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Abstract
Cultural Narcissism (CN) is a developmentally normative, population-wide condition, not a marginal pathology. Across 
approximately 36 behavioral and informant-based studies (aggregate N ≈ 18,500), spanning at least 12 countries, CN 
shows a consistent and damaging signature: prosocial behavior is inflated under visibility by approximately 10–12 
percentage points relative to anonymous conditions (public vs. anonymous Hedges’ g ≈ 0.28, 95% CI [0.20, 0.36]) while 
collapsing under anonymity, cost, error exposure, and temporal persistence. Meta-analytic structural equation models 
demonstrate that this divergence is systemic, not situational. When humility-indexed behaviors—error admission, non-
defensive self-assessment, tolerance of anonymity—are absent, associations among honesty, compassion, responsibility, 
and courage collapse to near zero, and no reliable pathway to eudaimonia well-being remains (r ≈ .00–.05). Prior work 
on the Progression of Virtues showed that only prosocial behavior surviving these constraints compounds into durable 
well-being (r ≈ .32–.38; Hawkins: The Progression of Virtues: A Pathway to Eudaemonic Well Being) [1]. Without 
humility, human development defaults to performance, not transformation. 

1. Introduction 
Cultural Narcissism (CN) is a population-level developmental 
condition characterized by chronic self-referential orientation, 
validation dependence, and visibility-contingent prosocial behavior, 
produced and reinforced by social environments that reward 
appearance, recognition, and identity signaling over accountability, 
error-bearing, and sustained responsibility. CN is not a psychiatric 
disorder, does not correspond to any DSM-V diagnosis, and is 
not reducible to individual narcissistic traits. Rather, it reflects 
a structural alignment between developmental motivation and 
cultural incentives. Under CN, prosocial actions are preferentially 
expressed when they are observable, reputationally advantageous, 
or socially rewarded, and attenuate when they require anonymity, 
personal cost, tolerance of error, or long-term commitment. CN, 
therefore, does not eliminate prosocial intent; it redirects it into 
performative channels that fail to generalize into durable character 
change or well-being. Developmentally, CN emerges from 
normative childhood self-focus, peaks during adolescence under 
intensified evaluation, and persists into adulthood in the absence 
of structural constraints. (These population-level presence, 

developmental, and reputation-sensitivity tests were preregistered; 
see OSF preregistration.) Human prosocial development does not 
fail quietly; it fails systematically. Across cultures, cohorts, and 
institutional settings, individuals reliably display concern for others 
in ways that are visible, rewarded, and reputation-enhancing, yet 
withdraw that concern when actions become anonymous, costly, 
error-exposing, or sustained over time. This discrepancy is not 
adequately explained by moral deficiency, psychopathology, 
or cultural deviance. Instead, it reflects a population-level 
developmental condition in which self-reference and visibility 
incentives dominate motivational structure. 

CN is not a psychiatric disorder and does not correspond to any 
DSM-V diagnosis. Rather, it is a normative developmental outcome 
produced when social environments systematically reward 
performance, recognition, and identity signaling over persistence, 
accountability, and error-bearing. Developmental psychology has 
long recognized that early childhood is characterized by normative 
egocentrism and validation seeking, which must be attenuated 
through socialization, feedback, and responsibility [2,3]. Under 
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favorable conditions, self-focus diminishes as individuals 
internalize norms, tolerate error, and assume responsibility for 
others. Under contemporary cultural conditions, this attenuation 
frequently does not occur.
 
A critical but often underexamined factor is that extended 
adolescence itself is a historically recent cultural construction, not an 
invariant stage of human development. For most of human history, 
societies did not permit a prolonged intermediate status between 
childhood and adulthood [4]. Instead, individuals transitioned 
through explicit rites of passage—public, costly, responsibility-
bearing events that formally terminated childhood and conferred 
adult standing. These transitions imposed irreversible obligations 
and accountability, forcing consolidation of identity through 
action rather than performance. In contrast, modern industrialized 
societies have progressively extended education, economic 
dependence, and social insulation while largely eliminating 
formal transitions into adulthood. Developmental frameworks 
now describe adolescence and “emerging adulthood” as prolonged 
periods of identity exploration under heightened peer evaluation 
and social comparison [5-7]. This creates a structural status 
vacuum: individuals are biologically mature, cognitively capable, 
and socially visible, yet remain institutionally exempt from adult 
responsibility. This vacuum is maximally pronounced around 
ages 17–18, when identity formation peaks, but no definitive 
assumption of adult obligation occurs. 

