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An Introduction to Narcissistic Abuse Victim Syndrome
Your experience is valid. It does not matter whether your narcissist is covert,
overt, malignant, depressed, a martyr, a man, a woman, family, a friend, your
partner, or a co-worker - YOUR symptoms are the same!
Being close to a narcissistic person can make you feel sick, stressed, and full of
self-doubt.
In this booklet, we would like to hand you a mirror so you can take a look at yourself and
see if you can recognize these examples in your own life. You may be suffering from
Narcissistic Abuse Victim Syndrome (NAVS).
Although it might be painful, the first step to healing is to recognize “the disease”. Just
like when you feel ill, a doctor starts by diagnosing you in order to find the right
treatment - your psyche is no different!
While you are reading, when you recognize something from your own life take time to
write down a specific example - what happened, what was said and done, when did it
happen, how did it make you feel? Also, note how you sense the effects of this incident
inside you now. This way, when you begin to doubt your sanity, you have your own
record right there in black and white. Documenting your journey is an important way in
which you can support yourself through your healing as well as a helpful tool, should
you choose to do something about your experience. When you address how badly you
feel, you have a baseline you can easily reference to, in order to see how much
progress you are making as you start to work on yourself.

Narcissistic Personality Disorder
Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD) is a complex mental health condition that
typically involves an individual who exhibits:
Low empathy. They can fake verbal empathy, but ultimately, they regard people
as tools they can use to reach their own goals.
● A grandiose or inflated sense of self
● An extreme need for admiration or attention. They are addicted to adoration and
display the same patterns of dysfunctional behavior that an addict would to get it.
In fact, many addicts also display narcissistic tendencies.
● A pattern of manipulative, controlling behavior that can include verbal abuse,
emotional manipulation, and physical abuse.
●
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The tactics of narcissists are meant to confuse you, make you question your sense of
reality, and damage your self-esteem. This is all part of narcissistic abuse.
Why do narcissists behave this way? The narcissist project their own negative
self-image onto others, because they, like any addict, cannot handle what is inside
them. If you are interested in diving deeper into the causes and inner-workings of
Narcissistic Personality Disorder, we recommend our books available on Amazon:
Narcissistic Men: 10 Strategies to Deal with Toxic Husbands, Fathers, Boyfriends, and
Co-Workers by Mariah Wolfe and Charlotte Lindhardt
Narcissistic Women: 10 Strategies to Deal with Toxic Wives, Mothers, Girlfriends, and
Co-Workers by Mariah Wolfe and Charlotte Lindhardt

My Way or the Highway
A mental health diagnosis never excuses abusive behavior. People actively choose to
abuse and manipulate others. Unfortunately, by nature narcissists will never take
responsibility for their abuse. They will make excuses for themselves and blame you for
triggering their behavior. You will hear them say things like “if you hadn’t have done this,
then I would never have done that!” The worst part is that they truly believe that it is how
it is; they are never to blame while you are. In the world of narcissists, there is only one
truth: Theirs.
Narcissists want to avoid getting in touch with the pain inside of them, so they resort to
defense mechanisms. They will be extraordinarily convincing in blaming everything on
others. They have learned to seem forceful and will lie to your face with the strongest of
convictions. Since most of us are kind people who want to believe the best in others, we
can get sucked into their lies and manipulation and begin to doubt ourselves.
In short, what happens in a narcissistic relationship is that you get manipulated into
trusting and opening up to them, so they can then break you down and force you to
submit to their view of the world to gain their favor.
In a romantic relationship, the narcissist will often start out looking like the person of
your dreams. They will lift you up and make you feel like no one else has done before.
Everything seems right and beautiful. At some point, the narcissist stops this adoring
behavior, and you start to seek it out again. The narcissist begins to blame you; it’s your
fault he/she is no longer romantic, kind, considerate - and you start to believe it. You eat
up his/her story because you want that amazing feeling back and will do whatever it
takes to get your relationship back to where it once was. You focus on getting back into
the good graces of the narcissist and suddenly you are stuck like a fly in a spider’s web.
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Example: Julie notices that Allan has stopped saying nice things to her,
complimenting her, and taking an interest in her. She tries to remind him of how
nice it was when he did that and praises him for doing it. It doesn’t change
anything. She then tries to encourage him by complimenting him more often and
it doesn’t change anything either. Then, she gently points out that his verbal
affirmations mean a lot to her and that she misses them. Nothing happens. In the
end, she directly asks him what is going on. Now, he says that he has stopped
because she is so needy. He feels she shouldn’t have love just because she
wants it and that she must wait for him to come back to wanting to show affection
on his own even if it takes months. Julie becomes a hostage of his mood swings
and learns that asking for what she needs is a bad idea. Not being able to solve
issues with him makes Julie feel frustrated and stuck.
If you are the child of a narcissistic parent, you have most likely experienced how rare it
is to be rewarded with their approval. Small children always seek to gain the approval of
their parents by either being compliant or externalizing the confusion and hurt they feel
inside of them. Whether it’s one or the other, their behavior will continue into adulthood
and become a pattern where they always react to others. Being raised by a narcissist
has conditioned you to accept the focus always being on others instead of you.
Most people who are around narcissists for too long have shattered self-esteem, suffer
from extreme self-doubt, and have lost their energy and willpower to do good things for
themselves.
This is called Narcissistic Abuse Victim Syndrome (NAVS)
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Symptoms
If what we have described so far sounds similar to your experience, continue reading as
we explore more symptoms of NAVS.

