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‘An exceptional guide for navigating the complexities of narcissistic abuse recovery which offers readers a compassionate, practical and evidence-based road map to healing. Packed with relatable case studies, actionable exercises and empowering insights, this book is a must-read for survivors and clinicians alike’

Dr Joe Oliver, co-author of The Mindfulness and Acceptance Workbook for Self-Esteem and founder of Contextual Consulting1

‘Daksha Hirani successfully combines her personal experience of narcissistic abuse with her clinical experience to provide valuable insights into how to survive this challenging experience. She does this through the evidence-based psychological approach of acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT). Rather than getting caught up in trying to understand or change the behaviour of those around us, Daksha encourages us to use ACT skills to focus on our own values and how we want to live our lives, and to take action that will bring us closer to these values’

Dr Sarah Swan, consultant clinical psychologist and author2

‘Shifts the focus from trying to change others to instead reclaiming your own life. Through ACT skills, readers learn to align with their values and take meaningful steps towards healing and empowerment’

Dr Catherine O’Leary, consultant clinical psychologist and author3

‘As a family lawyer with many years of experience dealing with disputes on divorce, I have seen first-hand the profound impact on an individual and their families of being under the thrall of a narcissist within the domestic setting and the shadow such behaviour can cast well after a relationship ends. I cannot stress enough how important it is for an individual to seek therapeutic support alongside the legal process. This book is a rare gift. It brings clarity; enabling the reader to understand their experiences and empowering them to establish a new life with vital tools and techniques’

Mark Hands, divorce and family law specialist and solicitor

‘Narcissistic abuse leaves behind a trail of pain and suffering that can negatively impact survivors for decades afterwards. This book is a powerful, practical and deeply compassionate guide to recovery, healing and growth. Step-by-step it takes you through the evidence-based tools and strategies of trauma-focused ACT and shows you how to apply them effectively with all aspects of this emotional and psychological pain. Highly recommended for survivors, their loved ones and therapists who work with them’

	Dr Russ Harris, author of The Happiness Trap

‘Working on recovering from my narcissistic abuse using acceptance and commitment therapy has been invaluable to my healing journey. This unique therapy has helped me understand how to harness the power within me, and to equip myself with the tools to look forward and leave the trauma embedded in me behind. The mix of encouragement to take bold steps and the gentle and compassionate nature of ACT is so perfectly targeted to women like me who have experienced the abuse I have faced. I found the validation I craved, the voice I had lost, and the hope of a beautiful future finally seems attainable’

Client 1, A. B.

‘After many years of being trapped in the narcissistic web of control, Dr Daksha Hirani’s programme offers valuable support in reclaiming one’s life. I look forward to a life where I can thrive/feel truly alive again, as every survivor of narcissistic abuse deserves to. For anyone that has fallen prey to the narcissist, I can’t recommend this work enough’

Client 2, H. K.

‘This work is amazing. I feel like, after so many wasted years of having suffered from narcissistic abuse, I am starting my recovery at last’

Client 3, P. K.
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To my children, thank you for giving me such joy, purpose and meaning. I am in constant awe of your remarkable strength, resilience and wisdom. I am eternally grateful to have been offered the privilege to be your mother. Thank you for providing me with so much more than I could have ever imagined possible. You remain my biggest teachers in life and make me a much better person every day.

To John, who sees my potential when I can’t, who believes in me when I don’t, and who continues to stand by me through thick and thin, good days and bad days. Your love and support is a blessing I don’t take for granted. Thank you for everything.

To every person who has been affected by the horrors and devastating effects of narcissistic abuse. You all deserve far better.
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Foreword by Dr Ramani Durvasula, clinical psychologist

I am damaged, I am not enough, this is my fault, are the mantras of people in narcissistic, antagonistic, unhealthy, imbalanced, betraying, manipulative relationships. How can people disconnect and liberate from these harmful and limiting thoughts when they are healing from these relationships? Words can be destiny, and if we keep saying these things to ourselves long enough, they magnify and echo the distorted reality of a narcissistic relationship, even when the relationship is over.