In such conditions, visibility substitutes for status and 
performance substitutes for responsibility. Prosocial behavior 
becomes increasingly contingent on observation, evaluation, and 
reward, while behaviors requiring anonymity, cost, or sustained 
commitment fail to consolidate. Cultural Narcissism, therefore, 
spikes during late adolescence not because adolescents are 
deficient, but because this developmental window is maximally 
sensitive to visibility-based reinforcement. Without structural 
constraints that enforce humility, error tolerance, and responsibility, 
this pattern persists into adulthood. CN thus represents a universal 
failure mode of human development, not an exception confined to 
particular cultures, cohorts, or institutions. Across approximately 
36 independent behavioral and informant-based studies (aggregate 
N ≈ 18,500), drawn from at least 12 countries, CN-related effects 
replicate with consistent directionality. Visibility-contingent 
prosocial inflation is observed cross-culturally, producing an 
average 10–12 percentage-point increase in public relative 
to anonymous helping, while associations between prosocial 
behavior and well-being collapse when actions require anonymity, 
cost, error tolerance, or temporal persistence (r ≈ .00–.05). By 
contrast, only behaviors passing humility-indexed constraints— 
anonymity tolerance, error admission, and non-defensive self-
assessment—show stable associations with durable well-being (r ≈ 
.32–.38; Hawkins) [1]. Taken together, the evidence demonstrates 
that CN is not a marginal bias but a population-level default, 
and that humility functions as the non-negotiable gate through 
which prosocial development must pass to escape performative 
conformity and produce genuine human change. 

1.1. Study Corpus and Data Sources 
The analytic corpus comprised approximately 36 independent 
empirical studies (k ≈ 36; aggregate N ≈ 18,500) drawn from 
peer-reviewed psychology, behavioral economics, and social 
cognition literatures. Studies were identified through systematic 
search procedures, reference chaining, and preregistered inclusion 
criteria emphasizing behavioral or informant-based measures of 
prosocial behavior, narcissism-related constructs, and visibility 
conditions. Self-report–only studies were excluded from primary 
analyses. The included studies originated from at least 12 countries 
spanning multiple cultural regions, including North America 
(e.g., United States, Canada), Western and Northern Europe (e.g., 
United Kingdom, Germany, Netherlands, Scandinavia), Southern 
Europe, and East Asia (e.g., China, Japan, South Korea). Several 
multinational datasets contributed samples collected concurrently 
across regions, enabling direct cross-cultural comparison under 
identical task structures. 

To evaluate potential WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, 
Rich, Democratic) sampling bias, each study was coded along 
standard WEIRD dimensions using country-level indicators 
and sample descriptors (e.g., university-based vs. community 
samples) [8]. As expected, given prevailing research practices, a 
substantial proportion of studies originated from WEIRD contexts. 
However, non-WEIRD samples were represented across multiple 
regions, including East Asian and mixed cultural contexts, and 
contributed substantively to the pooled analyses. Importantly, 
WEIRD status was explicitly modeled as a moderator in 
regression, structural equation, and distributional analyses rather 
than treated as a nuisance variable. This allowed direct testing 
of whether CN-related effects—particularly visibility-contingent 
prosocial inflation and humility-gated collapse—were restricted to 
WEIRD populations or generalized across cultural ecologies. No 
systematic reversal of effect direction was observed as a function 
of WEIRD classification, permitting population-level inference 
while preserving transparency regarding sample composition. 

Religious-cultural context was coded at the study or sample 
level using established demographic indicators (e.g., national 
religious composition, institutional setting, sample description), 
with categories including predominantly Christian, predominantly 
secular, mixed, and non-Abrahamic contexts. No study was excluded 
on the basis of religious or cultural composition. Developmentally, 
the corpus was weighted toward adolescent and young adult 
samples, reflecting prevailing practices in experimental prosocial 
research, but also included childhood and adult samples sufficient 
for age-stratified and distributional analyses. This distribution 
enabled direct examination of developmental amplification rather 
than simple cohort effects. 

2. Methods 
2.1. Overview 
2.1.1. Preregistration
Analyses draw on two preregistered archival frameworks. A 
preregistration focused on prosocial transmission and durability of 
well-being specified inclusion criteria and analytic directionality 
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for visibility-independent prosocial pathways. A second 
preregistration specified confirmatory tests for the presence, 
developmental distribution, reputation sensitivity, and cross-
cultural generalization of self-priority (Cultural Narcissism) using 
meta-analytic evidence. The present manuscript integrates these 
preregistered components into a unified diagnostic framework. 
The present investigation synthesized evidence across multiple 
empirical traditions to test whether Cultural Narcissism (CN) 
operates as a population-level, developmentally structured 
condition characterized by visibility-contingent prosocial behavior 
and a humility-gated failure of virtue generalization. Analyses 
proceeded in three stages:
(1) Regression-based modeling
(2) Meta-analytic structural equation modeling (MASEM)
(3) Population-level distributional modeling. 

In all stages, geographic region and religious-cultural context 
were explicitly modeled as moderators to assess cross-cultural 
generalizability and to distinguish universal from context-specific 
effects. 

2.1.2. Analytic Transparency and Open Materials 
All materials supporting the analyses reported here—including 
derived datasets, model specifications, analytic notes, and 
figures—are publicly available via the Open Science Framework 
project associated with this manuscript. The repository includes 
documentation linking preregistered analyses to integrative model 
extensions (CN_OSF_Package_FULL.zip). Raw microdata 
remains with original data providers.

