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Copernicus University in Torun, Toruń, Poland, 3School of Psychology, University of Kent, Canterbury,
United Kingdom, 4School of Psychology, University of Waikato, Tauranga, New Zealand

The extant literature recognizes national identity as a pivotal factor motivating
both individual and collective actions to tackle environmental problems. Yet,
prior research shows mixed evidence for the relationship between national
identity and environmentalism. Here, we propose a theoretical approach that
articulates distinctions between di�erent forms of national identity and their
di�erential associations with environmental attitudes and behaviors. Specifically,
we argue that it is key to di�erentiate national identification, which reflects
a positive attachment to one’s country and ties to other compatriots, from
national narcissism, which reflects viewing one’s country as exceptional and
deserving of special treatment. In contrast to national identification, national
narcissism is consistently associated with lower environmental concern and
predicts support for anti-environmental policies. We show that this is likely
due to national narcissism being linked to belief in climate-related conspiracy
theories, support for policies that challenge external pressures yet present the
nation in a positive light (e.g., greenwashing), and focusing on short-term
benefits for the nation. Extending past individual-level findings, we report a pre-
registered analysis across 56 countries examining whether national narcissism
is also linked to objective indices of lower environmental protection at the
country level of analysis. Results revealed a negative relationship between
countries’ environmental performance and country-level national narcissism
(while adjusting for national identification and GDP per capita). We discuss the
theoretical and practical implications of our approach and the country-level
findings for advancing research in the field.

KEYWORDS

collective narcissism, national identity, conservation, environmental policy,

environmental performance

1 Introduction

The global challenge of climate change has driven research into identifying factors

that can influence pro-environmental actions and policy support (Dunlap and Brulle,

2015; Van Lange et al., 2018). Readiness for collective action often stems from strong

group attachment (Van Zomeren, 2013), which has led scholars to argue that strong social

identities might motivate collective action for combating global environmental problems

(Fritsche et al., 2013; Postmes et al., 2013).
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Among many social identities that an individual can hold,

national identity stands out because it ties generations through

shared symbols, language, history, and culture (Easterbrook and

Vignoles, 2012; Anderson, 2016). National identity is consequential

as governments typically create policies to address social crises, and

strong positive attachment to one’s nation can motivate support for

such efforts due to shared values, collective responsibility, sense of

pride and heritage (Kalin and Sambanis, 2018; Schlicht-Schmälzle

et al., 2018; Dovidio et al., 2020; Huddy et al., 2021), including pro-

environmental efforts and policy support (Fielding and Hornsey,

2016).

However, research regarding national identity and

environmentalism has shown mixed results. For example, national

identification correlated positively with pro-environmental action

in New Zealand, where environmental care is an important part

of national identity (Milfont et al., 2020), but negatively with

environmental concern in Australia (Ray, 1980), while it was

positively associated with denial of environmental problems in the

US (Feygina et al., 2009), and unrelated to climate change denial

in Turkey (Kiral Ucar et al., 2023). While the content of national

identity, which may or may not include pro-environmental

components, could potentially explain these mixed effects to

some extent (cf. Fielding and Hornsey, 2016), we propose a novel

perspective. We argue that distinguishing between different forms

of citizens’ national identity (Cichocka, 2016; Cichocka and Cislak,

2020) could elucidate their attitudes and the level of environmental

performance in their countries.

1.1 Forms of national identity

National identity can take various forms (Golec de Zavala et al.,

2009; Bonikowski and DiMaggio, 2016). For example, researchers

distinguish between patriotism (attachment to one’s nation) and

nationalism (striving for dominance over other nations; Kosterman

and Feshbach, 1989), with the latter predictive of intergroup

antagonism. This is an example of approaches that tend to converge

in the conclusion that different forms of identification are related to

different intergroup outcomes (see also Schatz et al., 1999; Roccas

et al., 2008). A broader perspective that can be applied beyond the

national context (including organizational, or political)—and thus

has the potential to serve as a unifying framework—distinguishes

between collective narcissism and ingroup identification. Collective

narcissism is a belief that one’s group is exceptional and deserving

of privileged treatment but underappreciated by others (Golec de

Zavala et al., 2009), while ingroup identification can be understood

as satisfaction with ingroup membership, feelings of bonds and

solidarity with ingroup members (Tajfel et al., 1971). National

narcissism and national identification (i.e., collective narcissism

and ingroup identification applied to the national context) share a

positive view of the national ingroup. However, controlling for their

overlap (e.g., by including them as joint predictors in a regression

analysis) allows us to observe their unique effects. In line with

this idea, accumulating evidence shows that national narcissism

and national identification are linked to different antecedents and

outcomes (Cichocka, 2016; Cislak and Cichocka, 2023).

