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Introduction


In the 70s we learned about the impact of physical abuse. In the 90s we learned about the impact of sexual abuse. Now we are learning about the impact of emotional abuse and narcissism.


Emotional abuse impacts every single part of our lives. There is nothing it doesn’t touch. Work, friendships, relationships and, crucially, our parenting – because emotional abuse is so insidious and toxic that the effects continue throughout the survivor’s life. Emotional abuse is the cornerstone of all abuse, and, without it, no other abuse can exist. Why?


This can be explained using the date analogy: if you went on a first date with someone and they punched you in the face, you would probably report them to the police and not see them again. However, if you went on twenty dates and built a connection with that someone, were exposed to their manipulation in the form of ‘love bombing’, and possibly even ‘breadcrumbing’ (just two of many manipulative behaviours that we will explain over the course of this book), and started liking them, you could be trauma bonded, and therefore more likely to forgive the punch, find a reason for it and believe they didn’t mean it. So often, this kind of long-term abuse is down to toxic narcissistic traits in the abuser.


However, many emotionally abusive behaviours from parent to child have become socially acceptable because of the way we repeat things our parents said and did. They were passed down from generation to generation and so persist today. Society plays a major role here. It pedestals parents (mothers, in particular), exonerating them from accountability for emotional abuse simply by virtue of their parental status. History often shows us that when an institution is placed on such a lofty pedestal, beyond reproach, unacceptable behaviour goes unchallenged. But beneath that lies a web of abuse and deceit, shrouded in smoke.


This is a worldwide conversation. We see it taking place in countless languages on our social media channel comment sections. Narcissistic parenting or emotionally abusive parenting is evident in many cultures, and we see it as endemic across the world and rooted deep in history, perhaps best summed up in the Victorian mantra: ‘Children should be seen and not heard’.


In 1989, the most widely ratified human-rights treaty in history was signed by 196 countries (virtually every country in the world), agreeing to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which set out: the right for children to give their opinions freely on issues that affect them; the right to share freely with others what they learn, think and feel; the right (with parental guidance) to have their own thoughts and opinions; the right to be protected from all kinds of exploitation (being taken advantage of), even if not specifically mentioned in the treaty; the right to protection from violence, abuse and neglect by anyone who looks after them; and the right to rest, relax and play. The child who grows up with narcissistic parents will be denied nearly every single one of these rights.


Indicators that someone has grown up with emotional abuse


Emotional abuse is the use of someone’s emotions to control and manipulate them into behaving in the way their abuser desires. Gaslighting, stonewalling, love bombing, hoovering, deflection, breadcrumbing, the trauma bond, projection (all of which we will look at later) are behaviours that destroy a person’s sense of self, their identity and their voice, giving the perpetrator complete control and dominance without lifting a hand.


An adult who has grown up with emotionally abusive parents will typically have anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and a lack of identity; and every relationship they ever have in their adult life, in whatever form, will be catastrophically impacted. They are highly likely to have unhealthy friendships, as well as romantic and work relationships that look similar to the dynamic they had with their emotionally abusive parent, and yet will not understand that they are repeating patterns – a model of love they learned in childhood that they are now taking with them into adulthood.


However, the message they still receive from society, even now, is that they should be grateful for how they were raised: they had a roof over their head and clothes on their back, after all, and let’s not forget that other people have it worse. They’ve been told to do yoga, meditate, drink green tea and work on their gratitude; oh, and they should work on their forgiveness, too – because it’s not their parents’ fault they treated them in the way they did; they were doing their best, even if they will never apologise for the things that hurt their child.


The messages our clients grow up with are that they shouldn’t be angry, because only an ungrateful, selfish, disloyal, spoiled, self-centred, demanding, entitled person would ever criticise their parents. They are forced to deny their very justified feelings and abandon themselves in totality, over and over again.


What differentiates parents who do not behave like narcissists is their willingness and ability to take responsibility for their mistakes. The narcissistic parent will never, ever do this. Instead, they will find every reason to blame their child for their treatment of them and convince them they were the problem all along.


Who are we?


Helen is a psychotherapist and couples therapist, with a masters in working therapeutically with adult children of narcissistic parents. As such, she specialises in understanding Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD) and the impact it has on children growing up in the narcissistic family system. Katie is also a psychotherapist and specialises in parentification and emotional abuse. Between us, we have over twenty-five years’ clinical experience working with adults who have endured these toxic dynamics. Using our academic and clinical backgrounds, in these pages we will explain emotional abuse and narcissism, and offer tools and techniques to recognise, respond to and heal from them. We will share information that can heal and help millions of people.