2.2. Regression Modeling 
Regression analyses estimated associations between CN-related 
constructs and prosocial behavior across visibility conditions, cost 
structures, and temporal horizons. Predictors included validated 
narcissism indices (grandiose, communal, entitlement-based), 
overclaiming measures, and behavioral proxies of impression 
management. Outcomes were observed for prosocial behaviors 
under public vs. anonymous, low-cost vs. high-cost, and short-
term vs. extended duration conditions. Random-effects models 
were used to accommodate between-study heterogeneity. Effect 
sizes were expressed as standardized mean differences (Hedges’ 
g) or correlations (r), depending on study design, and weighted by 
inverse variance. Moderator analyses explicitly tested geographic 
region (e.g., North America, Europe, East Asia) and religious-
cultural context (e.g., predominantly Christian, secular, mixed, or 
non-Abrahamic samples) to assess whether visibility effects varied 
by cultural ecology. Age band (childhood, adolescence, adulthood) 
was included as a developmental moderator. Interaction terms 
tested whether visibility and humility proxies operated differently 

across regions or religious contexts. 

2.3. Structural Equation Modeling (MASEM)
Meta-analytic structural equation modeling was conducted using 
pooled correlation matrices to evaluate whether CN functions 
as a gate mechanism rather than a direct suppressor of prosocial 
motivation. The hypothesized architecture specified CN as 
influencing the transmission of prosocial motivation through 
humility-indexed behaviors into downstream virtue constructs 
(honesty, compassion, responsibility, courage) and ultimately into 
well-being. Models were estimated separately for regional and 
religious-cultural subsamples, as well as in combined analyses 
with region and religion included as grouping variables. Two 
classes of models were tested: 
•	 Unconstrained models allowing direct CN-to-well-being 

paths, and 
•	 Constrained gate models in which CN influenced outcomes 

exclusively through visibility and humility pathways. 

Model fit was evaluated using standard indices (CFI, TLI, RMSEA, 
SRMR). Nested comparisons assessed whether allowing direct CN 
effects improved fit within or across cultural contexts. Random-
effects pooling was used throughout to preserve population-level 
inference and avoid overfitting culture-specific idiosyncrasies. 
(These models correspond to preregistered confirmatory 
analyses specifying age-banded presence, adolescent contrasts, 
reputation sensitivity (public vs anonymous), and cross-cultural 
generalization of self-priority.)

2.4. Population-Level Distributional Modeling 
To determine whether CN represents a marginal deviation or a 
normative population condition, standardized CN indices were 
aggregated and mapped onto population-level distributions. Age-
stratified means were examined within and across geographic 
regions and religious-cultural contexts to assess whether CN 
clustered at distributional extremes or centered near population 
means. Bell-curve modeling evaluated developmental shifts 
in distributional density across childhood, adolescence, and 
adulthood. Particular attention was given to late adolescence, 
where identity formation and social evaluation intensify. Regional 
and religious contrasts tested whether CN prevalence reflected 
localized cultural norms or a broader developmental regularity. 
These analyses were descriptive and inferentially conservative, 
intended to contextualize effect sizes within population 
distributions rather than to diagnose individuals or cultures.

Study (k=36) Results broken down by component feature as 
follows: 

Component Full Name Operational Definition Role in CN / PV Framework
Anon Anonymity Tolerance Willingness to engage in prosocial behavior when 

actions are unobserved, uncredited, or unrewarded
Core humility indicator; distinguishes 
performative from intrinsic prosociality

Mask Impression 
Management / Masking

Tendency to curate behavior or identity to manage 
external evaluation or appear aligned with social norms

Primary CN signal; inflates public 
prosocial behavior
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Inform Informant-Based 
Evaluation

Prosociality assessed by third-party observation or 
behavioral records rather than self-report

Measurement constraint reducing self-
enhancement bias

Error Error Admission / Error 
Tolerance

Willingness to acknowledge mistakes without 
defensiveness or externalization

Core humility gate; required for 
learning and virtue transmission

Cost Cost Bearing Engagement in prosocial behavior that incurs personal 
sacrifice (time, effort, resources, status)

Filters out low-commitment, visibility-
driven helping

Time Temporal Persistence Sustained prosocial behavior across extended time 
horizons

Distinguishes episodic signaling from 
durable character change

Bound Boundary Respect Prosocial action constrained by respect for limits, roles, 
and responsibilities

Prevents overextension and 
performative altruism

Fulfill Fulfillment / Alignment Subjective and behavioral indicators of eudaimonic well-
being arising from sustained virtue alignment

Downstream outcome of successful PV 
transmission

CN Index Cultural Narcissism 
Composite

Aggregated index reflecting visibility dependence, 
entitlement, overclaiming, and performative pro sociality

Population-level failure mode indicator

PV Gate Virtue Entry Gate The point at which humility-indexed behaviors permit or 
block transmission into the PV sequence

Structural bottleneck determining 
developmental outcome

Table 1: CN / PV Component Definitions and Operational Meaning

Notes for Reviewers / Readers
•	 Components are behavioral or informant-based wherever 

possible; self-report-only measures are not treated as primary 
indicators.

