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Narc issism Versus Narc issistic  Traits 11

React to criticism with 
feelings of rage, stress, or
humiliation

Exploitative, take 
advantage of others

Grandiose sense of self-
importance, entitlement,
masking emptiness

Preoccupied with fantasies
of unlimited success,
power, brilliance, beauty, 
or love

Demand that others treat
them with adoration and
respect regardless of their
behavior

Hypersensitive to negative
assessments, but display a
willingness to change

Shrewd in dealing with
others but capacity to
demonstrate fairness

Sell themselves by lying,
manipulation, or effusive
charm

Talk about being the “best”
in their field; but able 
to register the internal
emotion of shame

An expectation that a 
relationship will meet their
needs without any reciproc-
ity. Resentful of having to
give in relationships

Narcissistic 
Personality Disorder

Narcissistic 
Personality Style

tial for recovery and relational healing is more promising
than those with NPD. That’s because people with narcissistic
traits often have the capacity to recognize their behaviors, see
how they impact others, and do the work necessary to move
from reactivity to healing.



PATHOLOGICAL NARCISSISM
A pathological narcissist—that is, someone with NPD—is

characterized less by traits like grandiosity, arrogance, or
hypersensitivity than by his or her severely disturbed relation-
ships. The characteristics of entitlement, grandiosity, con-
tempt, and even joyful cruelty make it literally impossible to
have life-giving connections with others. Yet this state often
goes unrecognized, even by therapists. When the children
and spouses of narcissists become aware of the dynamics of
this devastating disorder, they experience both pain and
relief. At last, someone recognizes what living in hell has been
like for them. Many have a sense that they’ve been in prison,
and it can take them a lifetime to comprehend how their
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Lack empathy: unable to
recognize and experience
how others feel

Inability to feel or express
remorse

Require years of treatment,
and prognosis for change
is minimal

Some awareness of the 
feelings of others, but 
preoccupied with their own
emotions

Can feel remorse, guilt, and
shame, but guard against
feeling these emotions

Often accompanies 
addiction or compulsive
disorders. Prognosis is
more hopeful

Narcissistic 
Personality Disorder

Narcissistic 
Personality Style



narcissists. The table below helps clarify the differences.
The shy narcissist can win you over with her timid, kind,

helpful, and unassuming presence. This narcissist often abhors
the limelight and prefers to bask in the glow of another’s aura.
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Grandiosity; 
entitlement; pre-
occupation with 
fantasy; pseudo 
self-sufficiency

Numerous but shal-
low relationships;
intense need for
admiration; scorn 
for others; lack of
empathy and
remorse; inability to
participate in group
activities; valuing of
children or work 
colleagues over
spouse 

Inferiority; fragility;
relentless search for
glory and power; 
deterioration with
realistic setbacks

Inability to depend
on others; envy of
others’ talents, pos-
sessions, and relation-
ships; lack of regard
for generational
boundaries (for
example, incest may
be present in family);
disregard for others’
time; refusal to
respond to commu-
nications (letters,
phone calls, and 
so forth)

Self-concept

Interpersonal
Relationships

Arrogant/
Aggressive Shy/Covert

ARROGANT NARCISSIST VERSUS SHY NARCISSIST



70 The Object of My Affection Is in My Reflection

Socially charming;
often successful; 
consistent hard work
done mainly to seek
admiration (pseudo-
sublimation); 
intense ambition; pre-
occupation with 
appearances 

Performance of 
modesty; pretended
contempt for money;
unevenly moral;
apparent enthusiasm
for sociopolitical
affairs; will use abuse
when disappointed

Marital instability;
cold and greedy
seductiveness; extra-
marital affairs and
promiscuity; uninhib-
ited sexual life

Aimlessness; shallow
vocational commit-
ment; dilettante-like
attitude; multiple but
superficial interests;
chronic boredom;
aesthetic taste often
ill-informed and 
imitative

Readiness to shift 
values to gain favor;
pathological lying;
materialistic lifestyle;
delinquent tenden-
cies; excessive ethnic
and moral relativism;
irreverence toward
authority

Inability to remain 
in a relationship; 
inability to view the
romantic partner as a
separate individual;
inability to compre-
hend the incest
taboo; occasional
sexual perversions

Social
Adaptation

Ethics, Morals,
Ideals

Love and
Sexuality

ARROGANT NARCISSIST VERSUS SHY NARCISSIST (cont inued)

Arrogant/
Aggressive Shy/Covert
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Knowledgeable; deci-
sive and opinionated;
often strikingly articu-
late; egocentric per-
ception of reality;
love of language;
fondness for short-
cuts to acquisition of
knowledge