In our work, we identify unhealthy beliefs people have about themselves because their parents or caregivers were emotionally unavailable, non-nurturing, abusive or narcissistic. These continue to play out through adulthood, impacting every area of their lives, repeating the cycles of their childhoods in their adult relationships.


People who grow up with emotional abuse don’t know it. They don’t think to criticise their parents or question their parenting, because it’s all they’ve ever known. Sometimes they are not even aware of it as adults; they keep on believing that it’s them – that they are the problem, the faults lie in them and they are difficult, oversensitive, ungrateful and so on.


Many people grow up without the tools to say no, or to have healthy conflict, to say what they feel and ask for what they want. They become adults who haven’t been shown healthy boundaries or healthy communication, and they are not aware that they’ve been brought up in a dysfunctional family system. They typically feel enormous guilt about criticising their parents, and resist talking openly and honestly about them. They fiercely protect their parents’ image and are often scared to challenge the relationship in case it fractures.


After being subjected to narcissistic behaviour for years, the adult child finds it easier to believe they are unworthy or unlovable. This protects them from the hurt, disappointment, grief and anger they feel. Addressing those beliefs and feelings is a considerable part of our work as therapists.


The aim of this book


Narcissism has become a buzzword, but many use the term without fully understanding it or the impact it has on survivors of a narcissistic parent or partner. This book will empower you to recognise anyone whose parents are toxic, emotionally unavailable, hyper-critical or ignoring – whether your own or someone else’s. Not all those parents would be diagnosable as NPD, but the impact of their narcissistic traits will still be dreadful, and sufferers will connect with the content and descriptions we provide throughout. We will explain and illustrate what narcissistic behaviours do to someone, and why. We will show you how to identify emotional abuse – its language and its behaviours – and, if you see them in your own family and relationships, you will discover how to heal from their impact and avoid repeating them yourself.


We aim to shatter the illusion used by narcissists to dominate and control. The narcissistic parent convinces their child they had the perfect family and upbringing, and that any problem they have with their childhood is down to them, not their parents.


This is a book of two halves. In the first half we explore NPD – what it looks like, how the narcissistic parent impacts their children and the different types of emotional abuse specific to NPD. The second half explains different ways to heal the trauma caused by the emotional abuse inflicted by someone with NPD. We will also introduce you to Jane, Jack, Megan and Rebecca (not their real names), who will appear throughout the book to help illustrate the lived experience of growing up with narcissistic parents, showing how, while it can look very different for each person, the impact is equally devastating. Breaking down deep-seated defences is a crucial aspect of therapy, and one way in which we can start to do this is with the stories of others. People who’ve had similar experiences can identify and begin to understand themselves as a first step to letting go of the toxic, unhealthy beliefs they hold about themselves.


The legacy and the damage caused by narcissistic and emotionally abusive parents lives on and it will continue to do so, perpetuated by trauma and repeating cycles, unless we learn to recognise and understand it – unless we, both as individuals and as a society, learn how to challenge it and stop its vicious cycle of destruction. That is what this book intends to do.


Take care,


Katie and Helen





CHAPTER 1


Is Your Parent a Narcissist?


Rebecca: ‘I never understood why I wasn’t good enough. I didn’t know how to make her love me. I spent my whole childhood confused, sad and bewildered. Why? What was wrong with me?’


Narcissistic parents can be broken down into four groups, as follows:


• The engulfing parent


This is someone who is smothering and wants to know everything their child is doing and who they are doing it with. They treat privacy as though it’s being secretive and think nothing of reading journals, relying on their children for emotional and practical support. They use stonewalling (emotional abandonment) and guilt tripping to manipulate their child into meeting their needs above everyone else’s.


• The critical parent


This parent is highly critical of their children, whether it’s about who their friends are, their weight, their clothes, their behaviour, their schoolwork – whatever it is, nothing is ever good enough for them (although that’s true of all narcissistic parents). They will be judgemental of everyone around them, commenting negatively on everything and everyone, and will openly devalue anyone who threatens their superiority.


• The ignoring parent


This is someone who takes little to no interest in their children, demands they do as they ask and only spends time with them when they are doing their bidding. They put their own needs above everyone else’s and get explosively angry when asked for anything more than they’re willing to offer. They will often have very high expectations of their children and are very strict.


