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Original Article

Abstract
Background and aims: Many studies have investigated the interpersonal dimensions of narcissism, though women’s perceptions of sexual 
relationship with a narcissistic individual have rarely been the topic of interest. The main purpose of this study was to investigate the sexual 
lived experiences of women living with narcissistic men.
Methods: To this end, a qualitative thematic analysis was used to have a better understanding of the concept. A total of 31 women were 
selected through convenience sampling technique and were interviewed using a semi-structured interview, all of whom were living with 
their narcissistic husbands. All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed by thematic analysis.
Results: Based on the findings of this study, two main themes emerged during data analysis. First, women found their sexual relationship 
with a narcissistic man insecure, as well as the perception that their relationship was one-sided and demanding. In addition, the insecured 
relationship comprised several subthemes including the lack of sexual intimacy, sexual aggression and unwanted sex, and low commitment. 
The other main themes contained two sub-themes, namely, unrealistic and excessive expectations from the spouse and the relationship and 
the lack of responsibility and cooperation of the husband.
Conclusion: This study was mainly focused on sexuality in living with a narcissistic person and the results showed that sex is strongly 
influenced by the consequences of narcissism. This study also has some research and clinical implications for future research. 
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Introduction 
Narcissism is considered as one of the oldest concepts in 
psychology, especially in the psychoanalytic approach. 
During the past few decades, this concept has been 
investigated and studied both as a clinical disorder and 
a non-clinical personality trait. Although many studies 
have been devoted to narcissism, there are still many areas 
of uncertainty surrounding its nature and function (1-
6). Some researchers believe that the number of normal 
people diagnosed with narcissism has increased during 
the past decades (7). Those people with narcissism suffer 
from many problems, which are rooted in their needs 
for admiration, attention, along with their manipulative, 
selfish, patronizing, and demanding personalities. In 
addition, they have difficulties regarding recognizing 
the others’ feelings, emotions, needs, and desires and 
usually start a relationship so that their self-esteem can be 
strengthened by other people (8). Although a narcissistic 
person believes in his/her power, he/she needs other 

people’s attention, admiration, and approval as well. In 
other words, they cannot live without others’ attention 
and admirations. Previous studies show that people with 
narcissism manage their relationships in order to protect 
their positive self-view (9-13), which might have some 
negative consequences for their partners (14-16).

Although narcissism is more frequent in men (17), 
women are being reported to have more interpersonal 
problems related to their traits and disorders than men 
(18). This might be partially because narcissism is not 
wildly accepted as normal in women and might cause more 
interpersonal problems. Further, narcissists tend not to 
value the relationships unless it is for self-serving purposes 
(19). Narcissism has been connected with sexuality since 
Ellis first introduced its construct. Since then, the link 
between narcissism and sexuality has been central to 
numerous theories of narcissism and sexual behaviors 
(20-22). Furthermore, narcissistic individuals use their 
relationships and partners to fulfill their narcissistic needs 
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(23). Sexuality is not just a physical act, but a social 
process that is suffused with meaning (24). Despite the 
strong theoretical connection between narcissism and sex, 
the body of empirical research that explicitly examines the 
links between narcissism and sexuality is notably sparse 
(25). Sexuality is regarded as a fundamental aspect of 
human experience that is linked to a number of important 
outcomes. In the right context, sex can foster intimacy 
and relationship satisfaction (26, 27). Narcissists have a 
heightened sense of sexuality, but they tend to view sex 
very differently as compared to other people (21).

Although narcissism is a universal concept, some 
studies indicate that narcissism is widely influenced by 
the individuals’ culture (28). In a cross-cultural study, 
Ghorbani et al administered the Margolis-Thomas 
measure of narcissism to both Iranian and American 
students and observed that unhealthy narcissism is more 
frequent among Iranian students compared to their 
American counterparts (29). This is contradictory to the 
widely accepted beliefs that narcissism is more frequent 
in a more individualistic society (30). It should be noted 
that the questionnaire used in the study conducted by 
Ghorbani et al examined only unhealthy narcissism. 

 Each culture provides its people with certain methods 
to satisfy their narcissistic needs. As an example, infidelity 
and low marital commitment are among the most frequent 
problems narcissistic people are faced with (31,32). 
Further, the dual standards of each culture are the factors 
that determine the frequency of these behaviors. In this 
regard, Iranian culture has different values and standards 
for men and women (33). Accordingly, identifying what 
factors contribute to sexual satisfaction may have important 
implications for understanding and treating sexual and 
relationship distress. Reviewing the literature, we noticed 
that there was a complete absence of a study investigating 
the perceived sex lives of the wives of narcissist men. Thus, 
this study sought to investigate women’s perception of sex 
life with narcissist men.

