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ON THE ORIGINS OF A SENSE OF COHERENCE:  

SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS, OR NARCISSISM  

 AS A PERSONALITY TRAIT  
 
 

ORNA COHEN  
 

This study had three main objectives: (1) to examine the relationship between  

sociodemographic characteristics - such as religion, age, economic situation and  

education - and a sense of coherence; (2) to explore the relationship between a  

narcissistic personality trait and a sense of coherence, and (3) to find which of the  

variables, sociological or personality, best explains the sense of coherence. The  

results indicate a link between economic situation, education and a narcissistic trait,  

and coherence. Moreover, the study found that among all the variables, from the  

narcissistic personality questionnaire, those main themes linked to feelings of  

entitlement and self-satisfaction made the most significant contribution to a sense of  

coherence. The article discusses the research significance of the study results.  
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In the last decade, the concept of coping has received wide attention in the 

psychological literature. Coping is conceived as a factor mediating between stress, on 

the one hand, and positive feelings and adaptation, on the other (Folkman & Lazarus, 

1980). Research on coping is linked to concepts such as the ability to solve problems, 

resistance and personal strength. One of the approaches to this subject is that of 

Antonovsky, who developed a theoretical model known as the salutogenic model. This 

model is regarded as one that complements the traditional pathogenic model in 

discerning the place of the individual on the continuum between health and sickness 

and in testing his/her ability to use his/her personal resources to cope with routine stress 

(Antonovsky, 1979, 1987).  

The focus of interest, according to this model, is the concept of “sense of  

coherence,” defined by Antonovsky (1979) as a “global orientation, a way of  

looking at the world, a dispositional orientation, rather than a response to a specific  
 
 
 

Orna Cohen, PhD, Bob Shapell School School of Social Work, Tel Aviv University, Israel. The 

author thanks Ms. Rachel Dekel, of the Tel-Aviv University School of Social Work, for the help 

received in computing and processing the data.  

Please address correspondence and reprint requests to: Orna Cohen, PhD, Bob Shapell School 
of Social Work, Tel Aviv University Ramat Aviv, P.O.B. 39040, 69978 Tel Aviv, Israel. Phone: 
972-3-640 6365, Fax: 972-3-640 9182.  

 

 

 

 

49



 
 
 
 

50 SENSE OF COHERENCE 

situation” (p. 72). In his view, the sense of coherence has three interrelated 

components:  

Comprehensibility: the extent to which the individual perceives the stimuli that 

confront him/her as making cognitive sense, as information that is clear, 

comprehensible, consistent and predictable.  

Manageability - the extent to which an individual perceives that resources are at  

his/her disposal which are adequate to meet the demands posed by the stimuli  

bombarding him/her. In other words, the person relies on himself and others.  

Meaningfulness - the extent to which the individual feels that life makes sense  

emotionally, has purpose and value, and that at least some of the everyday prob- 

lems and demands constitute for him a challenge rather than a burden.  

The sense of coherence as a personal orientation provides the emotional, cognitive 

and motivational basis for the mobilization of internal and external coping resources. 

Antonovsky stressed that, from both the theoretical and the empirical standpoint, use 

should be made of the overall concept of sense of coherence, rather than of each of 

the components separately.  

According to the world-view expressed by Antonovsky and the research literature, 

there is a positive link between a sense of coherence and good physical and mental 

health, and a negative relationship between it and poor physical and mental health. 

(Antonovsky et al., 1990; Dangor, 1992; Drori, Florian & Kravitz, 1991; Feigin, 

1992; Flannery & Flannery, 1990).  

Antonovsky also attempted to provide an etiological answer to the question of  

a person’s development of sense of coherence. He believes that these abilities  

develop throughout an individual’s life until he/she reaches late adolescence. In  

his view, certain background variables - socioeconomic status, education, spousal  

relationship, and the stability of religious values - contribute to a sense of coher- 

ence. His hypothesis that affiliation to a social group contributes to and enriches  

the sense of coherence is one approach, from the sociological viewpoint, to the  

source of this key variable. However, in my view, it is not the only one. Based on  

Antonovsky’s conviction that sense of coherence is a product affecting and af- 

fected by many factors during childhood and the socialization process, I believe  

one ought to attempt to examine this subject from another, dynamic, vantage  

point. I would suggest examining it in relation to a personality tendency, which  

arises from primary experiences in human development that take shape in the  

course of the individual’s childhood, and which may also help in forming a sense  

of coherence.  

