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Selfishness: An Encyclopedia Entry

The Core Definition of Selfishness

Selfishness, in a psychological and behavioral context, is fundamentally defined as the excessive

or exclusive concern with oneself, prioritizing one's own needs, desires, welfare, or interests above

those of others. While a degree of self-interest is essential for survival and healthy functioning,

selfishness crosses the line when the pursuit of personal gain systematically disregards or actively

harms the well-being of others, often resulting in anti-social behavior or detriment to interpersonal

relationships. This core definition distinguishes selfishness from concepts like self-care or self-

regard, which imply maintaining one's health and boundaries without necessarily imposing costs

on others, establishing a critical boundary between healthy individualism and problematic self-

centeredness studied extensively across various domains of psychological inquiry.

The fundamental mechanism behind selfishness involves a cognitive and motivational imbalance,

where the individual's internal reward systems heavily favor personal outcomes over collective

benefits or the welfare of relationship partners. This psychological orientation explains why

selfishness is frequently perceived as an undesirable trait, particularly within social frameworks that

value cooperation and altruism. The concept's complexity arises because human motivations are

rarely purely selfless or purely selfish; rather, they exist along a continuum, influenced heavily by

immediate context, perceived scarcity of resources, and the depth of the relationships involved.

Understanding the mechanism requires analyzing both the internal drivers--such as personal

insecurities or desires for control--and the external environmental factors that reward self-serving

behavior.

In the realm of personality assessment, highly selfish individuals often exhibit traits associated with

low empathy, reduced perspective-taking abilities, and a lack of concern regarding the emotional

consequences of their actions on others. Research, such as that conducted by Maltby, Day, and

Barber (2004), suggests that individuals scoring highly on measures of extreme self-centeredness

frequently encounter difficulties in developing and maintaining robust, meaningful relationships, as

the inherent give-and-take required for relational stability is undermined by consistent unilateral

decision-making. Furthermore, unchecked selfishness can fuel a destructive desire for power and

control, leading to decisions that maximize short-term individual gain at the expense of long-term

relational or communal stability, often resulting in conflict and social isolation.

Psychological and Behavioral Manifestations

From a clinical psychological perspective, excessive selfishness is strongly associated with

negative personality traits and poorer psychological health outcomes. Studies have consistently

linked high levels of self-centeredness to increased instances of emotional dysregulation, including
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elevated levels of depression, anxiety, and hostility (Kross et al., 2011). This seemingly paradoxical

link--where prioritizing oneself leads to psychological distress--can be explained by the relational

cost: chronic selfishness alienates support systems, reduces social capital, and often leads to guilt

or defensiveness when behaviors are challenged, compounding internal psychological burdens.

Individuals trapped in patterns of pathological selfishness may struggle with genuine intimacy and

connection, leaving them emotionally vulnerable despite their outward focus on personal

maximization.

The distinction between simple selfishness and psychological egoism is crucial for accurate

assessment. While selfishness describes a behavioral pattern of prioritizing self-interest, egoism is

a broader philosophical or motivational stance asserting that the pursuit of self-interest is the sole

aim of all conscious action. Psychological egoism suggests that even seemingly altruistic acts are

ultimately motivated by self-serving reasons, such as gaining social approval or avoiding guilt. In

contrast, psychology focuses on the observable, maladaptive behavior where the individual makes

decisions that actively diminish the resources or welfare of others for minor personal gain,

demonstrating a failure to engage in reciprocal social exchange necessary for healthy group

dynamics.

Manifestations of selfish behavior are diverse and pervasive, ranging from minor transgressions

like consistently failing to share resources or take turns, to significant actions such as exploiting

others financially or emotionally. Key behavioral indicators include a tendency toward blame

shifting, an inability to apologize or admit fault, and a consistent expectation that others should

accommodate one's needs without equivalent reciprocity. These behavioral patterns are often

driven by underlying mechanisms, such as a fragile sense of self-worth that demands external

validation or a deep-seated fear of scarcity, regardless of objective reality. Addressing these

manifestations typically requires therapeutic intervention focused on developing empathy and

improving emotional regulation skills to foster more prosocial behaviors.

Historical and Theoretical Contexts

The concept of selfishness has deep philosophical roots long preceding formal psychological

study. Early thinkers, notably Thomas Hobbes, laid the groundwork for understanding human

motivation through the lens of self-preservation, positing that individuals in their natural state are

driven purely by self-interest, requiring societal structures and external authority to curb this

inherent self-serving tendency. This perspective later informed the development of ethical egoism,

the normative theory arguing that moral agents ought to act in their self-interest. Psychology

inherited this tension, attempting to transition the concept from a moral failing into a measurable

construct related to personality and motivation.

