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    For those of us who have often suffered the inevitable humiliating regression back to childhood during every holiday with the family … this book offers real help to the reader to develop the self-protective art of indifference, a cloak that can be used at many a holiday gathering … and to understand the subtle yet profound differences between ineffective and effective confrontation, empathy and sympathy, and attaching response and defusing strategy … a completely new cupboard of techniques.


    —Joel C. Frost, Ed.D., assistant clinical professor of psychology in the Department of Psychology at Harvard Medical School


    Children of the Self-Absorbed offers practical advice and guidance. The creative techniques and exercises are priceless to both the reader learning how to identify destructive parental behaviors and how to cope with them as well as the reader learning to nurture and protect his or her own developing self.


    —Saul Hopper, Ph.D., clinical psychologist in private practice in St. Louis, MO


    Children of narcissistic parents are provided techniques to dig themselves out of impossible relationships with their parents … a thoroughly well thought out, useful manual to help adult children move toward more productive connection to their narcissistic parents, to themselves, and to others.


    —Joan Medway, Ph.D, LCSW, psychologist in private practice in Potomac, MD
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    This book is dedicated to my children, Toni, Mike, and Linda, and to my grandchildren, Billy, Joey, Samantha, Chris, Nick, and Emma.
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    Preface


    The first edition of this book, Children of the Self-Absorbed: A Grown-Up’s Guide to Getting Over Narcissistic Parents (2001), was written after a suggestion by an editor at New Harbinger, the book’s publisher. I am very appreciative of the readers and therapists who were gracious and kind enough to write me about their reactions and experiences after reading that book. They let me know that the material was very helpful in understanding some long-term issues that were negatively impacting their self-perceptions, lives, and relationships.


    That edition was able to put into words what some people experienced with their parent and helped explain many of their reactions to the behaviors and attitudes of the parent. I offered a title (“the Destructive Narcissistic Pattern”) for a collection of hard-to-explain behaviors and attitudes and the impact of these. Also provided were information and strategies to help reduce feelings of being alone in this experience and to increase feelings of being understood by someone. That book did not take the place of work with a mental health professional, as that can be the best process for resolving deep-seated long-term issues and concerns and for building a new and stronger self.


    The letters, phone calls, and e-mails I received were the impetus for the new edition. Questions readers asked pointed out some areas that could be expanded to be more helpful or where more information and explanations were needed, and asked for specific suggestions for certain situations, such as coping with the aging self-absorbed parent. These inquiries and suggestions are the basis for the material in this second edition.


    Some 95 percent of the material in this second edition is new. This book addresses commonly occurring situations, such as celebrations, grandparent actions, and the aging parent, and I provide specific ways to identify the lingering, hidden, and toxic effects on you of parental self-absorption. Much of this book is given to providing specific strategies to reduce negative parental effects, strengthen your self, and build a new and better self.


    How to Use this Book


    The intended procedure for reading this book is that each chapter be read in order, and that the chapter exercises be completed before proceeding to the next chapter. Each chapter builds on the material and personal learning from the preceding one to provide progressive understanding. Further, you may want to gather the following materials in advance so that exercises can be completed promptly without having to search for or buy materials. Materials that are generally used include sheets of plain paper, index cards, pens or pencils for writing, and a set of crayons, felt marker pens, or colored pencils for drawing.


    Finally, you will see that I alternate use of gender specific-­pronouns in the chapters to make the discussion easier to read. Both genders are always meant; for example, when the word “she” is used, both he and she are meant. Chapters 1, 3, 5, 7, and 9 use she and her, and chapters 2, 4, 6, 8, and 10 use he and him.


    There Is Hope


    Though the issues and emotions connected to your self-absorbed parent may seem intractable at times, take heart: You do not have to stay mired in misery. You can take steps that will enable you to better cope with the distressing behaviors and attitudes of your self-absorbed parent and begin the delayed process of growth and development that may not have occurred for you because of this parent.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Infuriating, Critical, Demanding, and Unreasonable Parents


    Below, is a composite message I derived from the ones received from readers of the first edition of this book. These statements, addressed to the self-absorbed parent, capture many of the feelings that grown-up children of these parents experience. Some address their mothers, and some their fathers. See if any of their words resonate with your experience or feelings.


    It’s all about you, and you make sure of that. Your wants, needs, and demands are always the main focus. Everything must be done your way, or it’s not acceptable. You never stop to consider that others have rights too. In your eyes, you know what is best and are always right, and I have to fall in line or incur your wrath, displeasure, and disappointment.


    You are completely self-serving. You use every situation to fulfill your needs. You are blind to others’ needs, deaf to their emotions, and expert at manipulation. You work hard to trigger my guilt, sadness, rage, and shame, and to make sure that I am exactly what you want me to be. You constantly berate, blame, and criticize me, and I am always miserable around you.