In an attempt to understand the personality variables, I chose to approach first  

a primary psychological structure - the human tendency to narcissism - from  

which an individual derives his/her perception of his/her ability to cope with the  

world.  
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Why narcissism? Because the psychological literature and the clinical field deal 

with it in the context of personal style and the singular “stage setting” that particularly 

colors a person’s attitude towards the world. This view of the world constitutes one 

element in the overall framework of the individual’s understanding of his/her 

perception of reality. The question is whether this view can help an individual to develop 

his/her personal coping skills.  

Various theoreticians, such as Mahler (1969) and Kerenberg (1970), have at- 

tempted to explain the development of this personality tendency. Kohut (1971),  

whose views underlie this review, does not regard narcissism as merely a pathol- 

ogy, but also as a part of the individual’s development. He differentiates between  

the normal primary narcissism of the young child, who invests all libidinal en- 

ergy in himself, and the narcissistic disorder, which arises out of immaturity  

rooted in an impairment of the child’s primary object relations with his/her par- 

ents.  

Healthy narcissism develops through reactions of mirroring and idealization  

of the parental figure. In this way, the coherent, balanced and stable self, which  

combines ambition, inner strength and the ability of self-regulation, is formed.  

According to this approach, a person with a narcissistic personality disorder has  

to adore himself, because he received too little support for his self-image from  

those around him, in particular due to the parents’ failure to admire their child  

owing to their own problems or to mirroring reactions which are incompatible  

with the needs of the child’s age. Kohut views the narcissistic personality as one  

that is poorly formed, lacks confidence, has an impaired self-image, and needs  

constant protection. Hence narcissistic individuals are preoccupied in defending  

themselves through self-worship at the expense of investing in others. Their rela- 

tionships with others are characterized by extreme fluctuations between idealiza- 

tion and devaluation. They react to the criticism of others with apathy, coldness,  

fierce anger, feelings of inferiority, shame, humiliation, or vacuity, a sense of  

“I’m entitled,” and the expectation of special benefits, without any recompense  

on their part. As a result of this personality structure, the narcissistic individual  

tries, in every possible situation, to acquire reinforcements for the impaired “self.”  

Many studies, in particular those conducted in the last decade, examine the  

narcissistic tendency as an independent variable in its relationships with other  

variables: (Kernais & Chei-Ru Sun, 1994; Raskin, 1980; Raskin, Novak, &  

Hogan,1991; Raskin & Shaw, 1988; Watson, Taylor & Morris, 1987; Watson &  

Morris,1991).  

A search of the computerized databases has failed to produce any relationship  

between narcissism as a personality trait and sense of coherence.  

 The first aim of the present study was thus to make a further contribution to the 

relationship between sociodemographic characteristics, such as age, economic 

situation, education, marriage, and sense of coherence. The second aim was to 
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examine a variable which has not been studied in the past, namely, the narcissis- 

tic tendency, which originates in the dynamic domain of personality, and its link  

to sense of coherence. The third aim was to find which of all the variables, socio- 

logical as well as personality variables, best explains the sense of coherence.  

 

METHOD  

SUBJECTS  

Seventy-four subjects participated in the study, 47 of them divorced women and 27 

women from two-parent families. Their average age was 35, the majority were nativeborn 

Israelis, with secondary or postsecondary education, and an average of 1.74 children. 

No significant differences were found between the two groups from the standpoint of 

background factors. The economic situation of the two-parent families was higher than 

that of the single-parent families [t(72) = 1.85 p < 0.1, (SD = 0.76) M = 2.34 versus (SD 

= 0.68) M = 2.67].  
 

PROCEDURES  

The data were collected by M.A. students in social work. They were asked to locate 

a nonclinical family, in the center of Israel, in which the spouses had been divorced in 

the last two years, and which have one child, 6 or younger. Each divorced woman 

recommended a woman in a two-parent family living in the same neighborhood, who 

has one child of the same age.  

The subjects filled out the questionnaires themselves and gave them to the 

student. The data were collected during the months January-April 1995.  
 

