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If you’re reading this, you’ve likely been impacted by someone—perhaps a romantic 

partner, family member, friend, or boss—with strong narcissist traits. You might even 

suspect they have narcissistic personality disorder (NPD). If you’ve taken “The 

Narcissistic Assessment,” you may already have identified some of most common traits 

and behaviors of a narcissist. 

To help you understand how narcissists work and why their behaviors are so 

destructive, it’s helpful to know a few basics about narcissism and narcissistic 

personality disorder.  

What is Narcissism? Narcissism is the inherent human survival drive to focus on 

personal needs. We all have narcissistic tendencies, and they occur on a spectrum from 

low to high. A person on the lower end of the spectrum engages in self-care, but they 

often focus far more on others’ needs than their own. In the middle of the narcissistic 

spectrum—where most of us lie—the individual has a healthy flow between 

consideration for the self and others. In this space, both self-needs and the needs of 

others are routinely considered. As a person edges toward the higher end of the 

narcissistic spectrum, their behaviors become more self-absorbed. In this high-

narcissism range, there is an insatiable appetite for success, recognition, power, and 

control. Due to the extreme level of self-absorption and sense of being “special” or 

entitled, characteristics such as low empathy and manipulative tendencies are 

prominent. And although some people find this type of person charismatic, their 

arrogant and grandiose behaviors can be distasteful and destructive over time.  

How Does Someone Become a Narcissist or Develop NPD? Research shows that 

many factors contribute to high degrees of narcissism including genetics, environment, 

and innate personality. Studies show that unresolved trauma (particularly in early life) 

can foster narcissistic traits.  As well, societal factors that reward hyper-individualism 

and aggression may also contribute to strong narcissistic characteristics.  

Can a Narcissist Change? Some mental health professionals believe that NPD cannot 

be changed (personality disorders are generally intractable). I am among the 

professionals who believe that NPD can be shifted, but only if the narcissist is invested 

in doing the deep psychological work necessary to create healthy, lasting change.i Yet 

because many narcissists have little real desire or need to shift their behaviors, they 
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often stay stuck in their patterns. Either way, you deserve to be in relationships that are 

safe and healthy.   

Exploring the Two Types of Narcissism, Overt and Covert  

 Overt Narcissism: The overt narcissist is often easy to spot once you know what 

to look for. The overt narcissist tends to be noticeably boastful, self-important, 

aggressive, controlling, and highly self-focused. They believe the rules that apply 

to “regular” people don’t apply to them; they demand special treatment and flaunt 

their power. They tend to have grandiose attitudes, exude low empathy, and care 

very little (or not at all) about how their behaviors affect others. And despite their 

arrogance and bravado, the overt narcissist is—at the core—filled with shame 

and low self-worth. If criticized, the overt narcissist responds with anger, denial, 

or manipulation. The overt narcissist’s traits generally “tick most of the boxes” in 

“The Narcissistic Assessment.”  

 Covert Narcissism: The covert narcissist’s traits tend to be subtle, introverted 

versions of the overt narcissist’s often-flamboyant characteristics. The covert 

narcissist may be hard to detect as they use passive-aggressive tactics such as 

gaslighting. As well, covert narcissists mask their lack of empathy with a layer of 

self-serving thoughtfulness and humility. Behind the covert narcissist’s self-

deprecating mask lies an internalized sense of self-importance; they need 

chronic recognition and praise to feel seen and worthy. Although the covert 

narcissist’s core is filled with deep shame and low self-worth, it’s carefully hidden. 

As covert narcissists are extremely sensitive, they are known for their inability to 

tolerate criticism and feedback. They tend to respond to perceived harms by 

withdrawing, holding grudges, or acting vindictively. The covert narcissist’s traits 

are generally revealed in many of the subtle aspects of “The Narcissistic 

Assessment.”  

What is Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD)?  

As a quick explanation, narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) is mental health disorder 

that involves inflexible, persistent, and chronic patterns of grandiosity, lack of empathy, 

and a chronic need for recognition and approval.ii A formal diagnosis of NPD can only 

be made when the specified narcissistic traits are maladaptive and cause significant 

functional impairment or subjective distress.  

