissism has been a source of concern since New Testament 

times. “Diotrephes, who loves to be first” (3 John 9) and other Christian 
leaders like him have been causing distress to other Christians throughout 
the history of the church. Narcissism in pastors continues to be a concern 
(Meloy, 1986; Zondag, 2004) and perhaps a greater danger than ever due 
to the increasing narcissism in western culture in general (Twenge & 
Campbell, 2009; Twenge, Konrath, Foster, Campbell, & Bushman, 2008). 
This problem is perhaps even more common in megachurches which often 
have celebrity-like pastors with charismatic personalities (Dyer, 2012). 
Although most pastors are not especially high in narcissism (Patrick, 1990), 
those who are high in it often wreak havoc in the church, especially among 
the staff members who work most closely with them (Patrick, 2010).

The purpose of this article is to present an overview of what we know 
about narcissistic leadership based on empirical studies and to answer the 
question whether Christians in larger churches tolerate pastoral narcissism 
more than Christians in smaller churches. This information will permit 
church leaders to prepare for, deal with, and perhaps even prevent some of 
the difficulties associated with narcissistic pastors.

Definition of Narcissism
The primary characteristic of narcissism is grandiosity, the belief in one’s 

own importance and superiority. Narcissism can be defined as a personality 
trait that is characterized by arrogance, self-absorption, entitlement, and 
hostility (Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006). As a personality trait, it describes 
a person’s habitual thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. The strength of 
this personality trait is normally distributed as a bell curve: a few people 
are very low in narcissism (or high in humility), a few are very high in 
narcissism (narcissists), but most people are in the middle range. People 
high in narcissism are especially motivated by the need for power, status, 
and admiration; as leaders, they have little concern for their organizations 
apart from what responds to their own needs and little empathy for people 
with whom they work (Brunell et al., 2008; Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006). 
The trait of narcissism should not be confused with the clinical diagnosis of 
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narcissistic personality disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 
Such a diagnosis can only be made by a licensed mental health provider 
and must include both high narcissism (the personality trait) and distress 
or impairment because of the presence of this trait. Most narcissists do 
not experience distress or impairment because of their own thoughts and 
behavior. 

In church contexts, working with a narcissistic leader becomes very 
complex because narcissism is strongly associated with lying and damaged 
interpersonal relationships (Lee & Ashton, 2005). Keith Campbell of 
the University of Georgia and colleagues (2011) have proposed a three-
component model of narcissism-related phenomena in organizations to 
help people understand what happens in organizations with a narcissistic 
leader. First is the narcissistic leader’s sense of self; the narcissistic self is 
characterized by “‘specialness’ and uniqueness, vanity, a sense of entitlement 
and a desire for power and esteem.” To protect the narcissistic self and 
maintain positive self-esteem, the narcissist uses narcissistic self-regulatory 
strategies. These include seeking attention and admiration, bragging, taking 
credit for others’ work, villainizing others, and manipulating coworkers, all 
of which enable the narcissist to maintain his positive self-view.1 When 
these strategies are successful, narcissists maintain or boost their already 
high self-esteem and are generally satisfied with the situations and contexts 
in which they find themselves. When these strategies are not successful, 
narcissists typically respond with anger and aggression. To succeed in these 
self-regulatory strategies, narcissists develop narcissistic relationships which 
are characterized by energy and enthusiasm, but by little or no empathy 
and low intimacy; they are often exploitative and manipulative to fit the 
narcissist’s goals. These relationships may be painful and distressing for 
the person interacting with the narcissistic leader, sometimes leading to 
significant impairment in normal day-to-day life.

1   Because narcissism is especially prevalent among males, in contrast to females (Grijalva et al., 2015), 
and male pastors far outnumber female pastors in evangelical churches, masculine pronouns will be used 
to refer to narcissistic leaders in this paper. However, most of the phenomena would be likely to be true for 
narcissistic female leaders as well.
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Characteristics of Narcissistic Leaders
From a biblical perspective, narcissism is among the most deadly of sins. 

