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Sammanfattning 

Denna studie undersöker hur verkställande direktör narcissism påverkar organisationens 

strategiska beslut och utfall. Med förankring i idén att organisationen är en reflektion av sina 

ledare, teoretiserar jag för hur narcissistiska verkställande direktörer kan influera 

beslutsprocessen som leder till företagsförvärv. Vidare, genom att ta i beaktning IT bubblan 

och finanskrisen, inkorporeras forskning om merger waves i det teoretiska ramverket som en 

extern faktor vilket påverkar organisatoriska utfall. Med ett urval av 116 uppköp av 60 

verkställande direktörer på publika företag i USA testas detta under perioden 1994-2017. 

Resultatet visar lite till ingen koppling mellan narcissistiska verkställande direktörer och 

företagsförvärv vare sig totalt, internationella förvärv eller genom mycket stora förvärv. 

Däremot visar denna studie en koppling mellan observerbara egenskaper såsom utbildning 

och ålder påverkar beslutet att förvärva företag. När urvalet 116 förvärv jämförs med ett 

generellt marknadsurval på 4379 förvärv, påvisas det en koppling till merger wave teori.  

Nyckelord: narcissism, upper echelons teori, verkställande direktör, företagsförvärv, merger 

waves. 

Abstract   

This study investigates how chief executive officer narcissism impacts the organizations 

strategic decisions and outcomes. Rooted in the idea that the organization is a reflection of its 

top managers, I theorize that narcissistic chief executive officers may influence the decision 

process leading to corporate acquisitions. Furthermore, taking into account the Dotcom 

bubble and subprime-crash, research on merger waves is incorporated into the research 

framework as an outside of the organization effect impacting organizational outcomes. Using 

a sample of 116 acquisitions by 60 chief executive officers at public listed U.S. firms this is 

tested from 1994-2017. The results show little to no connection between chief executive 

officer narcissism and corporate acquisitions in total, international acquisitions or through 

truly large acquisitions. Though there is a positive connection between observable 

characteristics such as education and age influencing the decision to acquire firms. When 

comparing the sample of 116 acquisitions to a general market sample of 4379 acquisitions, a 

connection to merger wave theory is identified.  

Keywords: narcissism, upper echelons theory, chief executive officer, corporate acquisitions, 

merger waves. 
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1. Introduction 
According to Hambrick and Mason (1984), organizational outcomes may be a reflection of 

the organizations top managers. Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) expand by explaining that 

top managers inject a great deal of themselves into decisions and leadership behaviours. As 

such, research in strategic management and the organization, have explored how the top 

management team (Carpenter et al., 2004) or how the chief executive officer (CEO) (Hayward 

& Hambrick, 1997; Matta & Beamish, 2008; Ailon, 2013; Fuller et al., 2018) impact strategy 

and outcomes. Suggested that a top managers constructed reality, their perception of a 

situation, may compromise the manager’s overall responsibility of the organization 

(Finkelstein et al., 2009), by engaging in behaviours and decision-making with consequences 

for both the individual, and major stakeholders (Chatterjee and Hambrick, 2007). However, 

despite a wealth of new insights in how top manager particulars manifest in organizations, up 

until recently, little attention has been devoted to how CEO decision-making and 

organizational outcomes may be influenced by high levels of narcissism (Chatterjee & 

Hambrick, 2007; Tang et al., 2018). This is surprising considering Kets De Vries (1994) 

stating that leadership and narcissism are intricately connected. Likewise, Kets De Vries and 

Miller (1985) state that narcissism is often the force behind the desire to obtain a leadership 

position. Research explains that narcissist are known to possess the unique combination of an 

extremely fragile sense of self (Zeigler-Hill, 2006) coupled with an underlying need to exhibit 

superiority (Morf & Rhodewald, 2001). In order to fend off any threat to the self, narcissists 

are known to overcompensate by going on a self-aggrandized pursuit of greatness, to prove 

their superiority with the external world functioning as an audience (Morf & Rhodewald, 

2001; Wales et al., 2013).  

This study considers that this force is connected with the definition of narcissistic CEO’s 

having a very inflated self-view and be preoccupied with having this self-view reinforced 

(Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007, p. 351). Following the research on CEO narcissism by 

Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) emerging research has continued to identify a connection 

between narcissistic CEO’s and organizational outcomes (see table 1). Part of this connection 

has shown a propensity between narcissistic CEO’s and the decision to acquire firms 

(Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007, 2011; Zhu & Chen, 2015a; Ham et al., 2018).  

However, there is not sufficient evidence to support that CEO’s alone fully account for firm 

strategic decisions. Instead there are other forces at work impacting corporate acquisitions. A 
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classic theory is that of merger waves where mergers and acquisitions (M&A) have been 

found to cluster around industrial, economic and regulatory shocks (Harford, 2005). Driven 

by the irrationality of mimetic behaviour (Yang & Hyland, 2012) shocks create momentum in 

which the clustering effect causes a swift spike of acquisition activity only to peak and crash 

thereafter (Jovanovic & Rousseau, 2001; Rosen, 2006). Considering these claims, this study 

will continue to explain in more detail, whether the organizations decision to acquire firms 

has a greater connection between CEO narcissism or merger wave theory.  

Problem discussion 

There can be no leadership without vision (Kets de Vries, 1994), but what if that vision is 

principally motivated by the leader’s desire to satisfy egomaniacal needs (Rosenthal & 

Pttinsiky, 2006) for power and status? (Kets de Vries, 2016). Thus far, the verdict on 

narcissistic leadership is that it is paradoxical (Maccoby, 2000). In fact, literature (e.g. Kets de 

Vries & Miller, 1984; Maccoby, 2000; Stein, 2013) supports that there are tremendous 

advantages to narcissistic leaders such as the CEO, as well as the opposite. Amongst reasons 

for this is that narcissists are known to perform better during times of perceived self-

enhancement (Wallace & Baumeister, 2002) and be daring visionaries pursuing greatness and 

glory (Maccoby, 2000; Wales et al., 2013; Kets de Vries, 1994). Part of this is due to the 

narcissist’s constant need for attention which has to be supplied from the external world 

(Kernberg, 1975) in the form of applause and adulation (Morf & Rhodewald, 2001). 

However, in connection to these claims, the negative side is signified if the leader no longer 

can function without the constant supply of applause and admiration (Kets De Vries, 1994). 

As such, Kets de Vries (1994) claims narcissism in leaders must be controlled for, because 

whilst glory can be a great temptation, glory can also be self-destructive (e.g. Robinson & 

Kerr, 2011; Stein, 2013; Ailon, 2013). In other words, leaders pursuing glory often end up as 

victims of irrationality, relying of their inflated sense of grandiosity, these leaders take 

advantage of others to achieve their own ends (e.g. Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006), perhaps 

only hearing what they want to hear and see only what they wish to see (Kets de Vries, 1994; 

Finkelstein et al., 2009; figure 1). As pointed out by Brunell et al. (2008) it is noteworthy to 

realize that whilst narcissism predicts leader emergence, it does not predict leader 

performance. 

As such, CEO’s may indeed take actions to defy convention as a way to garner attention, 

power and status (e.g. Malmendier & Tate, 2009) despite its impact on the organization 

(Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007, 2011; Kerr & Robinson, 2011; Gerstner et al., 2013; Ailon, 
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2013; Stein, 2013; Fuller et al., 2018). Previous research shows that narcissistic CEO’s have 

found a multitude of stages to shine (Nevicka et al., 2011) by attempting strategic 

sensationalism (Ouimet, 2010) through extreme performance fluctuations (Chatterjee & 

Hambrick, 2007), paying excessive premiums (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2011), by raising the 

CEO’s sphere of control by venturing the organization into international arenas (Oesterle et 

al., 2016). Likewise, these decisions include the connection between narcissistic CEO’s and 

corporate acquisitions (Chatterjee & Hambrick 2007, 2011; Zhu & Chen, 2015a; Aktas et al., 

2016; Ham et al., 2018) since they may function as big-bold moves (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 

2007) to garner admiration, applause, power and status (Kernberg, 1975; Morf et al., 2001; 

Brunell et al., 2008; Campbell et al., 2011; Kets de Vries, 2016).  

Purpose 

Subsequently, the purpose of this study is an attempt to identify if there exists an 

epistemological cause-and-effect reaction between narcissistic CEO’s and corporate 

acquisitions, or if external forces such as merger waves function as a better inference to best 

explain acquisition behaviour (Jovanovic & Rousseau, 2001; Harford, 2005; Rosen, 2006; 

Yang & Hyland, 2012; Rao-Nicholson & Salaber, 2016; Xu, 2017). This will be done by the 

formulation and testing of hypotheses presented in connection to the theoretical 

argumentation. As such this is not an attempt to actually coin narcissistic CEO leadership as 

good or bad, it merely posits the common notion that a problem is usually something that 

requires fixing and the purpose needs reflect that. As such, if narcissistic CEO’s are only 

good, there is not much to be researched, aside from perhaps listing their traits to know what 

to look for in a CEO. Likewise, it is an equally important goal for the organization’s board 

and shareholders to be able to understand both the positive and negative aspects of CEO 

narcissism (e.g. Maccoby, 2000; Resick et al., 2009). After all, a CEO pursuing greatness 

(Wales et al., 2013) may be a better fit than a CEO prioritizing legacy conservation (Matta & 

Beamish, 2008). It is therefore my attempt to expand existing research on CEO narcissism by 

introducing and testing a new research framework. Furthermore, this study focuses on using a 

previously unidentified researched public firm index (the Dow 30) together with an extensive 

study sample spanning over 2 decades. By doing so this study may function as the narrowing 

of research to identify if certain types of leaders indeed end up at leading public organizations 

such as Dow 30 firms and how this could then explain as to why certain organizational 

outcomes occur. 
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2. Theory and Hypotheses  
 

First a brief introduction to the research framework is presented, this is followed by previous 

research on the personality construct narcissism. Because this study focuses on individual 

level, emphasis is placed on the executive decision-making process. Finally the theoretical 

framework formulates hypotheses anchored in previous research on UE theory, CEO 

narcissism and merger waves.  

Upper echelons (UE) theory proposes that observable characteristics such as age, gender and 

education work in combination with psychological factors to influence strategic decisions and 

outcomes (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). Figure 1 depicts the theoretical framework of this 

study. The proposal is that the CEO’s characteristics, in particular indicators of narcissism, 

causes an increase in corporate acquisitions, in total, size and international acquisitions. 

However because other factors can influence acquisitions, the framework considers 

observable characteristics in the form of age, education and gender as potential influences for 

decision-making. Finally, because the CEO’s constructed reality is unlikely to be single-

handedly accountable for organizational outcomes, the narcissism effect on corporate 

acquisitions is predicted to be moderated by an external effect consisting of following the 

market in the form of merger waves.  

 

 

Narcissism as the Psychological Factor 

Narcissism functions as the psychological factor since UE theory states that psychological 

factors of top managers influence organisational outcomes (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). This 

Figure 1. Research framework based on Finkelstein et al. (2009, p.45) and Hambrick and Mason 

(1984, p. 198). Hypothesis are presented in parenthesis (i.e. hypothesis 1 is (h1)). 
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section therefore offers a background on previous research on narcissism before returning to 

research on executive-decision making and how CEO narcissism has impacted the 

organization in the past.  

