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THE OPEN FIELD

Dear Reader,

Years ago, these words attributed to Rumi found a place in my heart:

Out beyond ideas of

wrongdoing and rightdoing,

there is a field. I’ll meet you there.

Ever since, I’ve cultivated an image of what I call the “Open Field”—a place out beyond fear and shame, beyond judgment, loneliness, and expectation. A place that hosts the reunion of all creation. It’s the hope of my soul to find my way there—and whenever I hear an insight or a practice that helps me on the path, I love nothing more than to share it with others.

That’s why I’ve created The Open Field. My hope is to publish books that honor the most unifying truth in human life: We are all seeking the same things. We’re all seeking dignity. We’re all seeking joy. We’re all seeking love and acceptance, seeking to be seen, to be safe. And there is no competition for these things we seek—because they are not material goods; they are spiritual gifts!

We can all give each other these gifts if we share what we know—what has lifted us up and moved us forward. That is our duty to one another—to help each other toward acceptance, toward peace, toward happiness—and my promise to you is that the books published under this imprint will be maps to the Open Field, written by guides who know the path and want to share it.

Each title will offer insights, inspiration, and guidance for moving beyond the fears, the judgments, and the masks we all wear. And when we take off the masks, guess what? We will see that we are the opposite of what we thought—we are each other.

We are all on our way to the Open Field. We are all helping one another along the path. I’ll meet you there.

Love,
Maria Shriver


To my mother, Sai Kumari Durvasula—and the story still to come.

In memory of my great-grandmother Gunupudi Venkamma and the grandmothers who came before her.

To all survivors of emotionally abusive relationships.


Within tears, find hidden laughter.

Seek treasures amid ruins, sincere one.

RUMI

Every betrayal contains a perfect moment, a coin stamped heads or tails with salvation on the other side.

BARBARA KINGSOLVER
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Preface

Once upon a time, an eight-year-old girl sat on the floor of a stuffy cafeteria in an elementary school in New England and watched as a troupe of circus performers from New York City gave a show at her school. It was the 1970s, an era before any kind of multicultural awareness, and the little girl with her foreign name, brown skin, and two tight braids in her hair had taught herself to be invisible. The circus chose their volunteers from the gaggle of children, one boy to be an elephant, a girl to be a juggler’s assistant, the luckiest boy was the ringmaster.

Finally, the circus folks held up a costume; it was satin, a deep shade of purple, festooned with fringe and sequins. All of the girls swooned, including the little girl with the braids. Every girl’s hand shot up except hers. “Pick me, please, please pick me,” they shrieked. How did they have the courage, thought the girl with the braids. Why weren’t they afraid? The head of the troupe ignored the children with their hands up and chose the little girl with the braids. She trembled and put her head down, tears welling up, and quietly said, “No thank you, sir.” He looked at her and gently asked, “Are you sure?” And she quietly nodded. The girl sitting next to her grabbed at the opportunity and wore the costume with pride. He asked the girl with the braids what part she wanted, and she said she would be content as part of the horse’s costume where she would be hidden. She would spend years thinking about what it would have felt like to wear that purple-sequined wonder of a dress, but that day she was so frightened of the taunts of her classmates . . . and simply of being seen.

From the very beginning of her life, she had internalized the message that her wants, dreams, and needs weren’t worthy of being seen, and that she wasn’t enough. Her kind and compassionate mother’s dreams had been thwarted and silenced, and the little girl felt she didn’t have the right to them, either.

Until she did.

While I still may not own a fabulous purple-sequined dress, I recognize that we can pull ourselves out of the stories of the narcissistic people who defined us, silenced us, clipped our wings, taught us our dreams were grandiose, filled us with shame, and for a time, stole our joy. That we can have love stories, success stories, and happiness, yet comprehend that there will still be dark nights of the soul, and that the shadow of self-doubt remains a fellow traveler. And we can pay it forward, and let folks know that what happened was real and that they are enough. I did, and every day I see more and more people who do. We can begin to break intergenerational cycles of devaluation and invalidation and psychological self-harm. These stories must be told.

I still don’t know if I would have the courage to grab hold of that spangled dress today, but I’d like to think that the little girl with the braids and the big brown eyes, and the name no one could pronounce, would have rocked it.

And from my little girl heart to all of you . . . I know you can, too.


Introduction: How Did We Get Here?

Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never the tormented.

ELIE WIESEL

9:00 a.m.

Carolina has two children and was betrayed and cheated on by her husband several times during their twenty-year marriage, including with friends and neighbors. After he denied it repeatedly, and then after enduring his rage for her “paranoid accusations,” she was told the affairs were her fault for making him feel like he wasn’t important. She would minimize her career so he felt “safe.” She struggles with missing what she believed was the beautiful life and family they created, with feeling not enough, believing that maybe she was misunderstanding him and the situation, knowing it was breaking her heart every time he criticized her and betrayed her trust. Carolina didn’t understand it; she has parents who had been happily married for forty-five years until her father died. She believed in family and now with the impending divorce, she felt she had failed. She was also experiencing regular panic attacks and debilitating anxiety, and sometimes ruminated about a reconciliation.

10:30 a.m.

Nataliya has been married for fifty years to a man who told her that she was being “ridiculous” for expecting so much of him when she had cancer. He said it was “disruptive” and throwing him off because now he was supposed to feel sad for her and upend his busy schedule to pick her up from chemotherapy appointments. She found it difficult to walk after developing neuropathy following years of cancer treatment, and he would shame her and call her “the empress” for asking to be dropped off in front of a restaurant instead of walking five blocks on a cold night. However, they have adult children and grandchildren, and a life filled with travel and family time. Nataliya doesn’t want to be the one responsible for messing up a lifestyle that everyone is enjoying, and she acknowledges that on more than a few days, she enjoys her husband’s company—they still have a decent sex life and a shared history. Despite her having both medical and law degrees, he treats her like a personal assistant. She has struggled with ongoing health conditions, self-blame, and shame, and has become socially isolated from everyone except her close family.

1:00 p.m.

Rafael’s father has compared him unfavorably to his brother since childhood, and he works constantly with the fantasy that once he makes enough money, he will get noticed. His father often perceived him as weak, would take some glee in telling him about his brother’s latest successes (Rafael had long since distanced from his brother), and had been emotionally abusive toward his wife, Rafael’s mother. This resulted in a tremendous psychological toll on her, which Rafael believed resulted in her premature death. Rafael knows that his grandfather did the same thing to his father—it was just how it was for them culturally—and he also wanted to make allowances for the racial biases and limitations his father and grandfather faced throughout their lives. Rafael has not been able to sustain successful intimate relationships and keeps telling himself, “If I can just show Dad my success, then I will be okay and ready to start the rest of my life.” Rafael works around the clock, relies on a mix of drugs and remedies to sleep and to get going, rarely socializes, and craves social contact, but says it feels “indulgent” to go on vacation or hang out with people when there is so much work to do.