When I first met Dr Hirani in London, she told me about her success using a therapeutic model called acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) in treating clients who were experiencing different types of narcissistic relationships. That first meeting led to an email correspondence and Zoom calls. She found that the model was not only transformative for her healing but also trauma-informed, and applicable with a wide variety of narcissistic relationships. ACT allowed clients to step away from the long-held beliefs that they were somehow ‘damaged’ and start to dig deeper into the functions of these beliefs, with a goal of stepping back, accepting the thoughts and emotions that flow in, learning to integrate and observe these thoughts in a very different way, and moving forwards.

Even the simple unhook away from the thought that ‘I am damaged’ to ‘this relationship, this person, hurt me deeply’, or to even question this thought, is a big step for any of us who have been through narcissistic relationships. Holding on to distortions of ‘I am damaged’ or ‘I am not enough’ serves as a simultaneous justification, shift in identity, divestment of personal power and agency in the relationship, and safety response, which sadly also keeps us connected into these unhealthy relationship cycles. Personally, I have found ACT to be a versatile model that simply and gently allows us to understand and make sense of even our most damning thoughts, and fosters a flexibility that facilitates not only healing from antagonistic relationships but also a holistic approach to mental health. Dr Hirani also eloquently shares her difficult lived experience and, inspired by her wisdom, I strongly encouraged her to write a book about her application of ACT to working with survivors of narcissistic relationships. This is that book.

Narcissistic relationships ‘work’ insofar as people in these relationships are willing to take on the burden of shame projected onto them by narcissistic people and systems, and to silence their true selves, their needs, and to disconnect them from their values – in essence, to silence and shrink themselves. How can survivors of these relationships use the language of ACT to ‘unhook’ from this sense of ‘there is something wrong with me’ and move forwards in an authentic manner?

Understanding the impact of narcissism and antagonism on our relationships is a relatively new area of inquiry. Educating people on how narcissism shows up in relationships gives a clarifying lens, a model and a vocabulary to those who have struggled in invalidating relationships for years and lifetimes. Traditionally, we tend to put a hot spotlight on the experience of the person in the room, giving insufficient attention to the dynamics of the relationships they are in, and failing to call out the unacceptable behaviours and reactions happening around or to them. Fostering safety, trust and collaboration, meeting the client where they are at, coupled with the simple gesture of validation, of hearing a person’s experience in one of these relationships and linking that to their hurt, pain and confusion, is often the penny-drop moment of recognition. Narcissistic relationships challenge old paradigms that it takes two to tango, and that everything can be fixed with healthy, open communication and a few affirmations of gratitude and forgiveness. Understanding how a personality style like narcissism shows up in a relationship is like giving someone a missing puzzle piece, and now they can see the whole picture more clearly.

The simple act of attending to the present moment can raise challenges for survivors of narcissistic relationships, who are often gripped with chronic anxiety, hypervigilance and rumination. As survivors, we reside in an impossible space of convincing ourselves that we actually can unlock the code of the relationship, be perfect and accurately read another person’s mind (and then everything will be fine!). Every time we ‘fail’ at this folly, the negative thoughts come rushing in again. The simple act of being in the present moment is its own revelation for survivors. Dr Hirani eloquently teaches us about the ACT concept of ‘unhooking’ and ‘expansion’, and of creating space for uncomfortable feelings. Again, this is a paradigm shift for survivors whose emotions were often devalued and diminished. This technique allows people experiencing narcissistic relationships to non-judgementally witness their emotions and experiences that have traditionally been gaslighted.

The ‘acceptance’ part of this model is very much aligned with a key pillar of healing from narcissistic relationships: radical acceptance. This is not acceptance in the traditional sense of ‘I accept this, I am okay with this.’ No, this is a recognition that ‘this is happening, I cannot change another person who most likely will not change their behaviour’, and that ‘this does not define me’. This can allow for a slow extrication from the processes of regret and wishing things were different, and that our body’s responses to all of this made sense.