National narcissism, in contrast to national identification, is

underpinned by frustrations of personal control (Cichocka et al.,

2018) or self-worth (Golec de Zavala et al., 2019; Golec De

Zavala et al., 2020), which are characteristic of anxious forms

of psychological attachment (Marchlewska et al., 2022). National

narcissism is regulated by protecting the national image (resulting

in suspicion, devaluation of others, and striving for supremacy) and

by enhancing the national image (resulting in ingroup glorification

or demands for recognition and privileged treatment). This mirrors

the dynamics of individual narcissism, but individual narcissism

tends to be regulated by the protection and enhancement of the

individual—rather than the collective—self (Back et al., 2013).

Needs for image enhancement and protection mean that national

narcissism tends to predict support for actions that either boost

one’s nation’s image (Główczewski et al., 2022) or display outgroup

hostility, especially under threat (Golec de Zavala et al., 2013;

Cichocka and Cislak, 2020; Federico et al., 2023). Importantly, the

effect of national narcissism on such tendencies have been observed

in various contexts (Cislak and Cichocka, 2023). Similar effects

have also been observed for other forms of collective narcissism,

suggesting that they might be less dependent on identity content

(cf. Abou-Ismail et al., 2023).

1.2 National narcissism, national
identification and environmentalism

We argue that psychological needs for image protection and

enhancement typical of national narcissism can translate into lower

levels of environmentalism.We argue that this is due to (1) climate-

related conspiracy beliefs and science skepticism, (2) support for

policies that challenge external pressures, (3) prioritizing national

image enhancement over people, and (4) focusing on short-term

rather than long-term benefits.

1.2.1 Beliefs in climate-related conspiracies and
science skepticism

Environmental efforts typically require that the public trusts

scientific evidence (Gundersen et al., 2022). Yet, national narcissism

seems to be linked with science skepticism. One reason for this is

that the motives of national image protection and enhancement

are associated with conspiracy beliefs (Cichocka et al., 2016; Cislak

et al., 2021a; Sternisko et al., 2023). Conspiracy theories can serve

as a justification for blaming others for any national disadvantages.

Furthermore, if people believe that powerful outgroups conspire

against them, it pictures the nation as important enough for others

to want to undermine it (Cichocka et al., 2016). Finally, conspiracy

beliefs may serve to signal ingroup devotion, and thus conspiracy

theories are often relied on as tools for political mobilization (Marie

and Petersen, 2022).

In the environmental domain, national narcissism predicted

belief in climate change conspiracy theories (such as “climate

change is a hoax”) which mediated the effect of national narcissism

on science skepticism: those higher in national narcissism were

more prone to support climate conspiracy beliefs, and in turn less

likely to accept statements reflecting the current state of science
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(such as “human CO2 emissions cause climate change”; Bertin

et al., 2021). After controlling for national narcissism, national

identification was unrelated to climate change conspiracy beliefs,

and unrelated or positively related (in one study) to climate science

acceptance (Bertin et al., 2021).

Findings on science skepticism help explain why national

narcissism predicts lower support for science-backed public

policies. To illustrate, Cislak et al. (2023) observed that those

higher in national narcissism were less likely to support climate

change mitigating policies, such as the Green Deal or governmental

subsidies for renewables. After controlling for national narcissism,

national identification was positively related to support for such

policies. In a similar vein, using the 2016 European Social

Survey dataset Kulin et al. (2021) found that nationalist ideology

(a combined measure of national identification, sovereignty,

protectionism, and attachment) was positively linked to both

climate change skepticism and opposition to fossil fuel taxation.

This study, however, did not differentiate between various forms

of national identity.

1.2.2 Using environmental agenda to resist
external pressures

Environmental policies can be perceived as imposed on the

nation by external pressures demanding actions that benefit not

only the local but also the global environment. Such pressure

narratives resonate with those high in national narcissism. For

example, in Poland national narcissism was linked to support for

the development of fossil fuel energy sources (Cislak et al., 2023),

subsidizing the coal industry, and cutting a protected forest (Cislak

et al., 2018). The effect of national narcissism on support for the

two latter policies was mediated by the need to make decisions

independently of external influences (Cislak et al., 2018)—see

Bonaiuto et al. (1996) for similar effects of nationalism on denial

of UK beach pollution in response to EU-imposed standards.

After controlling for national narcissism, Cislak et al. (2018)

observed that national identification was unrelated to the need for

independent environmental decision-making.

