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Waking up in the morning hearing a critical voice that just 
won’t stop
Thinking over and over about worries 
Feeling isolated, especially from other women
Getting angry or frustrated over small things
Withdrawing from mother, then feeling guilty

Think of it this way:  As a child matures, she develops intellectually,
physically, and emotionally. Each child is shaped by her genes, her
temperament, and her environment: Nature and Nurture.
 
There is limited research on the development of narcissism
compared to other mental health disorders. However, research
indicates that people who develop narcissism grew up in families
that expected perfection or ignored the emotional needs of their
children. 
 
They may have experienced severe trauma. In addition, recent
research in neuroscience found brain differences in people
diagnosed with narcissism. 
 
Narcissistic adults have never fully matured on  key developmental
lines. They may look like adults on the outside, but are much
younger on the inside. People with narcissistic behaviors may
function well in certain areas of their lives, such as work, and very
poorly in other areas of their lives, such as close family
relationships. 
 
Their behavior is inconsistent and unpredictable, which makes it
difficult to be the daughter of a narcissistic mother.
 

Daughters of narcissistic mothers (DNMs) often struggle with the following:
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Feeling she can never do or be enough
Tries to get her mother to appreciate or understand her, even
though it never works
Neglects her own needs and takes care of everybody else, 

Has a hard time saying no to a request
Questions herself and doubts her judgments or decisions
Tries to do everything perfectly, is a perfectionist
Has trouble getting close to people
Feels “different” from other women

even if it exhausts her

 
 

TIPS FOR MOVING FORWARD

 

Practice skills to calm your nervous system.
 
Growing up in an unpredictable environment, many daughters of
narcissistic mothers struggle with chronic anxiety. It’s critical to
practice skills to turn down your body’s physical responses to stress
and anxiety—your fight or flight response. 
 
Slow Breathing (SB)
 
With SB, you breathe in slowly from your belly, so that your belly
rises when you inhale, and lowers when you exhale.  As you
practice, it helps to count in your mind so that the exhale is twice
as long as the inhale. 
 
Why should we breathe out for twice as long we breathe in? 
When we exhale, we turn on our parasympathetic nervous system,
the part of our nervous system responsible for the relaxation
response.  
 
 



 
Here is an example:
 
Sit comfortably with your back supported. Breathe in to a count of
ONE.  When you get to ONE, pause for a moment. Then breathe
out for a count of TWO.  As you get more comfortable with this
pacing, expand the count:  breathe in for 2 and out for 4 seconds.
Breathe in for 3 and out for 6 seconds.  Set aside time every day to
practice SB for 5 minutes. Good times are first thing in the
morning, at lunch, or when you get home from work. 
 
Another strategy is to practice ten times a day, for ten breaths each
time.  The more you practice, the more easily this skill will come to
you when you need it.  In addition, you will maintain your body in a
more calm and relaxed state.
 
 

PRACTICE SKILLS TO FOCUS ON YOUR STRENGTHS

 

Growing up in a critical home, daughters of narcissistic mothers
may be unaware of  their strengths and capabilities.  For some help
in identifying your strengths, here is Dr. Martin Seligman’s list of 24
Signature Strengths (adapted from GoodLifeZen.com).
 
1. Love of  Learning.
2. Bravery
3. Enthusiasm and Energy
4. Leadership
5. Appreciation/Awe for Nature, Art, Beauty, etc.
6. Humor
7. Creativity/Ingenuity/Originality
8. Curiosity, Openness to Experience
9. Open-Mindedness
10. Perspective/Wisdom
11. Persistence
12. Integrity/Honesty
 
 



 
13. Love/Capacity for Close Relationships
14. Kindness
15. Emotional Intelligence
16. Fairness
17.  Gratitude
18.  Optimism
19.  Spirituality
20.  Forgiveness and Mercy
21.  Emotional Regulation and Self-Control
22.  Social Responsibility
23.  Humility
24.  Good Judgement/Common Sense
 
Now, that you have identified your strengths, write an answer to
the prompt below. It doesn’t have to perfect, just write what comes
to mind. 
 
Choose a strength from your list. Think back to a time when you
drew on that strength to solve a problem or meet a challenge. 
 
Just let yourself write freely, recalling all the details you can about
situation. What did you feel, think, or do.  Write about what you
heard, saw, touched, even tasted.  Draw on all your senses.  How
does it feel to write about this situation?  What else does it say
about your strengths and resources that you were able to solve the
problem or handle the challenge as you did?

 

 
 
 

 



 
PRACTICE SKILLS TO SET BOUNDARIES

 
Growing up with the message that their needs and feelings don’t
matter, daughters of narcissistic mothers often have difficulty
taking care of themselves, saying no, and setting clear, calm limits
with others.  
 
Here is an exercise to help set boundaries.
a)  Take a few slow breaths to calm your nervous system.
 
b)  Recall one of your strengths or several strengths.
 
c)  Imagine that a friend has come to you with a dilemma, one in
which your friend needs to stand up to someone or set a limit. 
Your friend feels guilty and is considering just going along with the
request.  What would you say to your friend?  Why?  How could
you show this compassion to yourself in the future?
 
Remember that none of these skills is easy; they take practice and
patience.  If you would like more information or to seek help,
contact Dr. Stephanie Kriesberg at www.drstephaniekriesberg.com
or email her at drsk@drstephaniekriesberg.com.

 

 
 
 

 