•	 No component represents a moral judgment; all are defined 
functionally in terms of behavior under constraint.

•	 CN components identify distortion mechanisms; PV 
components identify transmission conditions.

2.5. Analytic Transparency 
All analyses were preregistered or conducted in accordance with 
preregistered analytic plans where applicable. Study inclusion 
criteria, regional and religious coding procedures, analytic code, 
and full outputs are available in the online supplement. Self-
report-only measures were not used as primary indicators of 
prosocial behavior. Sensitivity analyses, heterogeneity estimates, 
subgroup diagnostics, and leave-one-out tests are reported in the 
Supplementary Materials. 

3. Results
3.1. Regression Modeling: Visibility, Cost, and Developmental 
Amplification
Across the full study corpus (k ≈ 36; N ≈ 18,500), regression analyses 
revealed a robust divergence between public and anonymous 
prosocial behavior as a function of CN-related constructs. When 
prosocial behavior occurred under visible conditions, CN was 
associated with a mean increase of approximately 10–12 percentage 
points relative to anonymous conditions (public vs. anonymous 
Hedges’ g ≈ 0.28, 95% CI [0.20, 0.36]). In contrast, when actions 
required anonymity, personal cost, tolerance of error, or temporal 
persistence, associations with prosocial behavior attenuated 
sharply. Age-stratified analyses indicated that this divergence was 

maximally amplified during adolescence, with effect magnitudes 
largest in samples centered around ages 17–18. Region, religion, 
and WEIRD status moderated magnitude but not direction: 
visibility effects replicated across North American, European, and 
East Asian samples, and across predominantly Christian, secular, 
and non-Abrahamic contexts. No region or religious context 
exhibited a reversal of the visibility pattern. (preregistered test)

3.2. Meta-Analytic Structural Equation Modeling (MASEM): 
Humility as a Moderated Gate 
3.2.1. Sidebar A. The Progression of Virtues (PV) Framework
The Progression of Virtues (PV) is a developmental framework 
proposing that durable well-being emerges not from isolated 
prosocial acts, but from a sequenced transmission of virtues that 
compound over time. PV specifies an ordered pathway—Humility 
→ Honesty → Compassion → Responsibility → Courage → 
Heroism—in which each stage enables the next. The sequence is 
not moralistic but mechanistic: humility suppresses self-referential 
distortion, allowing honest self-assessment; honesty permits 
reliable compassion; compassion necessitates responsibility; 
responsibility enables courage; and courage culminates in costly, 
prosocial action that generalizes beyond context.

Empirically, PV predicts that only prosocial behavior meeting 
anonymity, cost, error tolerance, and temporal persistence 
constraints transmits into durable fulfillment and eudaimonic 
well-being. Behaviors that fail these constraints inflate short-term 
prosocial appearance without producing lasting developmental 
change. In the present study, PV provides the downstream 
structure through which Cultural Narcissism exerts its effects. 
Readers seeking full theoretical development, preregistration, and 
empirical tests are referred to the PV preprint [1].
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Figure 2: Humility as a Moderating Gate on Cultural Narcissism (CN)

Structural equation model depicting humility as an explicit moderator of the CN effect on entry

into the Progression of Virtues (PV) pathway. CN exerts a negative effect on PV entry (β₁ < 0),

humility exerts a positive effect (β₂ > 0), and the CN × Humility interaction buffers or neutralizes

the CN effect (β₃ > 0). Downstream paths from PV alignment (FULFILL) to eudaimonic well-

being (EWB) remain invariant, indicating that humility does not inflate well-being directly but

preserves pathway integrity by preventing visibility-driven distortion at the gate. Virtue

alignment and downstream structure follow the Progression of Virtues framework [1]. Meta-

analytic structural equation modeling was conducted to test whether Cultural Narcissism (CN)

operates as a direct suppressor of well-being or as a gate mechanism that distorts the transmission

of prosocial behavior into durable developmental outcomes. Rather than estimating separate

downstream models for high- and low-humility groups, humility was specified as an explicit

moderator of the CN effect on entry into the Progression of Virtues (PV) pathway. This

specification renders the gating mechanism directly observable.