—

Let’s call this a hypothetical day in my office. Over the years, having listened to enough of these stories, it became clear that in just about every case like Rafael’s, the parent would remain invalidating, and with folks like Carolina and Nataliya, their partners would continue to blame them. But it wouldn’t have been helpful for me to tell Rafael, Carolina, and Nataliya up front that the people in their lives would likely continue their harmful behavior. Instead, our work became about teaching them what constitutes acceptable and unacceptable behavior and what healthy relationships are about, while creating a safe space for them to explore their feelings, these relationships, and their true selves. We had to make sense of the confusion and explore why they were blaming themselves for something they didn’t do or feeling guilty when they were doing nothing wrong. As a therapist, I would have found it easier to just focus treatment only on the anxiety, health issues, depression, confusion, dissatisfaction, frustration, helplessness, social isolation, and obsessive work tendencies and not include the context. That’s what we are taught to do: focus on the maladaptive patterns of the person in the office instead of what’s going on around them.

But there was something else happening. Week after week, my clients’ panic and sadness ebbed and flowed alongside the patterns and behavior within their relationships. It became clear that the relationships were the horse and the anxiety that got them into therapy was the cart. I was struck by the similarities in so many clients’ stories, yet these clients were very different people with different histories. But where they didn’t vary was that all of them felt they were to blame for their situations—they doubted themselves, ruminated, felt ashamed, were psychologically isolated, confused, and helpless. Increasingly, they censored themselves in these relationships and became progressively more numb and restrained to avoid the criticism, contempt, or anger from these challenging people in their lives. They were trying to change themselves with the hope that this would change this person and relationship.

There was another significant similarity: the behaviors that were happening in their relationships. Regardless of whether it was a spouse, partner, parent, other family member, adult child, friend, colleague, boss—my clients consistently shared stories of being invalidated or shamed for having a need or for expressing or being themselves. Their experiences, perceptions, and reality itself were regularly challenged. They were blamed for the problematic behavior of these people in their lives. They felt lost and isolated.

Yet at the same time, all of them shared that it wasn’t bad all the time. There was sometimes laughter, good sex, enjoyable experiences, dinners, shared interests and histories, even love. In fact, just when things seemed as though they were becoming untenable, there would be a decent day, just enough to reseed the self-doubt. I gave my clients what had helped me in my own healing—validation and education. Focusing on their anxiety without educating them about the patterns within these relationships was like fixing engine problems by putting air in the tires. And those engine problems always seemed to track back to the same place: narcissistic relationships.

There is a proverb that says Until the story of the hunt is told by the lion, the tale of the hunt will always glorify the hunter. The person who holds the narrative holds the power. Until now, we have only told the story of the hunter. Books about narcissism tend to talk about narcissists. We are deeply curious about these charming people who seem to get away with so much bad and hurtful behavior with so few consequences. We are compelled to understand why they are ostensibly so successful and why they do what they do. As much as we may not like narcissism, we glorify people with these personality styles—they are our leaders, heroes, entertainers, and celebrities. Unfortunately, they are also our parents, partners, friends, siblings, children, bosses, and neighbors.

But what about the lion? What about the person whom the hunter goes after or harms?

Much of what’s written about narcissism tends to forget the more important part of the story: What happens to the people who are in the wake of the narcissist? How are people affected by folks with narcissistic personalities and the behaviors? When people are hurt, there is a preoccupation with understanding the “why”—as if this could somehow ease their pain (it doesn’t). We become so curious about the hunter in an almost obsessive zeal to understand why they do what they do. Why would someone lack empathy or gaslight or manipulate or lie so skillfully or rage so suddenly? But in focusing on why people with narcissistic personalities do what they do, we lose sight of what happens to the people who fall in love with, have children with, are raised by, are related to, work for, work with, get divorced from, share apartments with, become friends with, and raise narcissists. What happens to them?

The short answer: it’s not good.

This is an uncomfortable conversation. You don’t want to cast aspersions on the people you love, admire, respect, and care about. It’s easier to take responsibility for your difficult relationships yourself, or write it off to the ebbs and flows of life, rather than accept that you are facing predictable, unchangeable, and harmful patterns from someone you love or respect. As a psychologist who has worked with hundreds of survivors of narcissistic abuse, who maintains a program for thousands of more survivors, and who has written books and created thousands of hours of content on this topic, I grapple with whether it is even a worthwhile conversation to focus on narcissism, because the issue is really the harm the narcissistic person’s behavior causes you.

Can we separate the personality from the behavior if the personality is not likely to change? Does it matter if their harmful behavior is intentional or not? Can you heal without understanding narcissism? And most importantly, can you heal from these relationships? This book will explore those complex questions.

There is pushback from people who ask me, “How do you know the partner/parent/boss/friend is narcissistic?” Fair question. When I am working with a client in therapy, I have typically not met the other people in their lives, but I am getting a detailed history, often reading emails and text messages that have been sent to them by the antagonistic person and witnessing the impact on my client. I use the term antagonistic relational stress to describe what happens to survivors of these relationships, and I prefer to characterize the behavior of the psychologically harmful person in my clients’ lives as antagonistic, which is a broader and less stigmatized term than narcissistic. This is the term I use when teaching other professionals about these patterns, because it captures the breadth of antagonistic behaviors and tactics that we observe in narcissism—manipulation, attention-seeking, exploitativeness, hostility, arrogance—but also in other antagonistic personality styles, such as psychopathy, and positions it as a unique stress that antagonistic relationships evoke. But the narcissistic cat is out of the bag, and the term narcissistic abuse is familiar to most of you, though I will also use the term antagonistic throughout this book to capture the full breadth of these patterns.