To be in a narcissistic relationship is to become merged into an impossible transaction: silence yourself, clip your wings, and be in the psychological service of another person in order to be loved or witnessed. Healing entails an excavation of our true self and (sometimes for the first time) tangibly identifying our values – asking ourselves, ‘What am I about?’, ‘What do I stand for?’ We are often so merged with the narcissistic person’s system of reality that we also absorb their system of values.

Dr Hirani describes how we can not only identify those values but link them to committed action. She highlights an obstacle faced by many survivors, which is ‘stuckness’ – not being able to meaningfully move in any direction. She doesn’t talk about action for action’s sake, but rather committed action infused by values, meaning and purpose. Most of you who have endured these relationships know that action is not the issue – you were probably constantly ‘doing’ – but ACT helps us get away from a mildly dissociated and distracting model of action to one that is aligned with our values and oriented to the moment we are in.

Is this thought helpful? This is such a simple and simultaneously intricate question for survivors. Sadly, for many survivors of narcissistic relationships, perhaps there was a time that the thought (I am damaged, I am not enough, I am to blame) may have been ‘helpful’ to the degree that it maintained the pseudo-connection to the narcissistic relationship. The potent combination of psychoeducation about the nature of narcissism, the relational dynamics, and the fallout of these relationships combined with the techniques, approaches and committed action orientation afforded by ACT, allows people to not just understand narcissism but also maintain realistic expectations for the relationship, whether a person ends the relationship or continues to have to engage with it. ACT also provides a framework for how to approach the painful thoughts and the sense of injustice that linger for many years.

Dr Hirani doesn’t fall into the traps that many of you experiencing narcissistic relationships may have encountered – a mandate that you must leave the relationship to heal, nor does she ‘bright side’ survivors (she doesn’t fall into simplistic suggestions such as, ‘look on the bright side – you got a divorce!’). This isn’t a naive ‘change how you think’ mantra. It is a compassionate reflection on our thoughts and our bodies, and how even our worst thoughts about ourselves were sometimes just about safety. It is about unhooking from the idea that we are the unhealthy and unsafe and invalidating things that happened in this relationship, and instead that we can re-tool this and stay in the moment, let the thoughts in, be curious about them and take committed action in our lives.

This book is valuable not just for survivors but for therapists who may already be familiar with ACT, or those who are already working with this population and wanting to expand their toolbox. Dr Hirani encourages anyone who has experienced the grief and the loss of reality, self, hope and safety of narcissistic relationships to ‘find your flex’ – to harness the exquisite flexibility you had to cultivate to navigate a narcissistic relationship and to apply it to your healing. Her book reminds you that you are not alone. The world needs this work now more than ever.

You are not damaged. Keep reading to find out how to shift these patterns and create meaningful change for lifelong healing, at a pace that honours your health, mind and spirit.

Dr Ramani Durvasula
Los Angeles, CA





Introduction

If there is no enemy within, the enemy outside cannot do any harm.

Senegalese proverb

Who is this book for?

Whether you are in an abusive relationship with a husband, wife, partner, mother, father, sibling, child, work colleague, manager or friend, in the process of leaving this relationship or have left this relationship, this book is for you. It will provide a road map to overcoming narcissistic abuse such that you can learn to go inwards and work with your fears and challenges so you can focus on living a life you truly value and love. Unlike some books on narcissistic abuse recovery, this book is based on scientific knowledge and cutting-edge research but presented in everyday language.

If you are someone whose mental health has been affected by challenging and antagonistic personalities around you, but you don’t think or feel ‘narcissistic abuse’ is the right label that fits your experience, it is not a problem. The acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) approach in this book will be suitable for you regardless. Indeed, I get many clients questioning and fearing that they may be the one in their relationship with narcissistic traits and therefore thinking our work will not benefit them. The beauty of the approach used in this book is that it is applicable to all situations and people.