Knowledge limited to
trivia; forgetful of
details; impaired in
the capacity for learn-
ing new skills;
changes meanings of
reality when facing a
threat to self-esteem 

Cognitive Style

The shy narcissist may be less aggressive and bullying, but don’t
be fooled. Her shallowness, envy, and inability to be genuinely
and consistently intimate with others cause just as much pain
and rejection in relationships. The shy narcissist shares the fol-
lowing features with the arrogant narcissist:

• Sense of superiority and uniqueness.
• Lack of sustained commitment to others.
• Impaired capacity for empathy.
• Strong feelings of envy.
(Ronningstam, 1998)

Have you ever been in a relationship with someone who’s
“not home”? Such a man or woman can shift from a doting
admirer to a cold, resentful, and uninterested bystander. This
exemplifies the shy (closeted) narcissist. These narcissists live
in their fantasies. Their desires for power and glory aren’t

(Akhtar, 1989)

ARROGANT NARCISSIST VERSUS SHY NARCISSIST (cont inued)

Arrogant/
Aggressive Shy/Covert



SHAME

Narcissistic Vulnerability

Narcissistic Expectations

Admiration Attention

Hypersensitivity

Frustration

Criticism Neglect

Anger Anxiety

Projective Identification

CONFLICT
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The Bonding Pattern in a Narcissistic Relationship



narcissists can convince themselves that they have nothing to
feel ashamed of. The price they pay, however, is to be cut off
both from reality and from human intimacy. You see, while
shame involves the feeling of internal defectiveness, it also
signals a powerful longing for connection.

When issues of internal shame are present, typically indi-
viduals will act in one of four ways: withdraw, compulsively
avoid, attack self, or attack others, as shown in the diagram
below.

WITHDRAWAL. The narcissist isolates from others and goes
into emotional hiding. For narcissists, this can take the form of
withholding love or attention. For those on the receiving end,
it feels as if you’ve been abruptly locked out of the house on a
brutally cold day with no possibility of getting in. It’s a cruel
withholding that’s extraordinarily wounding.

COMPULSIVELY AVOID. The narcissist turns to alcohol, drugs,
or other compulsive behaviors like gambling, sexual acting out,
or even shopping. The link between narcissism and addiction

The Four Responses to Shame

WITHDRAW

ATTACK SHAME ATTACK
OTHERS SELF

COMPULSIVELY AVOID
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mit suicide. Narcissists may have suicidal ideation and even
brag about an ingenious suicidal plan, but they rarely commit
a suicidal act. Narcissists may react to extreme stress by becom-
ing temporarily suicidal but committing suicide truly runs
against their grain.

Research shows that narcissists also are developmentally a
bit better off than someone with BPD (Schore, 1994) A person
with BPD has an arrested emotional development that mental
health professionals set below the age of twelve months; those
with NPD have an arrested emotional development set at
around age fifteen to twenty-four months. This suggests that a
narcissist acquires slightly more internal security and structure
as a child.

There is a continuum of functionality running through all
the Cluster B disorders. For instance, individuals who are
histrionic are more able to function in society than narcissists,
who in turn fare better than those with borderline personality
disorder or antisocial personality disorder. This by no means
implies that narcissists function perfectly well, or that being in
a personal or professional relationship with them isn’t torture.
(In fact, a narcissist reading this will no doubt twist this infor-
mation to prove his superiority.) However, this information
may provide a modicum of hope in what seems a hopeless
situation.

Cluster B Disorders and Continuum of Functionality:

Borderline/Anti-Social        Narcissistic        Histrionic

Lower Functioning Higher Functioning  
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ends up in the victim role. Then it is your opportunity to feel
sorry for this victim and begin to rescue him from his despair.
The Karpman Triangle shows this dynamic that is so common
in narcissistic relationships. (Karpman, 1974)

KARPMAN TRIANGLE
Persecutor: “Look Susie, Mom is so lazy she can’t even make

 dinner on time”
Persecutor: “Don’t you dare talk to me that way in front of the

kids!”
Victim: “I guess I can’t do anything right.”
Rescuer: “Well I know you’ve had a hard day a work.”

In working with narcissists, I find that the only motivation
for them to cease the blame-and-attack games is the potential
loss of supply, which is always looming over them. It’s possible
for narcissists to see how this blaming defensiveness takes away
from the things they long for most—love and acceptance. If
this narcissist ever chooses to get help, the challenge to a
therapist would be to find the deep hurt underneath the
blame and to redirect each attack back to the narcissist’s
underlying vulnerability.