    I want to please you, but I never seem to be able to. You are like a hurricane. I know you are coming so I prepare for the damage you can do, but my preparations are in vain. After you leave, I am left with the residual emotions to clean up, while you move on not knowing or caring about the destruction you cause to me or to anyone else.


    How I long for some sign that you like and love me, but in all my years with you, I’ve never felt this, and this lack affects me deeply. As I was growing up, you never showed any understanding of what I was feeling, and when I tried to make you understand, you either ignored or minimized my feelings or became angry and said that I was ungrateful or disrespectful for criticizing you.


    Now that I am an adult, I find that I still long for your love. I know that you cannot be different, but that doesn’t take away the yearning for a more satisfying and loving relationship.


    What most readers have in common is an awareness that their childhood experiences are continuing to exert unwanted and negative effects on them as adults, and that they want to do something to moderate or eliminate these. The first edition of Children of the Self-Absorbed described the actions and attitudes of destructive narcissistic parents that had enduring and deep negative effects on their children. This group of actions and attitudes was characterized as a Destructive Narcissistic Pattern (DNP). Some effects were obvious to the children as they grew older but still exerted their corrosive effects on the children’s self-esteem, self-confidence, and self-efficacy. As well as describing the problem, I offered guidelines and suggestions to help grown children cope with these negative effects and to build and fortify their adult selves to help prevent further injury and corrosion. In this second edition, I extend that material and offer strategies that can help you to:


    
      	Manage and contain the difficult feelings aroused in interactions with the self-absorbed parent


      	Prevent self-defeating thoughts and change self-­defeating attitudes


      	Implement specific actions to ease difficult situations, such as holiday gatherings, events that produce rage, and even interactions between your parent and your children


      	Recognize the lasting negative effects of parental destructive narcissism and how to overcome or moderate these


      	Handle blame and critical or demeaning comments from anyone, including your parent


      	Construct your self, your life, and your relationships to be meaningful and satisfying


      	Modify the old, negative parental messages that still affect your behavior and emotions


      	Get over some deep injuries from the parent


      	Recognize your own undeveloped narcissism and take steps that could promote growth and development of healthy adult narcissism

    


    As you read and work through the exercises provided, you can expect to have some difficult memories triggered, to have repressed and suppressed long-standing issues and concerns emerge into awareness, and to recognize unfinished business. Although you probably don’t relish the idea of having these thoughts and feeling these emotions, doing so is a necessary first step in understanding your experience and beginning the process of change. Change can be difficult, but this book suggests specific actions and offers guidance for moderating or eliminating the negative effects of the parental DNP. You don’t have to continue to suffer and be frustrated. There are ways that you can help yourself. As you read, you will gain understanding about and strategies to help improve:


    
      	Interactions with the parent and triggered negative feelings


      	Thoughts about your self and other basic attitudes


      	Relationships with the parent and with others


      	Your ability to manage difficult events and situations

    


    I encourage you to use the scales and exercises in this book to gain greater awareness and understanding, and to adopt those ­suggested strategies that best fit your personality.


    Narcissism Defined


    The term “narcissism” has been used quite a bit so far. Narcissism can be defined as the adult’s self-love, self-esteem, and feelings about her essential self. On one end, there is healthy adult narcissism that is mature and realistic (Kohut 1977). On the other end, there is pathological narcissism that is extremely immature, unrealistic, and completely self-serving. In between the two ends lies undeveloped narcissism, where some aspects of the person have progressed to the healthy end, some may still be in the immature range, and still others are in the process of developing. Think of the immature range as that which contains behaviors and attitudes expected of infants and children but signals immaturity and undeveloped narcissism in adults, such as constantly boasting or bragging, expecting others to immediately meet their demands without protest, or taking unnecessary risks that can be very self-destructive.


    This definition of narcissism is not evaluative or judgmental—it is simply descriptive of a collection of behaviors and attitudes that reveal how someone perceives and feels about her self, the degree of perceived separateness and individuation from others, and how she perceives and feels about others. We will focus on these revealing behaviors and attitudes and begin to understand their impact on relationships, how their growth and development are lacking and how this growth can be facilitated, and how this lack of growth and development is unconscious and not known to that person. It is the last point that can present difficulties for others in a relationship, as the person with immature or undeveloped narcissism is unaware that she exhibits behaviors and attitudes reflective of an earlier stage of development and tends to be oblivious of the impact these have on others.


    The information and strategies you will find in this book can be of enormous help to you in your interactions with your parent and in your everyday life. But no book can take the place of working with a competent mental health professional who can guide your personal development. That work can produce the deep understanding and personal changes you may desire, and I encourage you to seek out this expertise and guidance. This book will be an excellent starting point and ally in your journey, but nothing can fully substitute for professional help.


