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To my son, Anthony, who has always been my
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I would not be the person I am today.

To all my clients, who are so courageous

and authentic in sharing their stories.

And to you, my readers: you are true warriors.




Praise for

Narcissistic Abuse

‘If you feel like you are treading water and cannot seem to find your footing, Vanessa M. Reiser provides hope, knowledge, validation, and a true clinical understanding so that you can become free from the vortex of cognitive dissonance and confusion that the narcissist purposefully spins you and entraps you in. She understands the family court system and ways to protect yourself. Her insights are authentic, well-studied, documented, and corroborated not just because she has experienced it herself but because she has made it her life’s work to shine a light on pathological behaviors to help people not only recover but identify behaviors of abusers on a micro and macro scale so that future generations can also be insulated from dangerous people.’

—Tina Swithin, author of Divorcing a Narcissist, founder of One Mom’s Battle, and advocate for family court reform

‘Vanessa M. Reiser’s book on narcissistic abuse offers a truly unique perspective on the complex and often misunderstood topic of narcissistic mind control. By drawing parallels between narcissistic relationships and cult dynamics, the author provides readers with a fresh and intriguing lens through which to view manipulative behaviors and mind-control tactics. Vanessa’s clinical understanding and groundbreaking insights make this book a must-have for your reading list.’

—Dr. Nadine Macaluso, trauma bond and complex trauma expert, psychotherapist, and author

‘Vanessa M. Reiser is one of the most authentic, compassionate, and skilled clinicians I know in the mental health field. Her insights regarding narcissistic abuse and cult abuse are spot-on, not only because she has experienced it firsthand but because of the thousands of hours she’s spent working with clients who have also experienced trauma at the hands of a narcissist/cult leader. She fuses the concepts of narcissistic abuse and cult abuse in a way that helps you deconstruct the concepts of mind control and manipulation in the most clarifying way.’

—Debra Newell, New York Times bestselling author of Surviving Dirty John

‘Being in a narcissistic relationship can leave you feeling helpless, confused, isolated, and shameful. It can be extremely difficult to make sense of what is happening to you, making it difficult to leave. Vanessa M. Reiser breaks down these patterns in a comprehensive yet extremely empathetic way, making the reader feel seen without judgement. No matter where you may be in your healing journey, no matter what type of relationship you are in, Vanessa’s book offers survivors compassion, direction, and a sense of empowerment to reclaim their sense of self.’

—Dr. Jaime Zuckerman, licensed clinical psychologist, author, and narcissistic abuse expert

‘Vanessa M. Reiser’s book is not only vital for anyone seeking to understand the dynamics of abuse endured, but ideally it ought to be required reading for young people—or anyone at all—so that this kind of abuse may be prevented. Vanessa’s warmth and wisdom shine through in the way she breaks down this complicated subject in a useful and relatable way.’

—Sarma Melngailis, author and businesswoman




Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls; the most massive characters are seared with scars.

—

Khalil Gibran




Author’s Note

Stories here that are not my own are composites, with all names and identifying details changed to protect privacy.




Introduction: You Are Worthy

When I started to write the introduction to this book, I asked myself what made my story unique. Why would readers find my personal experience with a narcissist compelling or worthy? Out of the 158 million people in the US impacted by this insidious form of abuse, what makes me the right person to provide education to others about the red flags and warning signs they should look for?

Then, I remembered so much of the psychoeducation that I provide to my therapy clients when they are feeling disempowered. I encourage them to remember the things that they love about themselves, and so I am going to start by sharing with you what makes me uniquely positioned to offer advice and information on the subject of narcissism and narcissistic abuse. Although I have my flaws, as we all do, I’m really proud of my strengths. They have taken a lifetime to acquire and, believe me when I tell you, I did not take the easy road to get here, but now I can step back and honestly say that I am superstrong and have persevered through adversity in my childhood and my adult life.