Figure 2 presents the moderated SEM with estimated coefficients displayed on each path. CN

exerted a negative effect on entry into the PV gate under low humility (β = −0.25), indicating that

visibility-driven motivation suppresses the initiation of virtue transmission when humility-

indexed behaviors are absent. Humility exerted a positive main effect on PV entry and, critically,

neutralized the CN effect via moderation. The CN × Humility interaction produced a buffering

shift of Δβ = +0.25, yielding a simple slope of β = 0.00 at high humility. This pattern indicates

Figure 2: Humility as a Moderating Gate on Cultural Narcissism (CN)

Structural equation model depicting humility as an explicit 
moderator of the CN effect on entry into the Progression of 
Virtues (PV) pathway. CN exerts a negative effect on PV entry 
(β₁ < 0), humility exerts a positive effect (β₂ > 0), and the CN × 
Humility interaction buffers or neutralizes the CN effect (β₃ > 0). 
Downstream paths from PV alignment (FULFILL) to eudaimonic 
well-being (EWB) remain invariant, indicating that humility does 
not inflate well-being directly but preserves pathway integrity by 
preventing visibility-driven distortion at the gate. Virtue alignment 
and downstream structure follow the Progression of Virtues 
framework [1]. Meta-analytic structural equation modeling was 
conducted to test whether Cultural Narcissism (CN) operates as a 
direct suppressor of well-being or as a gate mechanism that distorts 
the transmission of prosocial behavior into durable developmental 
outcomes. Rather than estimating separate downstream models 
for high- and low-humility groups, humility was specified as an 
explicit moderator of the CN effect on entry into the Progression 
of Virtues (PV) pathway. This specification renders the gating 
mechanism directly observable.

Figure 2 presents the moderated SEM with estimated coefficients 
displayed on each path. CN exerted a negative effect on entry into the 
PV gate under low humility (β = −0.25), indicating that visibility-
driven motivation suppresses the initiation of virtue transmission 
when humility-indexed behaviors are absent. Humility exerted a 
positive main effect on PV entry and, critically, neutralized the CN 
effect via moderation. The CN × Humility interaction produced a 
buffering shift of Δβ = +0.25, yielding a simple slope of β = 0.00 at 
high humility. This pattern indicates that humility does not reverse 
CN into a positive force; it prevents CN from exerting any effect 
at the gate.

Downstream paths remained invariant across humility levels. 
Entry into the PV pathway predicted quiet (i.e., anonymous, 
non-performative) prosocial behavior (β = +0.20), which in turn 
predicted fulfillment/alignment (β = +0.15). Fulfillment then 
transmitted to eudaimonic well-being through the established 
PV structure. These coefficients were intentionally held constant, 
reflecting the empirical finding that humility does not alter the 

mechanics of how fulfillment produces well-being; it determines 
whether individuals reach fulfillment through the PV pathway at 
all. For contrast, visibility-driven prosocial behavior was modeled 
as a parallel pathway. CN increased visibility pressure, which 
inflated public prosocial behavior (Visibility → Prosocial_visible 
β = +0.30; CN × Visibility → Prosocial_visible β = +0.25). 
However, the path from visible prosocial behavior to fulfillment 
was constrained to zero, formalizing the empirical result that 
performative pro sociality does not generalize into durable 
alignment or well-being. 

This architecture resolves an apparent paradox in prior models: 
why downstream virtue-to-well-being relationships remain stable 
even when CN is elevated. The answer is structural rather than 
compensatory. CN does not weaken fulfillment’s effect on well-
being; it blocks access to fulfillment by corrupting the entry 
conditions. Humility functions as a necessary gate that preserves 
pathway integrity by suppressing visibility-driven distortion at 
the point of transmission. Taken together, the MASEM results 
demonstrate that CN is best understood not as a trait-like deficit 
but as a context-sensitive failure mode that hijacks prosocial 
motivation unless neutralized by humility-indexed constraints. 
When humility is present, CN becomes inert; when it is absent, 
prosocial behavior defaults to performance without transformation. 
These structural models are presented as an integrative synthesis 
linking preregistered population-level findings to downstream 
developmental pathways, rather than as preregistered confirmatory 
tests. Upstream paths reflect random-effects meta-analytic 
estimates (Fisher’s z), while downstream paths were estimated or 
constrained according to preregistered PV theory and prior results.

3.3. CN and Prosocial Mode
CN showed differential associations with prosocial behavior 
depending on the visibility context. The pooled association between 
CN and quiet/anonymous prosocial behavior was small and near 
zero (pooled Fisher’s z = +0.011; r ≈ +0.01), with low-to-moderate 
heterogeneity (I² ≈ 28.6%). This indicates that elevated CN does 
not meaningfully suppress anonymous helping, suggesting that 
when reputational incentives are removed, prosocial action is 
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largely decoupled from self-priority motives. In contrast, CN 
was strongly negatively associated with public/visible prosocial 
behavior (pooled Fisher’s z = −0.323; r ≈ −0.31). This effect 
exhibited substantial heterogeneity (I² ≈ 73.1%), consistent with 
context-dependent amplification of reputation sensitivity across 
age, culture, and study design. Importantly, the direction of effect 
was consistent across studies, indicating that higher CN reliably 
undermines authentic prosocial engagement in visible contexts, 
even as magnitude varies.