—

You don’t get into this work unless it is personal, and yes, for me, it’s personal. I have encountered narcissism-induced invalidation, rage, betrayal, dismissiveness, manipulation, and gaslighting in my family relationships, intimate relationships, workplace relationships, and friendships. It hit me in the gut as I listened to the pain being shared by the clients I was working with, then going into my own therapy and sharing my own pain, and slowly realizing it was my story, too. Narcissistic abuse has changed the course of my career and my life. I was so gaslighted, I thought up was down, that I was to blame, that my expectations for people were not realistic, and that I was not worthy of being seen, heard, or noticed. It was foundational for me, and that fear of grasping the purple dress morphed into feeling unworthy of success, love, or happiness as an adult. There was no penny-drop moment, no singular defining relationship. Narcissistic abuse happened in many different relationships and ways in my life, so I believed this must be me, it can’t be all of these other situations in my life. I never learned about narcissistic abuse in graduate school; I didn’t think that this confusing and abusive behavior was a thing until I finally saw it clearly. I spent years grieving and then wishing I could get back the years I wasted in rumination and regret. I felt guilty and disloyal for viewing family members and people I loved as narcissistic. I slowly set boundaries, radically accepted that none of this behavior would change, stopped trying to change the antagonistic people in my life, and disengaged from them and their behavior. I lost relationships that once mattered to me and faced criticism for violating ancient cultural norms about family loyalty and current norms about needing to figure out a way to get along with people who have sharp elbows. I now realize that if you spend enough time with sharp elbows, you will end up bleeding to death.

A little over twenty years ago, I was supervising research assistants who were reporting back about certain patients in outpatient clinics wreaking havoc on nurses, physicians, and everyone else who worked there through their entitled, dysregulated, contemptuous, and arrogant behavior. That observation led me to start a research program looking at personality, particularly narcissism and antagonism, and how it affects health.

Simultaneously, I have had the privilege of hearing the stories of thousands of people who have endured these relationships. Unfortunately, I kept hearing that many times the partners, family members, friends, colleagues, and even therapists were blaming the person experiencing the abusive behavior for being too sensitive, not trying harder, being too anxious, not being more forgiving, staying, leaving, being judged as harsh for using the term narcissist, and not communicating more clearly. I have read descriptions of therapist-training programs that pushed back on clients who believed their families or relationships were toxic, or believed clients who came into therapy to talk about manipulative relationships were simply whining. There were countless books and articles written about narcissistic personalities and how to do therapy with narcissistic people. There were virtually none that addressed what happened to people in these relationships or how to do therapy with people who were in relationships with narcissistic folks, even though everyone in the field of mental health knew that these were unhealthy relationships. Once I unclenched my fists, I turned my anger into a focus on education, not only for clients and survivors of narcissistic abuse but also for clinical professionals.

The clients I have worked with have gone through divorces that spanned years; been doubted by the leadership in their company when they made documented claims of harassment and abuse and watched the workplace perpetrator be moved to a new post in a different location; been cut off by their families when they set a boundary; had grandchildren withheld as punishment; watched elderly parents be financially abused by narcissistic siblings; survived invalidating childhoods just to have to survive invalidating adulthoods; had narcissistic friends start online smear campaigns when they didn’t get their way; and had narcissistic parents manipulate them from their deathbeds. I have worked in organizations where gaslighting was the preferred mode of communication, and I witnessed the most toxic people be enabled by the systems they worked in, to the detriment of the best and brightest in those places. Personally, there are roads and neighborhoods in Los Angeles I still avoid because I don’t have the bandwidth to deal with the memories. I have experienced threats to my safety and felt compelled to leave jobs, and I have watched family be more concerned with protecting a family member’s reputation than in offering solace to someone who is suffering. It takes me a long time to build trust with new people.

The only thing you need to understand about narcissism is that in almost all cases this personality pattern was there before you came into the narcissistic person’s life and it will be there after you leave. These relationships change you, but out of that shift comes growth, a new perspective, and greater interpersonal discernment. Recognizing and coming out of these relationships can be a wake-up call to excavate your authentic self, dust it off, and take it into the world. The traditional therapeutic goal of teaching clients to understand their role and responsibilities in a relationship and to learn to think differently about situations that aren’t working doesn’t consider that the deck is stacked when it comes to managing these situations with a narcissistic person. Short of deluding yourself about the relationship, how differently can you think about someone who is manipulating you and negating your existence as a person? Instead of learning to think differently about the person, it’s time we started learning about what constitutes unacceptable and toxic behavior.

I hope that this book shines a light on a simple premise that narcissistic patterns and behaviors really don’t change and you are not to blame for another person’s invalidating behavior. I want you to land on a simple yet profound truth:

It’s not you.

I have heard from people around the world that simply receiving a framework for narcissism and what these relationships do to them marked the first time they felt normal in years. This isn’t about calling out narcissistic people but rather about identifying unhealthy relationship behavior and patterns. To be given permission to disengage. To learn that multiple things (good and bad) can be true in a relationship. To learn that understanding narcissism doesn’t mean you have to leave or end contact with people you have complicated relationships with, but instead that you can interact with them differently. To understand that it is a basic human right to be seen and to have your own and separate identity, needs, wants, and aspirations expressed and recognized. To become aware that instead of thinking differently about yourself, it’s time to start thinking differently about the behavior of someone whom you love or respect but who is also harming you. To finally be told, clearly and definitively, that you were never going to be able to change another person’s behavior. All of this was like turning the house lights on and the gaslights off.

This is a book for you, the survivors of invalidating relationships with narcissistic people. This is not a book about how they tick but rather how you heal. There will be a brief overview about narcissism to ensure we are all on the same page, but the rest of it is for and about you. The story of the hunt told by the lion, as it were. It will review the effect of narcissistic people’s behavior on you and how you can move forward, recover, and heal from a place of grace, wisdom, compassion, and strength. This is a book written from both my head and my heart.

Often when you get out of a narcissistic relationship or disengage from one, you think of it is as an end, but in fact the healing and all that follows is where everything begins. This is the beginning of your story, of stepping out of the invalidating shadow and finally allowing yourself to be you.


part i

The Narcissistic Relationship


1.

Clarifying Narcissism

The personality susceptible to the dream of limitless freedom is a personality also prone, should the dream ever sour, to misanthropy and rage.

JONATHAN FRANZEN

Carlos is the guy who will help everyone in the neighborhood. He is devoted to his ailing mother, is very involved with his son from a brief relationship with his ex, and would even describe himself as an “overgrown child” who loves his toys and football. Everyone, including his longtime girlfriend, will say he is empathic and cares about their lives. He may do things like forget birthdays, but he remembers the day of your job interview and sends you a “good luck!” text. One weekend, he went to a music festival with a group of friends, drank too much, and kissed another woman. Filled with shame and sadness, he came home and confessed to his girlfriend because he didn’t want to lie to her. She then wrote numerous social media posts about Carlos’s “narcissism.”