I opened my own private therapy practice during the COVID-19 pandemic, and three years later, Tell A Therapist (tellatherapist.net) has five clinicians and support staff helping more than seven hundred clients. While launching my business, I was actively working to overcome my own trauma as a victim of narcissistic abuse, ultimately running the equivalent of eleven marathons across the state of New York and then subsequently traversing across New Jersey, Connecticut, and Massachusetts in a wedding dress to raise awareness for this often misunderstood form of domestic violence. These experiences led me to this point, where I have developed mastery around something so difficult for so many to describe. It is my sincerest hope that the strength I have gathered over my own years recovering from narcissistic abuse translates into empowerment for you. I wanted to turn my pain into purpose, to give others a tangible road map to identify, escape, and heal from narcissistic abuse.

In preparation for this book, I used some of my own experience with various past relationships, collected stories from thousands of narcissistic abuse and cult abuse survivors, and sourced information from peer-reviewed articles, books, online forums, case studies, and my own friends and family. I have spent countless clinical hours helping people understand and heal from narcissistic abuse and relationship trauma. I share all these resources and experiences to create a comprehensive and therapeutically sound guide for your healing journey, because you deserve to feel validated, empowered, and refreshed in your heart and soul. You deserve to love yourself and be loved by others. Let’s get started with unshackling you from the confusion and the potential notion that you are not worthy. You are more than worthy of peace and happiness!

WHAT IS NARCISSISM?

“Narcissism” is a popular buzzword that is frequently used to describe people that seem to love themselves excessively, have a big ego, or like to brag or take selfies. While the true narcissist may embody some or all of these characteristics, this is not what makes them so dangerous. The fuller definition of narcissism goes beyond the clinical and pop cultural ones, in insidious ways. In this book, I will explain exactly what a narcissist does that makes the psychological abuse they deliver so painful—and in some cases, fatal—for their victims.

Now, keep in mind that everyone is different, and abuse from a narcissist may be experienced differently, depending on one’s relationship to the abuser. The way a child experiences their narcissistic parent may be different from how a partner experiences their romantic relationship with a narcissist. All victims of narcissists can certainly glean lessons from this book, but because of the focus of my clinical practice and my firsthand experience, this book’s examples come primarily from romantic relationships with narcissists. That doesn’t mean that they are not easily applied to a wide variety of relationships, because the narcissist’s actions are predictable. Your narcissistic coworker may love-bomb you, so that you won’t report them when you inevitably find out they’ve been skimming money off the top. A narcissistic neighbor many orchestrate a smear campaign about you around town, to discredit your version of events. They all follow the same playbook, and luckily, we can learn from it.

It is also important to point out that people who have been in a relationship or cult that included domestic violence, intimate partner violence, or coercive control (abuse hidden in plain sight) have gone through the same or similar experiences to those of survivors of narcissistic abuse. In fact, a romantic partnership with a true narcissist is what I like to call a “cult of one.”

All cult leaders are either a narcissist, a sociopath (someone with antisocial personality disorder), a psychopath, or a person with overlapping characteristics from some or all of these, and they all use the same tactics that fall under the umbrella of brainwashing or mind control. Meanwhile, the progression of the relationship with a narcissistic partner, from the love-bombing early days that lure you in to the later and increasingly destructive cycle of wounding and soothing, mirrors the expectations of unfailing loyalty and constant attention that cult leaders as diverse as Jim Jones and Keith Raniere have sought from their followers. As such, I will use these terms interchangeably throughout this book, as well as the terms “victim” and “survivor,” a nod to the fact that many individuals who have recovered from abuse have personal preferences as to which term should be used. I want to acknowledge and be respectful of both camps and certainly honor all of the stories of anyone victimized by a master manipulator.

MY STORY

I was born in New Rochelle, New York, the oldest of three children. My father was a telephone repairman, and my mother, an artist. My parents divorced when I was nine. I remember not hearing from my father for several months after he left, which was heartbreaking because I adored him. My grief was compounded by the fact that my mother was not always present.

