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than they actually are. The case of Amy Porter (not her real name) illustrates many of these 
characteristics.

Narcissistic Personality Disorder
Narcissistic personality disorder is characterized by a pervasive pattern of grandiosity, 
a need for admiration, a sense of privilege or entitlement, and a lack of empathy for others 
(K. N. Levy, Reynoso, Wasserman, & Clarkin, 2007). Individuals with narcissistic personal-
ity disorder often think about how special they are and the ways in which they will succeed 
in all types of ways, including business, love, and so forth. They may also make unreasonable 
demands on others in relation to their view of themselves. In doing so, they ignore the experi-
ences or needs of others. Prevalence rates have been estimated as high as 6% in community 
samples (APA, 2013).

The diagnostic criteria in DSM–5 for narcissistic personality disorder describe a person 
who shows a pattern of grandiosity, a need for admiration, and a lack of empathy for others. This 
personality style should begin by early adulthood. Five of the following specific characteristics 
should also be present: (1) having a grandiose sense of self-importance; (2) being preoccupied 
with ideas of unlimited success or attractiveness; (3) seeing one’s self as special and being under-
stood only by other exceptional individuals; (4) needing excessive admiration; (5) having a sense 
of entitlement, which can include unreasonable expectations; (6) taking advantage of others for 
one’s own needs; (7) lacking empathy; (8) being envious of others or believing that others envy 
the person; and (9) being arrogant.

The word narcissism comes from the Greek myth of Narcissus, who saw his image in a pool of 
water and fell in love with it. Unable to remove himself from his own image, he died at the pool. In a 
similar manner, people with narcissistic personality disorder think only of their own image and lose 
close contact with others and the world. They may believe that they are so unique that they can be 
understood only by others who are similarly special. They need others only as someone to validate 
their own views. In fact, all the resources of the individual, including regulating his or her emotions 

Case of Amy Porter
HISTRIONIC PERSONALITY DISORDER

Amy Porter is a 50-year-old divorced woman with two 
young children. She had been in treatment off and 
on over the past 20 years. She would typically enter 
treatment when distressed by difficult situations. She 
would end treatment when she began a new romantic 
relationship. At that point, she would feel excited 
about the person she was dating and would idealize 
the person and the future. Prior to her marriage, Ms. 
Porter would date one man after another. She was 
very attractive and dressed in a provocative manner. 
She even described herself as a “Barbie doll.” She 
enjoyed all the men looking at her at a party. She 
had a romance novel view of relationships. Her idea 
was that she would meet someone and that they 
would live happily ever after in a big house. She was 
often surprised that the men she met only wanted a 
short-term relationship. This pattern had repeated 
itself a large number of times. As she became 
older, she wanted to have a child with someone but 
tended to be dissatisfied with relationships with 
men her own age. As she moved into her forties, 

she viewed men her age as inferior, referred to them 
in derogatory terms, and was intolerant of their 
physical imperfections. However, she did meet a man 
her age that she felt attracted to and quickly they 
married and had children. After that, he left her.

At some point, she found herself in the dating world 
again. Although she was still attractive as a 50-year-
old, she was negative toward her appearance. She 
continued to be uninterested in men her age but 
felt desperate to find a suitable partner. In therapy, 
she wanted more from the therapist and showed a 
dependency. She had difficulty reflecting on her own 
internal experiences. She imagined the therapist to 
have a very different life than was the case and would 
become angry at what she imagined. After around 2 
years of therapy, she was able to obtain a job more 
consistent with her education. She also was able to 
have a long-term relationship with a man her age.

Clinical vignette provided by Kenneth Levy, PhD

histrionic personality disorder: 
one of the dramatic emotional 
personality disorders (Cluster 
B); characterized by a pervasive 
pattern of excessive emotionality 
and attention seeking

narcissistic personality 
disorder: one of the dramatic 
emotional personality disorders 
(Cluster B), characterized by a 
pervasive pattern of grandiosity, 
a need for admiration, a sense of 
privilege or entitlement, and a lack 
of empathy for others