Joanna has been married to Adam for about five years. He works hard but his career has stumbled, and Joanna has encouraged him to pursue what he really wants to do while she acts as the primary provider. Initially, Joanna was drawn to Adam’s discipline, loyalty, and work ethic. But he has often made light of her career, has called her sadness after a miscarriage “drama,” and has reactive tantrums if she asks him to help around the house, then criticizes her for wasting money when she hires a cleaner. He will often be quite dismissive of her desire to spend time with friends and family, calling her friends “parasites” and her family a “swamp of domestic boredom,” which deeply hurts her, and he is very selfish with his time. But he remembers birthdays and anniversaries and celebrates with great fanfare, even if he can’t afford it. Joanna feels guilty because Adam’s dreams never took off, so she attributes his spotty empathy to his belief that his life didn’t work out the way he wanted it to. When things turn around he will be nicer, she thinks, and so what if he doesn’t empty the dishwasher? He puts so much effort into her birthday every year—though she would rather he emptied the dishwasher and was nicer to her friends.

Who do you think is more likely to be narcissistic? Careless Carlos or Angry Adam?

Narcissism is the word of our time, and yet it’s deeply misunderstood. It would be easier if narcissistic people were simply mirror-gazing, self-involved poseurs, but they are much more than that. They are an emotionally abusive romantic partner who belittles you but with whom you sometimes have fun. A toxic boss who berates you in front of your colleagues but whose work you greatly admire. A parent who is jealous of your success but who showed up to all your soccer games when you were a child. A friend who is forever a victim and drones on endlessly about what’s going on in their life with little interest in yours but who has been in your life since you were thirteen. Even these snapshots fail to capture the complexity that is narcissism. You yourself have likely had one or more relationships with a narcissistic person—and may not have even known it.

But how do you identify what narcissism is, what it isn’t, and whether being able to understand it really matters? This chapter explores why narcissism is misunderstood and debunks many of the myths surrounding it. You will also discover why being clear on narcissism may actually muddy your own waters.

What Is Narcissism?

Narcissism is an interpersonally maladaptive personality style that encompasses a wide spectrum of traits and behavioral patterns that present in different ways, from mild to severe, vulnerable to malignant. What separates a narcissistic person from someone who is self-centered or vain or entitled is the consistency and sheer number of these traits in one person. Just being superficial doesn’t mean someone is narcissistic.

It is also looking at the function of these traits—which is to protect the narcissistic person. Narcissism is about a deep insecurity and fragility offset by maneuvers like domination, manipulation, and gaslighting, which allow the narcissistic person to stay in control. The variable empathy and lack of self-awareness mean that they do not stop to consider the harm their behavior is creating for other people. The traits aren’t really the issue, but rather how these traits translate into consistently harmful behaviors.

Because traits, especially those in a rigid and unaware personality style such as narcissism, really do not change, the behavior is also unlikely to change. And because there is such a wide spectrum of narcissism, from mild to severe, we may be having very different experiences of this personality style in our relationships. The middle of this spectrum—with enough bad days to take a toll and enough good days to keep you hooked—is where many people are stuck, and that “moderate narcissism” is where we will focus.

Let’s take a closer look at some of these traits.

A Need for Narcissistic Supply

Narcissistic people need validation and admiration, and this need motivates much of their behavior. They seek out status, compliments, excessive recognition, and attention, and this may happen through ostentatious wealth, physical appearance, friends who fawn over them, or social media likes and follows. This validation from other people or the world at large, whatever form it takes, is called narcissistic supply. Their moods can turn rather dark, and they can become irritable, resentful, sullen, and aggrieved when they do not get the validation or supply they feel entitled to. Anyone around them must bring supply or face their wrath.

Egocentricity

Narcissistic people are egocentric, but this goes beyond mere selfishness. It is selfishness with a devaluation chaser. For example, a selfish person will choose the restaurant they want, but a narcissistic person will choose the restaurant they want and tell you they had to do that because you are too dumb about food to choose one. In short, a narcissistic person’s needs will always come first in any relationship.

Consistent Inconsistency

Narcissism is consistent. However, there is a consistency to it that can make it feel inconsistent. When the narcissistic person is well regulated, feels they are in control, and has sufficient narcissistic supply—for instance, work is going well, they are getting compliments, they are in a fun new relationship, or they just got a new car—they may be less antagonistic and more pleasant. Unfortunately, the narcissistic supply gets stale for them quickly, so they always need more, new, better. I recall working with a narcissistic person who said one afternoon, “I am having the best day ever, I scored a big new deal, I am the man, I slay it every time, right?” That evening, he left a message saying that he was angry and that his life isn’t fair. I came to find out that this change in his emotional state was because the new person he was dating had to reschedule dinner.

It can turn that quickly.

Restlessness

There is a restless quality to the narcissistic personality, a pursuit of novelty and excitement, which is why we may observe infidelity or frequently shifting romantic partners, overspending and shopping, or frenetic activity. Narcissistic people often seem perpetually bored, disenchanted, or contemptuous if things are not interesting and engaging enough for them.

Delusional Grandiosity

A defining characteristic of narcissism is grandiosity, which shows up as exaggerated beliefs about the person’s importance in the world, fantastical beliefs about ideal love stories and their current or future success, a sense of superiority over other people and of a uniqueness and specialness about themselves not observed in others. Grandiosity also means that the person believes they are better than others. It is “delusional” because for most narcissistic people, there is little to no evidence supporting any of these beliefs, and they hold on to them despite the discomfort or harm this stance is causing to other people.

Shifting Masks

The confusion comes from the narcissistic person going between charming, fun, and charismatic, or at least normal and regulated, to abusive, sullen, and enraged. Their self-appraisal is high when things are going their way, and when things are not, they blame the world and shift to viewing themselves as a victim. As a result, you can’t always anticipate which version of the narcissist you will be dealing with—the grandiose and cheerful one or the dejected, victimized, and angry one. Makes for a bit of a wild and uncomfortable ride.

Entitlement

Entitlement is a core pattern of narcissism, and one of the most problematic. Theories of narcissism suggest that entitlement may be the core pillar of this personality style and that all other dynamics tie back to it.[1] Narcissistic people believe that they are special, must be given special treatment, can only be truly understood by other special people, and that the rules should not apply to them. If rules are applied to them or they are held accountable, narcissistic folks become quite angry and push back because those rules are for ordinary people! If they have to follow the rules, then they aren’t so special. They feel entitled to doing and saying what they want, whenever they want. Their entitlement serves as a way for them to create a reality in which they can exert their specialness, and it drives their anger when they don’t feel they are being regarded as a VIP.