My mother is a very talented artist. She gifted us with an understanding of the arts, music, and travel. She taught us how to take the nectar from the honeysuckle flower, and she was wildly free in her expression. We benefited tremendously from her ability to inspire us to become independent thinkers. My mother has also struggled with mania and depression for as long as I can remember. When she was depressed, she was not able to care for us adequately, and when she was manic, it was also hard. I sometimes felt like Cinderella, parenting my younger brothers and maintaining the home amid adverse conditions. I always wished that my mother would be more “like a normal mom,” but she did her best.

When I was eighteen, my father died of cancer. I was devastated. So devastated that, in my twenties, I went to work for the phone company as a field technician, climbing poles just as he had. It created a connection between us that transcended his death and made me feel a little closer to him. I met my son’s father at pole-climbing school, we got married, and I gave birth to our son. It was the first time in my life when I felt that I had a complete family. But relationships are hard work, and after eight years of marriage, his father and I called it quits. I still consider him a friend and a great co-parent.

After dating for a few years, I married someone who felt like the best friend and partner I had always been seeking. Around this time, I graduated from the University of Southern California at the age of forty-two, with a master’s degree in social work and a focus on community organizing, which I put to use as a therapist at an outpatient triage-style mental health clinic as well as a social worker at a high school. This Irish ragamuffin had really turned her life around and found a way to turn pain into purpose.

I was blindsided when my second husband left me. I was shocked by the cruelty of his words when he told me with absolute indifference that he had never loved me. I thought I had found my lifelong companion, but his love turned off like a light switch, if indeed it had ever existed. Everyone thought we were the “perfect” couple. My reality shattered when the truth emerged. I didn’t truly know the man I had shared my home, my bed, and my life with for all those years. It broke me. I was at a loss to understand how my life could’ve gone so off track. The pain was excruciating. Running was my solace. It seemed to get me grounded and reconnected to myself in the face of horrible realizations about my marriage and other things.

Then, I met the person who would love-bomb me by showering me with gifts and affection and then punish me to the extent that I would give up my sovereignty and my independence, so I would be easier to manipulate. This man came into my life when I was at my lowest point—by design—and he seemingly “fixed” everything with his beautiful words, loving demeanor, constant praise, and attentive nature. He was everything I could ever ask for. At the time, I was unable to take off the rose-colored glasses and realistically and critically consider his actions, words, intentions, and behaviors. I could not conceive that this seemingly genuine and authentic love was actually a fraud, a contrived tool to be wielded against me, used to control me.

Things moved quickly, as they do with a disordered person like this, and I ultimately fled the relationship. After I did, he threatened to ruin my life and destroy my social work license, and went on a smear campaign.

By this time, the postseparation abuse had begun, with one purpose: to keep me quiet about what I and the others before me had endured. Thankfully, I found a highly skilled attorney who was able to protect me. I alleged in court that my abuser even hired a private investigator to infiltrate my psychotherapy practice with fake clients posing as domestic violence victims. The family court did little to support me and berated me for “not looking like a victim.” I believe this was because of all my advocacy work with my various runs across different states, and my being so outspoken on podcasts and other platforms. I work very hard to get the word out regarding narcissistic abuse in as many ways as I possibly can. It appeared as if the courts think victims are supposed to quietly hide under a rock somewhere. It was institutionalized “DARVO” at its best: deny, attack, and reverse the roles of victim and offender; it is supreme gaslighting when an institution claims you are responsible for what the narcissist is doing to you.

I began to learn everything I could about narcissism and found that all I had endured was in-line with what victims of narcissistic abuse experience. How had I not known about this? I was a therapist, but none of my training prepared me for what it would be like to live with someone who perpetually lashes out in anger, lies, manipulates, controls, isolates, punishes, threatens, intimidates, gaslights, and emotionally blackmails the person they supposedly love. If I didn’t know about narcissistic abuse and I was a therapist, I was sure that so many others didn’t know either.