This book is also for mental health professionals who wish to understand narcissistic abuse and the recovery from it. I don’t believe a clinician has to have experienced this type of abuse to work with clients who are going through similar. I work regularly with clients who experience addiction to substances, who have obsessive-compulsive disorders and many other challenges. I can work effectively with them even though I have not experienced these difficulties. The same is true for every mental health professional reading this book who wants to work with people who are experiencing, or have experienced, narcissistic abuse. It just so happens to be the case for me that I have also experienced it. There is nothing special or unique about me or the clients I have worked with who have overcome their abuse. It is possible for you to overcome narcissistic abuse and enjoy the fruits of your labour, no matter where you are in the process of recovery.

My introduction to acceptance and commitment therapy

I remember with high-definition clarity the first ACT training I attended. Dr Russ Harris, the trainer, was on a stage, with what looked like more than two hundred mental health professionals in the audience. I was keen on ensuring my continuing professional development (CPD) was up to date so that I could maintain my clinical psychologist practising licence with the Health and Care Professions Council in the UK. It was July 2014. What I didn’t know at the time was, not only would my clinical practice become more effective, the training would also equip me with exceptional tools to help me navigate the most traumatic decade of my life.

My story

In the years after 2014, I filed for divorce after exhausting, traumatic and failed couples therapy. I knew I was deeply unhappy, frazzled and veering towards a nervous breakdown. I felt like I was a slave to my ex-husband’s dreams and needs, and nowhere near to fulfilling my potential in life. I was fearful for my family’s physical and financial safety; my appetite for sitting with risk I had no say in was exhausted. I felt I would have no part of me left if I stayed in the marriage. I felt I couldn’t breathe or live when my ex-husband was around. As the divorce progressed, I did not foresee being reported to social services, the police and my professional regulatory body. I am grateful no services found any of the allegations to be founded. I am also grateful for having been introduced to ACT, which informed my behaviour during this period, and which I believe was instrumental in all the services being in support of me.

There were others in my domestic violence women’s group who were not believed. I had been sent domestic abuse helpline numbers and referred to the Freedom Programme – a domestic abuse education programme in the UK – by the investigating police officer after they found the allegations against me to be fabricated. I attended these sessions in secret every Thursday while my children were at school, and the organisation helped me plan my departure from the family home in as safe a manner as possible. In my bid to leave I was locked out of my own home. I had a police presence while I packed my clothes into black bin liners, and was told to take only two sets of clothing for the children; I was not allowed to take my academic books, as my husband held that they would need to be valued as part of the divorce settlement because he was entitled to half their worth. The incredulity continued. I am grateful to the police officer who was present to witness this and who – in confidence when my ex-husband was out of earshot – went on to ask my permission to allocate me an individual domestic violence advisor (IDVA). Fate reunited me with my birth certificate, professional qualification certificates, childhood keepsakes and some belongings ten years on, but at the time I had to leave without all of these as I made the choice to get back some agency in my life.

As my divorce proceedings continued, I saw clearly that there were a number of people with narcissistic tendencies in my family and friend circles. Some were simply ‘flying monkeys’ – people who knowingly or unknowingly did the bidding of the individuals with narcissistic tendencies, either through their silence or very harmful actions. Some chose to cut me off when I called out their behaviour. Others refused to heed anything I had to say, calling me a narcissist, psychopath, hypocrite and worse, as I tried to warn and protect them from challenges I believed they could face if they proceeded with their course of action. I ended up being isolated from family members I had loved and cared for deeply; my family and friend circles were vastly diminished overnight. When some of these flying monkeys tried to mediate, they caused more harm than good because they were unknowingly being manipulated. It appeared as if they acquired a sense of importance and authority, when normally they were kept on the sidelines by the individuals with narcissistic traits. I learned to avoid these flying monkeys, just as I learned to avoid the individuals with narcissistic traits. The harm done by them was just as dangerous.