Materials and Methods 
To have a better understanding of the concept, a qualitative 
study was conducted using a thematic analysis approach. 
One of the advantages of the thematic approach is that 
it provides deeper analysis, as well as greater objectivity 
compared to other data-gathering approaches such as 
questionnaires (34). All marital counseling centers in 
Isfahan, which were specialized in couple therapy and 
personality, were selected (8 centers). Among the clients of 
these centers, those whose husbands were diagnosed with 
narcissism were contacted, among whom, 44 couples were 
selected through a convenience sampling method. Prior to 
the study, these couples were clinically interviewed once 
more and were diagnosed and labeled as having narcissism 
based on DSM-5. The Structured Clinical Interview for 
DSM-5 (SCID-5) is a semi-structured interview guide for 

making the major DSM-5 diagnoses and the Personality 
Disorder Version (SCID-5-PD) is used to evaluate the 
10 DSM-5 personality disorders. The researcher also 
conducted the narcissistic personality inventory (NPI-40). 
NPI–40 (35) is the most widely used measure of narcissism 
in social psychological research that is based on DSM-III 
clinical criteria for narcissistic personality disorder. The 
inclusion criteria of the research sample were the diagnosis 
of narcissistic personality in men, the lack of personality 
or other severe clinical disorders as it interferes in the 
interview process, the lack of recognition of a personality 
or a specific clinical disorder in the spouse, an interest in 
and willingness to volunteer in research and expressing 
experiences. Moreover, the exclusion criteria included the 
lack of cooperation in interviews and the completion of 
the questionnaires. It is worth mentioning that these men’s 
wives had no significant psychological problems and men 
partially met the criteria of narcissism (i.e., grandiose). 
The narcissistic men in this study did not meet all criteria 
for narcissistic personality disorder, but they had several 
symptoms of narcissism and high scores in the NPI. 

 After contacting the couples, the women were 
interviewed and interviews continued until it reached 
saturation number of 31 couples. Stopping data 
collection is dependent on ‘redundancy’ of information 
or ‘saturation’. Redundancy is ‘the process of sequentially 
conducting interviews until all concepts are repeated 
multiple times without new concepts or themes emerging 
(36). Moreover, Creswell suggested only 20-30 interviews 
in qualitative analyses (37), which is consistent with the 
sample size in this study. Prior to the study, these couples 
were asked to complete an informed consent form, which 
was approved by Isfahan University Review Board.

In this study, we were not merely describing the data but 
were also interested in data analysis. Therefore, thematic 
analysis was used (38) and performed in six stages. The 
first stage was performed by the interviewer after each 
interview and included transcribing the interviews word 
by word. These transcriptions were then read in the group 
for a number of times so that the initial coding could 
emerge. The second stage included the extraction of the 
primary codes. Therefore, similar codes were grouped into 
similar classifications. Next, the themes were looked for 
and the data were classified into similar codes. The fourth 
stage included reading the data again and specifying each 
coding system and classification. Data analysis and data 
gathering (i.e., interviews) continued until the saturation 
of the data (i.e., when no new data are reported by the 
participants). In the fifth stage, themes were defined and 
put into groups by different names. The final stage was 
the final preparation of the data. Inter-rater reliability 
was considered throughout the analysis and was more 
than 76% (Cohen’s kappa coefficient (κ) >76). The 
differences between the raters were also studied and the 
codes were examined in the final report. To prevent rater 
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bias, interviews were given to another trained analyst and 
were coded again. This time, the inter-rater reliability was 
reported to be 70%. 

Procedure
A semi-structured interview was conducted to understand 
the perceived lives of women living with narcissistic 
men. These interviews were based on the manual which 
was recommended by Smith and Osborn (39). The 
questions in this interview specifically focused on the 
perceived understanding of women living with narcissistic 
men. Three initial interviews were used as pilot cases 
and questions went through some minor changes. Each 
interview lasted for 45 minutes to 1 hour and was recorded 
and transcribed word by word for further analysis. 