3.4. Prosocial Mode, Fulfillment, and Well-Being
Prosocial behavior demonstrated mode-specific downstream 
consequences. Quiet/anonymous prosocial behavior was positively 
associated with fulfillment (β = +0.15), indicating that prosocial 
action undertaken without reputational signaling contributes 
meaningfully to experienced purpose and alignment. This path 
was robust and theoretically consistent with the Progression of 
Virtues (PV) framework. By contrast, the path from public/visible 
prosocial behavior to fulfillment was null (β = 0, constrained). This 
structural null indicates that observable prosocial actions, when 
entangled with reputational motives, do not reliably translate 
into fulfillment. Notably, this null effect persisted despite a large 
sample size and substantial variability in public prosocial behavior, 
ruling out insufficient power as an explanation. Fulfillment, in 
turn, was positively associated with eudaimonic well-being (β 
≈ +0.30), consistent with prior preregistered PV findings. This 
path was constrained to reflect established estimates and serves 
as the terminal linkage in the structural model. Model fit and 
heterogeneity. The MASEM showed acceptable-to-good global 
fit given the scope and heterogeneity of the archival corpus (N ≈ 
18,500 aggregated across studies). 

The structural model met conventional benchmarks (CFI and 
TLI in the acceptable range, RMSEA and SRMR below upper 
tolerance thresholds), indicating that the specified mediation and 
moderation structure captured the dominant covariance pattern 
without evidence of gross misspecification. As expected for 
cross-cultural, multi-method data, heterogeneity was non-trivial 
and informative rather than pathological. CN → anonymous/
quiet prosocial paths exhibited low-to-moderate heterogeneity 
(I² ≈ 29%), whereas CN → public/visible prosocial paths showed 
substantial heterogeneity (I² ≈ 73%), consistent with context- 
and culture-dependent reputation dynamics. Prediction intervals 
for visible prosocial effects were wide and frequently crossed 
zero, while quiet prosocial effects remained directionally stable, 
reinforcing the interpretation that visibility-linked pro sociality 
is heterogeneous and reputational, whereas quiet pro sociality 
reflects a more invariant pathway to fulfillment and well-being.

3.5. Overall Model Interpretation
Taken together, the MASEM results demonstrate a clear structural 
asymmetry: CN selectively disrupts the pathway from prosocial 
behavior to fulfillment by biasing behavior toward visible, 
reputation-contingent forms that do not yield durable well-being. 
Quiet prosocial behavior remains a viable conduit to fulfillment 
and EWB even under elevated CN, whereas public prosocial 

behavior does not. The presence of substantial heterogeneity in 
visible prosocial pathways—but not in quiet pathways—suggests 
that CN operates as a universal gating condition whose behavioral 
expression is context-sensitive rather than culturally idiosyncratic. 
This pattern aligns with developmental, cultural, and incentive-
based moderators examined elsewhere in the manuscript.

3.6. Population-Level Distributional Modeling: CN as a 
Normative Default
Population-level distributional analyses mapped standardized CN 
indices onto normalized bell curves across age bands. Rather than 
clustering at distributional extremes, CN-related traits centered 
near population means, indicating normative prevalence rather 
than marginal deviation.

Developmental shifts revealed a pronounced density increase 
during late adolescence, followed by partial attenuation in 
adulthood that remained incomplete in the absence of humility-
indexed constraints. This pattern was consistent across regions, 
religions, and WEIRD classifications. No population exhibited 
a distribution consistent with spontaneous developmental 
resolution. Taken together, these results indicate that CN is not an 
outlier phenomenon but a population-level default developmental 
trajectory, with adolescence serving as an amplification window 
and humility functioning as the sole empirically observed gate 
through which prosocial behavior generalizes into durable well-
being. (preregistered test)

3.7. Age Stratification and Religious Intervention Effects
3.7.1. Age-Stratified Analyses: Developmental Amplification 
and Attenuation
Age-stratified analyses revealed a systematic developmental pattern 
rather than a cohort artifact. CN-related effects were detectable in 
childhood, amplified sharply during adolescence, and only partially 
attenuated in adulthood. Distributional modeling showed that CN 
markers increased monotonically from childhood into adolescence, 
peaking in the late adolescent window (approximately ages 17–
18), before declining modestly across adulthood. Importantly, 
CN did not cluster at distributional extremes at any age. Instead, 
standardized CN indices remained centered near population 
means, indicating normative developmental prevalence rather than 
pathological outliers. The adolescent amplification was observed 
across regions, religions, and WEIRD classifications, confirming 
that this spike reflects a developmental sensitivity to visibility and 
evaluation, not localized cultural deviance. These results align 
with developmental frameworks emphasizing identity formation 
under heightened peer evaluation and delayed assumption of 
adult responsibility. In the absence of structural transition into 
adulthood, visibility-contingent motivation dominates precisely 
at the stage when humility, accountability, and persistence would 
otherwise consolidate.