I went on to face financial struggles that were beyond comprehension given that the matrimonial home had provided a luxurious international lifestyle, with private school education for the children and staff to help with the running of the household. I was earning way below the limit of having to pay any tax and could not fathom how I could keep up the fifty-fifty split of all costs my ex-husband had insisted upon the moment I told him I was divorcing him. I borrowed money from friends and family who remained loyal to me. I put all my pride and shame aside and asked anyone who would support me for assistance. I increased my workload to unsustainable levels, at one point juggling four different jobs. I went through a phase of living with my two children in a home sparsely furnished with donated and charity goods, sleeping on mattresses, while moth-eaten carpets continued to provide the incessant insects with a steady supply of food. My dear friend Julie vacated her caravan for a week every year so we could holiday for free. I worried about the possible adverse effects on my children, who went from exotic African safaris and European holidays to caravan parks, depending on which parent they were with. Even if I tried, which I initially did, there was no way I was going to be able to provide like for like. The children and I stopped eating out unless Joshna, my sister, was treating us – which she did regularly on her humble income.

I found co-parenting impossible. The most benign subject matters were filled with antagonism. After numerous crazy-making circular conversations that led nowhere and left me exhausted, anxious and floored, I decided on ‘parallel parenting’. That meant I parented independently, with no communication with my ex-husband. Although far from ideal, I didn’t see any other way. I took on the extra financial burden of supporting the children’s education. I recognised that taking on the lion’s share of these extra costs was the only viable option for me if I wanted my children to make the most of their potential.

I ended up having to file for a non-molestation order. The undertaking (signed by my ex-husband and witnessed by a magistrate) was invaluable given his incessant breaking of any boundaries. He had delivered legal documents to my home with the children present despite having been instructed to communicate all matters via solicitors, and then had forcibly kicked open the door during the disagreement that ensued, all while I was entertaining guests. This had been the last straw. Unpredictable rageful behaviour had always kept me on edge and walking on eggshells. My ex-husband was subsequently not allowed to contact me for a year. No contact continued after the year ended, and was maintained.

The divorce process was long and drawn out, with child custody filings from my ex-husband that included claims that he was the children’s primary carer and an unheard of eight-day hearing in court for financial matters. I ended up with no child support or alimony. I was made to part with my National Health Service (NHS) pension given his ‘uneducated and unemployed’ status – my doctorate education used successfully against me. I had no means to furnish my home, with the judge being convinced I left with all the belongings of the family home when I had simply taken the bare basics, such as one set of cutlery and crockery each, so the children and I had something to eat with. Conflicting advice from two barristers provided different figures for the furnishing of the home, and any confusion that could be thrown in the pot to the other party’s advantage was used to my detriment. To add insult to injury, I was made to pay costs towards his legal fees. With all the witnesses he presented in court, I was not able to prove what I believed was fabricated evidence. He was successful in convincing the judge he had no future means of financial success – a victim in this divorce process, with many false allegations brought against him. I subsequently found out he had inflated costs on projects to make it look as though the matrimonial pot was smaller.

The final order of the divorce took several painful years to implement. While I waited for the settlement to finally be realised, as international properties needed to be sold off, I had bailiffs wanting to reclaim my home, the school sending debt collection agencies after me for failure to pay school fees, and my credit rating hit rock bottom. I was at risk of being made homeless.

Since developing professionally in narcissistic abuse recovery, I have come across numerous people, men and women, who have suffered significantly. I am grateful my experience was not as bad as some others. In the end, legal letters claiming he was the children’s primary carer carried little weight, and I was able to ensure the children’s education and care was prioritised in spite of the numerous hurdles and antagonistic behaviour thrown my way. I was accused of being a narcissist, which thankfully was not believed by the people who mattered. My true family and friends stuck by me like superglue. In the end I managed to have a home to live in and maintain some means of securing my future thanks to my education. The mortgage term on my home may be set to run until I am seventy, and I work hard to support my children’s education and future, but I am in a much better situation than others I have come across. My psychological wellbeing during this entire period, however, suffered greatly. I was traumatised, and struggled to make sense of the chaos in my life.

