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Alex, 18, has helped and comforted his mother, Roberta, since the
death of his father when he was 10 years old.  Fortunately, Alex and
Roberta were well-provided for financially by investments and life
insurance. However, Roberta was a woman with only material
resources, no internal ones, to allow her to cope with the death of her
husband. Alex became her companion and confidante. From the time
of her husband’s death, Roberta cried and complained to her son. 
Alex heard regularly about his mother’s loneliness, and how rejected
she felt by friends who “moved on” without her. He spent more
weekend nights than he could count watching movies with her at
home.
 
In spite of these difficulties, Alex was an excellent student. When he
applied to college he was accepted at a prestigious university in the
next state, several hours away.
 
Roberta was crushed. “You’re just like the rest of them!” she screamed. 
“Everyone leaves me!”

 
 
Claudia, age 42, dreads each Saturday morning when her mother,
Frances, age 68, comes to “visit” and see Claudia’s three children. No
matter how good her week has been, by the time Frances leaves
Claudia feels depressed and worthless. 
 
Last week, Frances showed up with new curtains for Claudia’s kitchen
and proceeded to install them, shoving Claudia’s curtains in a trash
bag. “I know how hard it is for you to keep the place up,” Frances
murmured sympathetically. Another week Frances brought Claudia a
bag of her discarded clothes.  “I’ve lost some weight,” Frances confided.
“I thought you could use these.”
 
 
 
 
 
Narcissistic Parents come in all shapes and sizes, and from all
socioeconomic classes. Their hurtful behavior can be remarkably subtle
or blatantly obvious, enacted publicly or behind closed doors.Whatever
the style of the Narcissistic Parent, they all share the following
personality traits and behaviors.
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Are unable to empathize with their children’s’ feelings. 
Are more concerned with their own needs than those of their
children. 
Have poor impulse control.
Have unstable moods. 
Are unable to take responsibility for their behavior.

Learn about what narcissism really is. Narcissism and Narcissistic
Personality Disorder are abstract concepts that can be hard to wrap
your mind around, especially when you are talking about your own
parent. This is important because you can’t make good decisions
about a situation unless you really know what you are dealing with. 

Narcissistic Parents: 

 
In short, Narcissistic Parents often act like children themselves—
saying mean things, throwing tantrums, behaving as if the world
revolves around them. 
 
Children of Narcissistic Parents grow up in environments in which
things don’t make sense, although they don’t know why.  It’s no
wonder that as adults, they often have difficulty managing their
relationships with their parents, trusting their instincts, and making
healthy decisions.
 
Here Are Some Ways to Start Thriving

 

 
Two good books to learn from are: 
The Narcissist You Know by Joseph Burgo, Ph.D.
Why is it Always About You? by Sandy Hotchkiss, LCSW

 
 

If possible, gather history and piece together why your parent may
have become a narcissist. What happened? This is important
because we need to make sense of our lives. Understanding does
not mean you condone or accept your parent’s behavior. However,
for some people it can help the process of moving forward and
thriving.

 
 



 
Learn and Practice Self-Talk. When you grow up with a Narcissistic
Parent, you grow up in an environment in which reality is often
distorted. This behavior has a particular powerful impact when it
comes from a parent. For example, if your parent tells you: “You
never do anything nice for me,” you may question that statement
and feel bad, even if you know it’s not true.  Practice stepping back,
and talking to yourself about how your parent’s behavior reflects
narcissism.  When you do this, it can help you manage your
emotions and respond in a way that is healthier for you.

Learn and Practice Self-Calming Strategies.  It is very challenging to
cope with a Narcissistic Parent. When we feel emotionally
threatened, our “fight or flight” response kicks in (pounding heart,
feeling of dread, lightheadedness, fear, anger, etc).  Learn to counter
these natural reactions with relaxation breathing, self-hypnosis, or
meditation.

Practice Trusting Yourself and Build on Your Strengths. A child with
a narcissistic parent grows up in a home in which things don’t make
sense. A parent might point out the flaws in her child’s piano recital
in private, then later be heard bragging to her friends about the
flawless playing. Slow down, and practice questioning the times you
doubt and undermine yourself. Understand your self-criticism in the
context of narcissism and begin talking back to it.

Take Breaks. No Contact if Necessary. You may need time away from
your parent in order to understand his or her narcissism and its
impact on you. Sometimes only time and space can allow you to
determine what is best in the long run for you and your family, if you
have one, including whether you can resume contact at all.

 

 
Here are Some Resources 
 
The Relaxation and Stress Reduction Workbook by Martha Davis and
Elizabeth Robbins Eshelman
 
Healthjourneys.com   a website with cds and audio downloads for
meditation and relaxation
 

 



 
Set Limits. Healthy relationships have boundaries.  Since Narcissists
do not respect other people’s feelings, they cannot respect their
boundaries either. If you are in contact with your parent, be clear
about your expectations—for your parent’s behavior, your time, what
will happen if expectations are violated.

Build Healthy Relationships and Decrease Isolation. Many adults
raised by Narcissistic Parents find that they feel isolated or drawn to
unhealthy relationships. Practice looking at your current
relationships.  Cultivate the ones that are best for you.  If you feel
isolated, practice understanding that through the impact of
narcissism and take steps to connect with others.

Take Care of Yourself.  Don’t Overdo It or Underdo It. Since children
of narcissistic parents grow up in a home in which their emotional
needs are not met, as adults they often don’t know how to take care
of themselves. Some people might do too much and run themselves
into the ground with obligations. Others might do too little,
neglecting their health and financial security.If you fall into one of
these extremes, gently examine your tendencies through the lens of
growing up in a narcissistic family. Identify one step you can take to
live a healthier life. Perhaps: you can talk to your spouse about
sharing more equally with taking care of your child? Maybe go back
to walking?  Cut back on smoking?

Understand your story. Grieve for the parent and childhood you
didn’t have. It’s possible that this should be the first suggestion,
because the the rest will come more easily once you have really
acknowledged your story and truly allowed yourself to grieve. If you
had a narcissistic parent, you are faced with challenges.  The good
news is (there is good news!) you can move forward and thrive, even
if your parent has died.

 

 

 

 
Learn more about how Dr. Stephanie Kriesberg can help you move forward and

thrive if you had a narcissistic parent at www.drstephaniekriesberg.com.
 
 