1.2.3 Prioritizing national green image
enhancement

National narcissism is also linked to support for political

decisions that assert national independence even if they can harm

the national environmental heritage or risk citizens’ health (e.g.,

due to air pollution). For example, in 2020 the French president,

Emmanuel Macron, encouraged activists to protest against Green

Deal reluctance of the Polish government. In response, those high

in Polish national narcissism supported taking an image-focused

symbolic action (delivering a diplomatic démarche), rather than

encouraging the Polish government to reconsider its energy policy

(Cislak et al., 2021b). Thus, support for anti-environmental policies

can serve as a signal of the nation’s status, reflecting resistance to

powerful outgroups even at a cost of harm to current and future

compatriots. In fact, such harm may be perceived as an acceptable

price to pay for enhancing the ingroup image (for similar processes

demonstrated in the public health domain see Gronfeldt et al.,

2023).

Overall, those high in national narcissism seemmore concerned

with the nation’s image than with the natural environment

(Cislak et al., 2021b) or the wellbeing of ingroup members

(Gronfeldt et al., 2023). This means that they might be drawn

to political greenwashing: promoting the country’s image as pro-

environmental without actually investing in pro-environmental

policies. In fact, when explicitly asked whether a genuine pro-

environmental action or a purely image-boosting campaign should

be subsided, those high in national narcissism preferred to use

public funds in greenwashing campaigns (Cislak et al., 2021b).

However, greenwashing campaigns are supported by those high

in national narcissism only when these campaigns do not require

significant costs (Cislak et al., 2021b).

1.2.4 National narcissism and focus on
short-term benefits

The studies to date suggest that national narcissism might

promote a focus on short-term image benefits over long-term

environmental solutions, while national identification might be

more conducive to a longer-term perspective. Initial evidence

comes from research by Jamróz-Dolińska et al. (2023), who

differentiated between constructive patriotism, conventional

patriotism, and national glorification (a construct related to

national narcissism; Roccas et al., 2008). They found that

constructive patriotism was positively related to a future temporal

orientation, which translated into greater support for policies

that might have immediate costs but carry future benefits, such as

many environmental policies. By contrast, national glorification

was unrelated to future temporal orientation and even positively

related to prioritizing policies with immediate benefits and future

costs (the pattern for conventional patriotism was mixed). Findings

reported by Cislak et al. (2021b) showing a preference for mostly

symbolic, image-enhancing actions among those high in national

narcissism suggest a similar short-term focus.

1.3 National narcissism and
environmentalism—Summary and
limitations

Past research shows that national image concerns are reflected

in climate conspiracy beliefs, opposition to pro-environmental

agendas, support for anti-environmental policies, and short-term

focus on greenwashing rather than long-term pro-environmental

actions. These individual attitudes seem to be underlain by needs

to oppose powerful outgroups, which may be perceived as taking

advantage of the nation, conspiring against it, and imposing costly

policies that are seen as benefitting the global community more

than local citizens.

Importantly, the effects of national narcissism tend to be

different from those observed for conservative or right-wing

ideologies often linked to anti-environmentalism (McCright et al.,

2014). While those high in national narcissism oppose anti-

environmental policies, they are comfortable with taking advantage

of environmental narratives to greenwash the country’s image—

a strategy that does not appeal to conservatives (Cislak et al.,

2021b). In other words, while right-wing ideology is linked to

rejection of any pro-environmental policies, national narcissism
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predicts support for low-cost actions that might boost the country’s

environmental image.

While past research sheds light on the psychological

processes shaping the relationships between national identity

and environmentalism, there is an important limitation. Most

studies were conducted in Europe, and thus the pattern may be

dependent on this specific socio-political context. For example,

while environmental care is an important part of being a New

Zealander (Milfont et al., 2020), the coal industry may be a

source of national pride in certain European countries such as

Poland (Zuk and Szulecki, 2020). Still, narratives that appeal

to the nation’s environmental greatness are politically exploited

beyond Europe, even in countries with mixed engagement in the

implementation of conservation policies. To illustrate, referring

to the increased deforestation rates of the Amazon, the former

president of Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro, told the former German

Chancellor, Angela Merkel: “take that money and use it to reforest

Germany, O.K.? You need it way more than we do here” (Simões,

2019). Similarly, former US president, Donald Trump, was accused

of greenwashing when he presented himself as both a “champion

for fossil fuels” and “the number one environmental president

since Teddy Roosevelt” (Hohmann and Alfaro, 2020). Such

narratives might serve not only to mobilize political support,

but also shape long-term policymaking and, thereby, a countries’

environmental performance.