My journey of recovery

Thankfully, I have now moved on from my challenges and the past seems a lifetime away. I am in an increasingly good place thanks to my ACT training. I am looking forward and increasingly not focusing on the traumatic past. I have a career I love, and am content and happy. Life may be painful from time to time, but there is less suffering as I continue the work. I have reclaimed my sense of self and continue to work on this every day. I have ACT to thank for that. As you read this book, I hope you will see how this journey is possible, not just for me and so many others I have worked with, but also for you if you have or are experiencing narcissistic abuse.

By the time I completed my training in ACT I knew I was in a ridiculous predicament – unhappy, unfulfilled and fearful of so much. I recalled a distinct memory from when as a family we lived in Kenya for some years. I was clearing up used party poppers around the pool and pool house the day after my daughter’s fourth birthday party. The staff had not yet woken and I liked to potter around clearing up. The birthday party had been a blast and a huge success, with pony rides, water slides, bouncy castles, a magician, acrobats, and plenty of food for the numerous children and parents we invited. The children had enjoyed swimming in the pool, and the lifeguards hired for the day had done a great job of keeping them safe and entertained. I had a picture-perfect life, a financially successful and charming husband, healthy children, a luxurious lifestyle and good physical health. Why was I so unhappy? I couldn’t answer that question. I thought there was something wrong with me and decided to show a happy persona to the world, determined to be grateful for my good fortune given I came from very humble beginnings.

When I was a toddler, the six of us (four siblings and our parents) lived in one room, with outdoor communal toilets and bathrooms shared with others. I grew up seeing how tough life was for my mother, who was fearful and bullied in this setting. The other women in the communal set-up secured the best clothes-washing and bathroom slots for their families. For as long as I can remember, my mother has avoided confrontation and aggression of any sort. With no template of assertive behaviour, I learned to be fearful in the face of aggression. Anger was seen as a vice in our family, and both my parents were kind and mild-mannered. While my mother and father instilled many beautiful values in me, numerous fears, many times unknowingly, ran through my body over decades.

I used to go on annual ten-day silent retreats and would meditate for a minimum of one hour a day just to stay afloat. I benefitted a lot from the meditation but lacked a road map to my future. I became aware of the fear I carried within me but couldn’t see things clearly for a very long time. The meditation retreats helped my mindfulness skills, one of the tools we will discuss later, and ironically were introduced to me by the people in my life with narcissistic traits. They inadvertently ended up giving me a fantastic tool that would help me acquire the clarity and strength to move away from them.

Interestingly – and thankfully – the more pain I was in, the more effective my clinical practice became, because my empathy, compassion and clarity of thought in working with my clients became heightened. I was working around the children’s school hours, doing meaningful and fulfilling work, but it became clear to me that a lot of the decision-making in my marriage was not in my hands. I was not able to make financial decisions to provide the family with security, my appetite for risk not being very high. I was not free to help family members financially, despite my luxurious lifestyle. My life was surface-level optics and there was no substance to it. Over time, as my ex-husband’s financial success increased, I had less and less meaningful say in my life. I felt like a precious object that made the owner more esteemed in the circles they socialised in. A trophy wife.

I knew I was a strong, confident person, and yet, over time, I found my nervous system becoming overwhelmed and frazzled. I never knew what mood my ex-husband would be in. I developed hormonal imbalances and thyroid problems. I knew my mind and body were suffering. In spite of being a competitive swimmer in my teenage years, I couldn’t muster the energy to swim two lengths of the pool without getting exhausted and feeling shattered. I felt I was moving through lead as I dealt with the betrayal of people I had given so much of my love to, and what I thought was the worst narcissistic abuse at the hands of all the toxic people around me. With the healing work I have done using ACT, I have been able to cut ties with them all and gone no contact. My body has been working towards reclaiming itself and healing. Thanks to ACT, I now look forward to my 6 a.m. swims, love the feel of speed and am grateful as I clock up swimming between 8 and 10 km a week, aiming to swim the equivalent of the width of the English Channel every month.