• The combination parent


A narcissistic parent will either fit into one of these categories with elements of the others, or they may fit into all of them equally (as we’ll see in Rebecca’s case soon). We’ve used the following client stories to describe these parents and some of the impact they have.




Megan (child of the engulfing parent)


Megan felt special as a child because her mother would confide in her and share her marital worries with her. ‘I remember being so proud that I was able to help my mother because she had no one else to talk to,’ she says. Growing up, Megan was very close with her family – they did everything together. However, in reality, there were no boundaries in Megan’s home. Everyone knew everyone else’s business and had an opinion on it. She and her siblings were expected to follow the beliefs and values of her parents and were criticised, mocked or shamed when they voiced a difference of opinion. They were not allowed to be individuals or anything other than what their parents expected them to be.


Megan was often described as her mother’s shadow or ‘Mummy’s little helper’ because she loved to help cook and clean. But her responsibilities went beyond what was age appropriate and when Megan didn’t want to help, her mother would withdraw love and affection from her. She was her mother’s confidante, mini therapist and round-the-clock emotional caretaker.


Megan’s family judged people both within and outside of the family. It effectively became a competition to see who could complain the least and had the fewest needs to be met. ‘At twelve, we bought our own uniforms and books; we never asked for anything.’


Megan’s parents not only overly relied on her emotionally, they also exploited their children financially. Megan recalled being involved in managing their finances, earning money and paying family bills when she was just thirteen.


Megan’s mother placed burdens on her to such an extent she often felt her mother couldn’t cope without her. She felt emotionally more mature than her parents and therefore responsible for solving the challenges that her family members faced. This huge emotional burden followed her for life, leading her to repeat the pattern of ignoring her own needs and putting others first, especially those she cared about the most.


Megan’s mother was dissatisfied in her own life and emotionally unstable, treating her like her friend, rather than a daughter. This left no room for Megan to have her own feelings and emotions and become her own person. It was confusing for her because, to the outside world, her mother seemed doting, but to Megan she was standoffish and highly critical. ‘I never remember my mother hugging us or telling us she loved us. I would hear from other people how she would praise me, yet she would never give me a compliment to my face.’


Sarcasm and fault finding among the children were nurtured and encouraged by Megan’s parents, while they themselves were self-involved, making everything about them. They could not give their children the empathic love and nurturance they desperately needed, which meant their emotional needs were neglected, and their emotional cups were not just empty, but running on a deficit, so they had no resources to give each other. The competition for the little bit their parents could give them created fierce sibling rivalry, each child developing their own roles, Megan’s being the fixer – the one who would jump to the rescue and try to glue things back together.


Megan learned that her own emotional needs were a threat to the safety of the relationship with her mother, and her survival was based on being able to tune into the needs of others around her. She therefore became a master at reading other people’s emotions and anticipating their needs.


This came at a high price, though. Subconsciously, Megan learned it was safer to suppress rather than acknowledge her own feelings and needs. She never got to be a child; she never got to explore who she was as she grew, and her identity didn’t develop as it would have in a healthy family environment. Because her survival depended on identifying and meeting everyone else’s needs and feelings, her own development was completely denied.


As an adult, she became drawn to being the caretaker in relationships, choosing partners and friends who ignored her needs because this felt familiar to her. Instead of being assertive, Megan inappropriately took responsibility for other people’s emotions and behaviours, whether in work, family or friend relationships, and yet she found it impossible to ask for help herself.


Megan’s worth was directly tied to what she could do or provide for others, and, when shown kindness or love, she suspected it wasn’t genuine and would be used against her in the future. As a result of her childhood, Megan also had a deep-rooted fear of abandonment and true emotional intimacy, despite the fact that they were precisely what she desperately sought.







Jane (child of the critical parent)


Jane had one daughter and was pregnant with her second. She’d had a difficult time getting pregnant originally and, sadly, lost her first baby at ten weeks after two years of trying. She conceived again three months after that loss and was filled with anxiety throughout the pregnancy. Her labour was long and difficult, not aided by her mother, who was constantly texting and calling to find out what was happening and making comments that made Jane feel as though it was her fault things were so tough. When pregnant for the third time, and in the third trimester, Jane was nervous about labour, and how she would manage her mother if things were difficult again, not to mention parenting two small children. She was constantly worried that something bad was going to happen and that she was not a good enough mother.