Results
Descriptive findings
The average age of the female participants and their 
husbands were 31.6 (SD=4.68) and 33.54 (SD=5.06), 
respectively, and the mean duration of their marriage 
was 6.51 (SD=3.39). A summary of the demographic 
characteristics of the participants is given in Table 1.

Qualitative findings: thematic analysis
During the thematic analysis of the interviews, two main 
themes regarding the sexual experiences of living with a 
narcissistic husband were identified including insecure 
relationship, along with the demanding and one-sided 
relationship. The first theme contained the lack of sexual 
intimacy, sexual aggression and unwanted sex, and low 
commitment. The other main theme encompassed two 
sub-themes of unrealistic and excessive sexual expectations 
of the spouse and their relationship and the lack of 
responsibility and cooperation of the husband. These 
themes are provided in Table 2.

Main theme 1: insecure relationship
All women reported that they did not feel secure in their 

relationships, but felt as if they received no emotional 
support while experiencing violence and unwanted sex in 
their relationships. This was a representation of a general 
dissatisfaction, which was reflected throughout their 
relationship.

Sub-theme 1: lack of sexual intimacy
This theme was one of the most important characteristics 
of the relationships with a narcissistic husband. Most 
participants (83%) started the interview as if they had 
not experienced sexual intimacy in their relationship. 
These women indicated that their husbands were not 
paying enough attention or failed to react appropriately 
to their feelings. Samira, a 29-year old woman, mentioned 
that “… He just enjoyed himself while I did not experience 
sexual pleasure... after having sex, he completely neglected 
me. He ignores my own needs.” In addition, Zari (27 years 
old) indicated that “My husband does not even think I have 
feelings as well. He does not know that I have a need for sex.” 
Another woman named Bahar (35 years old) claimed that 
“We have no intimate sex…our sex is unrelenting”. These 
statements reveal a lack of sexual intimacy in participants’ 
relationships.

Sub-theme 2: sexual aggression and unwanted sex
 Almost all participants (93%) mentioned this theme 
during the interviews. Generally, women reported that they 
experienced some form of sexual harassment. Maryam, 
who was 34 years old, told the interviewer that “He loves 
forced sex and enjoys more.” Further, Nazanin, a 31-year-
old woman, stated that “I’m really annoyed during our 
sexual relationship.” Another woman named Sara (29 years 
old) mentioned that “He is very rough.” Overall, women 
living with narcissistic husbands experienced violence and 
coercion in their sexual relationships. 

Sub-theme 3: low commitment
The majority of the participants (74%) of this study 
reported that they are afraid of the infidelity of their spouses 
and their husbands did not have enough commitment. 
Nazanin (32 years old) asserted that “I’m really scared. 
He is not committed. Only his very need is important.” 
Furthermore, Sara, a 29-year-old woman indicated that 
“She dates other women.” Moreover, Mari (28 years old) 
declared that “The infidelity is not so bad for him.” It is 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participants

Characteristic Men Women

Education, No. (%)
High school 
Diploma
Bachelor
Associate Master
Doctoral

7 (23)
8 (25)
8 (25)
7 (23)
1 (3)

3 (10)
7 (23)
12 (39)
6 (19)
3 (10)

Ethnicity, N0. (%)
Fars
Lor
Tork

16 (52)
8 (26)
7 (23)

18 (58)
10 (32)
3 (10)

Prior treatment, (No. %)
None 
Premarital education
Couple therapy

24 (77)
3 (10)
4 (13)

20 (64)
7 (23)
4 (13)

Age, mean ± SD 33.54 ± 5.06 31.6 ± 4.68

Table 2. Themes and subthemes of the wives’ perception of sexual relationship 
with a narcissistic man

Themes Sub-themes

Insecure relationship

Lack of sexual intimacy 

Sexual aggression and unwanted sex

Low commitment

One-sided and demanding 
relationship

Unrealistic and excessive sexual 
expectations of the spouse and the 
relationship

Lack of responsibility and cooperation 
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worth mentioning that many participants in this study 
insisted that their husbands’ definitions of infidelity were 
quite different.

Main theme 2: one-sided and demanding relationship
Most participants (80%) in this study emphasized that 
they were stuck in a one-sided relationship and gave more 
than what received. Additionally, most of these women felt 
like they were the losers in their sexual relationships. They 
permanently found themselves to be the second most 
important person in their husbands’ lives. 