After I fled my abuser, I came up with an idea. As a long-distance runner and two-time Ironman, I decided to combine my affinity for running with the need to shine a light on this worthy cause. I decided to run across the entire state of New York in a wedding dress to raise awareness of narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) and narcissistic abuse. I felt the dress was symbolic of the future-faking and fantastical thinking that the narcissist uses to exploit, control, and trap you. And on a personal level, retailoring my wedding dress served as an expression of me taking back my life, my inner essence: my sovereignty. I ran 285 miles across the state of New York, 55 miles across New Jersey, 60 miles across Connecticut, and 57 miles across Massachusetts, not just to be a voice for people, but also to remember the badass I was before this. It was transformative; it taught me you can be surviving and thriving at the same time.

It was a blessing to do that run and speak out for millions of silent victims. There have been so many gifts after this rebirth. I shifted my practice to focus on treating victims and survivors of coercive control, domestic violence, cults, and narcissistic abuse. I have learned that you can persevere and build a better life for yourself after narcissistic abuse, specifically because you sit in truth. Truth is your antidote to the false world your abuser lives in. You can begin to experience joy again and learn along the way who you are and have the happiness, confidence, and beauty that they never will. Step into your power.

I want to be clear that this book isn’t about me and what I endured, but my experiences do play a significant role in how I became an expert in the field of narcissistic abuse. This book is about YOU, the person seeking accredited information about this form of psychological and often physical abuse. If this book can change even one life for the better, open one person’s eyes to what they are experiencing, I will have done what I set out to do. Narcissistic Abuse aims to shine a light on the trauma of narcissistic abuse, cult abuse, coercive control, and domestic violence. It is here as a resource to help those that have endured this trauma move forward in recovery. Throughout the coming chapters, I will share with you the lessons I have learned and the clinical background I have to help you heal. I will give you skills to help you break the trauma bond, and I will share exercises to help you become grounded. All will help you get into an empowered space and stay there.

You are powerful and strong. You have it within you. You always did. I BELIEVE YOU.

A QUICK NOTE ON HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I wrote this with a particular trajectory in mind, tracing patterns that my clients and I have experienced, so the book may be most effective if you read it sequentially. That said, if certain chapters appeal to you more, go ahead and dip into those. I’ve included a glossary of common terms on pages 261–266, for easy reference; as already done in this introduction, the first text appearance of a glossary term has been bolded to alert you to its listing in the glossary.

While Chapter 17 is devoted to healing techniques, you will find a therapy tip at the end of every chapter. These tips aim to help you deal with some of the challenges that you may be facing at each phase of the book. Some are evidenced-based practices and some are strategies that have added value to either my life or the lives of my clients. These are rooted in cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) and dialectical behavioral therapy (DBT). In simplest terms, cognitive behavioral therapy is a therapeutic practice that shifts cognition to a healthier inner dialogue; dialectical behavioral therapy includes very pragmatic approaches to emotional regulation.

Finally, but a very important content warning: I discuss in detail many types of abuse, including sexual abuse, perpetrated by narcissists against their victims. If, at any time, you are feeling activated, stop reading, practice some of the calming strategies on pages 110, and resume reading when you are ready. As I note later, you may also want to work with a professional therapist. You are a strong survivor and deserve all the external support you need and can get.




Part I

The Narcissist You Love

To fully understand narcissistic abuse, you must first be willing to understand that people may have a different way of thinking than you do and that they may be eager to deliberately hurt others. I find that my clients’ biggest barrier to processing and healing from narcissistic abuse is their trouble truly accepting this. Most people that struggle for the longest periods of time are stuck trying to apply logical thinking to the narcissist’s behavior. They can spend decades spinning in the confusion because they are continuously applying a standard of thinking to the narcissist that is built on logic. The narcissist thinks differently! The narcissist does things to harm others for sport, and so you must unhand logic when you think about how they think.