    The Self-Absorbed Parent


    Self-absorption occurs when there is a continual and extreme focus on one’s self in almost every situation and circumstance. Actions by self-absorbed people are based on their needs most or all of the time, even when some acts seem to benefit others. This book presents this continual and extreme self-focus as a Destructive Narcissistic Pattern (Brown 1998, 2001, 2006).


    Following are the behaviors and attitudes that are descriptive of a DNP. Read the descriptions through first, and then complete the rating scale that follows.


    
      	Grandiosity:The person tends to see herself as a sort of superwoman, with unreasonable expectations for her success, performance, wealth, and the like. She feels she must win all of the time and that she knows what’s best for others.


      	Entitlement attitude: This attitude is one that assumes that everyone is just an extension of her self and therefore others are under her control and just exist to meet her needs, even unspoken ones. Others are not recognized as separate and distinct individuals. She expects and demands preferential treatment and feels that her needs should receive priority over the needs of others.


      	Lack of empathy: She is indifferent to the impact of her critical, demeaning, and devaluing comments and remarks but simultaneously expects others to be empathic to her. She constantly blames others for mistakes and what cannot be changed.


      	Extensions of self: Since the person does not recognize others as separate from her, she expects favors but does not return them. She gives orders and expects these to be promptly carried out, and expects others to read her mind and know what she wants without having to speak. She asks intrusive personal questions and tells others what they should or ought to do, but she doesn’t respect others’ property or boundaries.


      	Impoverished self: The behaviors that signal the impoverished self includes constantly decrying how she is deprived, left out, and minimized, even when there is no evidence to support this perspective. She can be self-depreciating but will become angry or hurt if others agree. She uses put-downs of herself in an effort to get others to disagree.


      	Attention seeking: Most of these behaviors and attitudes are easily seen as the person usually or always does some or all of them. She not only speaks loudly, she talks a lot. She enters and exits rooms noisily, dresses to attract attention, and makes grand gestures.


      	Admiration seeking: These behaviors are those that are constantly done for public approval and approbation, which the parent craves as external signs of worthiness, superiority, and the like. She boasts and brags about accomplishments and promotes herself for awards and other recognitions. She responds to flattery but does not recognize insincere compliments.


      	Shallow emotions: This person expresses and experiences few emotions, usually only anger and fear. She has the words for feelings, but these are empty.


      	Envious: This person displays envy when she says and does things that reflect resentment of others’ success, accomplishments, possessions, or opportunities, and feels that she is more deserving. Feelings of envy can trigger the impoverished self.


      	Contemptuous: Contempt is a part of feeling superior, where the person thinks that others are less deserving, worthwhile, or valuable. She will make negative and demeaning comments about others’ value and worth, such as poor people not deserving assistance.


      	Arrogant: This attitude of feeling vastly superior to others can be seen in behaviors such as talking down or patronizingly to others. She is not shy about letting others know that she perceives them as inferior and makes frequent references to her superiority.


      	Empty at the core of self: The empty person perceives relationships as existing for her convenience and hops from relationship to relationship, never able to make real connections. She is unable to form and maintain meaningful, satisfying, and enduring relationships, becomes very anxious when alone, and seems to crave or need activity.


      	Reverses parenting and nurturing: The child is made responsible for the parent’s well-being instead of the usual reverse expectation. Behaviors that signal this attitude include statements like the following: “If you loved me, you would…”; “I love you when you…”; “Don’t you want me to love you?”; “You make me feel good when you…”; “I don’t like it when you disappoint me”; “Can’t you ever do what I want or need you to do?”


      	Basks in the child’s reflected glory: This parent demands that the child become and do what she desires, for example, by excelling in athletics and school achievement or displaying other talents. The child must be very successful or the parent will be displeased. She is indifferent to or ignores the child’s desires.


      	Intolerant of child’s values, needs, and so on: She cannot perceive the child as a separate and distinct individual but only as an extension of her. She cannot tolerate disagreement or any hint of criticism, as she should always be perceived as perfect, and blames the child for perceived imperfections and mistakes.


      	Exploits others: This behavior and attitude are also reflections of an inability to perceive and relate to others as separate, different, and worthwhile individuals. Others are perceived as existing for her benefit and subject to exploitive behaviors, such as taking unfair advantage of others, manipulating others to get her own way, and assuming unearned credit.

    


    Assess your parent on the items below using the following ratings and the previous definitions.