Jane often felt she was drowning and, at times, wanted everything to stop, just to escape feeling that way. ‘I feel like I can’t switch off,’ she explained. ‘I promised I’d give my kids a better upbringing than I had, but I worry all the time and question everything I do. I feel totally overwhelmed and exhausted.’


Every time Jane got a moment to relax, she noticed all the things she should have been doing, and felt lazy and ashamed if she sat down when there were jobs to be done. It was like she was looking at the room through her mother’s eyes and could hear what her mother would be saying.


Jane described her relationship with her mother as close, but she was confused and hurt because she didn’t feel her mother had been there for her when she needed her the most. Jane felt invisible – like her mother didn’t care. Her mother was constantly criticising her, whether about her parenting, the state of her house, the clothes she wore, her weight and general appearance … she always wanted the upper hand and always found a reason why her daughter’s decisions were wrong. As a result, Jane lacked trust in herself and regularly doubted her own abilities as a parent.


Jane’s mother was both aggressive and passive aggressive. Whenever there was a disagreement, she turned on Jane aggressively and then ignored her and refused to talk to her for days, giving her the silent treatment. She was emotionally distant, and yet seemed to intrude on every aspect of Jane’s life, judging every decision she ever made and regularly making belittling comments.


Whenever Jane confided in her mother, she would seem empathetic but stored the information away to raise it another time when she wanted to put Jane in her place by sharing her judgement and disapproval and, if she had the chance, letting her daughter know just how inconvenient it had been for her to give her that emotional support at the time. Jane felt she could never do anything right and was always faced with criticism and deliberate misunderstanding. Her mother never respected her privacy and regularly shared her private information with friends and family.


Jane’s mother was very good at attacking people (including Jane) and then acting the ‘victim’, exaggerating her wounded feelings. She would create drama and use problems and negativity to make others feel sorry for her. Jane was blamed for the tiniest of mistakes and her mother would guilt trip her to make her feel less than worthy. She was regularly wronged, mocked and blamed, which led to severe guilt and self-esteem issues as an adult.







Jack (child of the ignoring parent)


Jack was often irritable and angry at home and completely overwhelmed by being a husband and father. He had always felt as though he was different to everyone else, and he didn’t belong or fit in. He felt like he had tricked his way into his job, and if his friends, and even his wife, really knew him, they wouldn’t like him.


Jack was a high achiever all his life and worked very hard, feeling that it was his responsibility to provide for his family. He often stayed late at work, despite his wife’s constant requests that he didn’t. Jack felt as though he was pulled in every direction, that whatever he did was never enough for anyone else and that he was always letting someone down.


After experiencing some mild chest pain, Jack went to his GP (his wife forced him because he ‘couldn’t find the time’) and was stunned to be diagnosed with anxiety and depression. He was very embarrassed that the doctor thought he was so ‘weak’ and didn’t want anyone to know that he was on anti-depressants and anti-anxiety medications – especially not his father.


When Jack was growing up, his father was rarely at home during the week; he would work long hours, often coming back after his children were in bed. And at weekends, he would play golf. When Jack asked if they could do something together, he would dismiss him and tell him to stop nagging. He didn’t play with his children, instead preferring to be in his study working.


If they ever did something together, it would have to be what Jack’s father chose; he would never ask Jack what he wanted to do. If they watched TV together, it would be his father’s choice, regardless of Jack’s presence.


Jack’s father had high expectations of his children. He required that they excel in school, sports and other areas and lacked patience if they failed to do so. He rarely provided nurturance or praised them.


Jack’s father focused on obedience, discipline and control. He considered it rude or disrespectful if the children answered back and they had to always do as they were told, without question. He never attempted to explain his rationale – the children simply knew the rules and followed them. He punished autonomy and stifled his children’s critical thinking. He controlled them by shaming or mocking them, thinking nothing of laughing at their mistakes and encouraging the other children to laugh, too. He also controlled them by punishing them or withdrawing his love. There was never any room for negotiation. He simply wanted them to obey. Jack felt the rules were overbearing and excessive, but really struggled to criticise his dad, feeling he was being disloyal and a ‘bad’ son if he did so.


His entire life, Jack tried to be what everyone else wanted him to be and, as a result, had absolutely no idea who he actually was. He even worked in the same company his father did before him, because his father got him the job without discussion and expected him to take it.