Most of us can probably recall a time when a narcissistic person’s entitlement left us feeling uncomfortable. One woman shared with me the mortification she would feel when her husband would raise his voice and bark at restaurant servers when he didn’t get his way. She said that she got good at keeping her head down in shame in those situations so that she never had to make eye contact with the people left in her husband’s wake. Sadly, she felt complicit in their mistreatment because she didn’t stop him, yet stopping him meant enduring his tantrums or silent treatment for days.

Overcompensating for Insecurity

This takes us to the bedrock of narcissism, which is insecurity. Narcissism is not about high self-esteem or low self-esteem as much as it is about inaccurate, inflated, and variable self-appraisal. The narcissistic person always harbors a lurking sense of inadequacy that is close to the bone, since they are unable to reflect on what they sound like or how their behavior impacts others. This can be confusing—how could someone who seems so sure of themselves be so fragile? All of this narcissistic stuff—the grandiosity, entitlement, arrogance, charisma—is a defensive suit of armor designed to protect the narcissistic person, a sort of adult superhero cape they can tie around their fragile psyche.

Being Thin-skinned

Narcissistic folks can dish it out but they cannot take it. When you give them even the mildest critique or feedback, you must be prepared for rapid, rageful, and disproportionate reactions, and it can be doubly confusing because they will frequently retaliate by criticizing you in far harsher terms. This is often juxtaposed against their chronic need for reassurance: they will not ask for it, but despite their arrogant exteriors, it’s clear they need to be soothed and told that everything is going to be okay.

Offering reassurance is a treacherous dance, however, because if your soothing is too transparent, they will lash out at you for reminding them of their weakness. I worked with a woman who was obsessed with appearances. For her birthday party, she decorated her home with impeccable care but took little consideration of other people’s financial or time limitations. When her family was busy with work responsibilities, small children, illness, or life, she experienced this as a direct attack and complained that nobody appreciated her. Her son tried to reassure her: “Don’t worry, Mom, we will make sure we are right on time for your birthday, and we’re going to get you that cake you love, and ice cream, and have lots of presents and a big dinner. It’s going to be the best birthday ever.” She lashed back, “Don’t treat me like I am a six-year-old, you make it seem like I am crazy.” The dance between the narcissistic reactive sensitivity to feedback, their need for reassurance and chronic sense that they are a victim, and their shame and subsequent rage at having these vulnerabilities reminds us of the essence of narcissistic relationships: you can’t win.

Inability to Self-regulate

Narcissistic people cannot manage their emotions. They don’t know how to express them because that would be too shameful and vulnerable, and so they cannot regulate them. The narcissistic person isn’t saying, “Hey, I am going to cover my insecurity with some grandstanding,” nor are they rubbing their hands together wondering, “How can I hurt you?” Their lashing out is unprocessed stuff, which is why even a mild critique or crisis can set off shame about their vulnerability or imperfection being on full display. These ego injuries then set off their rage and blame shifting, which allow them to reduce tension, maintain their grandiose facade, and feel safe. The lack of empathy and impulsivity mean that they can’t stop to catch themselves and consider how their lashing out may hurt you. Instead, they will issue a hollow apology and get frustrated if you try to hold them accountable.

Need for Dominance

Narcissistic folks are motivated by dominance, status, control, power, and the desire to be special. Affiliation, intimacy, and closeness are not motivating for them. Thus they are always going to need to have the upper hand in any relationship. This means if your relationship motivation is deep emotional connection or intimacy, the two of you are dancing very different steps. Relationships exist largely for the narcissistic person’s benefit and pleasure. They aren’t interested in the give-and-take that a healthy relationship requires, or in the needs of others.

Lack of Empathy

It’s not accurate to say narcissistic people are devoid of empathy. Their empathy is hollow and variable. Narcissistic people have cognitive empathy—they may understand what empathy is and why someone feels a certain way, and they may use it to get what they want. Once they get what they want, or they can’t be bothered, the empathy fades. Narcissistic empathy can also be performative—to look good to other people, to win someone over—and it can also be transactional, mustering it to get what they need from someone else. This can feel really galling because it shows you that they know that empathy is valued but they may only deploy it as a tactic.

Narcissistic people tend to be more “empathic” when they feel safe and supplied. For example, on a day when things went well for them, they may come home and hear about a bad day you had at work and reassure you everything is going to be okay. A week later, you may think, Well, they were so supportive last week when I raised this with them, let me talk it out with them again. But this time they may not have had that same kind of validating day, so you are met with, “When are you going to stop complaining about work? I’m tired of hearing your whining.”

Contempt for Others

Narcissistic people need people, and they resent that they need people. Needing people means other people have power, and they cannot tolerate thinking of themselves as dependent on anyone. This can drive the contempt that is often observed in narcissism—contempt for other people and their feelings, vulnerabilities, and needs. Other people’s vulnerabilities become an unwitting mirror for the narcissistic person’s own insecurities, and instead of embracing others, they have contempt for any reminders of their own fragilities. The contempt can come out directly, but quite often it surfaces as passive-aggressive digs and jabs.

Projection of Shame

Projection is also a common pattern in narcissism. It is a defense—which means it operates unconsciously to protect the ego—and manifests as a person projecting unacceptable aspects of themselves onto another person. For example, a person who is lying accuses another person of lying, then the “projector” gets to continue to view themselves as honest after psychologically flinging their bad behavior onto someone else. Narcissistic people project the shameful parts of their personalities and behavior onto others to maintain their grandiose ideal of themselves and to shelter themselves from the discomfort of shame. It can be confusing because the narcissist may accuse you of the hurtful things they themselves are doing (e.g., you are out together at a coffee shop and they accuse you, out of the blue, of flirting with the barista, but in reality the narcissistic person is the one cheating on you).

Being Incredibly Charming

If narcissistic people are entitled, rageful, manipulative, and invalidating, why don’t we see these behaviors early and get the hell away? Because narcissistic people have great game. They are charming, charismatic, confident, curious, and often very well put together and intelligent. While you may not consider arrogance to be desirable, there is often the assumption that behind that arrogance and confidence, a person has the goods to back it up. You may also be willing to excuse a lot of bad behavior if you believe someone is smart or successful. Narcissism is often conflated with success, and instead of being viewed as a toxic and unhealthy pattern, it is viewed as swagger and unbridled ambition. Narcissistic people are skilled shape-shifters and chameleons. They have an uncanny ability to camouflage themselves, get close, and then behave badly.