Symptom: We stop socializing and confiding in people outside the
relationship
When you are close to a narcissistic person, you become their “narcissistic supply”. You
are their life source and they will drain your energy, abuse your time, take advantage of
your kindness, and betray your trust all while making you the scapegoat for their sins.
To do this, the narcissist must separate you from your people to eliminate the risk of
someone close to you turning you against the narcissist.

Example:
For the last three months, Lis has been everything Michael ever dreamed of in a
partner. Now she is talking about them getting married and buying a house
together. Michael tells his sister and is excited to share their dreams with his
family. But his sister isn’t happy. She thinks their relationship is going way too fast
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and voices her concern that he is letting his infatuation with Lis cloud his
judgment.
Michael is very hurt and shares this with Lis after he gets home. She listens to
him, hugs him, and says “Honey, I don’t think they understand what we have.
Sadly, they have never felt the magic that you and I create together. Maybe you
shouldn’t share your heart with them for a little while. Just enjoy this. You
deserve it. You earned this happiness, sweetheart! They don’t understand
because they don’t have what we have. It’s ok. Maybe just protect yourself and
create a little space between you for a while.” This is how it starts. It seems
beautiful and supportive, but it is manipulative. Had Lis and Michael been in a
healthy relationship, they could have talked about the fact that maybe they
WERE moving too fast instead of immediately discounting Michael’s family.
When Lis and Michael have their first argument, she blames him for not being
able to give in to love and trust her. After Lis cries and walks away from him,
Michael recounts their argument to a friend. Lis finds out that Michael has shared
their argument and gets very angry. “You betrayed us! How could you share your
hurt with someone outside of our relationship? This is between us! I thought I
could trust you and that you were loyal, but you are not. I don’t know if I can trust
you now!” She acts hurt and withdraws from him, and he is eager to make
everything better. Michael becomes the fixer. This instance would be okay in a
healthy relationship where both parties try to mend quarrels. However, a
relationship with a narcissist is one-sided, and no matter what Michael does to fix
it, it will never really be enough. Lis will now use this “betrayal” as a reason to
blame him for a lot of other things in the future.
Once Michael sees how Lis feels betrayed by him when he talks to others, he will
gradually stop confiding in and spending time with others. No one is around to
set him straight on what is actually going on.
I grew up with a narcissistic father. He was a famous entertainer in Denmark. He was
known for his roles where he was a kind and funny character, so people thought he was
exactly that. So, in my teens and twenties when I tried to confide in people what an
abusive and violent monster he was behind the façade, nobody believed me. They
thought I was being hysterical and blowing things out of proportion. I had to carry the
truth alone because the women who were close to him were beaten and ridiculed if they
tried to stand up for themselves or me. It wasn’t until narcissism became a well-known
mental illness that I could speak up and be believed.
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Symptom: We feel guilty without knowing why
As seen in the previous example, the narcissist starts playing the blame game early on
in a relationship. This game is sneaky, subtle, mean, and slowly entangles you in a web
of things he/she says you do wrong. These can be little things, you put the plates in the
dishwasher the wrong way or breathe too loudly. To a narcissist, nothing is off-limits.
I saw my father beat his partners. I even heard him degrade people who wanted to be
his friends. I knew from an early age to walk on eggshells to not fuel his rage. It is only
when everybody complies, takes responsibility for the narcissist’s well-being, and
succeeds in accommodating him or her that the narcissist will grace their close ones
with their pleasantness. This behavior manipulates us into believing that we are the
ones responsible for the narcissist’s suffering or happiness, and if we’re not doing
everything possible to comply with them, we are guilty of creating our own unfortunate
circumstances. This feeling of guilt is very common for people who are close to
narcissists. However, when the victims of narcissistic abuse are asked what exactly they
are guilty of, they either have a trivial answer such as not trying hard enough, being
clumsy, ruining the mood, or even no answer at all. They can’t truly point to a
reasonable cause of their guilt.
Constantly carrying the feeling of guilt breaks us. We are made to feel like we can do
nothing right, we are flawed, and we do not have other people’s – specifically the
narcissist’s – best interest at heart. We think we are the bad people.