    The Parental DNP Scale


    5—Very much like your parent; always or almost always


    4—Often like your parent; very frequently


    3—Sometimes like your parent; many times


    2—Occasionally like your parent; infrequently


    1—Not at all like your parent; never or almost never


    
      	Grandiosity 5 4 3 2 1


      	Entitlement attitude 5 4 3 2 1


      	Lack of empathy 5 4 3 2 1


      	Extensions of self 5 4 3 2 1


      	Impoverished self 5 4 3 2 1


      	Attention seeking 5 4 3 2 1


      	Admiration seeking 5 4 3 2 1


      	Shallow emotions 5 4 3 2 1


      	Envious 5 4 3 2 1


      	Contemptuous 5 4 3 2 1


      	Arrogant 5 4 3 2 1


      	Empty at the core 5 4 3 2 1


      	Reverses parenting and nurturing 5 4 3 2 1


      	Basks in the child’s reflected glory 5 4 3 2 1


      	Intolerant of child’s values, needs, and the like 5 4 3 2 1


      	Exploits others 5 4 3 2 1

    


    Scoring: Add your ratings to obtain a total score. Use the following as a guide to understanding the ratings.


    65–80: The parent has considerable behaviors and attitudes reflective of a DNP.


    49–64: The parent has numerous behaviors and attitudes reflective of a DNP.


    33–48: The parent has some behaviors and attitudes reflective of a DNP.


    17–32: The parent has a few of the behaviors and attitudes reflective of a DNP.


    0–16: The parent has almost none, or none, of the behaviors and attitudes reflective of a DNP.


    What you probably realized from completing this scale is that your parent had some characteristics but not others, or at least she had lower ratings on some items. But if your ratings for your parent totaled 49 or more, then you perceive her as having numerous characteristics reflective of self-absorption. Later in this chapter, you will find descriptions for various types of self-absorbed parents, and your parent’s behavior and attitudes can be reflected in a particular type. But it’s important to remember that these descriptions and categories are not definitive. They are used for ease of discussion.


    The Child Who Assumed Parent Responsibilities


    The self-absorbed parents described here have many of the characteristics described in the scale and, in addition, have a conscious or unconscious expectation that their children are responsible for their, the parents’, welfare instead of the reverse. Children growing up under these circumstances experience all or most of the following. These children:


    
      	Exist as extensions of the parent


      	Remain under parental control even as the children become adults


      	Must meet parental expectations at all times, even as adults with their own needs and self-expectations


      	Should be able to anticipate parental needs and desires and work diligently to fulfill these


      	Must attend to and at all times admire the parent


      	Are expected to sacrifice their lives and welfare to take care of the parent


      	Should show empathy to the parent but not expect or receive empathy in return


      	Must never make mistakes or show poor judgment, as this reflects negatively on the parent


      	Are expected to drop what they are doing at any moment if the parent wants them to


      	Should never exercise any independence or autonomy

    


    The children of the self-absorbed, who experience these behaviors and attitudes from birth, are not allowed to become separate and distinct individuals in their own right and may find that this affects their adult lives in often negative ways.


    To determine if this description fits you, read the following list of thoughts, feelings, and attitudes, and assess yourself on each using the following ratings.


    Enduring Effects of the Parental DNP Scale


    5—Always or almost always


    4—Very often


    3—Frequently


    2—Seldom


    1—Never or almost never


    
      	Difficulty forming satisfying and meaningful relationships that endure 5 4 3 2 1


      	Inability to recognize when others are trying to manipulate you to do things that are not in your best interests 5 4 3 2 1


      	Find it difficult to express a wide variety of emotions 5 4 3 2 1


      	Become overwhelmed by others’ emotions and find it hard to let go of these 5 4 3 2 1


      	Become enmeshed in others’ emotions 5 4 3 2 1


      	Tend to take comments and actions personally 5 4 3 2 1


      	Have difficulty controlling negative feelings, such as anger and resentment, and are bothered by these 5 4 3 2 1


      	Stay on edge and anxious about trying to please others 5 4 3 2 1


      	Have difficulty making decisions 5 4 3 2 1


      	Wonder why others seem to find more happiness and pleasure than you do 5 4 3 2 1

    


    Add all your ratings to derive a total score.


    The higher scores indicate more enduring negative effects that may have their roots in having grown up with a destructive narcissistic parent. Use the following as a guide to understand your scores.


    41–50: Your behavior and attitudes indicate intense and enduring negative effects.


    31–40: Your behavior and attitudes indicate considerable enduring negative effects.


    21–30: Your behavior and attitudes indicate moderate negative effects.


    11–20: Your behavior and attitudes indicate some negative effects.


    0–10: Your behavior and attitudes indicate few or no negative effects.


    Higher scores (35 or more) can indicate that you are still affected by old parental messages that direct your thinking and actions in ways that aren’t always in your best interest. For example, if you rated item number 2 at a 4 or 5, you are too often manipulated into doing things you don’t want to do, and there are probably times when your parent continues to do this to you, even though you are an adult. Examine each item and decide if your thoughts and actions are in your best interest most of the time. In your current relationships, are you reacting to others in terms of how you were expected to relate to your parent?