The Continuum of Narcissism

Most of us think of narcissism as a binary: either you are or you’re not. We can get caught up in the zeal and idea that if it is an either-or, then there is a way to identify narcissism clearly and steer away from people with these traits. But nothing in the world of psychology or mental health is that simple.

The reality is that narcissism is on a continuum. On the milder end you have your superficial social-media narcissists, locked into a perpetual and emotionally stunted adolescence, which may be annoying but not necessarily harmful. At the severe end, you observe callousness, exploitation, cruelty, vindictiveness, dominance, and even physical, sexual, psychological, or verbal violence, which may be terrifying and traumatic. Moderate narcissism is the form of narcissism that most of us are dealing with and that this book will address.

Marcus has been married to Melissa, a kind, self-deprecating people pleaser who will exhaust herself to be there for others, for twenty-five years. Together they have two children. People see Marcus as a hard worker and pillar of the community, but at home he wants what he wants when he wants it, and the household runs around his schedule. Melissa has a busy well-paying job, but he still expects her to drop what she is doing to meet his needs, even if it causes her tension at work. And yet, the relationship is peppered with good days and moments. When Marcus feels content and satisfied with where things are in his life, he encourages family hikes, camping trips, and dinners out. Just when Melissa was about to consider seeing an attorney because she was tired of living in the “Marcus Show,” he suggested they go on a beach vacation and reconnect. She blamed herself for misreading the situation and not recognizing how lucky she is. Until they got home, when it all began again.

Moderate narcissism is not the immature, cotton-candy froth of the low-grade superficial narcissist nor the coercive terror of the malignant, violent, or more severe narcissist. The moderate narcissist offers enough good days to keep you invested and enough bad days that hurt you and leave you utterly confused. Moderate narcissistic people have cognitive empathy, so they sometimes seem to “get it.” They are entitled and seek validation and have a cocky, but not menacing, arrogance. They are hypocritical and believe that there is one set of rules for them and another for everyone else. They often feel that they are the victim in situations that do not go their way. They do not take responsibility for their behavior and will shift blame onto others for anything that makes them look bad. They are deeply selfish and will choose what works for them to the detriment of you or anyone else.

Moderate narcissists have just enough insight to know that their behavior is not okay—but not enough regulation, mindfulness, or empathy to stop themselves. Because they are aware enough to know that their behavior is inappropriate, they do it out of sight of others, which can leave you with no support. As a result, they are often a devil at home and an angel in the street. They might compliment you in a meeting in front of colleagues then verbally eviscerate you behind closed doors in their office. This two-faced mask-on-mask-off behavior is a trademark of the moderate narcissist. People will see a relatively composed and charming person in public, which is a complete disconnect from what you are experiencing in private.

The Different Types of Narcissism

There are several types of narcissism. The core traits remain the same, but the way it manifests and how it affects us varies. Because so much of the content on narcissism focuses on the grandiose narcissist, it can be frustrating if you are dealing with a type of narcissistic person whose behavior doesn’t fully align with what is commonly seen as narcissism. Usually one type predominates, although a narcissistic person can be a hybrid of these types. Within each of these types there is a continuum of severity—for example, a mild communal narcissist may be a preachy, exercise- and health-obsessed person who proclaims positivity but is very judgmental of her friends and family, while a severe communal narcissist may be a cult leader.

Grandiose

I’m going to be a billionaire by the time I’m thirty, and the world will see me as the genius I am. I will create a legacy bigger than you can even imagine. Nothing will ever stop me. I can’t be bothered with the petty lives of the folks out there who aren’t dreamers—they just bring me down, and I deserve to have people lift me up all the time.

Grandiose narcissism is the classical depiction of the narcissistic personality style. These are the charismatic, charming, attention-seeking, arrogant, “shiny” narcissists we associate with success, glamour, and celebrity. They look good when things are going well but when disappointment arises, the cracks appear, and they become rageful and project blame onto you. It can be exhausting to try to live in real life while they live in their fantasy worlds. The grandiosity is this narcissistic person’s suit of armor against deep-seated inadequacy and insecurity. They believe their hype to a seemingly delusional, albeit convincing, level, which can make it easy to get sucked in. These relationships, with the ups and downs, good days and bad, can leave you excited, exhausted, and riddled with confusion.

Vulnerable

I am every bit as smart as all these start-up types, but I didn’t have the connections or Daddy’s money to get ahead. I’m not wasting my time in college or working some BS job for an incompetent; I would rather do nothing than work for Ivy League A-holes. I blame my parents for not giving me more money and setting me up better, because then I would have totally been the best in the business.

Vulnerable narcissists are the victimized, anxious, socially awkward, sullen, broodingly angry, irritable, sad, and resentful narcissists. This type is sometimes termed the covert narcissist. The covert/overt distinction actually refers to the patterns we can and cannot see: overt behaviors, like yelling or manipulating, versus covert behaviors, meaning the narcissist’s thoughts and feelings. Some people also use the term covert narcissist to refer to the narcissistic person’s ability to pass as a nice person when there are people to impress—in essence they are hiding their narcissism from plain view (but behaving badly when there is no audience). In a vulnerable narcissistic person, instead of the grandiosity presenting as charismatic and pretentious prattling about their next big thing, it translates as a victimized grandiosity (“I never get a fair chance, because the world is too stupid to recognize my genius”) and a victimized entitlement (“Why should I have to work when other people have trust funds?”). People with vulnerable narcissistic styles will attribute your success to good luck and their own lack of success to life being unfair to only them. They are also chronically malcontented. Vulnerable narcissists can be oppositional and argumentative, and asking them to do anything can feel like trying to compel a teenager to fold the laundry. They also struggle with abandonment and rejection sensitivity and may burn you out through their constantly victimized anger. Vulnerable narcissists can be awkward in social situations and compensate for that anxiety and the insecurity it evokes by criticizing you or devaluing and mocking you when you are enjoying other people or experiences or you are succeeding at something. Because vulnerable narcissists don’t have the charismatic and charming exterior, most people, including therapists, will believe that they are struggling with self-esteem, anxiety, depression, or just bad luck. But even if these other issues are addressed, the sense of victimization lingers.

Communal

I’m saving the world. I am a humanitarian who understands real people and real issues, and frankly, I get tired of people complaining about their lives when there are so many struggles out there, and they could be saving the world, too. I need people to see all the good I’m doing, and I know that people who don’t notice it are just jealous that in their small lives they don’t do any good for anyone.