Symptom: We become lethargic
First, we are stressed. Then, we become lethargic.
This is partly fueled by guilt. When we feel inadequate and that we really should do
better, we start walking on eggshells and keep an eye on the narcissist at all times to
avoid their abuse. Just like soldiers in a war, we always have to be vigilant and aware.
The world is never safe. We can’t relax. This constant anxiety forces our nervous
systems to stay on high alert around the clock. We are always tense. Living in this state
is extremely unhealthy - even dangerous. When we are on high alert, our body releases
cortisol and other chemicals to make it possible for us to deal with and battle the danger
we cannot see. The rush stresses our hormonal systems and has directly led to many
children of narcissists developing various autoimmune diseases.
Of course, we know we cannot stay on high alert all the time, but our common sense
doesn’t work around a narcissist. We are told that only their common sense works. Our
common sense can’t reach us and tells us that we can relax because there really is no
danger. Our nervous system’s only option is to shut down. Once your body is off high
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alert, you collapse with a lack of energy and motivation to do even the simplest of tasks.
You will find yourself depleted and only able to scrape together enough energy to not be
scolded by the narcissist.
Example: John seems to never be satisfied. He keeps saying that Caroline has
ruined their relationship: and everything he has ever done has been for her.
Caroline feels like giving up. Even worse, she feels guilty. John says he is doing
everything for her and if he’s not content, then it must be because she is not
doing her part. She must try harder but she feels drained and exhausted. Even at
work, her boss has made comments about changes in her performance and
attitude. She is not cheerful anymore and never signs up for company events or
special projects. It seems she is just doing the bare minimum to not be fired. At
home, it’s the same. Instead of looking forward to coming home, now she dreads
it. She obsesses over what she has to get done before John comes home, so he
won’t throw a fit. Caroline feels like her whole life is just work and chores while
also desperately trying to seem like her former cheerful self around John so he
can’t claim she is not making an effort. Sometimes she thinks that if vampires
were real, this must be what it would feel like to be slowly drained over time.

Symptom: We give up on our own wants and needs and feel
empty and lost
After having our confidence zapped and energy drained, there’s no room to take care of
yourself. You are punished if you put your wants and needs ahead of the narcissist.
When we only live for others, life loses its meaning. The famous saying holds – you
can’t pour from an empty cup. If you are happy and are taking care of yourself, being
kind, helpful, and considerate feels amazing. If you are depleted, trying to give anything
more is unpleasant and even dangerous to your health.