Moreover, past work was focused on attitudinal outcomes, such

as conspiracy beliefs or support for pro- vs. anti-environmental

policies. As governments might be motivated to implement policies

that are supported by the citizens, it may be hypothesized that

environmentalism is lower in countries in which the level of

national narcissism of the citizens is higher. Also, more work is

needed on real-life implementation of the policies which can be

observed with objective measures of environmental performance.

Thus, we propose to examine the relationships between national

narcissism, national identification, and environmentalism at the

country level of analysis. We pre-registered a hypothesis proposing

that higher country-mean levels of national narcissism predict

a lower tendency to prioritize climate change mitigation and

lower rates of implementation of pro-environmental policies at the

country level.

2 Country-level associations between
national narcissism, national
identification and environmental
performance

To test our hypothesis, we relied on publicly available data

collected in 2020–2021 as part of the COVID-19 International

Collaboration on Social and Moral Psychology (Azevedo et al.,

2023). Dataset and pre-registration are available at https://osf.

io/zktw9/, and more details regarding the measures (including

reliability) are reported in Cichocka et al. (2023). We used country-

level means of both national narcissism (NN), measured with three

items (i.e., “[My national group] deserves special treatment,” “Not

many people seem to fully understand the importance of [my

national group],” “I will never be satisfied until [my national group]

gets the recognition it deserves”), and national identification (NI),

measured with two items (i.e., “I identify as [nationality]” and

“Being a [nationality] is an important reflection of who I am”). We

relied on data from 56 countries as units of analysis (all samples N

> 90; representative samples from 33 countries) used in previous

work on country-level effects of national narcissism (Cichocka

et al., 2023). According to sensitivity analyses in G∗Power, we were

able to detect moderate to large effects: r = 0.36 for the sample size

of 56, r= 0.45 for 33 (assuming power of 0.80, α = 0.05; two-tailed).

Besides country-level national identity we used two

environmentalism indicators at the country level. We used

the Environmental Performance Index (EPI)—an objective

measure created by environmental experts (Wolf et al., 2018). We

relied on the 2022 EPI data to match the national identity data.

We used the overall EPI score for each country (reflecting the

country’s overall score based on 32 performance indicators) as

well as three subindexes: Environmental Health (EH), Ecosystem

Vitality (EV), and Climate Change (CC). Higher scores indicate

better environmental performance. Our second variable was the

environment–economy trade-off question from the 2017–2022

World Values Survey, wave 7 (Haerpfer et al., 2022). We used

the percentage of those who chose the environmental option

as an indicator of prioritizing the environment (PE)—a higher

score means more people in the country prioritize protecting

the environment over economic growth and creating jobs.

Finally, as both country-level environmental outcomes might be

dependent on the wealth of the country, we used 2021 GDP per

capita (a country’s Gross Domestic Product divided by its total

population; The World Bank, World Development Indicators,

2021) as a control variable. Table 1 provides more details and

summary statistics.

First, we performed correlational analyses with countries as

units of analysis. In line with results from individual-level studies,

we observed a positive association between country-level national

narcissism and national identification (r = 0.75, p < 0.001). Both

national narcissism and national identification were negatively

associated with the overall EPI and its subindexes (EPI: rNN =

−0.67, p < 0.001 and rNI = −0.54, p < 0.001; EH: rNN = −0.61,

p < 0.001 and rNI =−0.51, p < 0.001; EV: rNN =−0.54, p < 0.001

and rNI = −0.41, p = 0.002; CC: rNN = −0.60, p < 0.001 and

rNI = −0.50, p < 0.001) but not with prioritizing environmental

protection over economic growth and jobs (rNN =−0.27, p= 0.130

and rNI =−0.09, p= 0.635).

Second, we tested a series of hierarchical regression models

to assess the relationships between each of the environmental

measures and national narcissism (controlling for national

identification). In line with our pre-registered plan, we first

estimated a model in which national narcissism and national

identification were entered as predictors of EPI, F(2,54) = 21.06,

p < 0.001. National narcissism was strongly negatively related to

EPI, B = −6.15 (−9.37, −2.93), β = −0.61, p < 0.001, while
national identification was unrelated, B = −1.33 (−6.47, 3.82), β

= −0.08; p = 0.607. Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between

national narcissism and EPI. Considering specific subindexes, we

found that national narcissism was a strong significant negative

predictor of EH, EV, and CC, while national identification was

unrelated to any of these subindexes (see detailed analyses

in Supplementary material).

The model with prioritizing the environment over economic

growth included only 32 countries. National narcissism was
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TABLE 1 Variable description and summary statistics.