Typically, narcissistic people get their validation and other narcissistic needs by focusing on themselves (“I’m so rich/attractive/a great person/smart”). But the communal narcissistic folks get those same narcissistic needs met in a collective way, resulting in a grandiose identity based on what they do for others (“I’m so giving, I always put others first”). They participate in activities that seem generous, like raising money, volunteering, organizing fundraising galas, going on humanitarian trips, helping a neighbor, or even just proclaiming positivity on social media, but the behavior is designed to allow them to maintain a grandiose sense of themselves as a saintly person and to receive validation for that.[2] Their “do-gooding” can range from small-ticket actions, such as going to a beach cleanup (and making sure they post to Instagram when they do it), to much bigger ones, like creating large nonprofit foundations (but treating the staff horribly). Regardless of how they do their humanitarian deeds, they make sure the world knows how much good they are doing, drink up the praise and recognition they receive, and get indignant if it doesn’t come.

Communal narcissists also occupy spiritual and cult-y spaces where they can pontificate about self-improvement and positivity, such as religious, new age, or yoga communities where abuse and shame are used to control anyone who opposes the narrative or goes against the charismatic communal leader. Growing up with a communal narcissistic parent meant hearing that your parent was a pillar of the community while enduring their disinterest and anger behind closed doors.

Self-righteous

There is a right way and a wrong way, and I’m disgusted by the people who do not understand that. I work hard, I save my money, I maintain tradition, and I don’t have time or patience for people who cannot live in a responsible way. When I see people out there who say they are struggling, I know it’s because of their bad choices. It’s not my responsibility to help them out. If you can’t do it my way, then don’t waste my time with your problems. Figure it out.

Self-righteous narcissists are hypermoralistic, judgmental, coldly loyal, extremely rigid, and almost black-and-white in their worldview and belief systems. Their grandiosity is related to their almost delusional belief that they know better than everyone, and they truly believe that their opinions, work, and lifestyle are superior to others’. They imperiously stand above people and have contempt for them. They mock everything from their food choices to lifestyle habits to partner choices to careers. They expect an almost robotic obedience to their beliefs and devalue emotion, human frailty, mistakes, and joy.

The self-righteous narcissist expects you to fall into line with how they do things, and any variance from that is not tolerated. They often live precisely engineered lives: waking up early, having a strict morning routine, eating similar meals every day, following an exact schedule, and keeping their items in an orderly manner (and expecting everyone in their environment to do the same). They make little time for joy, laughter, silliness, or other people. They may have an obsessive work ethic, and they will sneer at anyone who makes time for the “wrong” kind of leisure or who they think is not working hard enough. They may also be obsessive about their leisure activities—it has to be the right golf game at the right place or spinning at the right class.

Neglectful

If I need you, you will know. Otherwise, I’m doing my own thing and really can’t be bothered with you.

Neglectful narcissists are completely detached. Their lack of empathy manifests in their utter disregard for others, and their arrogance manifests in their belief that they are above having to deal with human relationships. Their validation seeking may happen in public spaces such as work, but almost never within the confines of a close relationship. They barely respond when you talk to them, and they have little to no interest in you. If you are in any kind of relationship with them, you may feel like a ghost in your own home, as if you cease to exist around them. They may not be argumentative or engaged with you in any way; at least if they were fighting, they would be talking to you.

Malignant

The reason I’m always in control is because people fear me, and I’m good with that. If anyone messes with me, I will make them and anyone around them regret it for the rest of their lives. If anyone gets in my way, or doesn’t give me what I want, I will make sure I get it.

Malignant narcissism represents the dark tetrad, which is the crossroads of narcissism, psychopathy, sadism, and Machiavellianism or the willingness to use and exploit other people.[3] The malignant narcissist is only differentiated from the psychopath in that the malignant narcissist still has that nagging insecurity and sense of inadequacy, which they compensate for through domination, while the psychopath doesn’t experience the anxiety we observe in narcissism. When they feel threatened or frustrated, the malignant narcissists’ vindictive rage can escalate and become noisy and bombastic, while the psychopathic person is able to remain calm and composed even when they are angry.

There is an almost sadistic glee malignant narcissistic people derive from exacting revenge. They malign people publicly, or harm their reputations. They are highly manipulative, transactional, and judge everyone based on how useful they are—whether for power, profit, pleasure, or validation. In the simplest framing, the malignant narcissist is a bully: mean, menacing, unrelenting, and overpowering. This is the most dangerous form of narcissism—a sort of last stop on the personality train before it veers into psychopathy station. They have a willful disregard for your needs and safety and exploit and manipulate just about everyone. Their aggressiveness can be manifested physically through violence and abusive displays of anger, insults, and interpersonal cruelty. They have a heightened sense of suspiciousness bordering on paranoia, frequently believing that other people are “out to get them,” which also fuels their aggression.

The Battle over Narcissism vs. Narcissistic Personality Disorder

There has been backlash about using the term narcissist to describe people. People are using this word to describe jerks, politicians, celebrities, toxic family members, and ex-partners. Narcissism is a lot more complicated than someone being a jerk. Many therapists, media pundits, judges, lawyers, and others feel the term is too diagnostic, too label-y, too defeatist, or just kind of mean, especially when it is used without distinguishing between trait and behavior. I understand the fear of labeling: it reduces the complexity of a person to a single word. We regularly use personality terms to describe people—introverted, humble, neurotic—and yet the term narcissism is met with stronger reactions.

There is, however, a danger in overusing the term narcissism, not only because it might erroneously label someone, but because it loses its descriptive potency. Too many people use it to describe someone who is boastful, attention-seeking, superficial, or unfaithful but not actually narcissistic. This creates multiple risks: First, that people may minimize the plight of those who are in actual narcissistic relationships, which may mean that you do not get the support or empathy you need. Second, that you don’t receive an accurate understanding of what narcissism really is, subsequently miss the opportunity to protect yourself, and therefore become more likely to blame yourself for the narcissistic person’s behavior. And third, it simplifies the nuanced dynamics of the narcissistic person’s experience in the world, which can foster even more misunderstanding. For this reason, it’s important that we use this term correctly, sparingly, and judiciously, but it’s also important that we do call these traits, patterns, and behaviors by their proper name.