Expanding the definition of narcissistic CEO’s being preoccupied with having their inflated 

self-view reinforced (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007), narcissists are indeed known to be 

preoccupied with dreams of power, status and prestige (Kets de Vries, 2016). This behaviour 

leads to that narcissists live on an interpersonal stage promoting exhibitionistic behaviour, 

demanding attention and admiration from the external world (Morf & Rhodewald, 2001). 

Known as narcissistic supply, the narcissist constant need for attention through admiration 

and applause functions as a mechanism for constantly reaffirming their inflated self-image 

(Kernberg, 1975). Following this line of reasoning is Wallace and Baumeister (2002), 

narcissistic individuals perform better during times they perceive as an opportunity for self-

enhancement (e.g. Wales et al., 2013; Patel & Cooper, 2014). In connection to these claims, 

the narcissist’s inflated self-assessment promotes overconfidence and a greater willingness to 

towards making high-risk decisions (Campbell et al., 2004). Furthermore, Brunnel et al. 

(2008) support that narcissists have an underlying need to acquire power. The need for self-

enhancement may be attributed to narcissists’ inclination towards pursuing ego-goals to 

establish ones superiority over others (Morf et al., 2000). However, research claims, in 

actuality the narcissist has an extremely fragile self-image (Zeigler-Hill, 2006) where threats 

to self-esteem lead to severely negative feelings about the self (Morf & Rhodewald, 2001). 

Which in turn encourages the seeking of corroboration for their grandiose self-view (Morf & 

Rhodewald, 2001). Campbell et al. (2004) explains it as follows: Narcissists need to feel that 

they are superior to others. To maintain this feeling they must outperform others. However, if 

they approach a performance task with an inflated self-opinion and a willingness to ‘‘swing 

for the fences (i.e., take big risks),’’ their performance may ultimately suffer (p. 299). So, 

Morf and Rhodewalt (2001) state, narcissists will commence a self-aggrandized pursuit of 

personal goals (e.g. Wales et al., 2013) where an audience can recognize their achievements 

(e.g. Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2011; Gerstner et al., 2013), and as such promote narcissistic 

supply (Kernberg, 1975). In so much, Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) conclude that 

narcissism has both a cognitive and motivational element. The cognitive side entails a belief 

in one’s superior abilities whilst the motivational side consists of a constant need to have this 

superiority reaffirmed by the external world.  
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Attempting to reconcile the above theory, Emmons (1984, 1987) found that narcissism 

consists of four intercorrelated factors that work as a construct for explaining the narcissistic 

personality (with Chatterjee and Hambrick’s (2007) interpretations in parenthesis): 

1. Leadership/Authority (I like being the centre of attention). 

2. Self-absorption/Self-Admiration (I am preoccupied with how extraordinary and 

special I am). 

3. Superiority/Arrogance (I am better than others). 

4. Exploitativeness/Entitlement (I insist upon getting the respect that is due to me). 

Each factor consists of connecting statements derived from the narcissistic personality 

inventory (NPI) (Raskin & Hall, 1979) seen in part in appendix 4. The suggestion is that these 

statements will be related to each other depending on how much they represent one or more of 

the above factors, which in turn explain the personality construct narcissism (Emmons, 1984). 

However, the discussion regarding Emmons (1984; 1987) factors is elaborated in the 

methodology under section measuring narcissism. 

In conclusion, connecting theory on narcissism to the organization, Rosenthal & Pittinsky 

(2006) explain the narcissistic leader is motivated by the acquisition of power (e.g. Brunell et 

al. 2008) and admiration (e.g. Morf et al., 2000; Morf & Rhodewald, 2001) over empathetic 

concern for the organizations they lead (e.g. Robinson & Kerr, 2011; Stein, 2013; Ailon, 

2013, Fuller et al., 2018). Suggesting how to research narcissism and leadership, Rosenthal 

and Pittinsky (2006) suggest that researching narcissistic leadership could be done focusing 

on the dynamics between leaders’ psychological motivations and behaviours, together with 

the organisations motivations and behaviours. Rosenthal and Pittinsky (2006) suggest from 

this perspective, research is better able to discuss the role narcissism plays in leadership. For 

this study this is attempted to be formulated as the research framework (figure 1) together 

with previous organizational research. 

The Organization as a Reflection of the CEO 

Top managers operate in a world of ambiguity and complexity where decisions represent a 

myriad of sense making to interpret strategic choices (Finkelstein et al., 2009). Contrary to the 

belief that these complex choices are a mechanical quest for economic optimization, March 

and Simon (1958) argue they are the outcome of behavioural factors. Hambrick and Mason 

(1984) reason in more detail, since strategic- and operational choices are part of the manager’s 
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assignments, these choices could then have a large behavioural component, to the extent that 

they reflect the idiosyncrasies of top managers. Expanding this reasoning, a manager (such as 

the CEO) will only view the areas in which attention is directed towards, posing sharp 

limitations on eventual perceptions (see figure 1; Ocasio, 1997). As a further limitation, the 

manager may only selectively perceive some bits of a phenomena (Finkelstein et al., 2009). 

The information derived from a phenomena (from now on the situation) is then processed by 

a filter woven by one’s cognitive base and values (Finkelstein et al., 2009). In other words, 

the manager’s eventual perception of the situation combines with his/her values to provide 

the basis for strategic choice (Hambrick & Mason, 1984, p. 195). Whilst a situation ought to 

be decided objectively, such is not always the case. Between objective situations and strategic 

decisions are common human factors such as biases and ego (Hambrick, 1989). Explained by 

Morf et al. (2000), narcissists latch on to tasks that provide affordances for the pursuit of their 

chronic ego concerns. In line with Wallace and Baumeister (2002), Morf et al. (2000) find 

that when ego-goals were striking narcissists achieved the most satisfaction since the appeal 

may be the potential to display and document their superiority over others. Furthermore, 

Finkelstein et al. (2009) explain situational perception is a three-stage filtering process of 

interpreting information that creates a unique constructed reality belonging to the manager 

(seen in figure 2 and explained below). Note, this study stops short of examining 

organizational performance outcomes, instead focusing on finalization of strategic-decisions 

as the final outcome, in this case acquisitions (as seen in figure 1).  

 Limited field of vision suggests that a manager (from now on CEO) cannot possibly 

look at every direction or listen to every possible piece of news. Therefore, decision-

making is limited and specified to the CEO’s focus of attention (Finkelstein et al., 

2009). Malmendier and Tate (2009) explain that amongst CEO’s, only a mere few 

receive the bulk of compensation, attention and press coverage, and these few are 

labelled “Superstar” CEO’s. Therefore if a CEO is determined to prove their 

superiority to the external world (Campbell, et al., 2004) they will require to make 

decisions that attract the public’s attention. Likewise, Kerr and Robinson (2011) found 

that leaders competing for top spot amongst a field of elites continuously pushed 

boundaries taking on on excessive risks for bragging rights and the elevation of one’s 

status. Previous studies provide evidence that narcissistic CEO’s are exceptionally 

emboldened by social praise (e.g. Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2011, p. 224; Gerstner et 
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al., 2013) suggesting an inclination towards looking in a direction where decisions 

maximize attention through admiration and applause.  

 Selective perception suggests that the filtering process is further occurring due to that 

the CEO may only perceive a mere portion of the stimuli, which is already in the 

manager’s field of vision (Finkelstein et al., 2009). Taking into account human factors 

(e.g. Hambrick, 1989; Emmons, 1987; Morf et al., 2000; Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001; 

Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006) the managers understanding and interest in the situation 

leads to that some stimuli will be vivid, meaningful and engaging whilst some will 

slide into the managers subconscious, or be removed entirely (Finkelstein et al., 2009). 

Narcissistic CEO’s are strongly motivated by behaviour that is directed by a positive 

or desirable event or possibility (Patel & Cooper, 2014). This pattern of motivation 

will influence a narcissistic CEO to focus attention to the type of strategic choices 

which they advocate (compare with Elliot, 1999; Wallace & Baumeister, 2002). 

 Interpretation consists of how the manager attaches meaning to stimuli (Finkelstein et 

al., 2009). Narcissists have ego-goals (Morf et al., 2000) and beliefs centred on impact 

and recognition as opposed to goals anchored in meaning (Post, 1993). This is rather 

important to highlight as relevant for my argumentation, which is tied to that 

narcissists perform better with perceived opportunity for glory (Wallace & 

Baumeister, 2002; Wales et al., 2013), have an underlying need to exhibit superiority 

(Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001) and that narcissistic leadership occurs when leaders’ 

actions are principally motivated by their own selfish needs and beliefs, superseding 

that of the organization (Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006).  

In so much, the interwoven observable- and psychological characteristics (e.g. Hambrick 

& Mason, 1984; Emmons, 1987) of the CEO engages the filtering-process and functions 

as a constructed reality (Finkelstein et al., 2009). The CEO will act on the basis of what 

he/she knows, believes, perceives and wants, all of which can widely differ from one to 
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another (Finkelstein et al., 2009), and bear little correspondence to any type of objective 

fact (Guedes, 2017).  

 

Figure 2. Strategic choice under conditions of bounded rationality: the executive’s constructed reality 

(Finkelstein et al., 2009, p. 45). 

Development of Hypotheses 

This section reconciles previous research on the connection between how CEO personality 

impacts strategic decisions. Beginning the development of hypotheses, table 1 offers a 

summary of previous studies on CEO narcissism and acquisitions.  

Table 1. Previous studies on chief executive officer (CEO) narcissism. Table divided into Authors, 

Time, Market, Total CEO's/Firms, Narcissism Measure and Findings. 

Authors Time Market Total 

CEO’s/firms 

Narcissism 

measure 

Findings 

Chatterjee & 

Hambrick 

(2007) 

1992-

2004 

Software- 

and 

hardware 

Industry 

111 CEO’s, 

105 Firms 

5-item 

unobtrusive 

Index 

Narcissistic CEO’s 

acquire more firms in 

total and size of 

acquisitons 

Chatterjee & 

Hambrick 

(2011) 

1992-

2006 

Software- 

and 

hardware 

Industry 

152 CEO’s, 

134 Firms 

4-Item 

unobtrusive 

Index 

Recent media-praise is 

positively associated with 

paying higher premiums 

for targets 
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Zhu & Chen 

(2015a) 

1997-

2006 

Fortune 500 

firms 

196 firms 7-Item 

unobtrusive 

Index 

CEO narcissism impacts 

firm’s tendency to make 

truly large acquisitions 

Ham, Seybert 

& Wang 

(2018) 

1992-

2015 

2011 S&P 

500 firms 

741 CEO’s, 

411 firms  

Size of 

CEO’s 

signature 

in SEC filings 

Narcissistic CEO’s invest 

more in high-exposure 

areas such as 

acquisitions. 

 

Consequences for organizational- strategy and outcomes 

Narcissistic CEO’s are exceptionally emboldened by social praise (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 

2011, p. 224) and will therefore favour strategic sensationalism since it provokes attention 

(Ouimet, 2010). This is suggested to consist of bold, quantum and highly visible initiatives, 

rather than incremental elaborations on the status quo (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007, p. 