NARCISSIST:
PERSECUTOR

NARCISSIST:
VICTIM

RESCUER:

SPOUSE

Trapped in a Narc issistic  Relationship 181



A painful cycle of shame, isolation, and depression occurs
when you’re in relationship with a narcissistic partner. When,
time after time, you receive responses of indifference, injury, or
denial of your experience, you gradually begin to dismiss these
important aspects of yourself. You agonizingly come to the
painful realization that there is no possibility for connection or
empathy in your primary relationship. Because most of us can’t
consciously accept this fact, many face a horrible dilemma. On
some painful level you know that this situation isn’t going to
change, yet you continue to hide integral parts of your being in
order to keep the relationship going. Systematically, you con-
ceal your feelings, your opinions, your successes, your failures,
and your truth. After a time, you don’t recognize the person
you’ve become. You turn into a creature so irrelevant that it
seems impossible that you ever had a voice at all.
As humans, we have a basic need to make sense of our lives

and make some order out of chaos. When we can’t make sense
of the way we are being treated, we wind up distorting our view
of ourselves and our relationships. Instead of directly addressing
the pain, we try harder to please the narcissist; in fact, the anxi-

Depression

Hopelessness/Despair

Lack of Empathic
Possibility

Shame and
Isolation

Distortion of Self
and Relationship

( Jordan, 1989)

Numbing the
Pain
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CONFRONTATIONS, CONCERNS, AND

BOUNDARIES WORKSHEET

When you: __________________________________________
Like the time: __________________________________________

__________________________________________
I feel (felt): __________________________________________
My request is: __________________________________________

__________________________________________

When you: __________________________________________
Like the time: __________________________________________

__________________________________________
I feel (felt): __________________________________________
My request is: __________________________________________

__________________________________________

When you: __________________________________________
Like the time: __________________________________________

__________________________________________
I feel (felt): __________________________________________
My request is: __________________________________________

__________________________________________

Boundaries—Protection
If you: __________________________________________
I will take care __________________________________________
of myself by: __________________________________________
Instead of: __________________________________________
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If you: __________________________________________
I will take care __________________________________________
of myself by: __________________________________________
Instead of: __________________________________________

If you: __________________________________________
I will take care __________________________________________
of myself by: __________________________________________
Instead of: __________________________________________

Boundaries—Containment
When I feel: __________________________________________
I will take care __________________________________________
of myself by: __________________________________________
Instead of: __________________________________________

When I feel: __________________________________________
I will take care __________________________________________
of myself by: __________________________________________
Instead of: __________________________________________

__________________________________________

When I feel: __________________________________________
I will take care __________________________________________
of myself by: __________________________________________
Instead of: __________________________________________

__________________________________________

204 The Object of My Affection Is in My Ref lection



SAMPLE
CONFRONTATIONS, CONCERNS, AND

BOUNDARIES WORKSHEET

When you: Insult me in public

Like the time: Last week when you told me I was stupid at a
dinner party

I feel (felt): Hurt, ashamed, ang ry

My request is: That you no longer put me down in public. Will you
do that? 

When you: Rage at me when I disag ree with you

Like the time: Last nig ht at the dinner table when we were 
discussing the weather

I feel (felt): Hopeless, afraid, ang ry, and ashamed

My request is: That you either respond to me calmly or tell me
you’d rather not talk

When you: Don’t let me leave the room and interrogate me

Like the time: I went out with my g irlfriends for lunch last week 

I feel (felt): Ang ry, humiliated, anxious, and suffocated

My request is: That you never block my exit again

Boundaries—Protection

If you: Continue to insult me in public

I will take care
of myself by: Leaving the room immediately

Instead of: Sitting there and feeling embarrassed
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If you: Rage at me when I disag ree with you

I will take care Tuning you out. If I can’t do this, I’ll leave
of myself by: the room

Instead of: Engag ing in a heated argument about 
inconsequential subjects

If you: Block my entrance or exit to a room

I will take care Standing still, g iving you pat answers and
of myself by: then leaving the house. If this continues, I’ll call

the police and leave the relationship

Instead of: Resig ning myself to suffering and remaining a
victim in my own house

Boundaries—Containment

When I feel: Ashamed

I will take care Stepping out to calm down and g rowing
of myself by: myself up

Instead of: Feeling sorry for myself and enduring your 
criticism of me

When I feel: Afraid

I will take care Going to my friends’ house, setting limits with
of myself by: you, or leaving the room to calm down

Instead of: Remaining helpless or entering into fig hts with you 

When I feel: Hopeless

I will take care Calling my therapist, spending time with 
of myself by: my friends
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ity; the second to the bottom space is your second most
important priority, and so on. Instead of writing down what
you think your priorities should be, take a moment to reflect
on the last year of your life. Whatever has taken the most
mental and emotional time and energy would go on the bot-
tom rung. Then consider what area of your life has taken the
second highest amount of time and energy.