Rebecca (child of the combination parent)


Rebecca could not remember a time when she felt good enough. She came to therapy confused about who she was, why she seemed to struggle.


When Rebecca was growing up, her mother was hypercritical, invading every part of her life, but also ignoring her completely. Any requests for love or affection were flicked away with dismissal and accusations of being needy or demanding. Rebecca didn’t remember her mother ever hugging her as a small child, then felt suffocated when her mother would try to do so when she was a teenager or adult.


When being fitted for her first bra, Rebecca’s mother insisted on being in the cubicle, despite Rebecca not wanting her to be. She was forced to write down when her periods were on the family calendar for everyone to see.


Rebecca’s weight and appearance were commented on constantly, and never in a positive way. Her mother would choose her clothes and wouldn’t allow her to experiment with her hair or general appearance in any way that would set her outside of mainstream conformity.


Nothing was safe from criticism. No test mark was high enough; even when she got 98 per cent in an exam, her mother responded with ‘What did you get wrong?’


Rebecca’s father left her mother when Rebecca was around five years old. After this, her mother had no qualms whatsoever about badmouthing him, and shamed Rebecca for wanting to be close to him. She would regularly demean Rebecca’s father and then compare her to him. She often said things like, ‘Your father’s such an adolescent!’ and in the next breath, ‘You’re just like your father.’


Her mother drank heavily and Rebecca and her siblings knew to keep out of the way when she did, because her rage and anger would be on a hair trigger and no one ever knew what would set it off. They all did their best to avoid being in the firing line at these times, by either disappearing or doing whatever they could to keep her happy, whether getting her more drinks or listening to her rant about the topic of the moment.


Rebecca believes visiting her father separately (who did his best to protect her as far as he could) and going to boarding school were her saving grace. Saying that, she still suffered with depression, self-harm, eating disorders, substance misuse, perfectionism, self-sabotage, a lack of identity, hyper-independence and hyper-dependence.





Next we’ve mentioned things we would look for when describing a narcissistic parent. Please be aware this is not diagnostic, but, in our experience, it shows at the minimum a very unhealthy toxic parent, who will cause the kind of responses we’ve described in the cases mentioned previously.


Characteristics of a narcissistic parent


• Highly critical of you, your friends, your neighbours, everything everyone and anything


• Nothing is ever good enough (even if you did what they expected, they would find a reason why it wasn’t)


• Self-centred (everything is about them – for example, how your mental health makes them feel bad)


• Controlling (they want you to do what they want you to do, and shame and disapprove of you for not complying)


• Manipulative (coerce you into doing things you don’t want to; use guilt trips to get your time or money)


• Invasive (feel entitled to know everything about you, your friends, romantic life, sexual development)


• Creates drama (especially if there’s an event at which they’re not the centre of attention; they manage to always bring the focus back to them)


• Unpredictable (you don’t know what mood they will be in, or how they will react to a certain situation)


• Invade your privacy (read your diary, go through your things, including your phone, social media accounts, take your door off as punishment)


• Entitled – to time/money/information/grandchildren/emotional labour


• Make every event/thing about them (your wedding, your birthday, your grief, your divorce, your pain – any event where they are not the centre of attention)


• Take ownership of your achievements (if you graduate, they got you there, etc.)


• Overshare personal/intimate information (for example, telling everyone you’re pregnant before you’re ready or that you’re having problems in your relationship)


• Talk to you about emotional/financial/relationship worries


• Play the ‘victim’ instead of accepting responsibility (for example, if you tell them you’re unhappy they shared your private information, they’ll say, ‘How could you accuse me of being a gossip? I would never … I can’t believe my own child could say such a thing!’)


• Treats you as if you are below them (telling you they know better than you, and know you better than you know yourself)


• Disinterested in your life – unless there is a gain for them (if you get a promotion, they’ll ask how much you’re being paid to see if they can benefit from it)


• Get angry with you when you are upset


• Ignore your point of view


• Shut down your opinion (especially if you disagree with them)


• Deny events happened that made them look bad


• Use guilt to make you do things for them


• Withdraw affection as a form of punishment


• Blame you when you have an argument


• Shame you for making a mistake


• Refuse to accept responsibility for mistakes/hurtful behaviour


• Tell you you’re overdramatic/overreacting/remembering things wrong


• Bring up your past mistakes to avoid taking responsibility for their own


• Act totally different in public from how they are in private


• Control you with a ‘look’