Variable Description Level of
measurement

Source N M SD Min Max

Environmental
Performance Index
(EPI)

Environmental Performance
Index from 2022

N Yale Center for
Environmental Law
& Policy

56 48.76 14.67 18.90 77.90

Environmental
health (EH)

1 of 3 subindexes of 2022 EPI N Yale Center for
Environmental Law
& Policy

56 57.08 24.60 11.40 93.40

Ecosystem vitality
(EV)

2 of 3 subindexes of 2022 EPI N Yale Center for
Environmental Law
& Policy

56 50.46 12.64 19.30 73.90

Climate change
(CC)

3 of 3 subindexes of 2022 EPI N Yale Center for
Environmental Law
& Policy

56 42.51 17.27 8.80 92.40

Prioritizing
environment (PE)

Share of society (%) prioritizing
protecting the environment
over economic growth and
creating jobs at 2017–2022

I World value survey 32 52.26 10.01 33.60 69.20

National narcissism At 2020–2021 I ICSMP COVID-19 56 5.14 1.44 2.35 8.01

National
identification

At 2020–2021 I ICSMP COVID-19 56 7.89 0.91 5.14 9.39

GDP per capita Gross domestic product (GDP),
US$ per capita at 2021

N The World Bank 55 2,8647.83 26,861.37 1,208.20 100,172.10

Level N indicates variables measured at the national level, I at the individual level. WVS,World Values Survey; ICSMP COVID-19, International Collaboration on the Social &Moral Psychology

of COVID-19.

FIGURE 1

The 2022 Environmental Performance Index (EPI) depending on country-level national narcissism (NN). The abbreviations are ISO symbols of the
countries.

marginally negatively related to prioritizing the environment, B =

−4.36 (−9.26, 0.54), β = −0.61, p = 0.079 (although note that the

standardized coefficient was similar in magnitude to the coefficient

observed for EPI), while national identification was unrelated to

this outcome, B= 4.99 (−3.44, 13.42), β =−0.41; p= 0.236.

We then repeated the main analyses controlling for GDP per

capita to test the robustness of the results over and above the

countries’ wealth. After controlling for GDP, national narcissism

was marginally negatively related to EPI, B = −2.96 (−5.94, 0.03),

β = −0.29 p = 0.052, and national identification was unrelated

to it, B = −2.62 (−6.94, 1.69), β = −0.16; p = 0.228. The

effect for GDP per capita was significant and positive, B < 0.001

(0.0002, 0.0004), β = 0.49, p < 0.001. Both national narcissism,

B = −3.78 (−8.71, 1.15), β = −0.61, p = 0.127, and national

identification, B = 5.31 (−3.05, 13.67), β = 0.41, p = 0.203, were

unrelated to prioritizing the environment. The effect for GDP was
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not significant in this model, B < 0.001 (−0.001, 0.0002), β = 0.25,

p= 0.204.

As pre-registered, we then repeated all the analyses including

only representative samples, and observed strong effects of national

narcissism for EPI and its subindexes, and significant effects for

prioritizing environment over economic growth and creating jobs

(see detailed analyses in Supplementary material).

3 Summary and conclusion

This work contributes to the extant literature documenting

individual factors that underpin environmental protection or

exploitation by highlighting the roles of different forms of

national identity. We review the differential effects of national

narcissism and identification on environmentalism, and four main

mechanisms that help explain why psychological needs for image

protection and enhancement typical of national narcissism might

translate into lower levels of environmentalism. Crucially, we

argue that national narcissism is related to lower environmentalism

because pro-environmental efforts are costly, theymay be perceived

as submissiveness to stronger groups, and because the wellbeing

of compatriots is not prioritized by those high in national

narcissism. But those high in national narcissism are not against any

environment-related actions (as right-wingers are): they support

image-enhancing greenwashing campaigns, although only when

these campaigns do not incur major costs for the ingroup.

Extending past research that has focused on individual-level

associations, we report pre-registered analyses examining country-

level associations and find that countries in which the average level

of national narcissism of the citizens is higher tend to perform

less effectively in the environmental domain. Although some of

the effects were marginal or statistically non-significant with the

current samples, their sizes tended to be large. National narcissism

is not only negatively related to the attitudes of the citizens,

but also to more objective measures of environmentalism. Effects

for national identification were generally weaker and statistically

not significant.

Overall, our review and novel country-level findings further

elucidate why past work might not have consistently found

links between environmentalism and national identity (Bonaiuto

et al., 1996; Feygina et al., 2009; Milfont et al., 2020). We

argue that to fully understand the links between national identity

and environmentalism, it is important to differentiate national

narcissism, which can undermine environmental efforts at both

individual and country levels, from non-narcissistic national

identification, which might be consistent with promoting pro-

environmental goals.
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