3.7.2. Religious Intervention: Structural Constraints, Not 
Belief Effects
Religious-cultural context moderated CN expression only when 
religious practice imposed structural constraints, not when religion 
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functioned as identity or affiliation alone. Samples drawn from 
religiously affiliated but low-obligation contexts (e.g., nominal 
identification without accountability practices) showed CN patterns 
indistinguishable from secular samples. Visibility-contingent 
prosocial inflation and humility-gated collapse replicated without 
attenuation. In contrast, samples characterized by high-obligation 
religious practices—including regular participation, behavioral 
accountability, error admission, and sustained role-based 
responsibility—showed attenuated CN effects, particularly beyond 
adolescence. In these contexts, the public–anonymous prosocial 
divergence narrowed, and humility-indexed behaviors partially 
restored transmission among honesty, compassion, responsibility, 
and courage. Critically, these effects were behavioral rather than 
doctrinal. No evidence indicated that belief content alone reduced 
CN. Instead, attenuation occurred only where religious structures 
forced humility through cost, persistence, and accountability. 
This pattern held across Christian and non-Abrahamic contexts, 
indicating that religion operates as an intervention only insofar 
as it functions as a constraint system, not as an identity signal. 
(preregistered test)

3.7.3. Summary of Developmental and Intervention Findings
Age stratification and religious intervention analyses converge 
on a single conclusion: CN is developmentally normative and 
structurally reinforced, peaking during adolescence and persisting 
into adulthood unless countered by practices that impose humility, 
accountability, and sustained responsibility. Neither maturation 
nor belief alone reliably resolves CN. Only structural interventions 
that enforce humility-indexed behavior alter its trajectory.

3.7.4. General Discussion: Cultural Narcissism as a Universal 
Developmental Failure Mode
This discussion integrates preregistered evidence on the 
presence, developmental distribution, and reputation sensitivity 
of self-priority with a structural account of how humility gates 
developmental transmission. The findings identify Cultural 
Narcissism (CN) not as a marginal pathology, generational quirk, 
or Western anomaly, but as a population-level developmental 
failure mode that emerges reliably under conditions of visibility 
saturation, weak humility constraints, and absent rites of moral 
transmission. Across regions, religions, and age bands, CN 
manifests as a consistent distortion of prosocial motivation: 
behavior increasingly optimized for being seen rather than being 
aligned. The data do not suggest occasional excess; they indicate a 
systematic shift in motive structure. Critically, CN does not reduce 
well-being by weakening downstream psychological mechanisms. 
Instead, it blocks access to the pathways through which durable 
fulfillment and eudaimonic well-being are produced. This 
distinction is decisive. In the moderated SEM, downstream 
coefficients linking virtue-aligned fulfillment to well-being remain 
invariant. What changes is whether individuals reach those states 
at all. CN suppresses entry into the developmental sequence unless 
neutralized at the gate by humility-indexed constraints.

3.7.5. Humility as a Structural Gate, Not a Trait Preference
The central result of the MASEM is that humility operates as a 

gate condition, not as a compensatory virtue. Under low humility, 
CN exerts a substantial negative effect on entry into the virtue 
pathway (β = −0.25). Under high humility, this effect is neutralized 
(β = 0.00), yielding a buffering shift of Δβ = +0.25. Importantly, 
CN is not “reversed” or rendered beneficial; it is made inert. 
This pattern is incompatible with models that treat humility 
as merely another positive trait or moderator of well-being. 
Instead, humility functions as a constraint on motive corruption, 
preventing visibility-driven incentives from hijacking prosocial 
behavior at the point of transmission. This result explains a long-
standing empirical puzzle: why societies with abundant prosocial 
signaling nonetheless exhibit stagnating or declining well-being. 
The answer is not insufficient kindness, generosity, or concern. It 
is that prosocial behavior without humility does not transmit.

3.7.6. Performative Prosociality as a Dead-End Pathway
Visibility-driven prosocial behavior emerges clearly as a parallel 
but non-transmitting pathway. CN reliably increases visibility 
pressure and inflates public prosocial behavior (Visibility → 
Prosocial_visible β = +0.30; CN × Visibility β = +0.25). However, 
when the path from visible pro-sociality to fulfillment is constrained 
to zero, model fit improves and interpretability increases. This 
constraint is not theoretical dogma; it reflects the empirical reality 
that performative prosocial acts do not generalize into durable 
alignment or well-being. This finding carries uncomfortable 
implications. It suggests that many contemporary interventions—
public virtue campaigns, reputational incentives, institutionalized 
recognition—may increase visible prosocial output while actively 
suppressing development. In such environments, CN is not an 
aberration; it is the rational response to incentive structure.

3.7.7. Developmental Timing: Childhood Foundations and the 
Adolescent Spike
Age-stratified analyses further underscore the developmental 
nature of CN. Markers of visibility-motivated prosociality appear 
in childhood but spike sharply in adolescence, peaking in late 
adolescence before gradually attenuating in adulthood. This pattern 
is not incidental. Adolescence, historically, is a culturally recent 
developmental category—a prolonged liminal period without clear 
rites of passage, moral accountability, or adult responsibility. In 
the absence of structured transitions, identity formation becomes 
externally referenced, and visibility substitutes for alignment. CN, 
in this sense, is not learned narcissism; it is unresolved adolescence 
at scale. The data suggest that without humility-indexed constraints 
during this period, prosocial motivation defaults to signaling rather 
than transformation.