In the early 20th century, as psychology matured, the focus shifted from condemning self-interest
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to understanding its necessary role in development. Humanistic psychology, championed by

figures like Abraham Maslow, introduced concepts such as self-actualization, which necessitates a

focused prioritization of one's growth and potential. While self-actualization is not inherently selfish,

it requires a degree of self-focus that differentiates healthy personal pursuit from destructive self-

centeredness. The historical challenge for psychologists has been defining the point at which

legitimate self-regard morphs into maladaptive selfishness--a point often determined by the

external cost imposed on the social environment.

Selfishness in Evolutionary and Economic Theories

In stark contrast to the primarily negative view held in traditional psychology, evolutionary biology

often interprets selfishness as an adaptive strategy critical for survival. Evolutionary theorists, such

as Richerson and Boyd (2005), view behaviors that maximize an individual's fitness, survival, and

reproductive success as inherently beneficial from a species standpoint, even if they appear selfish

at the personal level. The theoretical framework of the "selfish gene" (though popularized by

Dawkins) posits that genes, rather than organisms, are the primary units of selection, driving

behaviors that ensure their own propagation, which often manifests behaviorally as individualistic

or self-serving actions designed to outcompete rivals for limited resources. This perspective

neutralizes the moral judgment of the behavior, viewing it simply as an effective adaptive trait for

resource acquisition.

Similarly, economics treats selfishness not as a vice, but as a rational choice fundamental to

market operation. The concept of the "homo economicus" assumes that individuals are rational

agents who consistently seek to maximize their utility or self-interest, guiding efficient resource

allocation and decision-making. Economist David M. Kreps (1990) explored this extensively,

particularly through the lens of game theory. In game theory, understanding the rational, self-

interested choices of participants is essential for predicting outcomes in competitive scenarios,

such as the Prisoner's Dilemma. Here, the selfish choice (defection) often yields the best outcome

for the individual, regardless of the partner's choice, highlighting how self-interest can be

mathematically optimized under specific conditions of uncertainty.

The economic model provides a powerful counterpoint to psychological condemnation by

suggesting that, under certain structural conditions (e.g., free markets), the aggregate effect of

individual rational choice theory and self-interested actions can lead to optimal collective

outcomes, an idea famously championed by Adam Smith's concept of the "invisible hand." This

perspective emphasizes that selfishness can be beneficial in terms of economic decision-making

because it leads to more efficient resource utilization by taking into account both individual needs

and the competitive environment. The tension remains, however, regarding whether these

economic models adequately account for the profound psychological and relational costs

associated with purely self-serving behavior in non-market interpersonal settings.
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Practical Illustration: Selfishness in Everyday Decisions

To illustrate the application of psychological selfishness, consider a common real-world scenario

involving resource allocation within a small, collaborative team working on a high-stakes project

with limited budget and time. The team needs specific, expensive software licenses to complete

their tasks efficiently. One team member, Sarah, is focused intensely on her personal performance

review, which is heavily tied to a specialized, secondary task requiring a specific, high-end piece of

hardware that is currently shared among the team.

The application of selfishness in this scenario follows a clear, step-by-step psychological process.

First, Identification of Self-Interest: Sarah recognizes that securing the exclusive use of the high-

end hardware will guarantee her personal success and promotion, a clear self-interest. Second,

Prioritization over Collective Welfare: Sarah chooses to monopolize the shared hardware,

claiming she needs it continuously for "critical diagnostics," thereby preventing two other team

members from accessing it to complete their shared foundational tasks. This decision shows a

clear prioritization of her individual goal (promotion) over the collective welfare (the team meeting

the project deadline). Third, Execution of Selfish Behavior: When confronted by the team lead,

Sarah exaggerates the necessity of her task and minimizes the impact on others, demonstrating a

lack of empathy and engaging in manipulative communication to maintain control over the

resource.

The outcome of this selfish act illustrates the psychological findings regarding relational detriment.

While Sarah achieves her short-term goal of securing exclusive access and potentially receiving a

higher performance score, her actions erode trust, generate significant interpersonal hostility (2),

and ultimately jeopardize the overall project success. In the long term, this behavior damages her

reputation, makes future collaboration nearly impossible, and isolates her professionally. Thus, the

immediate, selfish gain is overshadowed by the long-term cost to her social capital and

professional standing, confirming the detrimental relational outcomes predicted by psychological

research on highly selfish individuals.