“God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble” ( James 4:6, ESV). 
“Everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself 
will be exalted” (Luke 14:11, ESV). For the Christian leader, narcissism is 
especially dangerous because it is strongly associated with domineering 
(κατακυριεύω) or lording it over, as it is sometimes translated. “Shepherd 
the flock of God . . . not domineering over those in your charge, but 
being examples to the flock” (I Peter 5:2-3, ESV). The personality trait of 
narcissism is one of the best predictors of dominating behavior (Brown & 
Zeigler-Hill, 2004; Raskin, Novacek, & Hogan, 1991) which is unacceptable 
for Christian leaders, “You know that those who are considered rulers of the 
Gentiles lord it over them . . .  It shall not be so among you. But whoever would 
be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among 
you must be slave of all” (Mark 10:42-44, NEV).

Narcissism in leaders has been empirically demonstrated to be associated 
with a number of characteristics and traits which are detrimental to the 
groups and organizations that they lead (Campbell, et al., 2011; Higgs, 2009; 
Maccoby, 2000): Narcissists tend to express more anger and aggression 
when receiving negative information than non-narcissists; this discourages 
subordinates from voicing concerns and providing accurate information 
about the state of the organization. Narcissists feel little need for self-
improvement; this limits personal growth in areas that would make them 
more effective as leaders. They are overconfident in their decisions, resulting 
in poor, costly decisions because the risks were not accurately weighed 
(Campbell, Goodie, & Foster, 2004). They overstate their knowledge, 
falsely claiming they have knowledge of a subject in order to self-enhance; 
for example, narcissists, when asked who founded “Anglestan” (a non-
existent, imaginary country), respond with greater certainty of knowing 
the answer than non-narcissists (Paulhus, Harms, Bruce, & Lysy, 2003). 
They are less willing to make sacrifices for others and are less committed 
to the well-being of others, but they are more willing to exploit others 
(Campbell, Brunell, & Finkel, 2006). They are more willing to engage in 
sexual relationships outside of marriage (Foster, Shrira, & Campbell, 2006) 
and to coerce others into sexual relationships (Bushman, Bonacci, Van Dijk, 
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& Baumeister, 2003). Narcissism is associated with unethical behavior not 
only among the general population, but also specifically among pastors 
(Cooper, Pullig, & Dickens, 2016).

Nevertheless, people are attracted to narcissists and often desire to be led 
by them. The Chocolate Cake Model of narcissistic leadership (Campbell, 
et al., 2011) predicts that a narcissistic leader is at first very attractive 
(a delicious choice) but eventually becomes repulsive and nauseating to 
those under his leadership. This model has been empirically verified (Ong, 
Roberts, Arthur, Woodman, & Akehurst, 2016). Narcissists typically 
possess many of the qualities that predict leadership emergence (Brunell, 
et al., 2008; Higgs, 2009; Judge, LePine, & Rich, 2006; Rosenthal & 
Pittinsky, 2006). They are often extraverted, socially skilled, and charming. 
They express confidence and willingness to take control of situations. They 
perform well in front of large audiences, especially under pressure. They are 
attracted to power and are confident in their abilities to lead when others 
have failed. Because of these qualities, candidates high in narcissism are 
often preferred over other candidates for leadership positions.

But like a diet composed of only chocolate cake, the attractiveness 
of narcissistic leaders fades away and can lead to nausea and repulsion 
(Maccoby, 2000; Ong, et al., 2016). Their overconfidence leads to poor 
decision making. Their lack of empathy damages relationships. They are 
more concerned about indoctrinating others with their vision than learning 
about the situation from those on the ground. They shun criticism and 
publically humiliate those who question them or who provide information 
that they do not want to hear. Higgs (2009) argues that narcissistic leaders 
perfectly fit the paradigm of bad leadership. They abuse their power for 
personal gain, to enhance their reputation, and to hide their weaknesses 
rather than to serve others. They hurt others by bullying them through 
psychological abuse and by making subordinates feel incompetent, 
blaming them for the failures that they may experience. They exert power 
for their own personal self-esteem needs, often micromanaging or limiting 
a subordinate’s initiative in order to demonstrate their own superiority. 
They achieve their goals through lying and other unethical, even illegal, 
behaviors, often responding to accusations with even more serious 
accusations against the accusers. 
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Pastoral Narcissism and Church Size
In the popular press, pastors of megachurches are often portrayed as 

being high in narcissism (Dyer, 2012; Patrick, 2010). If this is true, it may 
have disastrous consequences for a megachurch as the focus gradually 
shifts from glorifying the Lord to glorifying the pastor. In less severe cases, 
because narcissistic leaders tend to be aware of their limited empathy and 
ability to develop relationships (Campbell, Rudich, & Sedikides, 2002; 
Judge, et al., 2006), they may avoid interacting with church members one-
on-one in any but the most superficial ways. However, those who must 
work with them daily, such as church staff, are often those who suffer the 
most from the narcissistic pastor (Patrick, 2010). This can result in a church 
where attendance increases regularly, but there is a high turnover among 
pastoral staff; such turnover can result in severe traumatization (Tanner, 
Wherry, & Zvonkovic, 2012; Tanner, Zvonkovic, & Adams, 2012).