357). In connection to these claims, Gamache et al. (2015) find that CEO’s with a promotion 

focus, a desire for advancement and growth, are prone towards attempting to maximize gains, 

since this functions as an opportunity for accomplishments and rewards. Accordingly, 

Gamache et al. (2015) highlight the important role of understanding individual executive 

traits, since promotion focus result in a greater number and value of acquisitions undertaken 

by the firm. This supports narcissistic CEO’s being driven by desirable outcomes (Patel & 

Cooper, 2014), since big, bold acquisitions could benefit the hunt for accomplishing ego-

boosting goals to satisfying the narcissists need to prove their superiority (Morf et al., 2000). 

In connection to these claims on executive personality and decision-making, Chan and 

Cheung (2016) claim one personality trait that is linked towards making acquisitions is 

extraversion, and notably, extraversion is a common aspect of narcissism (Rhodewald & 

Morf, 1995; Morf & Rhodewald, 2001). Furthermore, previous studies on the connection 

between CEO narcissism and corporate acquisitions have been identified and presented in 

table 1. Based on these claims the following hypothesis is proposed:  

Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between CEO narcissism and total 

acquisitions. 

Chatterjee and Hambrick (2011) find that recent media praise propels narcissistic CEO’s to 

pay greater premiums for targets. Zhu and Chen (2015a) contribute to these findings by 
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identifying a positive connection between CEO narcissism and the firm’s tendency to make 

truly large acquisitions ($100m or higher). Ham et al. (2018) support that narcissistic CEO’s 

invest in areas that are highly visible, whilst shying away from routine capital expenditures.  

Building on the idea that acquisitions function as big, bold moves together with the findings 

of paying higher premiums and completing truly large acquisitions, the argument for the 

following hypothesis is that the bigger the acquisition, the bigger and bolder is the move. 

Furthermore, the more acquisitions are completed, the more routine will any given acquisition 

be. As such, in order to send shocks to the public, narcissistic CEO’s will be inclined towards 

not only completing several acquisitions, but also those that are truly large. 

Hypothesis 2: More narcissistic CEO’s complete more truly large acquisitions ($100m or 

more). 

Narcissistic CEO’s and international expansion 

Acquisitions are in general a risky form of market entry, as they require higher financial 

investments (Geppert et al., 2013). Despite this cross-border acquisitions have increased 

dramatically since the 1990’s, and represent a major component of foreign investment (Xu, 

2017). Narcissistic CEO’s have been identified to extend business activities abroad (Oesterle 

et al., 2016). However, Oesterle et al. (2016) claim this is still a much understudied field and 

suggest market entry forms represent an interesting subarea to analyse the role of behavioural 

factors. Furthermore Oesterle et al. (2016) studied the effects on German firms suggesting a 

different relation may be found in other countries. However Oesterle et al. (2016) state that in 

the context of internationalization the CEO is affected by a tendency of pursuing personal 

goals. In connection to the claims by Oesterle et al. (2016), Matta and Beamish (2008) find a 

connection between CEO’s pursuing personal goals and international acquisitions. 

Furthermore the CEO’s decision to acquire international firms is connected to the CEO’s 

career horizon, in this case the closer to retirement, the less likely are international 

acquisitions. Additionally, because CEO’s are under the spotlight from the media, the likelier 

is it that they will be driven by a motive of legacy conservation (Matta & Beamish, 2008). 

These findings are highly relevant together with Rosenthal and Pittinsky’s (2006) claim that 

narcissistic leaders pursue their own selfish interests over that of the organization and Morf et 

al. (2000) pointing out that narcissists are ego-goal driven. Matta and Beamish (2008) 

furthermore claim that behavioural foundations in internationalization are much needed, 
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which this study attempts to do. Based on these claims the following hypothesis is 

established:  

Hypothesis 3: More narcissistic CEO’s acquire more international firms. 

Merger waves  

Whilst it is possible that CEO’s will cause different types of strategic choices as a reflection 

of their unique characteristics, it is also possible that decisions such as acquiring firms is 

influenced by other factors than garnering attention from strategic sensationalism (Ouimet, 

2010; Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2011). For this reason, this section offers theory on what is 

interpreted as a behavioural but external effect impacting the degree a CEO has to exert 

control over the organization. This builds on that managerial discretion is the latitude of 

potential actions afforded to executives (Wangrow et al., 2015), and Chatterjee and Hambrick 

(2007) claim that it is possible that different industries may have vastly different managerial 

discretion, perhaps resulting in different outcomes. The theory of merger waves states that 

acquisitions have a tendency to appear in wave-like patterns (Rosen 2006). Therefore, 

acquisition activity is known to cluster (Jovanovic & Rousseau, 2001). In connection to these 

claims, Yang and Hyland (2012) state that the decision to acquire a target is influenced by 

mimetic behaviour. Expanding on merger waves, Harford (2005) explain they are caused by 

both industrial-, economic and regulatory shocks. In fact aggregate merger waves may be 

caused by the clustering of shock-driven merger waves as opposed to managers (Harford, 

2005). Similarly, Xu (2017) find that both domestic and cross-border mergers cluster and as 

such supports previous research on merger waves. Similarly, Gugler et al. (2015) claim that 

merger waves are consistent with stock market booms since market optimism drives financial 

markets forward. Considering that this study spans over 2 decades, starting in 1994, the two 

major stock-market crashes are incorporated as an interpretation for how acquisition 

behaviour may be more influenced by external factors such as economic or regulatory 

changes (Harford, 2005). During the Dotcom bubble of 1996-2002, Lusyana and Sherif 

(2016) find that investors and bidders were overoptimistic about future performance. The 

prediction is thus that the Dotcom crash will be as indicated linked to market optimism which 

should then show a clear build-up of acquisitions, only to then “crash” in connection to the 

Dotcom crash. Likewise, the second major stock market crash was the subprime crisis and 

building upon previous research, Rao-Nicholson and Salaber (2016) report that one of the 

major impacts of the subprime crisis is a reduction of acquisition activity. For that reason it 



13 
 

should be clearly visible that acquisition activity post subprime-crisis (2009 and onwards) 

consists of less acquisitions than before the crisis.  

The investigated sample of CEO’s are part of firms listed on the Dow 30 industrial average 

index which consists of many old, massive and multinational corporations, in a broad mix of 

industries. Because of this it is possible that CEO’s may not have sufficient latitude to exert 

control over the organization (e.g. Wangrow et al., 2015), at least not from the perspective of 

excessive acquisition activity– be it domestic or international. So, the claims by Yang and 

Hyland (2012), Harford (2005), Jovanovic & Rousseu (2001), Wangrow et al. (2015), Xu 

(2017), Luysana and Sherif (2016), Rao-Nicholson and Salaber (2016) and previous research 

on CEO narcissism (e.g. Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007, 2011, Zhu & Chen, 2015a,; Ham et 

al., 2018), I consider merger waves as a potent external effect of the hypothesised 

explanations for narcissistic CEO’s acquiring firms as a form of strategic sensationalism 

(Ouimet, 2010). That is the influence of external shocks (such as economic and/or regulatory) 

causes a clustering of acquisitions (Harford, 2005) which follows a general merger waves 

patterns. As indicated in the method, this study has a sample of 116 acquisitions, which will 

be compared to a general merger wave sample of 4379. This is in order to capture if there is a 

connection between merger wave theory and empirics. The above claims have prompted the 

proposition of three hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 4a: The smaller acquisitions sample will follow the larger merger waves 

sample pattern. 

Hypothesis 4b: The merger wave build-up and crash is most evident pre-and-post 

Dotcom crisis (1996-2002).1 

Hypothesis 4c: There is a clear reduction of M&A activity post-subprime crisis (2009-) 

compared to pre-crisis.  

 

 

                                                           
1 Note, whilst the claim is that the dotcom bubble started in 1996 (Luysana & Sherif, 2016), acquisitions for this 
study are measured from 1997 and onwards. This is motivated in further detail in the methodology. 
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3. Methodology  

 

Research Design 

This quantitative study focuses on leaders defined by their position in the form of the CEO 

since there is a correspondence between theory and empirics (Narayanan & Zane, 2009). This 

is done by identifying strategic decisions that require the CEO’s active involvement which for 

this study consists of corporate acquisitions made for at least $10m (Rijsenbilt & 

Commandeur, 2013; Morck et al. 1990). Accordingly, this study predicts an epistemological 

cause-and-effect reaction (Eriksen et al., 1994), in which the cause; narcissistic CEO, effects 

certain organizational outcomes in the form of corporate acquisitions. However, during the 

research journey deductively predicting outcomes based on knowledge a priori in the form of 

already established theory was hit by unexpected results. This study has therefore switched 

research paradigm from a quantitative, deductive approach to a quantitative, abductive 

approach. The abductive approach inferences to what may be the best explanation for these 

unexpected results. 

Ethical Discussion and Measuring Narcissism 

According to Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) the prevailing instrument for measuring 

narcissism is the NPI (Raskin & Hall, 1979). However as noted by Cycyota and Harrison 

(2006) research questions about personality traits such as narcissism is sensitive, and 

therefore any type of survey would both be influenced by social desirability bias and low 

response rates. Instead, Webb et al. (1966) suggest that social science should use physical 

traces, non-participant observation, documentary sources and written and spoken words of 

subjects to learn about individuals’ preferences, perceptions and personalities. Building on 

this, Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) claim that it is instead preferred to measure narcissism 

amongst CEO’s using unobtrusive measurements. Through this the researcher is able to 

eliminate problems in the form of reactivity and demand characteristics.  

From the perspective of the organization this field of study may contribute towards 

identifying which type of individuals are prone to push boundaries in order to pursue their 

egomaniacal needs (Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006) even at the expense of the organization 

(Robinson & Kerr, 2011; Stein, 2013; Ailon, 2013; Fuller et al., 2018).  
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In terms of the aspect of ethical research, all data collected is secondary and publically 

available, as such there are no issues in terms of being able to identify manipulated data or 

results that may happen in a study collecting primary data from interviews or similar. 

A final acknowledgement regarding ethical research is that this study does not and should not 

be indicated as a diagnosis of a personality construct, nor do I claim to be a psychologist or 

psychiatrist. I accept the possible critique regarding research ethics when, a thesis in business 

studies hypothesizes based on interpretations and assumptions from previous studies in 

psychology.  

Measuring narcissism 

Originally the NPI was developed to explore individual differences in narcissism in 

nonclinical samples (Raskin & Hall, 1979; Raskin & Terry, 1988). The NPI does so by being 

that of a forced choice questionnaire consisting of a dyad of statements (see appendix 4 for 

part of the NPI) (Emmons, 1987). The key is to identify a set of psychological correlates 

(Rhodewald & Morf, 1995) as the combination of the set defines the trait of narcissism 

(Emmons, 1987). Each factor represents a theme that is interpreted based on that the 

statements represent indicators that are considered traditional aspects of narcissism (Emmons, 

1984). For this study the proposition is to attempt an interpretation of the CEO’s expression of 

narcissism using unobtrusive measurements in published organization information (as 

proposed by Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007)).  