    Effects of Reverse Parenting


    One of the most troubling and enduring effects of reverse parenting can be a heightened emotional susceptibility. Emotional susceptibility is the tendency to “catch” others’ feelings (usually negative feelings), incorporate these feelings into your self, and then find that you are unable to easily release them. Your psychological boundary strength was not sufficiently developed as you were growing up, so you’re less able to screen out and choose which emotions of others you can accept and which the other person should keep. Do you find that you do any or all of the following?


    
      	Constantly monitor others and try to discern what they are feeling


      	Become upset when others are in distress


      	Feel that you must have others’ liking and approval most all of the time


      	Take on the responsibility for others’ welfare and/or emotional well-being, even if they are independent adults who can care for themselves


      	Remain on the alert for signs that others are in distress or are uncomfortable


      	Stay on edge, churned up, or even upset and cannot let go of these feelings


      	Feel fearful of any signals that there is conflict present, even when you are not involved


      	Feel positive or happy only when those around you are feeling the same way

    


    If you identify with these states, beliefs, and/or feelings, you may have sufficient emotional susceptibility so that you frequently experience what is called projective identification—that is, you catch, incorporate, and act on others’ feelings that they project, and/or tend to become enmeshed or overwhelmed by others’ feelings. You have trouble maintaining strong and resilient boundaries, where you can empathize without losing your separate identity and are able to let go of these feelings so that they do not endure.


    To get some sense of the extent to which you experience ­emotional susceptibility, complete the following scale.


    Enduring Effects of Reverse Parenting Scale


    Assess the extent to which you have the experiences below using the following ratings.


    5—Always or almost always; extremely


    4—Frequently; very much


    3—Sometimes


    2—Seldom


    1—Never or almost never


    
      	Find that you are doing something someone persuades you to do that you feel is imprudent or wrong 5 4 3 2 1


      	Are unclear about how you got into an uncomfortable situation 5 4 3 2 1


      	Try to please someone by doing something you don’t want to do 5 4 3 2 1


      	Feel ashamed that you trusted someone who betrayed you 5 4 3 2 1


      	Find out that someone you value and respect does not value or respect you in return 5 4 3 2 1


      	Experience a sudden intensification of your feelings in an interaction 5 4 3 2 1


      	Feel guilty or ashamed when you are accused of being selfish or self-centered, especially by your parent 5 4 3 2 1


      	Get bullied into doing something to prove that you care for someone 5 4 3 2 1


      	Become sad when you sympathize with someone and are unable to let go of the sadness 5 4 3 2 1


      	Work hard to ensure harmony and smooth out any conflicts 5 4 3 2 1

    


    Scoring: Add your ratings to achieve a total score.


    41–50: You have considerable emotional susceptibility that may be a result of trying to please your self-absorbed parent but not succeeding.


    31–40: You have a great deal of emotional susceptibility.


    21–30: You have emotional susceptibility in many situations.


    11–20: You have some emotional susceptibility.


    0–10: You have little or no emotional susceptibility.


    Let’s examine some implications and impacts for each item.


    Imprudent and Wrong


    Some people are good persuaders and are able to convince others to do things that they may regret later. These people are usually strong emotional senders, and if your boundaries are not strong enough and/or you have a strong desire to please others, then you can get caught up in what they are sending. Then you can find yourself acting on what you’ve caught, even though a part of you is extremely reluctant. If you experienced reverse parenting, then you probably had many situations in which your parent was able to persuade you to do things you didn’t want to do. Not that these were necessarily wrong or imprudent, but the pattern was set at that time, and you continue to act on it today.


    Uncomfortable Situations


    Do you frequently find yourself in uncomfortable situations and have little or no awareness of how you ended up there? You may be so susceptible to others’ emotions that they are able to drag you along with them to carry their uncomfortable emotions so that they don’t have to feel them. Reverse parenting experiences, such as a parent telling a child to come and make her feel better or claiming that what the child does and says “makes” her feel a certain way, can set the child up to assume and carry others’ feelings. As an adult, the child can be hypersensitive to others’ feelings, becoming enmeshed or overwhelmed by these and finding it hard to let go of them. These adult children often spend much of their time catering to others to ensure their emotional comfort so as to not catch others’ uncomfortable or distressing feelings. Children can be very open to accepting others’ feelings, particularly those of their parents.


    Pleasing Others


    There can be numerous occasions where you do something you do not want to do just to please someone because you deeply care for that person, and what is being done does not violate your values, morals, ethics, or principles. Examples could be agreeing to a child’s request to play when all you want to do is to take a nap, or helping when a friend needs a favor. However, if you find that you have a deep and enduring need to please others and this means that you are being manipulated and exploited, then you may be acting on an effect of reverse parenting where you were always expected to please the parent at your expense.