Megachurches may fail to address the problems associated with 
narcissism such as poor ethical judgment (Cooper, et al., 2016) because 
of the anonymity of the typical worshiper and the celebrity-like status 
of the pastor (Dyer, 2012). Because the church members feel close 
to the pastor, sitting under his teaching several times per month, their 
ego needs may be met by this association with a high-status leader. The 
Dominance Complementary Model of narcissistic leadership (Grijalva & 
Harms, 2014) predicts that congregations with less dominant members 
will be more attracted to more dominant leaders in order to ensure that 
the organization achieves its goals. If it is true that members of larger 
churches are more passive than members of smaller churches, the tolerance 
of pastoral narcissism should be greater in larger churches than smaller 
churches. This could be one factor that explains the tendency to find higher 
levels of narcissism in pastors of megachurches than in pastors of smaller 
churches.

However, talent management theory (Al Ariss, Cascio, & Paauwe, 
2014; Ashton & Morton, 2005; Chambers, Foulon, Handfield-Jones, 
Hankin, & Michaels, 1998) would predict that larger churches have greater 
resources and thus should be able to hire the most qualified leaders to 
serve as pastors. This would presumably be limited to pastors who are low 
in narcissism, given the biblical emphasis on humility in leadership (Mt. 
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20:25-26, Mk. 10:42-43, I Pet. 5:3). Because most pastors are not high in 
narcissism (Patrick, 1990), this should be a relatively easy goal to achieve. If 
talent management theory best describes how churches function, we would 
expect to see a lower tolerance for pastoral narcissism among members of 
large churches than in small churches, as the members of large churches 
would have higher expectations of godliness given their ability to hire the 
most qualified pastoral talent.

The purpose of this exploratory study is to examine the relationship 
between tolerance for pastoral narcissism and church size. If the Dominance 
Complementary Model (Grijalva & Harms, 2014) best describes the 
attitudes of church members, we should expect that tolerance of pastoral 
narcissism should be positively correlated with church size: Larger 
churches should be more tolerant of pastoral narcissism than smaller 
churches. If talent management theory best describes how churches choose 
pastoral leadership, we should expect tolerance for pastoral leadership to 
be negatively correlated with church size: Larger churches should be less 
tolerant of pastoral narcissism than smaller churches. 

As culture undoubtedly plays a role in a church’s selection of pastoral 
leadership, we will also look at aspects of culture that may influence 
the tolerance of pastoral narcissism. It is possible that individuals from 
collectivistic and individualistic cultures differ in their tolerance for 
pastoral narcissism.

With a greater understanding of tolerance of pastoral narcissism, we 
will be able to develop practical strategies for members of churches, staff 
members, and denominational leaders who may be in a relationship with 
a narcissistic pastor or who may participate in a search committee that is 
considering hiring a candidate who may be narcissistic.

METHOD
To test the hypothesis that church size predicts tolerance for pastoral 

narcissism, members of Christian churches in the U.S. were recruited to 
participate on an online survey. This survey measured the participant’s 
tolerance for pastoral narcissism, the participant’s church size, years the 
participant had attended the church, gender, and age.
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Measures
Tolerance for Narcissism. The Narcissistic Personality Inventory-16 

(NPI-16, Ames, Rose, & Anderson, 2006) is a commonly used measure 
of a participant’s narcissism. The measure has very good psychometric 
properties. The participants are presented with 16 pairs of statements. Each 
pair contains one statement that reflects a tendency toward narcissism 
(e.g., “I really like to be at the center of attention”) and one statement 
that reflects a tendency toward humility (e.g., “It makes me uncomfortable 
to be the center of attention”). For each of the 16 pairs, the participants 
choose the statement which most accurately describes them. The number 
of narcissistic choices minus the number of humble choices provides a 
measure of narcissism.