In further detail, Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) highlight the importance of connecting each 

indicator as a reflection of the CEO’s volition. First, in order to qualify as a manifestation of 

the CEO’s personality, as opposed to institutional or other external forces, the indicator has to 

be under the CEO’s control. Second, any indicator must reflect one or more of the narcissistic 

personality (e.g. Emmons, 1984, 1987). For example, statements from the NPI that shows a 

higher correlation with narcissism (witnessed in appendix 4) include I like to look at myself in 

the mirror, I really like to be the center of attention and I insist on getting the respect that is 

due to me. As pointed out by Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007), the annual report represents 

both an opportunity to showcase the CEO as the organization’s leader but also as an exercise 

in seeking visibility and to establish who the most important person in the organization is. As 

such an unobtrusive measurement of these statements may be reflected in the CEO’s picture 

in the annual report, because the prominence and size of the picture may be both a sign of 

leadership/authority and self-absorption/self-admiration. Therefore the unobtrusive 
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measurements suggested by Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) build on Emmons (1984; 1987) 

four factors to create an index to measure the narcissistic tendencies of a CEO. Whilst, 

Chatterjee and Hambrick’s (2007) original index of measurements has been used in other 

studies (e.g. Engelen et al., 2013; Patel & Cooper, 2014). It has also been adjusted. Both by 

adding or reducing measurements to the index and with different indicators (e.g. Chatterjee & 

Hambrick, 2011; Brennan & Conroy, 2013; Gerstner et al., 2013; Rijsenbilt & Commandeur, 

2013; Olsen et al., 2014; Zhu & Chen, 2015a; Zhu & Chen, 2015b; Olsen & Stekelberg, 2016; 

Aktas et al., 2016; Oesterle et al., 2016; Buyl et al., 2017; Kashmiri et al., 2017; Ingersoll et 

al., 2017; Marquez-Illescas et al., 2018). The measurements of narcissism are scored and 

averaged from the CEO’s second and third year of tenure (t +1 and t + 2). This is argued to be 

due to that the first year tenure often has anomalies associated with it (Chatterjee & 

Hambrick, 2007). Furthermore, Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) claim that the lagged design 

of the index measures mean any hypothesis are put to a conservative test, where there is no 

circular or recursive relationship between the narcissism measurements and the dependable 

variables. This is explained in greater detail under section research variables. As such, the 

index of this study comprises four different measurements previously used in part in previous 

research. The index consists of scoring each indicator before using the combined scores as 

one overall score of narcissism, after standardization. The measurements chosen are 

motivated due to being within reason of being obtained manually using secondary data in the 

form of published organization information (annual reports and proxy statements), and that 

the measurements have been used in previous research. As an initial motivation between the 

chosen indicators used to create the narcissism index, it is worth pointing out that firms and 

CEO’s in this study have not been picked randomly or out of convenience. The time period is, 

to my knowledge, the longest possible to complete full calendar years in relation to the data 

available. Though this is further argued below. As a consequence this study has not 

considered some more time-consuming indicators of narcissism. For example a measurement 

indicating how the CEO responds to recent media praise (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2011; 

Gernstner et al., 2013) could have been a useful addition to the index. In table 2 the 

measurements used for this study are presented and argued for. These consist of original 

interpretations by Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) together with my own interpretations 

based on Rijsenbilt (2011) and Rijsenbilt and Commandeur (2013).  
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Table 2. Unobtrusive indicators of narcissism using archival sources. Presents Emmons (1987) 

conceptual elements of narcissism, together with Chatterjee and Hambrick's (2007) interpretations. 

Some interpretations are created by the author of this study.  

Unobtrusive indicators of narcissism in CEO’s 

Conceptual elements of narcissism (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007, p.365; Appendix 4) 

 Leadership/aut

hority 

Self-

absorption/se

lf-admiration 

Exploitivness/entitlem

ent 

Superiority/arroga

nce 

Illustrative 

items from 

narcissistic 

personality 

inventory 

(NPI) 

I really like to be 

the centre of 

attention. 

  

I like having 

authority over 
other people 

I like to look 

at myself in 

the mirror. 

 

I am an 

extraordinary 
person  

I insist on getting the 

respect that is due to 

me. 

 

I am envious of other 

people’s good fortune 

I usually dominate 

any conversation. 

 

I am a born leader 

Interpretive alignment with elements of narcissism 

Unobtrusive 

indicators of 

narcissism in 
CEO’s: 

    

Prominence 

of CEO’s 

photograph 

in annual 
reports 

I am the central 

figure in the 

organization 

(Chatterjee & 
Hambrick, 2007) 

I am the 

central figure 

in the 

organization 

(Chatterjee & 

Hambrick, 
2007) 

I am the central figure 

in the organization 

(Chatterjee & 

Hambrick, 2007) 

 

CEO relative 
cash-pay 

My pay reflects 

my position as 

leader (Own 
interpretation) 

 I deserve far more 

compensation than 

anyone else in this 

organization 

(Chatterjee & 
Hambrick, 2007) 

I am, by far the most 

valuable person in 

this organization 

(Chatterjee & 

Hambrick, 2007) 

CEO duality I am the central 

figure in the 

organization 

(own 

interpretation) 

  I should have final 

say on everything 
(own interpretation) 

CEO total 
titles 

I am the central 

figure in the 

organization 

(own 
interpretation) 

  There should be no 

doubt who the 

leader of this 

organization is (own 
interpretation) 
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Data Collection and Sample 

Secondary data in the form of scientific literature, annual reports, proxy statements and 

acquisitions have been collected. This is because this study predicts that narcissistic CEO’s 

will use annual reports, proxy statements and acquisitions to express their narcissistic 

tendencies (based on Emmons, 1984, 1987; Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007, Rijsenbilt, 2011; 

Rijsenbilt & Commandeur, 2013). The scientific literature works as the basis for the 

previously deductive, now abductive approach. The primary source for published organization 

information has been the United States Securities and Exchange Commissions’ (SEC) Edgar 

database. In the event of not being able to obtain published firm information from Edgar, 

supplemental data was obtained from the firm websites, annualreports.com, or through merely 

searching online. Supplemental information regarding CEO’s was identified using 

Bloomberg’s Executive Profile and Biography page. Regrettably, I did not have access to 

some databases (e.g. Execucomp) which would have helped the data collection process, 

instead much time was spent having to overcome this by identifying each CEO manually. 

Since CEO’s are appointed at different times this meant having to use multiple sources only 

to identify when a CEO’s tenure begun. Going through proxy statements for this would in the 

worst scenario be starting at one organization’s proxy statement in 1994, only to repeat this 

for the following years until a measurement could be performed.  

Nonetheless, as pointed out this study investigates CEO’s at firm’s part of the 2018 Dow 30 

index. To clarify, it has not been identified if all firms have been part of the Dow 30 

throughout the entire study sample. The Dow 30 was chosen out of that no other study had 

done so (to my knowledge) and it was deemed within reason of being able to fulfil an entire 

index of firms. The sample period of 1994-2017 was chosen because 1994 was the earliest 

date identified to access proxy statements from SEC’s Edgar database. 2017 is the last year 

for measuring a complete calendar year. During this study’s sample period a total of 98 

CEO’s were identified. However, because some CEO’s started their tenures prior to 1994 and 

some did not have tenures that were long enough to be measured, there were sample losses. 

Also, one organization of the Dow 30 index was a merger which was completed in 2017 and 

therefore removed from the final sample. So, a total of 38 CEO’s and one firm was lost 

meaning the total sample consists of 60 CEO’s from a total of 29 organizations. Adhering to 

previous research (e.g. Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007) each CEO score is measured once (year 

2 and 3 of tenure) but then calculated per CEO, per year which provides a total of 332 

observations. Furthermore, to complete the data collection, acquisition data was collected 
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from M&A database Zephyr. This was done by visiting the libraries belonging to 

Gothenburg’s University and Stockholm’s University. The sampling provided a total of 222 

acquisitions. However, some acquisitions were removed due to being concluded within the 

CEO’s first 3 years of tenure. Also, during the data collection process two firm’s data was 

erroneously included. These have been manually removed, leaving a complete acquisition 

sample of 116. A summary of the data collection can be witnessed in table 2. Additionally, a 

total of 4379 acquisitions have been collected to function as a comparative sample to identify 

any possible merger wave patterns. This builds upon hypothesis 5a, 5b and 5c. The 

downloaded M&A data from Zephyr can be witnessed in Appendix 2 and 3. 

Table 3. Summary of data collection. 

Total sample 

CEO’s 

Losses Final sample 

CEO’s 

Total 

observations 

N/A N/A N/A 

98 38 60 332 N/A N/A N/A 

Total firms Losses Final sample 

firms 

N/A N/A N/A N/A 

30 1 29 N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Total sample 

acquisitions 

Losses Final sample 

acquisitions 

N/A N/A N/A N/A 

222 106 116 N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Total and 

final sample 

merger waves 

N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

4379 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

 

These are the criteria placed upon the acquisition data collection for the dependant 

variables: 

1. This study will only consider acquisitions that result in 100% ownership of a target. 

This follows Chatterjee and Hambrick’s (2011) reasoning that narcissistic CEO’s 
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believe themselves to be more capable of running the target, compared to the 

incumbent managers.  

2. Adhering to previous studies (e.g. Chatterjee & Hambrick 2007, 2011) only 

acquisitions completed in the CEO’s fourth year, or beyond are considered since the 

narcissistic indicators were measured in the second and third year of tenure.  

3. The CEO’s tenure must start in 1994, or later and be at least 4 years. This is in order to 

build on step 2, because SEC only had proxy statements from 1994 and later, and 

Zephyr specifies that the earliest date for acquiring M&A data is 1/1/1997. In other 

words, if the CEO starts in 1994 and the narcissism measures are an average of the 

CEO’s second and third year of tenure, then 1997 becomes the first year to measure 

acquisitions as the dependable variables.  

4. Acquisitions are only measured until the CEO’s tenure ends (month).  

5. Following the reasoning of Rijsenbilt and Commandeur (2013), only targets acquired 

for $10m or more will be considered. This is in turn based on that acquisitions below 

this fee do not require active involvement from the CEO (Morck et al., 1990).  

6. The final year under study is 2017. Therefore any acquisitions made by CEO’s still in 

charge will only be measured up until 31-12-2017. This means the entire study period 

consists of complete calendar years. 

The criteria for the merger waves sample follows the criteria as above. However, in order to 

be considered a reasonable comparison, only listed acquirers from the USA are considered in 

the general market sample.  

Research Variables 

An independent variable exercises a causal effect on a dependable variable (Bryman & Bell, 

2013). So, in this study the independent variable is CEO narcissism and the dependent 

variable is acquisitions measured as a simple count, as truly large acquisitions and whether 

the acquisition is international. Clearly, this builds upon the epistemological cause-and-effect 

prediction of this study. 