THE RESEARCH TOOLS  

1. Sense of coherence  

The aim of the questions was to examine what people think, feel and do in  

relation to the meaningfulness, comprehensibility and manageability of their lives.  

The questionnaire was based on one written by Antonovsky, which comprised  

29 items. The subjects were asked to grade their reply on a scale of 1 to  

7. Based on Antonovsky’s recommendation, use was made of the overall concept of 

“sense of coherence.” In this study the internal consistency according to Kronbach 

is 0.89.  

2. The Narcissistic Personality Questionnaire  

The Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI) was constructed by Raskin &  

Hall (1979), on the basis of the narcissistic disorder in D.S.M. III. The question- 

naire comprises 40 items that measure narcissistic traits and behavior. Each  

item is made up of a pair of statements; one is narcissistic and the other is not.  

The subject is asked to choose which of the two statements are closest to his/her  

feelings about him/herself.  
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Each choice of a narcissistic statement assigns the subject one point, and the  

overall score is the sum of the accumulated points. The 40 items reflect an  

overall component of narcissism, as well as 7 specific components: authority,  

exhibitionism, superiority, entitlement, exploitativeness, self-sufficiency, and van- 

ity. The questionnaire was adapted into Hebrew by Dr. Lee Gever and his team at  

Haifa University. The reliability of the questionnaire in this study is = 0.85  

according to Kronbach.  

 

RESULTS  

 

At first, we checked to see whether there was any difference between the two  

groups in relation to the narcissism variable. The narcissism mean of the married  

persons was 54.24, SD = 5.94; of the divorced persons 55.21; SD = 7.2; t(71) =  

0.59 - there was no difference between the groups in relation to the narcissism mean, 

hence all the subjects are related to as one group.  

Table 1 shows the relationships between sense of coherence and economic 

situation, education, religion, age and number of children.  
 

Table 1  
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SENSE OF COHERENCE AND SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS  

Sociodemographic characteristic Pearson ‘s correlation Significance 

Economic situation 0.45 p<.001 

Education 0.33 p<.001 

Religiosity 0.13 p>.05 

Age 0.16 p>.01 

Number of children 0.10 p>.01 

 

Table 1 indicates that the better the economic situation and the higher the  

level of education, the stronger the sense of coherence. A positive, but not sig- 

nificant, trend is apparent, according to which the less religious the person, the  

stronger the sense of coherence. In regard to age, there is a positive trend, but the  

relationship is not significant; this may be because there is a limited range of  

ages among the subjects. There is no relationship between number of children  

and sense of coherence.  

Table 2 shows the relationship between narcissism and sense of coherence 

according to Pearson’s correlations.  
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Table 2 
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN NARCISSISM AND SENSE OF COHERENCE 

Sense of Coherence 
All subjects Divorced subjects Two-parent subjects 

Narcissism n = 74 n = 47 n = 27 
0.26* 0.28* 0.28** 

* p < 0.05  
** p < 0.01  

Table 2 indicates that the higher the level of narcissism, the stronger the sense  

of coherence among all the subjects as well as in each of the groups - that of the  

divorced single-parent women and that of the women from two-parent families.  

Table 3 shows which of the clusters of variables in the research set - the 

sociodemographic variables or the narcissistic traits - make a more significant 

contribution to sense of coherence. For this purpose, we carried out hierarchical square 

regression analyses.  
 
Table 3  

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SENSE OF COHERENCE AND SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS AND THE  

 NARCISSISTIC TRAIT  

Sociodemographic Characteristic Beta Coefficients R2 ChR2 

Number of children -0.11 
Type of family 0.10 
Religion 0.03 
Economic situation 0.32** 
Age 0.00 
Education 0.13 

15.8 15.8 
F(6.66)=3.26 p<0.01 

Narcissistic trait 
Vanity -0.01 
Self-sufficiency 0.47*** 
Entitlement -0.33** 
Superiority 0.09 
Exploitativeness -0.19 
Exhibitionism 0.20 
Authority 0.14 

41.8 15.8 
F(59.13)=4.97 p<0.001)  

 

Table 3 indicates that the demographic variables explain nearly 16% of the overall 

variance. When we added the narcissistic component, we reached nearly 42% of the 

explained variance. In other words, the narcissistic components constitute an addition 

of 26% to the sense of coherence.  