    Betrayed and Ashamed


    There can be an awful feeling of rejection and abandonment when you are betrayed by someone you trust. Some people who had a reverse-parenting experience can feel that they are to blame—they weren’t good enough to prevent the person from acting as she did or that they were inadequate in not being able to anticipate the betrayal. These people assume self-blame instead of blaming the betrayer. This lowered self-confidence, self-esteem, and self-efficacy can arise from childhood experiences where the child could not “get it right” or be sufficient for the parent’s needs.


    Not Valued and Respected


    Finding out that someone you value and respect does not reciprocate can produce the same feelings as when you are betrayed. Shame and guilt for not being good enough, humiliation for not immediately perceiving that the person did not value or respect you, and anger for the perceived unfairness are some common feelings. You may still be trying to get your self-absorbed parent’s approval and liking at the expense of your feeling valued and respected. Hence, you find it difficult or impossible to immediately see when others don’t value and respect you.


    Increased and Intensified Feelings


    Intensified feelings in interactions are a strong signal of just how much you may be subject to projective identification experiences, where you unconsciously catch feelings during an interactions, incorporate these on top of what you were already feeling (which increases and intensifies your existing feelings), and then act on the increased and intensified feelings. Further, you are usually unable to moderate these or to easily let go of them. You may even wonder why you are feeling as intensely as you do. Your psychological boundary strength is insufficient to prevent this projective identification.


    Accusations of Self-Centeredness and Selfishness


    Accusations of self-centeredness and selfishness may or may not have some validity, but that’s not the focus here. The focus is on your feelings about the accusation. When you immediately feel guilt and shame when charged with being self-centered or selfish, you usually cannot think clearly enough to adequately assess the accusation’s validity. The result is that you either jump to act differently so as to negate the accusation, deny it, or become angry and turn it back on the accuser. Your reactions could be just what the other person desired, allowing her to further manipulate you, or so that the accuser can be shown as superior. This situation could be similar to what you experienced during your childhood reverse-parenting experiences.


    Bullied


    Bullying can be physical, emotional, and/or psychological. The receiver can feel inadequate and helpless to prevent or stop the attacks. She can react in several ways, complying with the intimidating demands, feeling inferior to the bully, or agreeing for reasons unknown to her—acting like someone whose early experiences predispose her to perceive bullying as a way of showing caring or of getting attention. When she acts this way, she is reacting to the new situation in terms of old situations, but she is unaware of the connection. Physical bullying is usually very visible, and there are steps that can be used to relieve the situation, such as flight. Emotional and psychological bullying are harder and more complex to combat, and the reaction to bullying usually has its roots in family-of-origin experiences. Your reverse-parenting experiences may be a factor in your actions to do something you do not want to do just to please another person, much as you did with your parent. Your desire to please was more important to you than was maintaining your sense of integrity, or you felt powerless and fearful of abandonment. Either way, that pattern is continuing to get played out in your relationships today.


    Sad


    Any emotion could really be used to head up this section, as the major point is about your psychological boundary strength. If you cannot let go when you sympathize or experience intense feelings during an interaction, then you may not be experiencing only your feelings. It is likely that you have caught the other person’s feeling, whatever that feeling was, and now are making it your feeling. Children have to develop healthy psychological boundary strength, and the reverse-parenting experience is unlikely to allow this to happen.


    Need to Ensure Harmony


    When you are emotionally susceptible—and everyone can be to some extent, particularly when you are with someone you care for—you work to ensure harmony because other people’s distress arouses your distress, and you don’t want to feel that way. You are really seeking harmony so as to take care of your feelings. You may also have assumed the same role in your family of origin and done so for the same reasons; that is, so that you did not have to take on the uncomfortable and distressing feelings engendered by the conflict. As an adult, you continue to feel that it is your responsibility to take care of everyone so that conflict does not emerge.


    Two Responses to a Parental DNP


    There are two major responses children seem to have when their parent has a DNP: compliant or rebellious. The compliant response has the child trying harder and harder to please the parent, a reaction that extends into adulthood, where anxiety is experienced when others do not seem to be pleased, and considerable effort goes into trying to always please others. This response also includes searching anxiously for nonverbal signals of distress, desires, or needs; the inability to be content with less that perfection; never feeling adequate; and relying mostly on others for validation.


    The rebellious response occurs when the child does not try to please the parent because she realizes that pleasing the parent is not possible. The child then acts in a way that conveys that she doesn’t care what others think about her, does not try to discern what others want or need, keeps a distance from others, and retreats into a self-validation stance. This stance makes it difficult for this person to trust others and works against establishing meaningful and satisfying relationships.