Independent variable: CEO narcissism. The 4-item unobtrusive narcissism index 

1. Prominence of the CEO’s photograph in the annual report measured with four points if 

the CEO’s picture was of him/her alone and occupied more than half a page; three 

points if the photo was of the CEO alone and occupied less than half a page; two 
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points if the CEO was photographed with one or more fellow executives; and one 

point if there was no photograph of the CEO (e.g. Chatterjee & Hambrick 2007, 2011; 

Buyl et al., 2017). According to Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) CEO’s are very 

attentive to the content and design of annual reports, and have strong opinions and 

control over how they are portrayed. Building upon the definition that narcissistic 

CEO’s will be preoccupied with having their inflated self-image reinforced one could 

expect the CEO seek a great deal of visibility in the annual report (Chatterjee & 

Hambrick, 2007).  

2. The CEO’s relative cash compensation relative to that of the second most 

compensated executive. Relative cash pay is measured as the CEO’s salary and bonus 

divided by that of the second-highest-paid executive in the organization (e.g. 

Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007,2011; Olsen et al., 2014; Olsen & Stekelberg, 2016; 

Buyl et al., 2017). Some organizations do not clearly state a bonus column, when this 

happened, only the relative salary was measured. CEO’s have nearly total control of 

the pay of other executives in the organization, this will then be reflected in the 

relative pay, since narcissistic CEO’s will consider themselves to be more valuable 

than anyone else in the organization (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007).  

3. CEO Duality. Equals one if the CEO is also chairman of the board. (Rijsenbilt & 

Commandeur, 2013; Zhu & Chen, 2015a). As both CEO and chairman of the board it 

is possible for increased power and opportunistic behavior for pursuing a self-serving 

agenda (Jensen, 1993; Rijsenbilt & Commandeur, 2013). This meshes with Rosenthal 

& Pittinsky’s (2006) definition of narcissistic leaders pursuing their own egomaniacal 

needs. 

4. Number of official role titles (Rijsenbilt & Commandeur, 2013). Multiple titles may 

be considered an indicator of CEO self-enhancement and acquisition of power (Daily 

& Johnson, 1997; Rijsenbilt & Commandeur, 2013).  

A principle component analysis (PCA) (Rijsenbilt, 2011) has been used in order to turn these 

measurements into an overall score to measure narcissistic tendencies. The PCA factor scores 

were obtained using XLSTAT in excel and added to result into one overall narcissism score 

(per CEO). The sum of the factor scores are used as the measurement for narcissism. 
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Table 4. The principle component (PC) analysis. 

 

Rijsenbilt’s (2011) claim regarding factor loading score will be used to interpret which factor 

loadings reflect each component better (>.20 is satisfying). In table 4 the PCA presents only 

factor loadings over 0.20. Furthermore, the final CEO narcissism score for this study deviates 

from previous studies. The sum of the factor scores is used in this study as the narcissism 

score because it is the score I could interpret based on the PCA. I discuss the unforeseen 

difficulties of this methodology in the method critique more thoroughly.  

Interpreting these results with table 2 there is reason to believe that some indictors explain 

some factors better than others (PC1 and PC2 but not PC3 and PC4), this may also help 

explain that the narcissism index as a whole does not completely capture the entire construct 

of narcissism. This could perhaps have been improved by incorporating a great number of 

variables such as the complete 15 variables in Risjenbilt’s (2011) study. However, the 

unobtrusive indicators does show how the CEO could use visual, alphabetical and numerical 

methods to establish who leads the organization. The CEO’s prominence in the annual report 

can be interpreted as the documentation of standing on centre stage (Nevicka et al. 2011) 

allowing the CEO to manifesting the position as leader. Likewise, a higher relative cash-pay 

compared to the remaining TMT establishes who the most important contributor to the 

organizations success is. Furthermore the combination of duality and total role titles works as 

a method of establishing authority by both being CEO and chairman of the board, together 

with any other “I am number one” job title (e.g. president). Though the PCA could be 

improved, the initial variables may be interpreted as greater explanations for Emmons (1984; 

1987) first two factors (table 2). Attempting an interpretation with the data available, 

leadership and authority can be expressed through the CEO’s picture in the annual report, 

Factor loadings  

 

(PC1) 

 

(PC2) 

 

(PC3) 

 

(PC4) 

CEO prominence in annual reports 0,219 0,930   

CEO relative cash-pay 0,579  0,797  

CEO duality 0,817   0,521 

CEO total job titles 0,757   

 
Eigenvalue 1,623 1,017 0,834 0,526 
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establishing who the organization’s leader is. Likewise, a greater relative cash-pay together 

with the power of acting as CEO and chairman of the board together with any additional work 

titles offers insight to how to manifest ones position of the organizations undisputable leader. 

Likewise, of these measurements, the greatest expression for self-admiration and self-

absorption ought to be reflected in the CEO’s picture in the annual report, as it can be used to 

seek a great deal of visibility and support the concept of vanity. However, there is a 

connection between the variables and how they align with the suggested interpretations.  

Indicator variable: NarcScore. 

Following previous studies (Olsen et al. 2014; Olsen & Stekelberg, 2016) this study will 

construct an indicator variable in order to enable a comparison between CEO’s who score 

higher in narcissism and CEO’s scoring lower. This is defined as HighNarc, set equal to 1 if 

NarcScore is above the sample median and set equal to 0 otherwise. As argued by Olsen and 

Stekelberg (2016), this helps capture whether a particular CEO is more (or less) narcissistic in 

relation to other CEO’s in the sample. A negative NarcScore reflects that the CEO is 

relatively less narcissistic than the sample average CEO. For this study the median is the 

median of the calculated mean of the four narcissism indicators.  

Dependable variables: Acquisitions  

Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007, 2011) suggest that narcissists will favor acquisitions for two 

reasons: Their personality triggers a belief in being able to perform better than the target’s 

incumbent managers and acquisitions function as a grandiose attention-getter. The 

measurements for acquisitions are three and are based for each focal year of the CEO’s tenure 

(t + n, where n > 2).  

1) The number of acquisitions are added (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007). 

2) Truly large acquisitions (Zhu & Chen, 2015a). For this study acquisitions for $100m 

or more scored as 1. Any acquisition below $100m is scored as 0. 

3) The number of international acquisitions are added.  

Control variables 

Following Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) this study considers the possibility that grandiose 

strategies may vary with observable characteristics. Hambrick and Mason (1984) claim that 

older executives may pursue financial security and thus avoid excessive risk. This is 
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consistent with Matta and Beamish (2008) reporting that as CEO age they tend to acquire less 

firms and focus on legacy conservation, CEO age is therefore the first control variable. Many 

of the CEO’s in the sample have MBA degrees and Hambrick and Mason (1984) proposes 

that MBA programs are geared towards analytical techniques to avoid big losses or mistakes. 

Considering that Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) find that narcissistic CEO’s acquire 

organizations and promote big wins and losses, CEO Education is added as a control variable 

measured as 1 if the CEO has an MBA, 0 otherwise. Ingersoll et al. (2017) find that gender 

moderates narcissistic CEO’s and outcome variables, so CEO Gender is measured as 1 if the 

CEO is male, and 0 for female.   

External effect: Merger waves. 

All acquisitions are divided per year and compared to the general merger wave sample. The 

purpose is to compare merger wave patterns as to being able to infer to the best explanation 

for deciding to acquire firms.  

Reflections on Method 

The advantage of attempting to adhere to this methodology is the sheer amount of previous 

studies having used unobtrusive measurements, therefore supporting its relevancy. However, 

as these measurements are interpreted as indicators of narcissism, there could be even more 

rigorous validations. Basically, this is a study encompassing psychology within the field of 

business, therefore it does not diagnose any type of psychological construct, trait or disorder. 

In actuality this means that the research is an interpretation of causes that may reflect the NPI 

(Raskin & Hall, 1979; Terry & Raskin, 1988). For example, Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007) 

claim part of the validation test was surveying securities analysts regarding their assessment 

regarding if CEO’s have narcissistic personalities. Another method of validation could have 

been to survey psychologists and/or psychiatrists in regards to the validity of using 

unobtrusive measurements to capture narcissism in CEO’s.  

An unavoidable part of research is the mere fact that some aspects and findings are identified 

only as the research is conducted. At this point I am merely able to accept that the 

methodology proved to be rather challenging and as such this may have impacted the overall 

study. In particular, replacing PCA with a more understandable analysis was part of the 

thought process. For example there are aspects to this research that suggests a qualitative 

method could have been preferred, including attempting to capture the CEO’s narcissistic 
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tendencies in the form of a discourse analysis. For example, incorporating more written 

sources of narcissism from either published material such as CEO’s number of words in 

Marquis Who’s Who (Buyl et al., 2017) or firm press releases (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007) 

could have been beneficial. Likewise, CEO memoirs or, appearances in media (Chatterjee & 

Hambrick, 2011) could have represented sources of picking up narcissistic tendencies in 

CEO’s. 

Another aspect that indicates that the method is rather comprehensive, is a probable need to 

account for how different industries may wield different results (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 

2007). The results may be completely different due to that the Dow 30 consists of a mix of 

massive firms and as such, one would require greater insight to just how much this impacts 

the results. This can be compared to how Chatterjee and Hambrick (2007, 2011) used the 

software- and hardware industry because it is high-discretion and unregulated, proposing the 

potential for greater CEO influence and power. As seen in table 1, previous research has 

furthermore used a much broader index in the form of the S&P500 or Fortune 500. Indeed, 

during the research process the size of the firms led to the suggestion to control for block 

owners. However, these changes would also require identifying block holders per CEO, per 

year in 332 different proxy statements (manually collected) and therefore, these insights 

merely become an acknowledgement of what could have been done differently. 

4. Results and Analysis 

 

The variables for the four-item index of this study are presented in table 5 with descriptive 

statistics and correlations. This study finds that that the mean prominence of the CEO’s 

photograph is 2,46. The CEO’s picture is discussed in connection to table 6 below. The 

CEO’s relative cash compensation has a mean of 2,29, which is higher than previous studies 

1,65 (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007), 1,85 (Olsen et al., 2014) and 1,85 (Olsen & Stekelberg, 

2016). The CEO’s have an average of 2,15 job titles and the mean for CEO duality is 0,7. 

Though this connection is to be expected, it merely highlights that most CEO’s of this sample 

also act as chairman of the board, offering support to the interpreted leadership/authority 

factor. Regardless, these results support Rijsenbilt’s (2011) findings of correlations of 0,38 

compared to this study’s 0,45 (CEO duality). There is a significant correlation between cash 

compensation and duality which supports that in the role of CEO and chairman of the board 

the CEO has greater say in executive compensation, interpreted as a sign of both 



26 
 

leadership/authority but also exploitivness/entitlement and superiority/arrogance (table 2). 

The results do not present a significant correlation between the CEO’s photograph and 

variables 2-4. There is furthermore no significant correlation between the CEO’s relative 

cash-pay and total job titles.  

Table 5. Descriptive statistics and correlations (Pearson’s) for the narcissism index. Total sample of 

60 CEO’s.  

Variable Mean Std. Dev. 1 2 3 

1.CEO Prominence in Annual Reports 2,46 

 

0,94 

 

   

2.CEO Relative Cash Compensation 2,29 

 

1,91 

 

0,08   

3.CEO Total Job Titles 2,15 

 

0,54 

 

-0,02 0,19  

4.CEO Duality 0,7 0,46 

 

0,13 0,24* 0,45** 

* Significant at the 95% level, **Significant at the 99% level 

 

Table 6 breaks down prominence of the CEO’s photograph in the annual report. The findings 

show that the frequency of the CEO’s photograph varies.  However, most CEO’s amount an 

average score of 3 (0,4) followed by 1 (0,217). In fact, most CEO’s in this sample scores in 

the middle (2-3 points) of the ratings (0,617). This shows consistency with previous research 

denoting a mean of 2.52 (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007).  