The second thing that people really struggle with is the understanding that to remain around people like this is to have a loss of self. Many think that they can just fall in-line and they will somehow inspire the narcissist to behave like them or see things differently, but this is impossible, and the disappearing of self happens so slowly that you may not realize it until it is too late. There is no safe way to stay with a narcissist.




Chapter 1

The Most Important Thing: Your Safety


Like so many of my clients, when Kathleen first came to me, she was unsure what to call what she had been dealing with. For years, her husband (now ex) had manipulated her; she wasn’t allowed to work outside the home nor did she have direct access to money (he said he was the man, he should provide, and he would give her what she needed). He also made sure that her kids were dependent on him, playing them against one another and her. He even tried to get an international divorce and continues to abuse her through the judicial system by filing thousands of motions against her for telling her story to others, managing to get her a sentencing. She is in her seventies and still cannot process what she has been going through. I shared the basics of narcissistic personality disorder with her; I let her know that narcissism and domestic violence go hand in hand. She realized that these rigid patterns are common with narcissistic abusers and their victims. This defining moment helped Kathleen understand what happened to her, name it, and start on the road of processing her trauma—and find true safety for herself.



To ground us, I’ll spend this chapter going over the basic elements of narcissistic personality disorder and then talk about what is the most important thing: your safety. While you may know some of this information, I encourage you to read through here, since it is critical to have a working knowledge of these signs and symptoms before we move on to other topics related to narcissistic abuse, including how to break free from the cycle.

I also want to take a moment to note that while you are reading, you might think, “Well, it’s not that bad” or “He’s nice . . . some of the time.” When we live with and love a narcissist, we are trained to doubt ourselves and our experience. We are trained to gaslight ourselves! So, I ask you to trust yourself here as you read. I have been there and I am here for you. Knowing this information will help you protect yourself and keep yourself safe.

NARCISSISM 101

Narcissism is broadly defined as a fixation on oneself and one’s physical appearance or the public perception of one’s self. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edition (DSM-5),1 describes narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) as possessing at least five of the following nine criteria:


• A grandiose sense of self-importance

• Preoccupation with fantasies of unlimited success, power, brilliance, beauty, or ideal love

• A belief that they are “special” and unique and can only be understood by, or should associate with, other special or high-status people or institutions

• A need for excessive admiration

• A sense of entitlement; unreasonable expectations of especially favorable treatment or automatic compliance with their expectations

• A state of being interpersonally exploitative (taking advantage of others to achieve their own ends)

• A lack of empathy (unwilling to recognize or identify with the feelings and needs of others)

• Envy for others or belief that others are envious of them

• Arrogant, haughty behaviors or attitudes



Two criteria of NPD that I want to underline here are the narcissist’s need for excessive admiration and their lack of empathy. For the purposes of this book, all narcissists are, by definition, addicts because they are all addicted to attention and the dopamine kick they get from it. They will go to great lengths to find new victims, to give them a regular supply. What’s more, lack of empathy shows how serious a condition NPD can be, as it is common ground in clinical portraits of narcissists, sociopaths, and psychopaths: without empathy, our humanity vanishes. Narcissistic personality disorder takes these two criteria and runs with them.