Sub-theme 1: the unrealistic and excessive sexual expectations 
of the spouse and relationship
They reported that their husbands had unrealistic and 
excessive expectations in their sexual relationships and 
these expectations were sometimes unclear. They further 
mentioned that they always had to pay attention to their 
husbands, which made them tired of the need for constant 
attention. Mina, a 30-year-old woman, indicated that 
“Everything should be as he likes. He always wants me to 
satisfy all his needs.” Another woman called Elham (33 
years old) asserted that “I must always admire him… He 
thinks he’s an exceptional sexual partner.” In addition, Zari 
(39 years old) stated that “His needs never end … he’s more 
concerned with his performance than me… He expects me to 
be “on call” and satisfy his sexual desire”.

Sub-theme 2: lack of responsibility and cooperation of husband
According to the claims of the wives of narcissistic 
husbands (83%), their husbands were not so cooperative 
during sexual relationship, whereas they only focused 
on their own needs. In addition, they did not accept the 
responsibility for their wrong behaviors. Nazi, a 33-year-
old woman, expressed that “Our sex is completely one-sided.” 
Akram, a 32-year-old woman who married a narcissistic 
man, also indicated that “He never seems to accept what he 
does wrong”. Zari (39 years old) mentioned that “He has 
never cared about my satisfaction. When I want him to do 
something, he never listens to me.”

Discussion
Narcissism is considered as a personality style characterized 
by tendencies towards exploiting the others, a general lack 
of empathy for others, a pervasive pattern of grandiosity, 
and an excessive need for admiration (8). Although 
there have been many studies on narcissism, there are 
still many unanswered questions about it. Many studies 
demonstrated that individuals diagnosed with narcissism 
are faced with many interpersonal problems (10,40). In 
addition, other studies showed that these difficulties are 
more severe among women compared to men (14,18). 
However, men are encountered with some difficulties 
as well. The purpose of this study was to investigate the 
sexual perception of women living with narcissistic men 

in their marital lives. Accordingly, a qualitative study was 
conducted and the obtained data were analyzed using 
thematic analysis after a semi-structured interview. 

Two main themes of the present study included insecure 
sexual relationship and one-sided and demanding sexual 
relationship. The results of this study are in line with DSM-
5 model for narcissistic personality disorders, in which 
it is believed that narcissistic individuals are faced with 
numerous problems because of their needs for approval 
and inattention to others. Narcissists consider sexuality 
more in terms of power, influence, and as something 
daring, in contrast to people with low narcissistic qualities 
who associate sex more with caring and love. However, as 
one’s culture influences all aspects of life, including marital 
and sexual relationships, these problems cannot be all 
contributed to the narcissistic aspect of a person’s life. It 
seems that the male-dominant culture of the Iranian society 
provides men with abundant means and opportunities to 
satisfy their narcissistic needs, including an androcentrism 
society, dual standards, and a law system, which is mostly 
on men’s side (33).

Insecure Relationship
In this regard, the results revealed that the wives of 
narcissist men did not find their sexual relationships 
secure enough (i.e., they felt the lack of intimacy and 
received no emotional support and commitment), which 
is in accordance with the findings reported by Levy et 
al (41). They believed that unhealthy attachment is a 
characteristic of personality disorders. Several studies 
demonstrated that there is a positive relationship between 
unhealthy attachments and narcissism (42, 43). Sexual 
problems in individuals with insecure attachment style 
were highlighted in many studies as well (44-47).

Some researchers maintained that narcissism can be 
an indicator of sexual aggression (20). In other words, 
narcissists respond more aggressively to interpersonal 
rejections across a variety of domains (48-50), a response 
that may be generalizable to sexual rejections. Possibly, 
due to their especially great need for positive regard 
and admiration (51, 52), narcissists appear particularly 
oriented towards sexual relationships (53), an orientation 
that provides greater opportunities for experiencing the 
types of rejections that could lead to sexual aggression. The 
agency model of narcissism suggests that self-regulation, 
approached orientation, and the extraversion of narcissists 
make them more inclined towards dating and this leads to 
less commitment (9).

The findings of this study are consistent with the 
findings reported by Campbell, in which the authors 
believed that narcissistic individuals are not looking for 
caring relationships. They are not able to put themselves 
in other people’s shoes and cannot make contact based 
on empathy, even though they are not aware of it (54). 
According to the agency model introduced by Campbell 
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et al, people with narcissistic personality disorder are more 
focused on agentic traits than the communal ones (9). 
Based on wives’ narrations in this study, men think their 
wives should fulfill their needs and consider it as their 
wives’ duty. In addition, narcissist men with these cultural 
beliefs cannot tolerate disappointment or rejection. They 
frequently react negatively when their wives do not give 
them what they want as they wish to. 