Table 6. Breakdown of CEO photo size (60 CEO’s). 

Photograph Rating* Frequency Percentage of Sample** 

1 13 21,7% 

1,5 1 1,7% 

2 10 16,7% 
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2,5 3 5% 

3 24 40% 

3,5 5 8,3% 

4 4 6,7% 

Total CEO’s 60 100% 

*Average score of CEO’s tenure year 2 and 3, ** After rounding 

 

In table 7 the prominence of the CEO’s photograph is divided into the HighNarc and 

LowNarc sample to distinguish any noticeable differences in the indicator variable 

subsamples. The most notable difference is that each sample shows that the prominence of 

CEO’s in the annual report is connected to the HighNarc sample. Here the difference is clear, 

CEO’s interpreted as more narcissistic seek greater visibility in the annual report. The 

HighNarc sample highest scored picture score is 3 and then moving upwards, whilst the 

LowNarc sample has the greatest amount of CEO’s with the vast majority of pictures in the 1-

3 point range, going downwards to 1. 

Table 7. Descriptive statistics. Photograph rating HighNarc versus LowNarc sample.  

Photograph Rating* HighNarc Frequency Percentage of Sample** 

1 2 7% 

1,5 0 0 

2 1 3% 

2,5 2 7% 

3 18 60% 

3,5 3 10% 

4 4 13% 

Total CEO’s 30 100% 

Photograph Rating* LowNarc Frequency Percentage of Sample** 

1 11 37% 
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1,5 1 % 

2 9 30% 

2,5 1 3% 

3 6 20% 

3,5 2 7% 

 4 0 0 

Total CEO’s 30 100% 

*Average score from CEO’s tenure year 2 and 3, ** After rounding 

 

Table 8 presents descriptive statistics for the independent, dependant and control variables 

used in this study. As seen, most CEO’s are in-between the lowest- and highest score of the 

interpreted narcissism index. Furthermore the mean of the sample shows that most CEO’s 

acquire less than 1 firm (measured per CEO, per year), avoid international acquisitions and 

acquisitions for $100m or more. Considering that the mean age of CEO’s is 57, support is 

offered to Matta and Beamish (2008) claiming that as CEO’s grow older, (international) 

acquisition activity decreases and CEO’s may become more interested in maintaining the 

status quo.  

Table 8. Descriptive statistics for independent, dependant and control variables. Measured per CEO 

per year (332 observations). 

 Observations Minimum Maximum Mean Std. deviation 

Narcissism score 332 -4,07 6,71 -0,37 2,11 

Total acquisitions 332 0,00 12,00 0,35 0,96 

International acquisitions 332 0,00 4,00 0,11 0,39 

Total value 332 0,00 1,00 0,18 0,38 

CEO age 332 43,00 68,00 57,13 4,47 

CEO gender 332 0,00 1,00 0,99 0,09 

CEO education 332 0,00 1,00 0,36 0,48 

 

Table 9 presents correlations between the variables used in this study. Note, merger waves are 

not present in these correlations but are instead presented in figure 3 and 4 and then discussed. 

There are statistically significant negative correlation between narcissism score and total 

acquisitions. The negative correlation rejects hypothesis 1. From a theoretical perspective one 

could perhaps question whether acquisitions counts as a sensational strategic decision 
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(Ouimet, 2010) for a Dow 30-size organization such as Apple or Boeing. Acquisitions are 

perhaps part of the norm, as opposed to a big, bold move (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007) for 

bragging rights (Kerr & Robinson, 2011), to elevate oneself to that of a superstar CEO 

(Malmendier & Tate, 2009) or to garner attention from outlets such as the media (Chatterjee 

& Hambrick, 2011; Gerstner et al., 2013). This is further indicated in table 1 in which it is 

possible to witness that most studies test CEO narcissism in either one (unregulated) industry 

(Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007, 2011) or bigger index’s such as the Fortune500 and S&P500 

(Zhu & Chen, 2015a; Ham et al., 2018). Obviously, this includes a greater variation in 

organization size and for smaller organizations with less resources, an acquisition may 

represent a bigger, bolder move than for a CEO at a Dow 30 organization. Finally, from the 

characteristics side of UE theory (Hambrick & Mason, 1984) one can consider the age of the 

CEO’s as a representation of a “been there, done that” scenario since acquisitions in terms of 

total, international and value decrease with age. As pointed out above, a decrease in 

acquisition activity may also be due to that the CEO’s of this sample consider other factors as 

ego-goals, such as legacy conservation (Matta & Beamish, 2008). Acquisitions may be too 

great a risk to disrupt the last few years before retirement. This emphasises further potential in 

connecting narcissism, age and acquisitions, since it is reasonable to expect younger CEO’s to 

be more likely to not be superstar CEO’s, and such be more likely to push boundaries to 

become one. At the same time, the greatest risk may be CEO’s closing in on retirement 

without having achieved superstar status yet. With only so much time left to make a 

statement, there may be a “sweet spot” in terms of age, where most high-risk decisions are 

made. Though this cannot be answered in this study. Comparing with Finkelstein et al. 

(2009), stimulating the attention-span of CEO’s of a Dow 30 firm may require a different 

channel than that of acquisitions. Again, the findings from Matta and Beamish (2008) support 

that the age of the CEO’s of this sample predict less interest in acquisitions, therefore 

highlighting the possibility of considering a different dependant variable as a channel for 

achieving narcissistic ego-goals (Morf et al., 2000). Furthermore, because of the sheer size of 

these firms, any CEO may not be inclined towards expanding internationally through 

acquisitions since many to all of these organizations are already well-established on a global 

scale (e.g. McDonald’s and Microsoft). Concluding, these results reject hypothesis 3.  
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Table 9. Correlations (Pearson's) for independent, dependent and control variables used in this study. 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Narcisism score        

2. HighNarc 0,81*       

3. Total acquisitions -0,21* -0,13*      

4. International acquistions -0,06 -0,08 0,64*     

5. Total value -0,11 -0,07 0,65* 0,40*    

6. CEO age 0,26* 0,17* -0,15* -0,08 -0,12*   

7. CEO gender -0,04 -0,10 -0,03 0,03 -0,12* 0,05  

8. CEO education -0,02 -0,05 0,18* 0,10 0,16* -0,09 0,07 

* Significant at the 95% level        

 

However, UE theory (Hambrick & Mason, 1984) is supported in table 9 since there are 

correlations between all three dependable variables and the control variables. CEO’s with 

MBA’s complete more total acquisitions, international acquisitions and complete more truly 

large acquisitions than non-MBA CEO’s. The sample consisted of only one female CEO and 

as such, no inference will be made due to the sample being too small. So, whilst the 

hypotheses on the psychological influence of narcissism are rejected, there is support for that 

observable characteristics in the form of age and education influence strategic decisions as 

proposed by UE theory (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). Notably, the rejected hypotheses were 

considered the centrepiece of this research and as such, an attempt will be made to infer to the 

best explanation for these rejections. This explains the decision to incorporate theory on 

merger waves to the theoretical framework. The rejections of hypothesis 1, 2 and 3 are better 

understood when comparing figure 3 and figure 4. These show that the Dow 30 CEO’s either 

follow the general market or, the general market follows the Dow 30 CEO’s. Figure 3 depicts 

the merger wave effect from the 116 acquisitions acquired in this study for the 

epistemological cause-and-effect prediction. From an abductive perspective, the results 

support accepting hypothesis 3b. The merger wave pattern furthermore supports accepting 

that the post-crisis effect of the subprime crisis has halted total acquisition activity (Rao-

Nicholson & Salaber, 2016). Inferring based on previous research hypothesis supports 

hypothesis 3a and hypothesis 3c. The merger waves are strongest around the Dotcom- boom 

and crash and, there is a decrease in acquisitions post subprime crisis.  
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Figure 3. Merger waves of the 116 acquisitions in the sample. Measured as a simple count of total 

sample acquisitions divided per year. 

Figure 4 is the merger wave sample of 4379 acquisitions during the time period of 1994-2017. 

This means that the total amount of acquisitions is far greater in figure 4 which explains the 

less extreme-looking waves. Taking this into account there are striking similarities between 

figure 3 and 4 since both follow roughly the same pattern. One notable exception is the much 

more visually significant decrease in acquisitions in year 2002 for the smaller sample in figure 

3. Aside from this extremity both figures show the same clustering of acquisitions during the 

build-up and peak of the eventual Dotcom crash. Both figure 3 and 4 peak during the years 

1999-2000, only for the wave to start crashing. Both figure 3 and 4 show a clustering of 

acquisitions again starting in 2002-200, peaking in 2004 and then subsequently crashing. 

Figure 3 is merely easier to identify the build-up and crash, but figure 4 show a very similar 

pattern. Likewise, both samples have the least acquisitions in 1997 and 2009. Which in turn, 

follows an immediate clustering of acquisitions moving into 2010. Likewise the two last 

waves in 2014-2015 in figure is similar to figure 4’s wave of 2013-2015. The crash in 2016 

and build-up from 2016 to 2017 are both witnessed and are near identical in each sample. 

What makes this particularly interesting is the added twist of only considering acquisitions 

made for $10m or more, since these require the CEO’s active involvement (Morck et al., 

1990; Rijsenbilt & Commandeur, 2013), together with only using public firms. In other 

words, acquisitions that require the CEO’s active involvement in public firms indicate 

mimetic merger wave behaviour (Yang & Hyland, 2012) of the other CEO’s of U.S. public 

listed firms during the entire research period of 1994-2017. There are few deviations from the 
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pattern despite the fact that this study’s sample consists of 116 acquisitions by 60 CEO’s at 29 

firms compared to the 4379 acquisitions in the merger wave sample. 

 

 

Figure 4.Merger waves of the general market sample of 4379 acquisitions. Measured as a simple 

count of total general sample acquisitions divided per year. 

 

Table 10 summarizes the hypothesis that have been tested in this study. These show that the 

psychological factor, narcissism, has not been captured when comparing empirics to theory. 

However, there is reason to support that merger wave theory is highly applicable for Dow 30 

firms with the clear similarities in acquisition clustering between figure 3 and figure 4. 

Table 10. A summary of all the hypothesis tested in this study. 