To measure the participants’ tolerance for pastoral narcissism, participants 
were asked to think of the head pastor or leader of their church. Participants 
were presented with the 16 narcissistic statements that form the NPI-
16 and asked to specify to what degree they felt it was appropriate that 
their pastor believes each of these statements about himself. Examples 
include “I think I’m a special person,” “I insist upon getting the respect 
I deserve,” and “I like having authority over people.” Responses were 
measured on a Likert-type scale over a range of 1 (“very inappropriate”) 
to 5 (“very appropriate”). Higher total scores for the 16 items indicate a 
higher tolerance for narcissism. The internal consistency (Cronbach, 1951) 
of this scale was very good (Cronbach’s alpha = .778), indicating that the 
composite score was indeed consistently measuring a single construct.

Expectations for Humility Scale. Similar to the tolerance for narcissism 
scale, participants indicated the degree that they thought the 16 humility 
statements from the NPI-16 were appropriate for their pastors to believe 
about themselves. Examples include “I am no better or no worse than most 
people,” “I usually get the respect I deserve,” and “I don’t mind following 
orders.” The internal consistency of this scale was poor (Cronbach’s alpha 
= .494), indicating that the questions did not measure expectations for 
humility very well. Because of this, the measure was not used for any 
analysis.

Church Size. Participants subjectively indicated the size of their church 
on a scale ranging from 1 (“less than 100 people”) to 5 (“1000+ people”).
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Culture. Participants were asked in an open-ended question to provide 
the ethnicity with which they most closely identified. Participants 
identifying as Asian, Asian-American, Chinese, Chinese-American, 
Korean, Korean-American, Japanese-American, Hispanic, and Latin were 
classified as belonging to collectivistic cultures (Singelis, Triandis, Bhawuk, 
& Gelfand, 1995). Participants identifying as White or Caucasian were 
classified as belonging to individualistic cultures. Participants used no 
other ethnicities to describe themselves.

Participants
Members of the social network of one of the researchers from Southern 

California were invited to participate in the online survey if they attended 
a Christian church in the United States. Of the 64 participants who 
completed the survey, 71.8% were female. The length of time they attended 
their church ranged from 2 months to 38 years, with a mean (M) = 6.71 
years, and a standard deviation (SD) = 7.15 years. Their average age was 36.5 
years (SD = 9.28). As for culture, 61.9% self-identified with a collectivistic 
culture (56.3% Asian, 4.7% Hispanic), and 39.1% self-identified with an 
individualistic culture (White or Caucasian). The size of the typical church 
attended was 201-500 people (on the subjective 1-5 scale, M = 3.00, SD = 
1.55). One-fifth of the participants (21.29%) attended small churches of 
less than 100 people, and almost a third (29.7%) attended large churches 
of over 1000 people.

RESULTS
The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between 

tolerance for narcissism and church size. It was hypothesized that the 
correlation would be positive if the Dominance Complementary Model 
(Grijalva & Harms, 2014) best described the attitudes of church members 
and that it would be negative if talent management theory (Ashton & 
Morton, 2005) best described how churches chose leaders. In this sample 
(N = 64), the correlation between tolerance for narcissism (M = 2.36, 
SD = .48) and church size was significantly positive (r = .32, p = .0099, 2 
tails). This statistical significance means that there is less than a 1% chance 
that we could get a correlation this strong (in either direction) by chance 



78

in the general population from which our sample was drawn if no such 
relationship actually existed. Thus, we can be reasonably sure that one’s 
tolerance for pastoral narcissism is positively correlated with one’s church 
size, in accordance with the Dominance Complementary Model.

    To test the robustness of this correlation, the relationship was 
controlled for age, gender, and years attending the church. The model which 
included all these variables was significant (R2 = .151, p = .044) and the 
relationship between tolerance for narcissism and church size continued 
to be significantly positive (β = .312, p = .018). Thus, the relationship was 
not due to similarities in age, gender, or length of church attendance. The 
relationship continued to be positive even when the overlap with these 
other variables was removed.

    The individual items that were most strongly associated with church 
size were “I think I am a special person” (r = .38, p = .002), “I like having 
authority over people” (r = .40, p = .001), and especially “I like to be the 
center of attention” (r = .65, p < .001).