The original definition of narcissism and its current clinical identifiers do a disservice to the concept of narcissistic abuse, because it leads us to believe that this is a disorder in which the person loves themselves excessively. Not only does this not validate the severity of the trauma survivors of narcissistic abuse experience, which is similar to that experienced by victims of psychopaths and sociopaths, it also ignores a key component. The narcissist’s baseline level of contentment is often lower than most other people’s; in fact, narcissists will spend their lives trying to fill an inner void with sources of instant gratification, such as sex, food, drugs, porn, work, money, gambling, and video games, and they will crush anything that gets in their way. They may seem insatiable, and while there is no formal diagnosis of, say, food or sex addiction, there is an addiction to attention/dopamine. Without supply or attention, the narcissist decompensates; they feel hollowed out and will sulk or lash out, due to this overwhelming anguish. So, the narcissist’s behaviors are not born of love, as in an earnest interest in their partner or offering emotional support; rather, they use the object of their affections as a temporary utility toward the goal of getting the next “fix,” or drug. If you’re not sure if you’ve been used for a fix, consider that narcissists may say things like “I just need five more minutes,” if you’re trying to get off the phone. They may even keep you on the line with them if you need to go to the bathroom, or they may need you to tag along when they’re doing something that need not include you, such as going for coffee. They are not simply “in love with themselves,” they hate being alone.

ORIGINS

There are many theories on where narcissism comes from, including a biological predisposition to NPD, childhood abuse, intergenerational trauma, or even social entitlement. According to the National Library of Medicine, the prevalence of lifetime NPD is 6.2 percent, with rates higher for men than for women (7.7% versus 4.8%).2 According to narcissism expert Dr. Ramani Durvasula, approximately 1 in 6 adults is a narcissist that may or may not be diagnosed; I would posit that it impacts a higher rate of individuals overall.3 This is because most narcissists do not get treatment; they see empathy as weakness or vulnerability, and they always need to feel that they are “winning.” I also tend to lean toward there being a biological predisposition.

What makes the narcissist so hard to detect are the nuanced and subtle behaviors they exercise. Whereas overt narcissists may be terrifyingly and physically violent, as well as unabashed and unashamed of their selfishness in their pursuit of attention, covert narcissists have a sneakier approach and are better at keeping their “mask” on. The false self they present to the world is often so charming and so different from their true self that people fall prey to a vicious cycle that is extremely difficult to extricate themselves from. The victims of the covert or vulnerable narcissist stay longer and may end up with a lot more psychological damage because of the covert narcissist’s finespun ability to cultivate doubts, inconspicuously manufacture insecurities, and gaslight. Many victims of narcissistic abuse don’t even know for months or years that they are being abused, because of their narcissistic partner’s covert nature.

Although the covert narcissist may originally mimic or copy their victim’s interests and behaviors, utilizing a technique called mirroring, as well as shower them with gifts and praise—love-bombing—it is the narcissist’s behaviors when the mask slips, such as being passive-aggressive, making demeaning statements, engaging in hot and cold behaviors, and blame-shifting, that chip away at the emotional strength of their victims. When their victims’ emotional strength is depleted, they are better primed to supply the narcissist with admiration, praise, and whatever else the abuser may need. They become what Otto Fenichel calls a source of “narcissistic supply.”4

THE ROLLER-COASTER RIDE

When you are in a relationship with a narcissist, you are on a roller-coaster ride of ups and downs that can also be called the wound-and-soothe cycle. This is because the cognitive dissonance that results from being in love with an emotional predator is enhanced by the false mask that the narcissist presents to the world versus who they are behind closed doors. Cognitive dissonance is the vacillation by the victim between their belief in the narcissist’s false self and their realization of the narcissist’s real self. In other words, it is the purgatorial state of having inconsistent thoughts, beliefs, or attitudes about your abuser. The narcissist may not always act like a monster, and the shifts between the two versions of them, the Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, create this dissonance. (Anyone who has to co-parent with a narcissist may have pretty serious cognitive dissonance, almost by design, because they have to believe the person that cares for their children will not harm them.)

Narcissists and cult leaders use similar tactics, such as the wound-and-soothe cycle, to enhance this dissonance and forge a severe trauma bond, which is when you find yourself addicted to the highs you experience when your toxic partner is trying to “fix” things. During this phase in the cycle of abuse, the toxic partner may look like they’re trying to make up or do better; they may shower you with gifts again or pretend to be attentive to your needs. However, this makeup period is inevitably followed by a tension-building period, then a falling-out or a fight. This repeats over and over until you are ultimately discarded . . . or you leave.