Symptom: We feel restless, unsettled, and anxious
When we constantly feel like an invisible danger is lurking around every corner, our
system begins looking for ways to flee. Our reptile brains handle threats we cannot
describe or easily understand - deadly or not – in one of three ways: fight, flight, or
freeze. Freeze is also called “playing dead” which is why you experience lethargy. When
there is no fighting or fleeing, your nervous system gives up and plays dead. When you
are not lethargic, you will feel restless, unsettled, and anxious. This is your brain trying
to identify the threat you are facing and working to foresee what is coming. When we
can’t identify the threat, we can’t fight it - although some people learn the hard way not
to fight a narcissist because of the severe and lasting punishments - and when we can’t
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fight it, we look for an escape. The flight option is incredibly damaging because a
narcissist ensures that there is no way out. You run and run and run until you hit brick
walls on all sides. The narcissist keeps us where we are by making us feel guilty and
like we owe them something even after our constant, unreciprocated giving.
In other words, the narcissist has squandered any possibility of talking or logically
thinking our way out of the danger by manipulating our self-esteem, guilt, trust, and
even our limbic system. Our only option left is to let our reptile brain take over.
You cannot fight. Learning that the hard way will occur early on in a relationship with a
narcissist, often within the first year. Trying to fight something we cannot see only
generates more stress and pushes our nervous systems too hard.
You cannot flee. The guilt makes you stay. The story of loyalty makes you stay. The
narcissist will even tell you that they are all you will ever have because no one else
could love your flaws. The anxiety takes over as you look for ways out and cannot find
one.
You can only play dead. Freeze. Shut down happiness, enthusiasm, eagerness,
motivation. When you are lethargic, you simply do not have the energy to get away from
what is harming you. It feels easier to just stay and comply.
Like the master predators they are, narcissists create the perfect trap to keep you where
you are. They will never let go of their narcissistic supply and willing scapegoat. There is
no way to be close to a narcissist for a meaningful period of time and escape
unscathed. You can’t heal while being in a relationship with a narcissist.

Symptom: We start behaving like the narcissist
Our brains start to normalize their sick behavior and argue that this behavior must be
the only thing the narcissist understands. Therefore, it is the only kind of behavior that
will work on them. So, you - consciously or unconsciously - decide that you must do
what they do; and you slowly turn into an abuser and manipulator. Unfortunately, it is
very common for victims of narcissistic abuse to develop borderline symptoms,
narcissistic symptoms, depression, and/or anxiety in an attempt to cope with the illogical
world the narcissist has created for them. Their responses become illogical too. It is
very important to ask yourself “Do I like who I become when I’m with this person?” If the
answer is no, it’s time to change. Not them, but you.
By the way - how do you know that YOU are not the narcissist? The answer is that you
acknowledge that you have not removed yourself from the toxic behavior early on; and
you need to stand more firmly in yourself so it won’t happen again – and that you
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actually are doing the work to change this inside you. A narcissist never accepts
responsibility and will only be in therapy for 2-3 sessions before they discard either the
therapy or the therapist as useless.

Symptom: We show symptoms of anxiety and depression
Being with a narcissist is dangerous to your physical and mental health! Many people
experiencing NAVS display symptoms of anxiety disorders, such as:
● Worrying more days than not for a period of at least 3-6 months
● Having problems in social, occupational, or other important areas of your life
● Feeling restless
● Fatigue or frequently feeling tired
● Difficulty concentrating
● Irritability
● Muscle tension
● Difficulty falling or staying asleep
It is also crucial to watch out for advanced signs of a major depressive disorder
including:
●
●

●
●
●
●
●
●

Feeling down or depressed most of the day, nearly every day
Reduced interest in activities you once enjoyed
Significant changes in your weight
Difficulty with sleep (insomnia or hypersomnia)
Fatigue or frequently feeling tired
Difficulty concentrating
Recurrent thoughts of death over at least two weeks
Impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas of functioning in your
day-to-day life