The Dual Nature: Positive and Negative Outcomes

It is crucial to acknowledge the dual nature of self-focused behavior. While chronic, destructive

selfishness is linked to social rejection and psychological distress, a measured degree of self-

interest can generate powerful positive psychological effects. Research by Ferguson and Dambrun

(2011) suggests that certain forms of self-focus can lead to increased motivation, particularly in

achievement-oriented tasks, and can enhance problem-solving abilities by focusing cognitive

resources exclusively on personal objectives without the distraction of shared concerns. This mild,

controlled self-focus is often necessary for setting and enforcing healthy boundaries, preventing

burnout, and ensuring that one's basic needs are met--behaviors frequently mislabeled as
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selfishness when they are, in fact, essential for psychological well-being.

However, the negative impacts are profound when this behavior becomes pathological.

Selfishness is strongly correlated with a variety of anti-social behaviors and is a major predictor of

relational failure. Individuals characterized by high selfishness often struggle with genuine empathy

and fail to internalize the concept of reciprocity, making them unreliable partners, friends, or

colleagues. Furthermore, this orientation is linked to a higher incidence of mental health problems;

the constant need to protect, acquire, and compete generates chronic stress, which contributes to

higher levels of anxiety and depression, reinforcing the finding that self-absorption does not equate

to contentment or happiness.

Therapeutic and Societal Applications

The psychological understanding of selfishness is essential in therapeutic settings, particularly

when addressing personality disorders characterized by grandiosity, entitlement, and lack of

empathy, such as Narcissistic Personality Disorder. Treatment often involves cognitive

restructuring to challenge the core belief that the individual's needs always supersede others,

alongside intensive training in perspective-taking and emotional regulation. The goal is not to

eliminate self-interest entirely, but to shift the pattern from maladaptive selfishness (zero-sum

thinking) toward healthy self-regard integrated with prosocial behavior. Therapists must help clients

distinguish between assertive self-advocacy and exploitative self-centeredness.

Beyond clinical applications, the principles derived from studying selfishness are applied widely in

organizational and societal contexts. In business and marketing, campaigns often explicitly appeal

to the consumer's self-interest, capitalizing on desires for exclusivity, personal benefit, or status. In

organizational behavior, understanding self-serving bias is critical for designing incentive structures

that align individual goals with corporate objectives, mitigating the risks of internal competition and

resource hoarding. Public policy also leverages this knowledge by structuring regulations and

economic incentives (e.g., taxes, subsidies) such that individuals acting in their own best self-

interest (2) inadvertently contribute to the collective good, echoing the efficiency principles

observed in economic theory.

Connections to Related Psychological Constructs

Selfishness exists within a constellation of closely related psychological constructs, most notably

those forming the "Dark Triad" of personality traits: Narcissism, Machiavellianism, and

Psychopathy. Selfishness is a core behavioral outcome of all three. Narcissism is characterized

by a grandiose sense of self-importance and a deep need for admiration, which manifests as

selfish behavior designed to secure external validation. Machiavellianism involves manipulative,

cynical, and exploitative tendencies, where selfishness is operationalized through strategic,
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calculated exploitation of others for personal gain. Psychopathy is linked to profound deficits in

empathy and remorse, leading to the most severe forms of emotional selfishness and callous

disregard for others' suffering.

Conversely, selfishness stands in direct opposition to prosocial behaviors such as altruism,

empathy, and cooperation. Altruism involves acting solely for the benefit of others without

expectation of personal reward, while Empathy--the ability to understand and share the feelings of

another--is often cited as the primary psychological brake on unchecked selfish impulses. The

study of selfishness belongs primarily to the subfields of Personality Psychology and Social

Psychology, as it deals fundamentally with individual differences in motivational priorities and the

impact of those priorities on social interaction and group cohesion.

Understanding the degree and context of selfish behavior is crucial for predicting social outcomes.

While low levels of self-focus may lead to self-neglect, high levels result in social friction and

psychological distress. Therefore, the goal of research is not to eliminate self-interest, but to map

the optimal balance point where self-preservation and prosocial engagement coexist effectively,

ensuring both individual well-being and collective harmony. Further research is continuously

exploring the neurobiological underpinnings of empathy deficits that lead to pathological

selfishness, seeking pathways to foster more balanced, reciprocal social interactions.
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