Because many people with strong narcissistic traits don’t experience personal distress 

or other repercussions, they often don’t qualify for a formal diagnosis of narcissistic 

personality disorder (NPD). In essence, you may find a person extremely narcissistic 

and troublesome, but if an utterly self-absorbed narcissist is not negatively impacted by 

their  behaviors, they may fall short of the clinical definition of narcissistic personality 

disorder. What matters most is not the diagnosis but your wellbeing; you can learn 
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strategies that help reduce or eliminate the negative impact of the narcissist’s 

behaviors.  

A Deeper Dive into the Traits of Narcissistic Personality Disorder:  

Narcissistic personality disorder is “a pervasive pattern of grandiosity (in fantasy or 

behavior), need for admiration, and lack of empathy, beginning by early adulthood and 

present in a variety of contexts”iii that includes at least five of the below features:  

 exploitative in interpersonal relationships (taking advantage of others) 

 need for excessive, chronic admiration and approval  

 lack of empathy for people’s feelings and needs   

 sense of entitlement (demanding special treatment or compliance with their 

requests)  

 arrogant, disdainful, or overly proud attitudes or behaviors  

 grandiose sense of self-importance (exaggerating achievements or talents, 

taking credit for other’s accomplishments, feeling unduly superior, or believing 

that rules apply to others but not to them)  

 preoccupation with dreams or fantasies of limitless power, success, intelligence, 

physical attractiveness, or perfect love or rumination about recognition that is well 

overdue.  

 sense of extreme “specialness” (feeling they should associate only with those 

who are similarly exceptional or prestigious or those who understand their 

specialness)   

 envious of others and a belief that others are envious of them  

 

You may also observe some of these six additional patterns that further support a 

diagnosis of narcissistic personality disorder (NPD):  

 

 Extreme Sensitivity to Criticism: Due to the narcissist’s fragile self-esteem, they 

tend to be exceptionally sensitive to real or imagined criticism. Even constructive 

feedback is not well-tolerated. Anything perceived as critical makes them feel 

humiliated, broken, degraded, and empty.  

 Intense Negative Reaction to Perceived or Actual Criticism or Feedback: Due to 

low self-esteem and poor self-regulation, the narcissist will often respond to real 

or imagined criticism with a counterattack filled with intense hostility, rage, 

disdain, or aggressive actions. They tend to feel haunted by and resentful of 

actual or perceived criticism.  

 Shut-Down Response if Criticized: If the narcissist feels criticized, slighted or 

injured by, they may also emotionally shut down. Instead of showing overt rage, 

they may socially withdraw, take on a mask of humility to protect the 
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superior/grandiose self, or channel their resentment into passive-aggressive 

behaviors. 

 Intolerance of Defeat: Due to low self-esteem, the narcissist finds defeat very 

threatening. This may manifest as an avoidance of activities where they may 

experience defeat. Although the narcissist’s ambition and confidence can lead to 

success in many areas, they tend to avoid competitive or other situations where 

winning or success is not guaranteed.   

 Strong Self-Criticism and Sustained Feelings of Shame or Humiliation: The 

narcissist tends to have a very strong and active internal critic that feeds 

ongoing, deeply rooted feelings of shame and humiliation. However, some 

narcissists believe they have achieved “perfection.” 

 Erratic Behaviors, Moods, and Associated Mental Health Disorders: Due to 

various factors including poor self-esteem and shame, narcissists may be highly 

reactive, unpredictable, and emotionally labile. Some may display aggression, 

deceit, and impulsivity. As well, some narcissists are prone to depressed moods, 

persistent depressive disorder, social withdrawal, and other mental health issues. 

If in a period of sustained grandiosity (when a sense of superiority and success 

are strong), the narcissist may experience hypomanic moods (abnormally 

elevated emotions, mood, energy level, or activity level)—a sense of feeling 

“high.” Other mental health issues including substance abuse, eating disorders, 

and additional personality disorders (borderline, antisocial, histrionic, and 

paranoid) are associated with NPD.iv  

 

What Can You Do if You’re Dealing with a Narcissist?  

 

First, know that you have a right to enjoy healthy, safe relationships. You are NOT 

responsible for the narcissist’s negative behaviors. By gaining clarity and taking steps to 

reinforce your boundaries, communication strategies, and self-esteem, you will find the 

healthy way forward that you deserve.  

 

To discover more on how to deal with a narcissist, explore my YouTube videos and 

Imperfect Love podcast episodes on narcissism.  And to grow your self-awareness, self-

love, and inner strength, you might enjoy the healing power of my books, Joy from Fear 

and The Joy of Imperfect Love.  
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