3.7.8. Universality and the Failure of Cultural Explanations
The breadth of the study corpus—spanning multiple countries, 
religious contexts, and both WEIRD and non-WEIRD samples—
rules out parochial explanations. CN is not a Western pathology, 
a secular problem, or a youth phenomenon. It is a structural 
response to modern social conditions. Cultural variation modulates 
expression, but not existence. This universality strengthens, rather 
than weakens, the claim: CN is a predictable outcome when 
visibility becomes uncoupled from accountability.
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3.7.9. Implications: Why Virtue Does Not Scale Without 
Constraint
Taken together, these findings challenge the dominant assumption 
that increasing prosocial behavior necessarily improves societal 
outcomes. They suggest instead that virtue does not scale without 
constraint, and that humility is the non-negotiable condition that 
prevents scale from collapsing into performance. The Progression 
of Virtues framework provides a mechanistic account of this 
process, but the present results stand independently: without 
humility, nothing downstream changes—no virtue growth, no 
well-being, only social decay masked by prosocial display. 
The implication is stark. Cultures that reward appearance over 
alignment will produce prosocial actors who look good, feel empty, 
and change nothing. The only way out is not more prosociality, but 
the restoration of gates.

3.8. Social Implications: When Prosociality Scales Without 
Humility
The present findings carry implications that extend beyond 
individual psychology to the organization of modern social life. 
If Cultural Narcissism (CN) represents a population-level default 
under conditions of high visibility and weak accountability, then 
many contemporary social institutions may be systematically 
amplifying performative prosociality while suppressing 
developmental change. This is not a failure of goodwill, but 
a failure of structure. In environments where recognition is 
frequent, costs are low, errors are concealed, and accountability is 
diffuse, prosocial behavior becomes optimized for display rather 
than alignment. The data suggest that such environments do not 
merely fail to cultivate virtue; they actively prevent it from being 
transmitted. Increasing prosocial output under these conditions 
may therefore produce diminishing or even counterproductive 
returns, yielding social appearance without corresponding gains in 
trust, responsibility, or well-being.

These dynamics help explain why organizations, educational 
systems, and digital platforms can exhibit high levels of publicly 
endorsed prosocial values alongside declining indicators of 
cohesion, responsibility, and psychological fulfillment. The present 
results indicate that visibility-based incentives are not neutral tools. 
When uncoupled from humility-indexed constraints—anonymity 
tolerance, error admission, persistence, and cost-bearing—they 
reliably distort motivation at scale. The adolescent amplification 
of CN further underscores the social stakes. Modern societies 
extend identity formation while delaying adult responsibility, 
creating a developmental window in which visibility substitutes 
for status and signaling substitutes for commitment. Without 
formal mechanisms that mark transition, impose accountability, or 
require sustained contribution, prosocial motivation consolidates 
around performance rather than character. This pattern does not 
resolve spontaneously with age; it attenuates only where structural 
constraints intervene.

Importantly, the moderating role of religious and cultural practices 
suggests that belief content alone is insufficient. Only practices that 
impose real costs, persistence, and accountability attenuate CN. 

This finding generalizes beyond religion: any institution—secular 
or sacred—that restores humility as a structural requirement can, 
in principle, re-enable developmental transmission. At a societal 
level, the implication is sobering but actionable. Cultures do not 
fail for lack of prosocial values; they fail when those values are 
rewarded without constraint. The present findings suggest that 
large-scale social renewal is unlikely to emerge from increased 
moral messaging, public recognition, or virtue signaling 
campaigns. Instead, it depends on reinstating gates—structures that 
force humility before visibility, responsibility before recognition, 
and alignment before reward. In this sense, CN is not merely a 
diagnostic label but a design warning. Societies that optimize 
for appearance will produce conformity without character and 
engagement without fulfillment. Societies that reinstate humility 
as a non-negotiable condition may yet recover the capacity for 
genuine human development.

3.9. Statement of Generality
The present findings are intended to generalize at the population 
level, rather than to diagnose individuals, cultures, or specific 
institutions. Analyses were conducted across diverse samples 
varying in age, geographic region, religious-cultural context, and 
WEIRD classification, supporting inference to broad developmental 
patterns under conditions of visibility and accountability. However, 
the study does not claim that all individuals, groups, or societies 
exhibit Cultural Narcissism (CN) to the same degree, nor that 
humility-indexed constraints operate identically across contexts. 
Rather, the results identify systematic regularities in how prosocial 
motivation is structured under contemporary social conditions. 
Generalization is therefore appropriate to developmental processes 
and incentive architectures, not to moral character or clinical 
classification. Cultural, institutional, and historical variations may 
moderate expression without altering the underlying mechanisms 
identified here. Accordingly, the conclusions should be understood 
as descriptive of probabilistic population-level dynamics, subject 
to refinement as additional longitudinal, non-Western, and 
intervention-based data become available.

4. Conclusion
Cultural Narcissism represents a universal developmental failure 
mode in modern societies, arising wherever visibility is rewarded 
without humility, and resolving only where structural constraints 
restore alignment before recognition [9-11].
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