The priority triangle below is from a woman who has lived
with a narcissist for eleven years:

Now, draw your own triangle and do your best to suspend
your judgments. Your judgments can sabotage your intentions,
and this is for your eyes only. You may share it with a close
friend or a therapist, but I suggest you resist sharing this with
the narcissist in your life. The idea is to take a long and hard
look at the way you’ve been living.

PRIORITY TRIANGLE

QUESTION: What’s taken the most time and
energy over the last year?

(Completed by a spouse of a narcissist)

5. Health

4. Money

3. Depression

2. Fear of His Anger

1. Relationship
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No one can tell you what your priorities should be; it’s none
of their business. If an area of your life is in crisis, of course it
will be your top priority. But as in the example of the woman
who lives with a narcissist, her painful relationship has
remained her top priority for over a decade—to the exclusion
of her emotional and physical well-being. She has given up on
all but one of her dreams: “Some day my husband will look
around and I’ll be gone. He’ll miss me so much that he’ll do
anything to get me back.” To date, she remains with him and
hasn’t been without him for more than a couple days before
returning home.
The triangle below is an example of living a balanced life.

When we’re feeling in balance, then our actions are congru-
ent with our deepest desires. This is not to say that the follow-
ing have to be your priorities, but they are a good check for all
of us, particularly those of us who’ve been focusing our ener-
gies on just being able to survive another day with a narcissist.

When I first saw this priority triangle I thought to myself,
“Oh great. Another ‘New Age’ spin on our problems!” Listing

PRIORITY TRIANGLE
Living a Balanced Life

Work

Children

Relationship

Self Care

Spirituality



gies of your own, and develop a practice of reviewing your strate-
gies first thing in the morning. If you take this practice seriously,
you will no longer remain a victim in your personal or professional
relationships.

Sample Self-Soothing Chart

At Home At Work
Excuse yourself and call a friend
for support.

Excuse yourself and say that
you’ll return when he/she is
calmer.
While in conversation, envision
her/him as a scruffy, messy
toddler having a tantrum.
Trust your intuition that always
informs you when a battle is
about to start. Then, take
yourself away, go for coffee, and
read a book.
If your partner treats you rudely
around others, simply get up
and leave the room. No
apologies necessary.
Attend a weekly support group
like CODA, Al-Anon or some
spiritual/religious fellowship.
Move your body daily to release
tension: yoga, dance, exercise,
brisk walk.
Participate in some pursuit that
brings you joy and relief from
stress: reading, art, writing,
jogging.
Take a class in something that
really interests you. It is a life-
saving tool to refocus on
yourself.
Avoid self-pity by making a daily
gratitude list.

Nod your head as if you’re
listening and take deep breaths
until you feel calmer.
Surround yourself with an
imaginary plastic bubble and
watch the words bounce off of you.
In your mind’s eye, shrink them
down to the size of a mouse and
listen to them screech.
Memorize and use the non-
defensive statements when you’re
in the midst of a narcissistic
tantrum. Practice saying them in a
confident manner.
If the narcissist at work is
embarrassing you, stay calm and
feign as if you’re writing something
down until the maelstrom passes.
Get weekly support from a mentor
or someone you trust to help
maintain your sanity.
Before you come home at the end
of the day, take the time to gentle
down before you walk in the door.
Use an affirmation daily: “Not one
more day am I allowing ____ to
decide what kind of day I’m going
to have.”
If you spend much of your time in
fear or dread, ask yourself if the
fear is more about the present or
the past.
Resist the urge to use your spouse
as a “target” for your fear/anger.
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LETTING GO OF A DREAM

It’s time for me to let go of the dream(s) of:

The price I’ve paid for holding on is .  .  .

The gifts I received are .  .  .

The lessons I’ve learned are .  .  .

I regret that .  .  .

I want to forgive myself for .  .  .

When you’re done with this worksheet, create some ceremony where
you can bury, burn, or release your old dream and make way for the
new.



EXERCISE
GETTING A NEW PERSPECTIVE ON OUR LIVES

Accomplishment: What do you feel is your greatest accom-
plishment to date?

Regret: What is your deepest regret or biggest failure?
What’s still missing in your life? What is the void in your life

right now?
Gift: We are all given gifts that we’re meant to develop and

then give away. What is your particular talent or gift?
What do you need to let go of/forgive? What stands in the

way of your health and well-being? Usually it’s something
we need to let go of or someone we must forgive.

How do you want to be remembered? What legacy do you
want to leave?

Accomplishment

What is your
biggest
regret?

What’s still
missing in
your life?

What’s Your Gift?

What/
who do 
you need
to let go of
or forgive?

How do you
want to be
remembered?
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