    Is Your Parent A Destructive Narcissist?


    Before we explore further the possibility that you may have grown up with a parent with a DNP, let’s do an exercise that will help you describe your parent more fully.


    Exercise 1.1: Description of Your Parent


    Materials: One or more sheets of paper and a pen or pencil for writing, and a suitable writing surface.


    Procedure: Sit in silence and let your thoughts focus on your parent. Try to contain and manage the feelings aroused in you for the present time.


    
      	Quickly, without evaluating or editing, write ten or more adjectives that describe the parent that you think may have a DNP.


      	Now, list the feelings aroused in you as you think about this parent.


      	Write a summary paragraph that describes your parent, using some or all of the adjectives and feelings.


      	Title your summary.


      	Put this description away in a safe place where you can refer to it at points throughout the book to see if your feelings have changed. Try reading this after each chapter.

    


    * * *


    Types of Self-Absorbed Parents


    There are many self-absorbed behaviors and attitudes, and it can be confusing when your parent has some but not others. So, for ease of discussion, I will describe four types of self-absorbed parents. These are needy, prickly, conniving, and grandstanding. Each will be presented, with a basic description, a list of behaviors, and the possible responses of the compliant child and the rebellious child.


    Needy


    The needy self-absorbed parent can come across to others as very caring and concerned. This parent is usually attentive, tries to anticipate every need, and is very anxious about getting recognition for her efforts. This need for recognition, specifically, is very suggestive of self-absorption. This parent has to receive attention, appreciation, and approval for almost every parental act, both from the child and from others. The child is not cared for altruistically—the child is expected to “pay” for the care with emotional coin. Any suggestion that the parent’s efforts are not wanted or appreciated, such as a toddler exerting her burgeoning independence, can result in the parent’s displeasure or in her taking control and managing the child; for example, by overprotecting. This parent makes sure others know how hard she works, sacrifices, and cares, to the extent that no one can ever overlook or forget about it.


    Behaviors and Attitudes


    
      	Clingy


      	Overly nurturing


      	Overprotective


      	Makes a big deal out of perceived personal sacrifices


      	Complaining


      	Gets anxious when alone


      	Wants to know your every thought, feeling, and so on


      	Feelings are easily hurt


      	Never forgets an offense, such as a slight or a critical remark


      	Never empathic but can seem very sympathetic


      	Uses soothing behavior to keep you from experiencing your feelings

    


    Prickly


    The prickly self-absorbed parent is very demanding and expects prompt and accurate compliance with her needs, whether or not these needs were verbally conveyed. Others are expected to “do the right thing,” to always “do it right,” without ever having an adequate explanation for what “right” means for this parent. Deviations from the self-absorbed parent’s internal understanding of “right” cannot be tolerated, and the child endures constant criticism and other negative comments. This parent can also be very touchy, sensing disapproval, criticism, and blame from almost everything that is said and done, whether or not that is what was meant. As a consequence, others can always be on edge around this parent, are careful in what they do and say, and continue to try to “get it right” or withdraw physically and/or emotionally.


    Behaviors and Attitudes


    
      	Critical and criticizing


      	Never completely satisfied


      	Picky—everything must be done to her perceptions and standards


      	Demands perfection


      	Hypersensitive to perceived criticism


      	Blames others when she is uncomfortable, and also blames you when you are uncomfortable


      	Makes demeaning or devaluing comments to and about others


      	Takes offense easily


      	Nags

    


    Conniving


    The conniving self-absorbed parent is always positioning herself to win, come out on top, be superior to others, and make sure that all others understand just how they are inferior. This applies to almost all aspects of her life, including her children. This parent will lie, cheat, distort, and mislead in order to achieve her goals. Others are considered fair game for manipulation and exploitation, including her children. She can be adept at reading other’s needs and emotional susceptibility and using these to manipulate and exploit them. Some effects on these parents’ children as adults are a wariness and constant questioning of others’ motives or a tendency to get into relationships where they are manipulated to do things they do not want to do or that aren’t in their best interests.


    Behaviors and Attitudes


    
      	Manipulative


      	Has to win at all costs


      	Lies, cheats, misleads, and distorts


      	Coercive, seductive


      	Ingratiating to get what is wanted


      	Takes advantage of others


      	Is dismissive of others as inferior


      	Vengeful


      	Assumes that others are supposed to do what she wants them to do


      	Always looks for the main chance, an edge, and the like

    


    Grandstanding


    The grandstanding parent can be described as “always on stage,” “playing to the crowd,” “larger than life,” and other such descriptors. Others in her world have to assume a subordinate role, and that role must support and highlight this parent’s self-perception. Her children are perceived as extensions of her and exist to enhance and expand the areas where the parent can be admired, receive attention, be better than others, and so on. The child must never fail; and when the child succeeds, that success is perceived as due to the parent’s efforts or contributions. The effects on her children can produce someone who is timid, cautious, and always seeking attention and admiration, or someone who acts out to get the same outcomes.