    It was also hypothesized that culture may be related to tolerance 
for narcissism. However, the difference in tolerance for pastoral narcissism 
between collectivistic cultures (n = 39, M = 2.31, SD = .46) and 
individualistic cultures (n = 25, M = 2.43, SD = .50) was not significant 
(t(62) = 1.038, p = .30, 2 tails). Thus, no conclusions can be drawn about the 
role of culture and tolerance for narcissism other than that the two groups 
had very similar scores in this sample.

DISCUSSION
This exploratory study examined the relationship between tolerance 

of pastoral narcissism and church size. The results indicate that tolerance 
for pastoral narcissism is positively correlated with church size. Christians 
who attend larger churches will tolerate more narcissistic behavior in their 
pastors than will Christians who attend smaller churches. This corresponds 
to what would be expected from the Dominance Complementarity 
Model of narcissistic leadership (Grijalva & Harms, 2014). Organizations 
composed of more passive members, who tend to desire to be led, will 
tolerate greater dominance and narcissism from their leaders than will 
organizations composed of more active members, who more often seek to 
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participate in the leadership process. Smaller churches tend to have more 
active members than do larger churches (Dyer, 2012; Paas, 2016) and are 
thus less tolerant of pastoral narcissism.

Hiring Implications
Just as larger churches may be more tolerant of narcissistic pastors, 

narcissistic pastors may seek out large churches as a self-regulatory strategy 
to maintain and strengthen the narcissistic self (Campbell, et al., 2011). 
According to the Limelight Model of narcissistic leadership emergence 
(Nevicka, De Hoogh, Van Vianen, Beersma, & McIlwain, 2011), leaders 
high in narcissism seek large stages to show off their competence and 
superiority. By receiving the adulation of many, their self-image is enhanced 
and their motivation to perform increases. If there is little public praise for 
the task at hand, their enthusiasm wains. Thus, their desire to be in the 
limelight would lead them to seek positions in large churches rather than 
small ones.

Since narcissists are likely to seek out pastoral positions at large churches, 
and since they tend to make excellent first impressions (Brunell, et al., 
2008; Ong, et al., 2016; Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006), special care must be 
taken by those responsible for hiring a pastor for a large church. The New 
Testament standards for leadership place a very high emphasis on humility 
and serving others, which is incompatible with narcissism and dominance 
(Lk 14:11, I Pt 5:2-3, Mk 10:42-44). Humility (i.e., low narcissism) ought 
to be one of the requirements for the position. Several strategies can be 
used to avoid hiring narcissistic pastors. For example, in the pastoral search 
process, a series of psychological tests can be given that include the NPI 
(Campbell, et al., 2011; Emmons, 1984; O’Brien, 2017; Raskin & Hall, 
1979). As with all psychological tests, only extremely undesirable scores 
should be considered in the decision-making process. Similarly, the weight 
given to any one test should be limited (Hunt, 2007).

A second strategy to avoid hiring a narcissistic pastor focuses on 
interviews with the candidate. Few candidates would be aware of their 
own narcissism, and, if they are aware, even fewer would be willing to 
admit it. Thus, questions posed must indirectly seek information about any 
past narcissistic behavior. Past behavior is often the best predictor of future 
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behavior (Aarts, Verplanken, & Knippenberg, 1998; Ouellette & Wood, 
1998). This can be done by structuring questions such that responses 
indicating narcissistic behavior appear to be desired by the interviewer. 
Examples of such prompts include include the following: “Describe a time 
when you needed to get angry to get something done;” “Give an example 
of when you got away with something that most other people would not 
have been able to do;” and “How have you responded to subordinates who 
have questioned your authority?” Responses in any interview will reflect a 
self-enhancing spin regardless of who is being interviewed. However, any 
sign of narcissism in response to these types of questions should be a red 
flag and considered in the hiring process.