• Want to know everything about you and your personal life


• Get annoyed if they’re the last to know something


• Worry about what everyone else will think or say


• Act like they’re the victim in conflict situations


• Make assumptions about other people’s thought processes and intentions


• Refuse to hear the word ‘no’


• Have to have the final word – no room for negotiation


• Don’t allow you to be angry


• Base your worth on your achievements


• Too fixated on money to enjoy their children


• Use gifts or acts of service to sweep things under the carpet


• Don’t accept boundaries


• Apologies are insincere/they justify the behaviour


• Refuse to treat you like an adult


• Stay in a loveless relationship for the children


• Brag about you to friends/family but never compliment you directly


When a client describes a relationship with their parents involving these behaviours – whether some or all of them – we can see that the problems they face now have arisen from that relationship, stemming from beliefs they were taught by an emotionally abusive or narcissistic parent.


So what’s the difference between a narcissistic and a healthy parent?


Megan, Jane, Jack and Rebecca all grew up with parents who, through their behaviour, created a set of values and conditions their children had to live by, or up to, in order to feel that they were worthy of love and affection.


While all parents create values and conditions, the difference here is that the narcissistic parent teaches their child that they (the child) are the reason for everything that ever goes wrong in the relationship – they are the root cause of all the difficulties, they are not good enough, they are lazy, selfish, thoughtless, cold-hearted and generally the worst.


Added to that, any time a child complains against these conditions or values, the abusive parent repeats the idea that they are difficult, combative, selfish and demanding; ultimately, that they – the small, defenceless, confused child – are the problem.


Over time, a child starts to really believe those things about themselves, because, of course, why would their parent lie to them? Parents know everything, and they know their child better than anyone else. And the child knows, despite everything telling them to the contrary, that their parent is never, ever the problem.


This leads to them thinking that the reason they feel so bad is not because their parent has hurt them but because they should be stronger. They ought to be able to handle things better. They shouldn’t be so needy and demanding. So they start to believe they are less capable than everyone else, that there must be something wrong with them – a failing in them. Most people who have been raised in emotional abuse think that way. They think they have been brought up as ‘normal’, and there is truth in that, but it is just their normal. It doesn’t mean it’s a healthy normal.


By contrast, a healthy parent teaches their child that even when they make mistakes, they are lovable, wanted and needed, and their value does not depend on what they can do for their parent.


How the child is affected


The child of the narcissistic parent is taught to put everyone else first and consequently feels bad or guilty when they try to stand up or advocate for themselves, leading to a life in which they do everything for everyone else and never believe it’s enough. They say yes when they want to say no, and feel frustrated, then, eventually, resentful; and they feel bad for letting people down because they’ve said yes to too many things. They walk through life always thinking that they are the problem, never considering the possibility that it could be someone else. They feel tolerated, not loved, and a need to apologise and compensate for their very existence with everyone they encounter.


Once our clients recognise the unfairness and injustice (and how their parents’ behaviour has impacted them), they start to understand that they weren’t simply weak – it’s not that they couldn’t cope, weren’t resilient enough or were oversensitive; they were a child. And, as such, they deserved love, compassion, understanding, patience and kindness.


When we ask them to describe themselves, our clients who had narcissistic upbringings generally use some or all of the following terms:


• Selfish


• Ungrateful


• Cold-hearted


• Lazy


• Demanding


• Over-emotional


• Crazy


• Psycho


• Awful


• Horrible


Because for a child, it’s easier to believe that they are the bad one, not their parent. We will come back to this – the complementary moral defence – in Chapter 5.


So while individuals’ experiences of emotional abuse vary, there are often similarities between what our clients face, both in terms of the internalised beliefs they’ve absorbed and the trauma responses they’ve developed to try to stay safe as they grew.


The following are the most common trauma responses we see:


Interactions:


• Finding it almost impossible to say no


• Always saying yes to helping others, even if you want to say no


• Finding it hard to share a differing opinion


• Needing to ask others’ opinions before making a decision


• Avoiding conflict at all costs, even if it means you suffer


Focus on others:


• Letting others down because you’ve said yes too much


• Needing everyone else to be OK so that you can be OK


• Doing everything for everyone, but feeling like nobody does anything for you


• Hating to ask for help because it makes you feel like a burden


• Anticipating other people’s needs


• Being able to tell what someone’s mood is from the way they move or breathe


• Struggling to identify your own wants and needs


• Being able to defend others but not yourself


• Finding yourself with emotionally unavailable partners


• Hating the idea of someone not liking you


Fear:


• Of failure


• Of success


• Of rejection


• Of conflict


Feelings of guilt and low self-worth:


• Thinking that if you’re not being productive, you’re being lazy


• Believing you’re always to blame when things go wrong


• Feeling insecure or unworthy when others give to you (because you feel undeserving; plus, you don’t trust the kindness because acts of kindness have been weaponised against you in the past)


• Trying to prove you’re ‘good enough’ to other people


• Feeling ashamed if you make a mistake


• Never feeling you’ve done enough


• Holding yourself to a higher standard than you do others


• Feeling guilty for doing something ‘indulgent’ for yourself


• Feeling you’re a bad son/daughter if you criticise your parents


• Struggling to let go and enjoy imaginative play


• Believing that anything less than 100 per cent is failure and not worth doing


• Feeling that you are worthless if you’re not helping


‘How do I know it wasn’t me?’


This is one of the questions we are most commonly asked. How does someone know that their parents’ behaviour created these responses in them, as opposed to their own personality and the fact they’re just not good enough? Because we know that when you grow up with a certain set of behaviours from caregivers the wounds listed previously are responses to this.


So why does this happen? What generates these feelings and beliefs? How do they come about? Through our work, we see how our clients’ narratives arise from a specific type of parent – one who puts themselves above everyone else, who needs to control and dominate everyone around them. In other words, the narcissistic parent, as identified in the list of criteria here.


What these clients have experienced is trauma. Trauma does not need to be a one-off massive catastrophic event. In fact, the trauma we are referring to can, and does, have a much more dramatic impact on survivors – because long-term exposure to emotional abuse at a minimum causes anxiety and depression, but usually so much more, including forming a relational pattern (the model on which we base our relationships, and what we expect from them) that is carried into adulthood and all relationships therein.


One thing we know for sure and the point we are trying to make here is this: if you can spot your parent in the descriptions in this chapter, it wasn’t you, it wasn’t your fault and you weren’t ever the problem. They were.





CHAPTER 2


The Five Main Traits of Narcissism


Megan: ‘She thinks she’s better than everyone, and we should just give her whatever she wants when she wants it just because she wants it. If we even think about saying no, she starts crying and making us feel awful, so we do it. It’s infuriating; she sees nothing wrong with it and thinks it’s her right as a parent.’


We used to refer to a narcissist as having either covert (hidden) or overt (exposed) traits, but the thinking has moved on and we now recognise that they could have a mix of both. Some of the hidden narcissistic traits are so insidious that unless you know what to look for, you may not realise they are abusive. To recognise all the abusive behaviours, covert as well as overt, it helps to understand the five main traits of narcissism:


• Grandiosity


• Entitlement


• Exploitation


• Motivational empathy


• Impaired self-awareness


In fact, there are more than five traits to look for when making a formal diagnosis of Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD), as shown in the next illustration, but the five main ones are shared by all narcissists, whatever their specific presentation.




  


   [image: A diagram representing traits of narcissim. It shows an inner, middle and outer ring specifing covert, healthy and overt narcissim respectively.]

            






   Description

   The outer circle includes terms such as impaired self-awareness, impaired motivational empathy, deflects and dismisses criticism, overtly grandiose, exploitative and entitled. Middle circles includes healthy self-awareness, ability to empathise, ask for help and hear ‘no’, accept and process criticism, healthy entitlement and appropriately grandiose or healthy self-worth. Inner circle includes impaired motivational empathy and self-awareness, hypersensitive to criticism, covertly grandiose, emploitative, and entitled.


     



The paint palette Helen proposed in her masters dissertation for understanding the difference between healthy, covert and overt narcissism; the inner ring is covert, the outer ring is overt and the middle ring is healthy


It is also important to bear in mind there is such a thing as ‘healthy narcissism’. The twentieth-century psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut described it as a driving force that makes us want more for ourselves. Our healthy entitlement, for example, is what makes us ambitious – it pushes us to want a better house or nicer things for ourselves. Our healthy grandiosity is our sense of self-worth and self-esteem – the source of our belief that we have the right to speak on things we know about or specialise in, just as we are writing this book with a healthy understanding that we have the authority to do so, based on our work and research and education.