    Behaviors and Attitudes


    
      	Flamboyant, dramatic


      	Restless, moves from person to person, project to project, thought to thought


      	Maniacal at times, talks fast, moves fast, and expects others to follow this lead


      	Boasts and brags constantly


      	Resents anyone who outshines her


      	Exaggerates accomplishments and ailments


      	Engages in considerable self-promotion


      	Overestimates her abilities, capabilities, and talent


      	Intrusive, ignores or fails to recognize others’ psychological boundaries, possessions, or territory


      	Assumes she is in charge

    


    Effects of Types on the Child


    Now we’ll take a look at how each parental type affects the children involved, focusing particularly on the two major ways that ­children usually respond to these parents: compliance or rebellion.


    Needy


    
      	Compliant response: The compliant child who has a needy narcissistic parent can become overly sensitive to others’ needs. She constantly monitors others for signs of distress, unmet needs, and the like. The child tries to read other people’s minds, attempting to know how to behave even before a request is made. She is very anxious and fearful of disagreements and other forms of conflict. She subordinates personal needs most of the time, feels guilt and shame when others are disappointed, and does things that she doesn’t want to do in trying to please others. Children of the needy parent can be easily seduced and often become enmeshed in others’ feelings.


      	Rebellious response: When the child responds rebelliously, the behavior of the needy narcissistic parent results in the child keeping others at a distance and often refusing to connect or engage. These children can be insensitive or can ignore others’ needs. They tend to openly disagree with others but then withdraw from conflict. They are resentful when others try to seduce or coerce them.

    


    Prickly


    
      	Compliant response: Compliant children who have a prickly narcissistic parent try hard to please and can be fearful of conflict. A child in this situation tends to be a perfectionist but feels like an imposter when she actually achieves or is complimented. She cringes at the slightest hint of criticism or blame, can be bullied, and tries to discern what is expected and comply.


      	Rebellious response: When the response to the prickly parent is rebellious, the child is defiant, tends to be combative, and is overly defensive in response to comments she perceives as critical. She tries to attack first as a defense, is not concerned with pleasing others, and does not recognize or accept support from others.

    


    Conniving


    
      	Compliant response: The compliant response to a conniving narcissistic parent will have a facade of the false self. The child will be overly complimentary and ingratiating but also sneaky and loose with the truth. She can be easily seduced or coerced, is fearful of being rejected, and is anxious and never confident about what to expect.


      	Rebellious response: When the child’s response to the conniving narcissistic parent is rebellious, she is wary of others, tending to mistrust their motives. She can be hard to get to know, as she is fearful of being coerced or seduced. She resents others trying to take advantage (or even the perception that this is happening) and is constantly on guard for others’ hidden agendas.

    


    Grandstanding


    
      	Compliant response: The compliant child of a grandstanding narcissistic parent will tend to be submissive, self-­effacing, and self-deprecating. She is always on edge, trying to anticipate the unexpected and fearing and expecting the worst, and she is unable to protect her boundaries.


      	Rebellious response: The rebellious child engages in risky behavior that can be self-destructive. She uses flattery as a tool and can appear cooperative but may have quiet or hidden defiance. She has considerable resistance to others’ ideas, thoughts, and so on but is adept at ­concealing true feelings.

    


    At this point, you have some indications of whether or not your parent has many of the behaviors and attitudes of the DNP and have identified your primary response as either compliant or rebellious. There can be some overlapping of categories, types, and responses, but the types are only provided for ease of discussion, and you can make adjustments to what is presented to fit you and your situation.


    The material in the rest of this book is intended to guide you to a better understanding of how you developed and grew to become the person you are at this time, to teach you strategies that can be helpful when interacting with your self-absorbed parent, and to show you how to lessen or eliminate the negative impact of her behavior and attitudes on you. Among some gains you can experience are:


    
      	Learning a process for containing and managing your difficult feelings


      	Becoming more realistic about your parent and relinquishing the fantasy that the parent will change


      	Discovering what to do and say in interactions with the parent—actions that can prevent your negative feelings from being aroused


      	Building your capacity for empathy, creativity, and other characteristics of healthy adult narcissism


      	Reducing your faulty beliefs and your undeveloped narcissism


      	Overcoming many of the lingering effects on you ­produced by living with a parent with a DNP


      	Learning strategies for how to handle difficult situations with the parent


      	Gaining the freedom to become the person you want to be

    

  




End of sample
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