Calling something by its proper name means that we know how to interact with it, maintain realistic expectations, and enter a situation with our eyes wide open. If someone is usually empathic and compassionate but on the day he loses his job is a bit snappier than usual, yet ultimately apologizes, is accountable, and returns to his respectful, kind self, he is not narcissistic, he just had a bad day. When a person is usually superficially charming but unempathetic, entitled, and disrespectful, then on a bad day is really nasty, doesn’t apologize, and blames you, that is more likely to be narcissism. Understanding that narcissism encompasses a series of traits that translate into a series of interpersonally harmful behaviors, and is not just someone’s bad day, is crucial to ensuring that we do not waste lifetimes trying to fix these relationships or stay in impossible situations.

There is also the pervasive yet misleading idea that narcissism is a diagnosis or an illness. Many online communities and therapists believe you cannot diagnose people without proper training and evaluation (and there is truth to that). They inadvertently shame survivors of actual narcissistic and antagonistic relationships by saying that if a person has a “disorder,” it is wrong to characterize their behavior as abusive because they are not in control of it—even though we know narcissistic people can be quite tactical about how they show their different faces. This has pushed some survivors into believing that perhaps they have no right to view the patterns in the relationship as toxic or abusive, and that maybe they themselves are the issue.

However, this is problematic in several ways. First, narcissism is a personality style, not a disorder. A personality style is the collection of traits that together represent a given individual’s personality, and is associated with how they would behave, cope, approach, and respond to life. Yes, there is a diagnosis called narcissistic personality disorder (NPD), which is characterized by all the patterns we observe in a narcissistic person. But to receive the diagnosis, the patterns must be observed by a trained clinician as being pervasive, stable, and consistent and the patterns must result in significant impairments in social and occupational functioning, or distress, for the person. We cannot diagnose a patient on the basis of what other people are experiencing, even if those other people are experiencing distress and harm. NPD is a paradoxical illness that may harm the people the narcissistic person interacts with more than it harms the narcissistic individuals themselves. People who have narcissistic personality styles won’t typically show up to therapy for evaluation, and it can take several weeks or months to definitively determine NPD. If narcissistic people do show up to therapy, it may be because they are experiencing their own negative mood states (e.g., anxiety or depression) or co-occurring issues such as substance use, are being forced to go for good optics, or their lives have taken a turn they don’t like (e.g., their relationship ends), but they don’t necessarily show up because they are experiencing guilt for hurting others (in fact, most narcissistic people are more likely to think the other person is the one with the issue, not them).

I personally believe the diagnosis should be disbanded altogether, because there is little substantial evidence for accessible treatment, and because there is little reliability across clinicians in assigning this diagnosis. It is beyond the scope of this book to address the nuanced issues around this diagnosis, but this term narcissistic personality disorder has muddied the waters of the conversation on narcissism. We all have a personality; some are just easier to get along with than others.

For purposes of this book, we are not concerning ourselves with whether someone has been “diagnosed.” The descriptor narcissism will reflect a personality style and not a clinical diagnosis. Too many survivors are minimizing their experience on the premise that “Well, my parent/partner/friend/colleague/boss/child hasn’t been diagnosed with anything, so maybe I am just overreacting, and it is just me.” Some of you reading this may be healing from a relationship with someone who actually has been diagnosed with NPD, some of you may be healing from a relationship with someone who was sufficiently narcissistic for it to be a problem, and some of you may be healing from a relationship with someone who would have been diagnosed with NPD but never saw a clinician. The effects are the same all around.

Myths about Narcissism

We miss something important when we try to simplify narcissism or boil it down to one trait. Narcissistic patterns and behaviors, such as delusional grandiosity or the framing of cruel discourse as “straight talk,” are becoming more normalized in the world at large, so more people are being harmed by them, which makes getting clarity even more essential. We’ll explore and debunk a few of the most popular myths to help you avoid falling into narcissistic traps.

Narcissistic People Are Always Men

Not quite, and enough of you have narcissistic mothers to know that this is not true. While the research does show that grandiose narcissism is more common among men, narcissism can be found in all genders.[4] The prototype of the grandiose alpha male may perpetuate this myth, but it is a misleading stereotype that leads us to miss or doubt toxic patterns.

It’s Just Bragging and Arrogance

Arrogance is pretentious superiority. The person who looks through you when you talk to them because they decide that you aren’t worth their time, or who shows little interest in anyone unless they believe that they are “at their level” or are useful to them at that moment. All narcissistic people are arrogant, but the narcissistic person isn’t content to just believe they are better than everyone else—they generally also have to leave the other person feeling “less than” through contemptuous dismissal and criticism or snobbery and confused through manipulation and gaslighting. Arrogance is tripping the person; narcissism is laughing at them when they fall. An arrogant person may simply be privileged or entitled, while the narcissistic person has a more complex psychology that includes insecurity and fragility. Arrogance is interpersonally uncomfortable and off-putting; narcissism is unhealthy.

They Can’t Control Their Behavior

Have you ever been to a party with a narcissistic person you are close to? In front of others, they were charming and charismatic, and you were surprised they didn’t react when a person tossed a playful jab at them. You may have thought, “Oh, maybe I was wrong about them, everybody really likes them, and they managed themselves well.” Then you get into the car at the end of the evening and they lay into you, just expel their rage all over you. You recognize that, in fact, they were bothered by what was said but were able to make the choice to not react so as to not look bad in front of others, just as they also made the choice to let loose on you when there were no witnesses.

Narcissistic people can manage their behavior. They may lose it in front of others they’re close to (e.g., family members), but generally not in front of “high-status” people or new people whose validation they desire. A woman once told me her narcissistic sister would sometimes call when she was in the car and ask in a sweet voice if she was alone, knowing she was on speaker. If she answered yes, the sister would let it rip and go off on her. That’s a choice. She didn’t like the idea that people would hear her rageful behavior, so she knew rage was not a good look. Unlike people who have personality styles that are more uniformly dysregulated and will yell at you in front of your friends, clients, and strangers alike, narcissistic people tend to be much more tactical and less disorganized. Narcissistic people know what looks good and bad, and how to choose their audience to maintain a public image while privately using those closest to them as punching bags and pacifiers.

Narcissists Can Significantly Change

Take a minute and reflect on your own personality. Are you introverted? If you are, could you morph into wanting to go out four nights a week and spend lots of time in big groups? Or are you agreeable? Agreeableness, a personality style characterized by empathy, altruism, humility, trust, and a willingness to adhere to the rules, happens to be associated with better mental health and better emotional regulation.[5] Let’s say that you are agreeable. Do you want to change that? Do you feel you could change that? Do you think that tomorrow you could go from being empathic, humble, and ethical to entitled, manipulative, attention-seeking, and egocentric? Not likely, and you may even ask, “Why would I want to do that? It wouldn’t feel good, and it would hurt people around me.”
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