This wound-and-sooth cycle is designed to confuse and control, even to the point of a victim not realizing they aren’t their abuser’s only source of attention.

IT’S NOT JUST YOU

Abusers will likely have a main supply of attention and admiration, along with other supplemental supplies. They may even call you by the wrong name or a nickname because they are not clear on who you are, other than someone to feed their needs, and they have too many people and lies that they are trying to remember. They will take attention from any person; their only deciding factor for a source of attention supply is “Does it have a pulse?”

Narcissists will use the same modus operandi (MO) over and over again to lure a new victim. They initially make contact under the guise of something benign, such as a business interaction or a coincidental “run-in.” All of them turn happiness into sorrow, trust into disbelief, optimism into hopelessness, sovereignty into powerlessness, intelligence into dizziness, and open-mindedness into maladaptiveness.

BREAKING FREE

Once the abused person becomes aware of this cycle of abuse, they must practice self-care and detach with no contact with their abuser (or low contact if they have children together), or they will find themselves in a relationship of inevitable harm. This is because, when you give a narcissist what they want, they turn up the dial of abuse because they see that they can; if you do not give them what they want, they turn up the abuse dial because they feel entitled. You are damned if you do and damned if you don’t. It’s a losing game.

I would be remiss, though, if I didn’t warn you that trying to detach from a narcissistic abuser is never easy. The narcissist will take good or bad attention as supply and will often be antagonistic to get supply from you, especially if they think you might leave. We will discuss more ways to get away later in the book, but it is generally the best idea to get away.

To sum up, and without mincing words, the narcissist is selfish, impulsive, dysregulated, boundaryless, and petulant; even though we know they are in pain and live in shame and darkness, they do little to work on themselves, so it is hard to have sympathy for them. They treat their supplies like an appliance or a toy that they will discard when it no longer serves them. They whimper and sulk because of their constant, unalterable hankering for the attention they’re unable to give themselves, and if they don’t get it, everyone around them will pay the price.

Many people don’t understand narcissistic abuse: religious leaders, judges, therapists, friends, coworkers, attorneys, family members, and anyone who makes the mistake of saying things to you like “But he was nice to me” or “Why is it taking you so long to get over this?” or “But that’s your mom” may be missing it. We are so sorely lacking in psychoeducation that victims are often not believed, furthering their victimization.

ALL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IS NARCISSISTIC ABUSE

Narcissistic abuse is a specific type of domestic violence (also known as intimate partner violence) that is characterized by the creation of a false depiction of the abuser to gain access to and then take advantage of their victim(s). They create the false perception that they have their victim’s best interests at heart when making decisions and in their behaviors initially feigning remorse for any “mistakes” or misdeeds. They then use a systematic and willful process of emotional abuse, psychological abuse and manipulation, financial abuse, and the myths believed in mainstream culture about domestic violence (e.g., it’s only physical in nature or it only happens to people of a certain class) to gain and maintain power and control over their victim.

While not all perpetrators of narcissistic abuse would meet the criteria for NPD, they would likely rank very highly on a list of narcissistic traits. Just because it is hard to detect does not mean that this isn’t domestic violence. It absolutely is. It is the trickery of it that makes it so sly, potent, savage, and soul-crushing.

All domestic violence is perpetrated through patterns of coercive and controlling behavior to maintain power within a relationship. Used by the narcissist, these acts are designed to make a person subordinate to and dependent upon their abuser by gradually isolating them from sources of support; exploiting their resources and capacities for personal gain; depriving them of the means needed for independence, resistance, and escape; and regulating their everyday behavior. Much of the work in this space targets violence against women within male/female intimate partner relationships, due to the quantifiable significance of this issue for women. Some abuse may be slower and less acute, but no less traumatizing. You could waste decades trying to deal with the confusion and cognitive dissonance that come with the narcissist’s ever-changing personas.