ACT provided me with a versatile framework for how to cope in the unhappy marriage as well as the divorce process. It continues to inform my choices. Importantly, it showed me how I could move forwards so I could live my best life. As I took on all aspects of the ACT model, missing out none, I learned how to be courageous in the face of conflict and rage. How to hold steadfast in the face of injustice, false allegations, smear campaigns and social isolation. How to accept my limitations in what I could and could not do for my children, whose pain hurt me the most. I was very aware I was not able to be there for them in the way they deserved and needed because I was fighting fires on numerous fronts to keep a roof over our heads and to ensure our basic needs were met. I learned how to relate to my sadness, desperation, anxiety and terror. How to work with my fears, sense of obligation, shame, guilt and much more. More importantly, I learned how to focus on where I wanted to be and who I wanted to be. ACT provided me with a steady road map for recovery from my narcissistic abuse and I trust it can do the same for you.

Working with narcissistic abuse

I didn’t recognise that what I had been going through was narcissistic abuse until I came upon the work of Dr Ramani Durvasula, who has ended up writing the foreword to this book, and an online article written by Suzanna Quintana in 2015,4 after I had mistakenly tried marriage therapy for over a year, to my extreme detriment. Being able to put a name to what I was experiencing was invaluable. It made me realise I was not alone – and certainly not making this madness up. Despite being a clinical psychologist with decades of experience, I didn’t take it personally that I didn’t know this term. Not once was I ever taught about narcissistic abuse by any lecturer in my training. There was fleeting mention of narcissistic personality disorder, but the focus was on other types of personality disorder. The effects of being abused by individuals with narcissism traits was never mentioned or discussed.

Once I knew what I was dealing with, over time I obtained further professional training in narcissistic abuse recovery and trauma-focused therapies, and further advanced training in ACT. I started to work with clients who were going through narcissistic abuse at the hands not just of partners (of all genders and sexualities) but also work colleagues, parents, siblings, children or friends. I was increasingly grateful for and humbled by my ability and privilege to be able to work with these clients. My lived experience was invaluable, but having the ACT framework at hand made the work effective in a way nothing else had proved to be. Educating clients about narcissistic abuse and a trauma-informed mindset went only so far. I had needed a solution-focused, active behavioural change approach, which also had kindness and compassion at its heart.


The evidence base for ACT

The effectiveness of ACT has now been well documented in helping clients who have anxiety,5 depression,6 an eating disorder,7 insomnia,8 neurological life-limiting conditions like motor neurone disease,9 other health problems, including pain management,10 and many more clinical presentations. I have seen its effectiveness time and again with my colleagues too. My clinical supervisor, Dr Sarah Swan, has written an excellent lived experience book on coping with breast cancer using ACT. Similarly, my dear friend Dr Catherine O’Leary has written a book about her experience of using ACT principles in coping with psoriasis. It is my sincere hope that ACT knowledge is made available to all. It is not just for clients who present to therapy. Clinicians are human, too, and what is relevant for clients is also relevant to them. I trust ACT will also be relevant to you.



What does this book cover?

The first section of this book will start by introducing the concept of narcissism and some of the ways in which it can manifest. The impact of narcissism will become clear as you read the chapters and different case studies in this section. If you know all this and simply want to learn how you can go about healing from your narcissistic abuse, feel free to jump ahead to Chapter 8, which starts by getting you to write your own ‘case study’, setting the scene for the work ahead. In all my exposure to narcissism and narcissistic abuse literature, I was not short of material explaining the concepts. This was extremely valuable, but I found little in the way of material that would show me how I could recover from my abuse. So, I wrote this book hoping you might also be able to find a way forwards.