Hypothesis 1 Rejected 

Hypothesis 2 Rejected 

Hypothesis 3 Rejected 

Hypothesis 4a Accepted 

Hypothesis 4b Accepted 

Hypothesis 4c Accepted 
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A final inference to the best explanation 

Even though the hypothesised connection between the CEO’s attention-span was centred (and 

rejected) on making decisions promoting impact and recognition (Post, 1993) there is still 

reason to further discuss the remaining theoretical propositions. Working with the concept 

that the CEO’s decision-making is influenced by their unique constructed reality (Finkelstein 

et al., 2009), the results suggests this can be supported in combination with previous research 

on merger waves (Harford, 2005; Yang & Hyland, 2012). Considering that the merger wave 

patterns in figure 3 follows the broader merger wave patterns in figure 4, this could indicate 

that the CEO’s attention-span is centred on looking and listening to what the remainder of the 

market is doing. In other words, if other CEO’s are making acquisitions then so should the 

individual CEO. Whilst this does not support CEO’s using acquisitions as a stage (Nevicka et 

al., 2011) for strategic sensationalism (Ouimet, 2010) it shows a propensity towards the 

mimicking acquisition behaviour reported by Yang and Hyland (2012). From a similar 

perspective, perhaps the combination of age and biases such as ego (e.g. Matta & Beamish, 

2008; Hambrick, 1989) impacts CEO’s more than first expected. It should not be understated 

that any type of extraordinary decision at a Dow 30 firm, such as a major acquisition, would 

in the case of a catastrophic failure live on long after the CEO’s tenure ends. At this size of 

firm it could then be considered that Matta and Beamish’s (2008) claim regarding legacy 

conservation be an appropriate option for further research to achieve even greater 

understanding for the acquisition behaviour of this sample of CEO’s, as an alternative to the 

current research framework attempting to epistemologically predict narcissism as a driving 

force for acquisitions.  

In connection to this claim, Gamache et al. (2015) claim that a desire for accomplishments 

and rewards drives acquisition decisions. This questions as to how a CEO of a Dow 30 firm 

would be able to use acquisitions for accomplishments, rewards, status or prestige. They have 

already managed to reach the top of one of the largest firms in the world, which in turn may 

have been enough to make them superstar CEO’s. Furthermore often acting as both CEO and 

chairman of the board manifests the acquisitions of power. Additionally, whilst this study 

does not take into account controlling for narcissism in CEO’s, Kets de Vries (1994) claim is 

still relevant to point out, since these firms may be experienced in their appointments of 

CEO’s and as such, not be as likely to suffer the negative consequences of narcissistic CEO’s 

in pursuit of satisfying their egomaniacal needs (e.g. Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006). In line 

with UE theory, the values of the CEO could then still be reflected in these results, just not as 
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hypothesized. Furthermore, as pointed out by Finkelstein et al. (2009), interpretation is about 

how the manager attaches meaning to stimuli. Theory on narcissism claims that narcissists 

have ego-goals (Morf et al., 2000) and are predominantly preoccupied with having their 

inflated self-image reinforced (Campbell et al., 2004). Whilst this study does not empirically 

support this through organizational outcomes, it cannot be dismissed that reaching the UE of a 

Dow 30 firm may in itself function as an ego-goal and/or the acquisition of power. Even 

though the argumentation was centred on impact and recognition, it is possible that being 

CEO of a Dow 30 firm has satisfied the concept of impact and recognition (Post, 1993) 

already. How many can claim to be the head of an organization this size and, does climbing 

the upper echelons in itself function as a competition for manifesting ones superiority in a 

field of public firm elites? (Compare with Robinson & Kerr, 2011). As such the need to make 

high-risk strategic decisions would be identified in previous employments, at smaller firms, 

where high-risk moves may be a requirement to move towards becoming an ego-inflating 

superstar CEO. Likewise, a Dow 30 CEO may be able to use the firm as a potent protector 

against threats of self-esteem since few would question the competencies of someone 

appointed CEO of such a firm (e.g. Apple, Boeing or Microsoft). As such, comparing the 

theory with this choice of empirics could perhaps have been formulated in a research 

framework following Brunell et al. (2008) claiming that narcissism predicts leader emergence 

as opposed to performance. Focusing on leader emergence might result in a greater 

connection with narcissism instead of epistemologically predicting organizational outcomes. 

Once again, attempting to view this from the theory and empirics, one might consider the 

three-stage filtering process of a CEO of this size of firms as a combination of the beginning 

of legacy conservation (Matta & Beamish, 2008) together with merger waves as a greater 

influencer in organizational outcomes, as opposed to defying the market through big-bold 

moves that turns into attention from an audience of securities analysts, the media and 

shareholders. Likewise, Kets de Vries (2016) claim regarding that narcissist’s dream of 

power, status and prestige is no different to these claims as being the CEO of the firms studied 

can fulfil these dreams. If narcissists are indeed exhibitionistic and demand attention from the 

external world, they would stand within greater chances as the CEO of a large-cap firm as 

opposed to an obscure firm (compare with Malmendier & Tate, 2009).  

Furthermore, the empirics show that when the narcissistic indicators are considered 

individually, most CEO’s in the sample act as chairman of the board. This supports a 

connection between the acquisition of power by that of being both CEO and chairman of the 
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board. Furthermore, if narcissistic CEO’s desire to be viewed as the centre of attention, to 

establish who is the leader, it shows that when dividing the CEO’s picture in the annual 

report, the Highnarc CEO’s score higher points. Though from a different perspective, a larger 

picture of the CEO could also indicate that the CEO wants show that he/she does not hide 

from the responsibility of acting on behalf of the shareholders. If there is no picture of the 

CEO, would that mean that they have no interest being associated with the firm? Would this 

not be more negative than a larger picture of the CEO? From this perspective, the highlight 

should emphasise whether the CEO is most often alone in the picture connected to the letter to 

the shareholders, versus involving other executives to show that the organization is run by 

more than just the CEO. If the CEO insists upon having much of the power of the firm then 

there is some degree of support towards considering the CEO as preoccupied with his/her 

extraordinary capacity to ultimately be in charge of making final decisions. Considering these 

claims that that acquisitions represent risky form of market entry (Geppert et al., 2013), that 

CEO age is connected to less international acquisitions (Matta & Beamish, 2008) and despite 

being a major component of foreign investment (Xu, 2017), international acquisitions may not 

be an ego-goal for this sample of CEO’s. Considering these firm’s already established 

presence on the international stage, there may be less interest in focusing on making decisions 

that are high-risk. Instead greater interest would be in becoming as connected to the 

organizations already world-wide reputation. The same reasoning can be applied to truly large 

acquisitions, how many disastrous mega-acquisitions would be required to tarnish ones 

reputation forever? 

The empirical findings show that it is inconclusive whether it is the Dow 30 CEO’s that sets 

the pace for the remainder of the market or if these CEO’s are inclined towards following the 

market. In other words, are the Dow 30 CEO’s big enough players in their respective 

industries to then influence the remaining market to follow? However, considering the 

regulation-inspired (Rao-Nicholson & Salaber, 2016) hypothesis 3c, this study show a clear 

decrease in acquisitions post-subprime crisis, supporting external forces impact acquisitions 

that in turn help explain merger waves as perhaps a stronger influencer to acquire, as opposed 

to individuals exercising power over the general market. Furthermore hypothesis 3b is 

reflected in that the greatest acquisition activity in both figure 3 and figure 4 occur in around 

the Dotcom bubble build-up, peak and crash, supporting that there may have been over 

optimism reigning, both for CEO’s of the Dow 30 and the entire market.  
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Concluding the results, the prominence of the CEO’s photograph witnessed in table 4 shows 

that most CEO’s inevitable end up “in the middle” which may indicate that the firms they 

work for have methods for curtailing the CEO’s locus of control, or at least control for CEO 

narcissism (Kets de Vries, 1994), and as such CEO’s are only afforded so much leeway in 

terms of pursuing greatness at the expense of the organization. Likewise, the relatively 

consequent age of all CEO’s also support this claim. Most of the CEO’s are appointed in 

around their mid-fifties (seen in table 8) which also indicates that any potential CEO 

candidate for a Dow 30-size organization may require decades of actually proving their merit 

for being appointed CEO. In fact, perhaps being appointed CEO of a Dow 30 firm is 

sensational enough, meaning there is no particular need for strategic sensationalism. Not to 

forget, some CEO’s were removed because their tenures were too short to be measured. 

Perhaps these were the truly narcissistic and as such only managed brief tenures as CEO. At 

the same time, if narcissism predicts leader emergence (Brunell et al., 2008), and these are all 

massive organizations, could the sample only consist of CEO’s that are all so strikingly 

similar in personality, that one is merely not capable of identifying extremities of narcissistic 

behaviour?  

This study concludes that the method is not sufficiently elaborated to create results that 

explains how CEO personality manifests in organizational outcomes. However, the remaining 

theory and empirics does support observable executive characteristics (age and education) 

impact organizational outcomes, either by being influenced or being the influencer of how the 

M&A market continues to cluster to create waves. Therefore, inferring to the best 

explanation, the organization will, at least to some degree, be reflected by its CEO.  

5. Conclusion  
 

The purpose of this study was to empirically test an epistemological cause-and-effect reaction 

between CEO characteristics and organizational outcomes. This was attempted by 

investigating a, to my knowledge, un-investigated public firm index over a period of 24 years 

(1994-01-01-31-12-2017). The theoretical implications of this study show that the cause-and-

effect reaction has by all accounts been rejected and as such offers no support to previous 

research on CEO narcissism. On the other hand, other observable characteristics in the form 

of age and education have correlated with different acquisition behaviour which emphases 

supporting other aspects of UE theory (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). Furthermore the findings 
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show initial support that CEO’s are prone towards acquiring firms in line with merger wave 

activity since acquisitions occur in clusters that shows several clear wave-like patterns 

supporting previous research (Harford, 2005). Inferring to the best explanation from a method 

perspective, the unobtrusive measurements of narcissism and the PCA did not fully capture 

the entire narcissistic construct which may have impacted any accurate measurement of CEO 

narcissism. At the same time from a theory perspective, the comparison between the 116 

acquisitions and the much larger 4379 acquisitions indicate that an inference to the best 

explanation could be made for supporting merger wave theory as the cause-and-effect 

reaction for acquisitions and organizational outcomes. 

The practical implications remain wanting until the method is further validated. There is 

modest support that firms and shareholders could benefit from learning that CEO acquisition 

activity shows signs of being influenced by observable executive characteristics. Furthermore, 

understanding that CEO’s are prone to either follow the M&A market, or make the market 

follow them has implications regarding that merger wave momentum continues to result in 

wave crashes around stock-market crashes (Dotcom crash, subprime crash). Therefore, a 

careful claim is made that this study supports that if M&A activity is high, shareholders, the 

board and society benefits from comparing with similarities from previous market crashes 

where M&A activity was high, to avoid financial losses or the bankruptcy of an organization 

as a consequence of a stock market crash.  

6. Research Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research 
 

This study has numerous limitations. To begin with, one limitation of this study is the 

assumption that the narcissism score is connected to the CEO’s actual personality, it is also 

merely assumed that having a higher narcissism score in this particular sample actually means 

these CEO’s would be more (or less) narcissistic. It does not in greater detail distinguish just 

how narcissistic being the highest narcissist in this sample actually is. Consider the following 

as a rather obvious explanation of this limitation: one of the CEO’s in this sample is the 

world-famous Steve Jobs. My research identified that Apple uses 10-k statements as the 

annual report and as such, has no picture of the CEO. Additionally, Apple’s proxy statement 

during Job’s tenure (year 2 and 3) reported an annual relative cash-pay of $1. This means that 

the narcissism score claims that Steve Jobs is the least narcissistic CEO in the entire sample. 