If you experience any of these symptoms, it is critical to get yourself away from the toxic
person or environment and find help. These symptoms can lead to burnout, complex
post-traumatic stress disorder, or crippling anxiety.
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Symptom: We have thoughts going around in circles
When we are faced with a situation which we are not equipped to handle, we become
stressed. Part of the stress is that our brain goes into overdrive trying to come up with a
solution or at least better to understand the situation. Our thoughts race and they will
keep circling back to the same questions again and again. This is called rumination
because just like a cow ruminates - chews food, swallows, and throws it up to process it
over and over again - we do the same with those thoughts we cannot make sense of.
Our energy is drained as we churn through the same thoughts over and over as we
search for answers and logic that simply don’t exist.
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Symptom: We have trouble making decisions and sticking to them
As narcissists slowly break down our self-esteem and confidence, we stop trusting our
gut instincts. We stumble over making simple decisions and second-guess what we
decide. Also, being with a narcissist engrains in us that it doesn’t matter what we want
because their wants will always trump ours. And in some strange way, we start to allow
that. We give up trying to have an opinion and instead accept that we’re not getting
what we want anyway. We become invisible, smaller, and insignificant in the shadow of
the narcissist. These feelings don’t always evaporate once we leave the narcissist, and
they are often dealt with in therapy.

Symptom: We have trouble setting and enforcing boundaries
Every time we set a boundary in a relationship with a narcissist, it is disrespected,
ridiculed, overstepped, or questioned in some way. As with decision-making, we find out
that it doesn’t matter if we try to set boundaries because we are no longer our own
masters. Even when we slam a door, when the narcissist wants to get in, they will find a
key.

Symptom: We have unexplained physical symptoms
Emotional and mental stress can manifest in our physical health. When we are
stressed, our bodies produce cortisol which can affect numerous parts of our endocrine
system. Long-term stress can cause serious health issues so it is important to manage
it now.

Common Signs of an Unhealthy Relationship
This list is not meant to shame you. Instead, use it as an inspiration to take stock of your
relationships with partners, parents, and others to see if you are getting what you need.
Your relationship may be unhealthy if you encounter any of the following:
Lack of empathy, respect, and boundaries towards each other
Borrowing or destroying personal items without consent
Invading personal privacy without permission
Extreme conflict and hostility in the family environment. Can be verbal or physical
assault between a parent and child or between siblings
● Role-reversal or role-confusion. Both parties swap roles
● Restricted friendships and relationships with outsiders leading to isolation
● Secrecy, denial, or rigid rules
●
●
●
●
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●
●
●
●
●

Perfectionism and unrealistic expectations
Emotional or verbal abuse, such as ridiculing and blaming
Not allowing the free expression of opinions or accepting sadness or excitement
Triangulation or using a non-present third party to put you down.
Emotional love and support are always conditional and pathological. Nothing is
ever free.

Having Children with a Narcissist
We understand the innate desire to keep your family together, but do not think that you
are doing your children a favor by staying in a narcissistic relationship. You are their role
model; and they will emulate your actions. By staying, you are teaching your children
how to stay in an unhealthy relationship. Instead, get out and create a wonderful life
where you teach your children that they are allowed to choose happiness.
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Long-Term Effects of Narcissistic Abuse Victim Syndrome
The shadows of narcissistic abuse do not always disappear once we step away from
our abuser and into the sun. In the years after a narcissistic relationship, we can
experience:
Extreme self-doubt
People-pleasing tendencies
Feeling guilt, shame, and fear about succeeding or being in the spotlight
Health and hormonal issues
Insecure or anxious attachment styles that lead to more abusive relationships
● Anxiety
● Depression
●
●
●
●
●

We Can Get Help!
Charlotte Lindhardt and I have written two thorough books about narcissists that focus
on male and female narcissists. While most narcissistic traits are not gender-based and
are very similar between males and females, they each have their nuances. Ask
yourself: Who was the very first narcissist I encountered? If it was your mother or
another female, we recommend Narcissistic Women: 10 Strategies to Deal with Toxic
Wives, Mothers, Girlfriends, and Co-Workers. If it was your father or another male, we
suggest Narcissistic Men: 10 Strategies to Deal with Toxic Husbands, Fathers,
Boyfriends, and Co-Workers. However, if both of your parents were narcissistic, you can
choose either as both books share the common traits, effects, and tools needed to heal.
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If you are outside of the United States, these books can be found on Amazon by
searching “Mariah Wolfe” and are available in both print and Kindle formats.
If you have already left the narcissist and are ready to heal, I have some of the most
powerful tools you can use for free. Click here to sign up for my newsletter, and get one
of these tools delivered directly to your inbox right away.
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