A third strategy involves interviewing people who have worked either 
above or below the candidate. Because narcissists tend to work together 
and appreciate each other’s dominating leadership style (Burton et al., 
2017; Hart & Adams, 2014; Maaß, Lämmle, Bensch, & Ziegler, 2016), the 
references provided by a narcissistic candidate are unlikely to provide any 
useful information about the candidate’s moral character. A better strategy 
is to find other people who know the candidate well, including people 
that have worked both above and below the candidate. Apart from other 
narcissists, people who know a narcissist well tend to view him as a poor 
leader ( Judge, et al., 2006). They likely have observed the narcissist’s lack 
of empathy and tendency to damage relationships by undermining other 
people’s goals in order to promote his own. These traits are not visible 
during an interview because the candidate’s extraversion, charm, and vision 
dominate a hiring committee’s first impressions. Former supervisors can 
provide useful information about a candidate’s ability to work with others, 
his ability to receive performance feedback, his level of empathy, his ability 
to handle concerns and criticism voiced to him, his ability to submit to 
authority, and his integrity (Blair, Hoffman, & Helland, 2008). Former 
employees who have worked under a candidate can especially provide good 
information about how the candidate treats people under his authority, 
those who will be the prime target of any abuses of power (Dunaetz, 2016; 
Kipnis, 1976, 1984). Both former supervisors and subordinates should be 
asked specific questions to uncover a detailed picture of the candidate’s 
personality, especially the candidate’s level of humility and willingness to 
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serve others.

Beyond Chocolate Cake: Life with the Narcissistic Pastor 
In the Chocolate Cake Model of narcissistic leadership (Campbell, et 

al., 2011), life with the narcissistic leader begins well but finishes poorly. 
During the period of leadership emergence, the narcissist’s strengths are 
clear but his motives are not, often leading followers to view him as a 
transformational leader ( Judge, et al., 2006). However, once his motives 
become clear and his behavior becomes less and less ethical, many followers 
find his leadership unacceptable (Campbell, et al., 2011; Judge, Bono, 
Ilies, & Gerhardt, 2002). The recently developed Energy Clash Model of 
narcissistic leadership (Sedikides & Campbell, 2017) goes a step further 
than the Chocolate Cade Model to include how narcissistic leadership 
affects an organization in the long term.

In the Energy Clash Model, the narcissistic leader is viewed as a 
powerful source of energy that enters a system with vision and excitement, 
throwing the system out of its long-established equilibrium, for good or 
for bad. After this initial perturbation, comes a period of conflict. Forces 
that appreciated the status quo resist the changes. Forces that perceive the 
changes to be ethically or personally unacceptable push back to prevent 
the actions of the narcissist from creating unacceptable consequences. 
During this time, the narcissistic leader strives to enact his vision. The 
system responds to these changes with the resolution, which typically 
involves either the narcissistic leader leaving or the rest of the organization 
adapting to the changes, which may imply that some or many members 
leave the organization (Sedikides & Campbell, 2017).

One of the immediate implications of the Energy Clash Model 
(Sedikides & Campbell, 2017) is that pastoral staff members who are 
forced to resign, who are fired, or who are abused in some other way by a 
narcissistic pastor (Patrick, 2010) can take comfort from the fact that their 
dismissal may have resulted from their intolerance of ungodly behavior (2 
Tim 3:12). The involuntary termination of pastoral staff can be extremely 
distressing (Tanner, Wherry, et al., 2012; Tanner, Zvonkovic, et al., 2012). 
However, when involuntary termination is due to resisting an ungodly 
leader, it can be worn as a badge of honor rather than shame.
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However, for both pastoral staff and church members who find 
themselves under a narcissistic pastor, resignation is not the only strategy 
that can be used. Although narcissism is often described as an unchanging 
personality trait, it can vary from situation to situation (Giacomin 
& Jordan, 2014; Konrath, O’Brien, & Hsing, 2006; Li et al., 2015; 
Ronningstam & Gunderson, 1996; Ronningstam, Gunderson, & Lyons, 
1995; Sakellaropoulo & Baldwin, 2007). For example, Li et al. (2015) 
temporarily increased the narcissism and aggressiveness of the participants 
in an experiment by having them imagine themselves as being “beautiful, 
charming, vigorous, unique, and omnipotent” (p. 13, a message not unlike 
some heard in large churches) and to imagine “the world exists for you and 
because of you” (p. 13). Giacomin and Jordan (2014) demonstrated that 
inducing feelings of empathy and interdependence can reduce narcissism 
in those experiencing such feelings. Konrath et al. (2006) found that 
narcissists could be made less aggressive toward a partner if they were told 
that they had something in common with their partner, such as a birthdate. 
Even being told that they had something in common with a partner as 
trivial as a “fingerprint type” caused them to be less aggressive. 