Does this conclude that Steve Jobs was not a narcissist? Clearly, this emphasizes that the 
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proposed four-item index seems to not have completely encompassed the particulars of the 

narcissistic personality. Based on this, this study could be expanded by considering a 

qualitative approach in the form of doing a more in-depth investigation on individual CEO’s 

to identify how and where these CEO’s show narcissistic tendencies based on narcissism 

theory such as the four factors of narcissism (Emmons, 1984; 1987). Perhaps by researching 

autobiographies and/or how they refer to themselves in interviews. This could furthermore be 

done together with other published assessments of the CEO by people who have worked or 

lived close to CEO’s such as Steve Jobs. Are there statements and reflections that are highly 

connected to typical traits of the narcissist? Following this qualitative approach, a different 

quantitative narcissism index could be created based on these research findings. In hindsight it 

is always easy to wish for a different approach and for this study a probably common sense 

choice would have been to replicate a previously validated index. Perhaps this would have 

wielded a greater connection between the independent and dependant variables. I believe this 

is particularly highlighted when considering Steve Jobs paltry score.  

Clearly, another limitation is that this study focuses only on CEO’s in American firms. Future 

research therefore could encompass that of CEO’s in non-USA organizations. This could be 

done initially by comparing the CEO’s of the Dow 30 index with for example the Australian 

stock exchange’s AS30, Deutscher’s DAX30 or the London stock exchange’s FT30. 

Furthermore, this study identified that there were foreign CEO’s in charge of some 

organizations. As such further research could compare American CEO’s with foreign as an 

expansion of the research framework (nationality as an observable characteristic). An 

interesting venue of further research could be to expand the indicator variable to compare 

vastly different industries with each other. For example a “dirty” industry such as the 

weapons industry compared to an industry that is more popular from promoting corporate 

social responsibility. The narcissist’s lack of empathy and desire to acquire power could be 

attracted to the weapons industry. At the same time, if the narcissistic CEO is pre-occupied 

with having their inflated self-image reinforced by the external world, an organization 

promoting corporate social responsibility may be an even more appealing channel for 

narcissist supply (Kernberg, 1975).   

However, the external merger wave effect does show initial promise for further research. As a 

suggestion merger waves could be researched together with incorporating the moderating 

effect of majority shareholders and whether these alone or together curtail narcissistic CEO’s. 

This may be particularly relevant when researching organizations of the size identified in an 
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index such as the Dow 30. Likewise, this study could be expanded by investigating how block 

ownership controls for CEO’s and encourages M&A activity that follows merger waves. 

Continuing with the use of acquisitions as a dependant variable an insightful addition could be 

to investigate a possible connection between CEO narcissism, premiums paid for targets and 

merger waves. Considering that most of the acquisitions are clustered in distinct waves there 

may be a connection between CEO narcissism and an increase in premiums paid in relation to 

the build-up of each wave. Basically, as the wave continues to grow, so does premiums paid 

for targets. Considering the findings of clear merger waves show together with that this study 

only considers acquisitions that require the CEO’s active involvement in a sample of massive 

organizations, further research could investigate if these massive organizations set the pace 

for the build-up of merger waves and if and how long it takes smaller organizations to “hop 

on the train”. Perhaps one would find that smaller firm CEO’s use acquisitions to show intent 

to match, beat or join the public market’s current crop of superstar CEO’s (Malmendier & 

Tate, 2009). Finally, focusing on the picture of the CEO in the annual report, one could 

investigate if the picture changes in size depending on last year’s financial results. Do 

narcissistic CEO’s have a tendency to appear alone in the picture following a year of success, 

versus grouping up with other executives during times of hardship?  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 – Reflective Writing 

 

Whilst, at first, a rather interesting choice of incorporating business studies with the field of 

psychology, much of this thesis proved to be rather challenging. I supposed in line with 

narcissism as the psychological factor, this thesis turned into a bit of a testament of how a 

slight overestimation of ones abilities, forces proving one’s capacity of learning through trial 

and error. As such, I am left with the echoing thoughts of “what could have been?”. If only 

the narcissism index incorporated a few more indicators. Had I understood PCA better maybe 

there would have been more time over for other parts of this thesis. Regrettably a lack of 

resources at the Skövde University library made the data collection more challenging than it 

had to be. As a result this master’s thesis was only completed thanks to visiting the libraries 

belonging to Göteborg University and Stockholm University. Not that a lack of resources in 

the form of databases per say made it impossible to collect relevant data, but it did restrict my 

options due to the added difficulty of having to 1. Manually collect information from firm 

proxy statements and 2. Travel takes time and limits how often I had access to relevant 

databases. A database that previous researchers have used, such as COMPUSTAT or 

Execucomp would have greatly helped during the data collection process. Another database I 

found myself longing for was Thomson Reuters Eikon. Instead, to compensate for these 

difficulties, some slightly easier indicators were incorporated as narcissistic indicators but as 

already indicated, the PCA possibly suffered from this deviation of not using a previously 

validated index. Setting aside these negative aspects, it is still to my enjoyment that my efforts 

have finally turned into an actual piece of research. At this point is worth highlighting my 

belief that the back-and-forth discussions with my supervisor, Börje, proved a rather pivotal 

part as this helped remove a lot of irrelevancies which was previously part of the material. 

Furthermore had this thesis not been challenging would it have been worth doing? If anything 

I am contemplating the better of the extremities of having to choose either a research area that 

is established as either being “too difficult” or “not difficult enough”. This merely manifests 

that picking something that borders on being too difficult has greater potential of actually 

being useful. Really, had I researched something I already knew, or did not pose a sufficient 

challenge would this thesis and program be of any actual use to me? 

This leads to another aspect which is reflecting over ones contribution to research. 

Contributing with research that is reasonably unique appears to represent a classic matter-of-
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opinion of what is considered a contribution versus merely supporting/disputing already well 

researched fields. Personally, I find it to be important to recognize that research at one year 

master’s level is probably not going to end up in a published scientific journal. As such, 

should I attempt to contribute with something that has not yet been particularly researched? 

My reasoning is that for anyone researching below a level that might actually get published in 

a scientific journal, picking something that has already been well researched is better. If it’s 

well-researched its worthwhile doing and will have greater applicability in “real life”. It 

seems a bit of a waste of time to be a master’s student and pick the latest research when for all 

I know it’s a research fad that will be dismissed and never researched again. I believe upper 

echelons theory, narcissism and merger wave theory will prove much more useful, even 

though much of this research is nothing new (though perhaps the combination is). 

Contributing to a well-researched topic with a unique set of data is perhaps unique enough at 

master’s level. Contrast this to someone who chooses to do something new and not very 

researched in published journals but then proceeds to do the same methodology as most other 

students at this level? Is it really a contribution to pick a method out of say, Bryman and Bell 

(2013) when this is merely a replication of what one will find in so much research at master's 

(or bachelor) level studies? Wouldn’t this study then represent a truly unique contribution 

relative to my level of study? Reflecting upon my own learning I have to say that I am now 

starting to benefit from theorizing based on already well established research. It has helped 

turn my theoretical framework into a graphical representation (figure 1) for the first time. For 

some reason drawing a simple model has taken more effort than expected. 

In summary, the difficulty of this thesis is also its advantage. Having emphasizing learning 

through trial-and-error my belief is that there is a significant development of my 

competencies of conducting science. Since the only relevant comparison is myself at 

bachelor’s level I am able to rely on facts to support this claim, if at best from an abductive 

point of reasoning. From writing a group thesis at bachelor’s level this work has been a solo 

venture (with assistance from Börje) which I consider to be positive progress. The theory, 

method and data collection encompasses both psychology (never studied before) and business 

studies which I consider positive progress. My ability to make sacrifices to finishing what I 

started is further proven by accepting the limitations at Skövde University library and travel to 

where the data can be collected (as opposed to giving up). Needless to say this thesis has (at 

last) proven to represent an overall enjoyable experience to establish my capacity to work 
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independently. Hopefully this will manifest as a benefit for the development of my 

intellectual- and emotional intelligence in due time. 

 

Appendix 2 – Acquisition data collection results: Dow 30 market sample 

Appendix 2. Acquisition data downloaded from mergers and acquisitions (M&A) database Zephyr 

Product name Zephyr 

Update number 30 

Software version 30.0 

Data update 01/05/2018 (n° 30205990) 

Username Gothenburg Library-11416 

Export date 02/05/2018 

Cut off date 31/03 

  Step result Search result 

1. Company name: 3M Company, American Express 
Company, Apple Computer Inc., Boeing Company, The, 
Caterpillar Inc., Chevron Corporation, Cisco Systems 
Inc., Coca-Cola Company, The, ExxonMobil 
Corporation, General Electric Capital Corporation, 
General Electric Company, Goldman Sachs Group Inc., 
Home Depot Inc., The, Intel Corporation, International 
Business Machines Corporation, Johnson&Johnson, JP 
Morgan, McDonald's Corporation, Merck&Company 
Inc., Microsoft Corporation, Nike Inc., Pfizer Inc., 
Procter&Gamble Company, The, Travelers Companies 
Inc., The, United Technologies Corporation, 
UnitedHealth Group Inc., Verizon Communications 
Inc., Visa Inc., Wal-Mart Stores Inc., Walt Disney 
Company, The ( Acquiror ) 

5,520 0 

2. Percentage of stake: Percentage of acquired stake 
(min: 100 %) 

511,582 1,770 

3. Time period: on and after 01/01/1997 and up to and 
including 31/12/2017 (completed-confirmed, 
announced) 

1,486,193 1,371 

4. Current deal status: Completed – confirmed 1,197,008 1,119 

5. Deal value (mil USD): min=10 243,089 248 

6. Deal type: Acquisition 646,459 222 

 Boolean search : 1 And 2 And 3 And 4 And 5 And 6 

 
TOTAL 222 
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Appendix 3. Acquisition data collection results: merger wave market 

sample 

Appendix 3. Acquisition data downloaded from mergers and acquisitions (M&A) database Zephyr 

Product name Zephyr 

Update number 30 

Software version 30.0 

Data update 08/06/2018 (n° 30208292) 

Username StockholmUniversityIP-2 

Export date 10/06/2018 

Cut off date 31/03 

  
Step result Search result 

1. Country (primary adresses): United States of America 
(US) ( Acquiror ) 

247,835 247,835 

2. Company type: Company ( Acquiror ) 1,053,713 237,444 

3. Listed/Unlisted/Delisted companies: listed acquiror 306,876 58,725 

4. Percentage of stake: Percentage of acquired stake 
(min: 100 %); Percentage of final stake (min: 100 %) 

514,471 32,403 

5. Current deal status: Completed - confirmed 1,205,514 23,956 

6. Time period: on and after 01/01/1997 and up to and 
including 31/12/2017 (completed-confirmed) 

1,173,738 23,555 

7. Deal type: Acquisition 650,663 22,030 

8. Deal value (m USD): min=10 244,841 4,379 

 
Boolean search : 1 And 2 And 3 And 4 And 5 And 6 And 7 And 8 

 

TOTAL 
4,379 
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Appendix 4. Emmons (1984; 1987) four factors of narcissism 

Appendix 4. Items from the narcissistic personality inventory (NPI) and factor scores. 

 