As it currently stands, our clinical terminology comes up short when it involves discussions of “narcissistic domestic abuse.” Because intimate partner violence indicates a relationship between partners, and domestic violence leaves out the clinical piece of narcissism, the term “narcissistic abuse” works to describe both the clinical piece and the domestic violence piece. I find that it is helpful for people to understand that psychological abuse is violent and that its falling-out is traumatic. Once you understand this truth, it is easier to see why all domestic violence is narcissistic abuse.

SAFETY

With all that foundational info in mind, I want to now address the most important part of our work: understanding safety. As the narcissist saps your energy (like a thought vampire or emotional cannibal) and manipulates you, they impact your well-being and your safety. Understanding how the narcissist operates is like a wake-up call. It will help you recognize these threats to your autonomy and agency, and it will prepare you for the work of distancing yourself from your abuser.

SELF-ACTUALIZATION AND THE NARCISSIST

When I first speak to someone who suspects they have endured narcissistic abuse, I always ask them, “Are you safe?”

A lot of my clients have been physically assaulted; many are also suffering from depression, anxiety, and extreme trauma responses to psychological and emotional abuse, which makes them vulnerable to a variety of safety issues, including suicide and homicide. While we honor your physical safety, your mental well-being is just as important. The damage done by psychological abuse is a trauma that you may not see outwardly but is entirely real and highly unsafe.

In clinical terms, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs tells us that we need to be and feel safe before we can begin to focus on, much less do, much of anything else. Abraham Maslow first introduced his concept of a hierarchy of needs in his 1943 paper “A Theory of Human Motivation,” in which he explained that people are motivated to fulfill basic needs before moving on to other more advanced needs. As a humanist, Maslow believed that people have an innate movement toward self-actualization, the realization of one’s full potential. To achieve these ultimate goals, however, a number of more basic needs must be met, such as the need for food, shelter, and clothing. Maslow’s hierarchy is most often displayed as a pyramid:5

The lowest levels of the pyramid are made up of the most basic needs (including the need for food, water, sleep, and clothing), while the most complex needs are at the top of the pyramid. Some of our basic safety and security needs including financial security, health and wellness, and safety against accidents and injury are almost always compromised when dealing with a narcissist.

Satisfying these lower-level needs is important to be able to avoid unpleasant feelings or consequences, but it is also necessary to progress to higher-level needs.

The next level includes things, such as love, acceptance, and belonging (e.g., friendships, romantic attachments, and social and community groups)—the emotional relationships that drive human behavior.

When the needs at the bottom three levels have been satisfied, our needs for esteem begin to play a more prominent role in motivating our behavior as well as feelings of mastery takes priority. At this fourth level is the need for appreciation and respect.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

[image: Pyramid diagram from base: physiological, safety, love/belonging; esteem; self-actualization.]
At the very peak of Maslow’s hierarchy are needs related to self-actualization. According to Maslow, self-actualization “may be loosely described as the full use and exploitation of talents, capabilities, potentialities, etc.”6 By definition, a relationship with a narcissist leaves you guessing; it will leave you unable to find safety, love/belonging, esteem, and let alone self-actualization.


A SCAN FOR SAFETY

With Maslow’s hierarchy in mind, ask yourself these questions:

• How do you know you are/were in an unsafe place?

• Did you hear your gut or your intuition whispering things to you?

• Have you seen some red flags?

• What physical and emotional feelings did you have that gave you a warning? For example, did your heart beat faster or more frantically when your partner returned from work? Did you feel a clutching sensation in your throat?

If you answered yes to any of these questions:

• Did those negative sensations, thoughts, or emotional reactions distract your focus from things you enjoyed?

• Did they require you to go out of your way, taking up time and energy, to avoid experiencing them?

These indicators are your body telling you that you are not safe, much less able to focus on the higher-level needs that are important to you. Listen to them.
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