For those in close proximity to a narcissistic pastor, these phenomena 
can be used to help minimize the likelihood of destructive behaviors. Most 
pastors with a tendency towards narcissism would probably prefer being 
humble, given a choice. Those who work closely with them can encourage 
the behavior associated with humility (in contrast to the behavior associated 
with narcissism) by making general comments about the importance of 
service (Li, et al., 2015), the sinfulness and need for a savior that characterize 
all of humanity (even leaders), and the importance of interdependence in 
serving the Lord (Giacomin & Jordan, 2014). Dominating, dangerous 
behavior can also be reduced by emphasizing various commonalities shared 
with the leader (Konrath, et al., 2006). However, these strategies may have 
limited effectiveness in extreme cases of pastoral narcissism.

Encouraging Godly Behavior through Accountability
Although the Dominance Complementarity Model of narcissistic 

leadership (Grijalva & Harms, 2014) predicts that less dominant groups 
of individuals will more likely appreciate narcissistic leaders and that 
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narcissistic leaders will best perform with a passive audience that gives 
them the recognition that they desire, such a situation in a church does not 
remove the need for pastoral accountability. Narcissists who are accountable 
for their behavior are less likely to engage in willful and harmful behaviors 
such as publically humiliating or verbally attacking their subordinates, 
behaviors commonly associated with narcissism. A board or a mentor 
who carefully monitors a narcissistic pastor, calling attention to specific 
destructive behaviors, can provide the motivation necessary to encourage 
the more godly behavior. 

However, narcissists tend to prefer to work with others who have 
personality traits (including narcissism) and ethical values that are similar 
to their own (Burton, et al., 2017; Hart & Adams, 2014; Maaß, et al., 
2016). Although narcissists appreciate more passive and less dominant 
followers, they often surround themselves with ambitious individuals who 
are willing to flatter and admire them in order to get ahead (Ouimet, 2010). 
This presents a special problem for growing churches. As churches grow, 
their structure needs to evolve. Narcissistic pastors may be tempted to 
restructure the system of accountability, creating a board that is filled with 
people that will support them in virtually any situation rather than hold 
them accountable for their specific behaviors. For example, a megachurch 
pastor might make himself accountable to a board consisting only of other 
megachurch pastors (Funk & Rothacker, 2016; Menzie, 2013). To prevent 
a growing church from coming under the control of a narcissistic pastor 
who will create his own accountability structure that does little or nothing 
to limit the destructive behaviors associated with narcissism, current board 
members must be aware of the dangers that would come from such a 
change in structure. Such topics should be discussed with potential pastoral 
candidates in order to avoid power struggles before they occur.

In some situations (but certainly not all), more creative forms of 
accountability might be appropriate. One form of accountability that can 
build upon a narcissistic pastor’s need for approval and recognition comes 
from linking the church’s reputation to the pastor’s reputation. If the two 
are intricately linked, the pastor will be more motivated to avoid behaviors 
that damage the church (Grijalva & Harms, 2014). They can be linked 
through the website and other publicity materials. Rather than hiding 
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the leadership from the public (as some church publicity material does), 
a church can make the pastor its “main face” or the personification of its 
brand. Such a close identification can motivate a narcissistic pastor to work 
for the church rather than against it by making the pastor’s well-being 
dependent on the church’s well-being. Another creative and less direct way 
of linking a pastor to a church and holding him accountable is through 
anonymous blogs. Narcissists typically monitor their web presence carefully. 
An anonymous blog which describes the pastor’s behavior, praising it 
when it is God-honoring and questioning it when it is not, can motivate 
a pastor to act in a God-honoring way, especially if he knows other people 
are reading it. Writing such a blog, of course, is risky for staff members; 
narcissists have little tolerance for those who question their behavior.

CONCLUSION
This study has demonstrated that church members’ tolerance for pastoral 

narcissism is greater in larger churches than in smaller churches. This may 
be a contributing factor to the perception that pastors of megachurches 
tend to be more narcissistic than pastors of smaller churches. Although 
narcissistic pastors are initially attractive to churches which need change, 
such pastors can cause much pain, especially to those who must work 
closely alongside them. The potential damage can be attenuated through 
awareness of the dangers associated with narcissism and by maintaining 
accountability structures that encourage godly behaviors. 

Although, as sinners in need of redemption, we all might have tendencies 
toward narcissism, with the help and support of others and by God’s grace, 
these tendencies can be checked, in spite of the frustrations that such 
accountability might entail.
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