The major aspects contributing to sense of coherence are self-satisfaction and a 

feeling of entitlement. While exhibitionism does not appear significantly, there is clearly 

a positive trend of contribution to sense of coherence.  
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The first aim of the research was to examine the relationship between the 

sociodemographic variables and sense of coherence. The findings are compatible with 

Antonovsky’s view that affiliation with a high-status social group, higher education 

and marriage contribute to a sense of coherence.  

In contrast to Antonovsky’s assertion (1979), but in accordance with the find- 

ings of Drori, Florian & Kravitz (1991), no relationship was found in this study  

between level of religiosity and sense of coherence. It seems necessary to conduct  

an expanded reexamination of the relationship between this variable and sense  

of coherence among various populations, perhaps even among those populations  

who define themselves as adhering to different levels of religious faith, based on  

their personal perceptions.  

The second aim of the research was to attempt to understand the sources of sense 

of coherence from a different position, not a sociological, but rather a personality 

standpoint, based on which narcissism is linked to this sense.  

The relationship that was posited and proven statistically shows that the more  

a person attests to self-satisfaction, the stronger his/her sense of coherence.  

 One can view sense of coherence as the individual’s positive feeling about himself, 

while narcissists achieve equilibrium through a sense of entitlement. This feeling 

arises from dysfunctional object relations. Narcissists concentrate all of their psychic 

energy on the acquisition of control over the object from which they want to obtain 

something. In this manner, they try to preserve the consolidation of their grandiose 

“selves,” their self-admiration. Perhaps this can be linked to the components of 

manageability and meaningfulness in the sense of coherence. Through narcissistic 

control, or management, individuals maintain their coherent “selves” and give 

themselves meaningfulness. Their reports of “self-satisfaction” reflect various abilities, 

for example: I can live my life the way I want. These individuals may exaggerate in 

attributing to themselves achievements and capabilities that may not be realistic.  

Another approach is that the narcissist may give “good replies” to the  

questions, indicating a sense of coherence, due to his/her difficulty in connecting  

to and confronting the weak parts in his/her personality or the pain that is liable  

to lead to a loss of the narcissistic equilibrium. Consequently, high scores on  

Antonovsky’s questions express an attempt to preserve the grandiose feeling and  

the self-satisfaction. It is important to investigate the price a person pays for this  

emotional balance. For example: will we encounter psychosomatic physical symp- 

toms, such as “bodily pain” as a result of a desire to avoid the real pain?  

Kohut and Antonovsky speak in two different voices. Kohut’s language is  

dynamic and reveals an internal personality organization, while Antonovsky’s  

language is more cognitive. In the professional literature, there is now a growing 
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tendency of greater affinity and reciprocal influence between various approaches  

(Ostroyal, 1995). The integration, dialogue and negotiations between the two  

fields will enrich the theoretical research and deepen the clinical understanding  

in relation to viewing the individual as an organization inwardly and viewing the  

“self” as part of the person’s organization structure and his/her perception out- 

wardly. However, in both approaches, the reporting is by the person. If “self- 

satisfaction” or a sense of entitlement is not realistic, then reporting about a sense  

of coherence may also not be realistic, and it is important to check it against the  

background of the reality, in which there may be a concrete crisis, and also to  

examine it according to the way his/her significant others perceive the person’s  

coping.  

This study set itself an additional aim - to examine which of the two clusters of 

variables - the sociodemographic or the personality - contributes most significantly to 

a sense of coherence.  

Although sense of coherence and a narcissistic trait are derived from different  

domains, their common denominator is the language of statistics, which shows  

that narcissistic elements make a more significant contribution to sense of coher- 

ence than the sociodemographic variables do. This finding supports the theoreti- 

cal debate in the literature about the relative weight of various clusters of vari- 

ables, such as demographic, personality or system variables, in predicting phe- 

nomena and unique life situations, and it tips the scales in favor of the internal  

personality trait variables rather than other systems of variables.  

Due to the precursory nature of the subject, the study was conducted among a small 

group of women, using standard, validated and reliable tools. Future studies would do 

well to investigate the applicability of theoretical thinking among homogeneous as 

well as heterogeneous groups from the standpoint of their place in the life cycle, in life 

crises and in relation to gender.  
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