The book is written so you can relate to the experiences and empathise with those introduced in the case studies. All the situations given in the case studies, and the effects of being subjected to narcissistic abuse described, are based on real circumstances. In the interests of safety, confidentiality and consideration I have anonymised the cases. I have incorporated challenging circumstances I have come across to illustrate the versatility of this model no matter what you may find yourself facing. Any resemblance to real people or events is purely coincidental. People who present with narcissistic behaviours appear as if they are singing from the same hymn sheet, and no doubt you may well have come across similar situations and people. Wherever possible, I have disclosed my own recovery journey to further illustrate the ACT model. It is very important not to get sidetracked by the stories or the individuals who present with narcissistic tendencies or personalities. This book is for people who have experienced narcissistic abuse, and their inner experience as they reclaim their sense of self and heal from their trauma. The focus is not on the people with narcissistic traits. They have taken centre stage for long enough. It is time to become the main character in your life so you can regain control over it.

The second section of this book will introduce ACT as a therapeutic model and explain what makes it trauma-focused when overcoming narcissistic abuse. If you are a clinician and want to learn more about trauma-focused ACT then I would highly recommend being trained in this manner and reading Russ Harris’s practitioner’s guide, Trauma-Focused ACT.11 For non-clinicians, his book, When Life Hits Hard, is a good reference.12 As you read the third and last section of this book, you will find details of the use of tools and techniques for dealing with all of the following when experiencing narcissistic abuse:

•     challenging thoughts, emotions and sensations

•     grief, loss and the trauma bond

•     shame, smear campaigns, social isolation and post-separation abuse

•     anger, self-hate, self-doubt and self-judgement

•     unhelpful ‘self-medicating’ behaviours, such as using alcohol or unhealthy food to numb the pain

•     fear, obligation and guilt

•     criticism, rejection, abandonment and punishment.

All the above can be experienced profoundly when you are the target of narcissistic abuse. As you work towards coping with all this, ACT can help make room for active behavioural change so that you can move towards living your best valued life, and indeed towards thriving – what would, in psychological terms, be called post-traumatic growth. This refers to positive psychological changes that can occur in the face of living through traumatic life experiences – in our case, narcissistic abuse. Ways in which you can move towards kindness and self-compassion to get to post-traumatic growth will be detailed, so you can understand what this means in everyday terms, and not just what can appear to be a philosophical, vague, nice notion, but one that can’t easily be visualised or understood.

I have come across clinicians who refuse to work with clients who remain in abusive relationships, because they are not equipped with the right tools to support these clients, or they believe the client must leave and have no contact with the abuser before they can start to heal. Or clients may be reluctant to refer themselves, believing they cannot be helped if they continue to be in a relationship with the individual with narcissistic traits. This is a great shame, as it is my firm belief that everyone can benefit from non-judgemental help as they try to navigate their circumstances. The model in this book aims to empower everyone to follow this work regardless of where they are in their journey. I have come across clinicians who unhelpfully invalidate clients who believe they are ‘victims’ of narcissistic abuse, insisting on using labels they find more appropriate, such as survivors or thrivers. The beauty of using the ACT approach is that you can call yourself whatever you wish – a victim, survivor or thriver – knowing all are absolutely valid and your reality. This model is effective regardless. It recognises you are your own best expert and know what it is to be you more than anyone else.

Many times, people may not want to name their experience as narcissistic abuse because that feels too uncomfortable. We don’t need labels to know we are experiencing anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress, autoimmune conditions, or any other mental or physical health presentation that may be, at least in part, connected to being in an antagonistic and challenging relationship. The ACT model can be effective regardless, because it is transdiagnostic, not dependent on labels and diagnosis. It can help people on the receiving end of narcissistic abusive behaviour in all its manifestations. Explanations and examples of some of the different ways narcissism is experienced (malignant, grandiose, covert, neglectful, communal, etc.) are clarified in this book. The versatility of the model brings the focus back to the person experiencing the abuse, away from the individual with narcissistic traits, no matter what type of narcissism traits they are experiencing the effects of. I maintain that it is possible for us all to work towards taking a healthy centre stage in our own lives, rather than being hijacked by people who end up draining and exhausting us, or leaving us questioning our reality and sanity.

None of the techniques, tools and strategies in this book are new. They come from well-documented and researched psychotherapeutic models. However, what is unique and new are the creative and empowering ways in which the reader
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