The main difference between healthy and unhealthy narcissism is very simply its cost to others. In other words, unhealthy narcissism involves the exploitation of someone else to meet its needs, and the cost to that person can be anything. Emotional pain, physical pain, money and assets are all prices paid by the exploited person for the narcissist’s gain.


As well as getting its needs met regardless of the impact on others, unhealthy narcissism believes in the right to something just because it wants it. It also believes in its own authoritative opinion, no matter where that opinion came from. It could be Wikipedia or a news article. Narcissists have little concern for the foundation for their beliefs because they are so convinced of their superiority.


Grandiosity


Grandiosity is the unjustified sense of superiority the narcissist has over everyone else in the world. It’s their world and we live in it to serve them. It is a groundless sense of superiority that leads to devaluing others seen as competition:


• ‘Oh, I used to have a car like that, but I didn’t like it, so I took it back.’


• ‘Who do they think they are driving around in that ridiculous car?’


• ‘You got a promotion? Goodness, I don’t suppose many people would apply for it, would they? Well done, though.’


• ‘I don’t know why you’re making such a fuss about this baby. I just got on with it.’


• ‘I wouldn’t want a house that big; it’s not my style.’


According to the Diagnostic Interview for Narcisissm, someone who exhibits grandiosity:


• exaggerates talents, capacity and achievements in an unrealistic way


• believes in their invulnerability or does not recognise their limitations


• has grandiose fantasies


• believes they do not need other people


• overexamines and downgrades other people’s projects, statements or dreams in an unrealistic manner


• regards themselves as unique or special when compared to other people


• sees themselves as generally superior to other people


• behaves self-centredly and/or self-referentially


• behaves in a boastful or pretentious way.


[Source: The grandiosity section of the Diagnostic Interview for Narcissism (DIN) (Second edition). Gunderson J, Ronningstam E, Bodkin A. ‘The diagnostic interview for narcissistic patients’. Archives of General Psychiatry, 47, 676–80 (1990)]




Rebecca’s mother threw an annual summer party. In the months leading up to the event, she forced her children to help with the organising, telling them repeatedly how important the party was and impressing on them that the consequences of it not going well would be dire. As a result, the children believed it was the social event of the year. She built it up in their minds so much that it seemed more like a garden party at Buckingham Palace than some warm white wine in the back garden. She also made them wear outfits she had chosen especially and serve drinks and canapés and make small talk with the guests, who were three times their own age. The children weren’t allowed to leave before the last guest, nor were they allowed to eat anything, in case there wasn’t enough for the visitors. And since this was not an occasion for their enjoyment, they were to behave with composure throughout to make a good impression and not be an embarrassment to their mother.


Rebecca’s mother was displaying her grandiosity in assuming that her summer party was as important to everyone else as it was to her, and in using her children to demonstrate what a wonderful mother she was.





With grandiosity, we might also see someone who looks down on others, who thinks they’re better than everyone else and grossly exaggerates their accomplishments to give credence to their authority.


Grandiosity is an intrapersonal trait, which means it exists within the mind and doesn’t need interactions with others. In other words, if the narcissist was on a desert island by themselves, this trait would still be evident.


Grandiosity is the central trait that is fed by all other narcissistic traits, whether the narcissist overtly exhibits it or not. Their misconceived sense of superiority is sometimes referred to as ‘magical thinking’. The narcissist will centralise themselves in other people’s worlds, making themselves seem more important and convincing others that they depend on them.


Both overt and covert presentations will look to exaggerate abilities and experiences: they’re a horse-rider when they’ve had one lesson; they speak fluent French when they can barely manage ‘où est la plage?’. And their fantasies, whether overtly or covertly expressed, will be grandiose, about wealth, power, influence and ability.


The overt presentation, we call ‘the big I am’ or a ‘black catter’. A ‘black catter’ is someone who brags about what they’ve done, what they’ve got, who they know … and if you’ve got a black cat, they’ve got one, but it’s blacker than yours. They’ve a story to beat yours every time. They know more than you about any subject. They’re the life and soul of the party, holding court and largely talking about themselves. A narcissist exhibiting overt grandiosity asserts dominance and ‘peacocks’ to others to show how much better than them they are. They have the best car, the best house, partner, job, kids (apart from one, obviously – the scapegoat, of which more later – but their ‘flaws’ are blamed on the other parent or another spurious thing), the best everything. And if they don’t – and this is undeniable – they will say, for example, ‘Oh, I wouldn’t want a house that big; it’s not my style.’
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