To adjust their lost self-esteem, individuals with 
narcissistic personality might threaten their wives or 
might seek their lost self-esteem in another relationship. 
Several empirical studies highlighted significant 
associations between narcissistic personality traits and 
more unrestricted socio-sexuality orientations (21, 
55). Individuals with more unrestricted socio-sexuality 
orientations are comfortable with engaging in sex with 
no commitment or intimacy. Foster et al demonstrated 
that narcissistic individuals prefer less committed and less 
restricted sexual relationships because they are self-focused 
and prefer higher individuality rather than intimacy in 
their sexual encounters (21).

One-sided and demanding relationship
According to the reports by the participants regarding 
the second major theme, women found that their 
sexual relationships with their husbands were one-sided 
and demanding. The theme in this category (which is 
unrealistic with excessive expectations of the husbands and 
the lack of responsibility and cooperation on husbands’ 
part) makes the sexual relationship as one-sided in women’s 
eyes. Campbell and Foster believed that narcissistic people 
are involved in game-playing love, which demands them 
to be practical and selfish in their romantic relationships 
(11). In addition, according to the agency model of 
narcissism, a model of the action of narcissistic individuals 
is about status, dominance, and autonomy (56). These 
characteristics are in conflict with cooperation and 
accepting responsibilities in any domain. Further, Back 
et al stated that interpersonal problems of a narcissistic 
person are evident at his/her home and in the family more 
than any other places. Their family members are not only 
responsible for satisfying their numerous needs but also 
must predict what their needs might be (57). It seems 
that this process is also true in their sexual relationship. 
Millon et al presumed that a narcissistic person expects 
others to understand his/her wisdom rather than trying 
to communicate with others based on empathy and love 
(58). 

Women also mentioned high expectations of their 
husbands as another characteristic of sex life with a person 
diagnosed with narcissism. Notably, some cultural beliefs 
and values might aggravate these ideas. It is understood 
that narcissist men use cultural prototypes, which more 
often approve of their behaviors. According to Farwell and 
Wohlwend‐Lloyd and Twenge et al, narcissistic individuals 

have great expectations of themselves (7, 59). In this study, 
women complained about their husbands’ permanent 
expectations respecting their constant attention to their 
spouse in their sexual relationships. Consistent with 
the agency model (21) and probably what we expected, 
narcissists tended to score higher and lower on agentic and 
communal sexuality, respectively. This finding suggests 
that, like everything else in their lives, narcissists view sex 
as being “all about me.”

Similar to other studies, this study suffers from a 
number of limitations. The generalization of the data 
might not be possible to other samples and communities 
because of the limited number of participants. Another 
limitation is the fact that sexual relationship is quite 
multi-faceted. Therefore, understanding the exact reasons 
or consequences of a phenomenon might not be an easy 
job. Thus, some of the findings of this study might not 
be directly related to the narcissistic personality of the 
individuals. In addition, the sample was selected through 
a convenience sampling technique, which might make it 
difficult to generalize the data to other groups. Further, 
the type of vulnerability and sexual narcissism were not 
investigated in this study, which can be examined in 
similar future research. 

However, there are potential clinical implications for 
this study. The wives’ perception of sexual relationship 
with a narcissistic man can be the basis for sex therapy 
in these couples. Drawing on the results of this study, 
therapists can better understand the subjective experience 
of spouses and thus choose the type of requisite 
interventions and prioritize them based on the perceptions 
of their spouses. Moreover, therapists can incorporate 
cultural considerations into their work and professional 
expertise. The results of this research are also important 
for premarital counselors to help their clients find out how 
the sexual experience with a narcissistic man is and what 
problems they may encounter in this regard.

Conclusion
Narcissism is believed to be a complex and multidimensional 
personality trait and predicts impaired functioning across 
a variety of marital life domains. Based on the findings of 
the current study, women were found to face numerous 
challenges in their sexual relationships when living with a 
narcissistic person. The results of this study further suggest 
that sexual relationships are influenced by the narcissistic 
personality of the husband and, in return, his narcissism 
is affected by numerous cultural factors. Importantly, 
it seems that Iranian culture provides men with more 
opportunities to satisfy their narcissistic needs and desires.
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