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Overview

Disarming the Narcissist" by Wendy T. Behary offers a compassionate yet practical guide for
individuals navigating relationships with narcissistic people. Drawing heavily from schema
therapy, the book provides a framework for understanding the complex psychological
underpinnings of narcissistic personality traits, moving beyond mere labels to explore the core
vulnerabilities and unmet needs that often drive such behaviors. Behary emphasizes that while
you cannot "cure" a narcissist, you can significantly alter your own responses and
communication patterns to achieve more constructive outcomes and protect your emotional
well-being.

The book introduces the "CAR" (Compassion, Assertiveness, Reassurance) approach as a central
strategy for interacting with narcissists. This method encourages readers to acknowledge the
narcissist's underlying pain (compassion), clearly state their own needs and boundaries
(assertiveness), and offer reassurance when appropriate to de-escalate conflict. Behary
empowers readers to identify their own "schemas" or life traps that might inadvertently
contribute to dysfunctional relationship dynamics, fostering self-awareness alongside strategies
for managing the narcissist. Ultimately, the book aims to help readers reclaim their power,
reduce emotional suffering, and make informed decisions about the sustainability of their
relationships, whether they choose to stay and manage or to disengage.

Key Takeaways

* Understand that narcissistic behavior often stems from deep-seated vulnerabilities and
unmet needs, not just malice.

* Implement the CAR (Compassion, Assertiveness, Reassurance) communication strategy to
effectively de-escalate conflict and express your needs.

* Prioritize your own emotional health and establish firm boundaries to protect yourself from
manipulation and emotional depletion.

* Recognize your own "schemas" or life traps that might contribute to unhealthy interaction
patterns with a narcissist.

* Accept that you cannot change a narcissist, but you can change your responses and the
dynamic of the relationship.

* Develop strong self-care practices and a support system to cope with the challenges of
relating to a narcissistic individual.
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* Be prepared to evaluate the long-term viability of a relationship and consider disengaging if
it remains consistently toxic or damaging.

Chapter Summaries
Chapter 1: What Is Narcissism?

This foundational chapter defines narcissism, distinguishing between narcissistic traits and the
clinical diagnosis of Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD). It explores the spectrum of
narcissistic behaviors, from grandiose and overt manifestations to more vulnerable and covert
presentations. Behary explains how narcissism often stems from a fragile sense of self, despite
outward appearances of superiority and entitlement. The chapter introduces the idea that
understanding the underlying psychological mechanisms, rather than just reacting to surface
behaviors, is crucial for effective interaction. It sets the stage for recognizing the different ways
narcissism can impact relationships and the importance of a structured approach to
engagement.

Chapter 2: The Origins of Narcissism

Delving into the developmental roots of narcissistic patterns, this chapter explores how early
childhood experiences contribute to the formation of narcissism. Behary discusses the role of
unmet emotional needs, such as a lack of empathy or excessive indulgence, in shaping a child's
personality. It introduces key concepts from schema therapy, such as early maladaptive schemas
like Entitlement, Emotional Deprivation, and Defectiveness, which form the core beliefs of
individuals with narcissistic tendencies. Understanding these origins helps readers develop a
more compassionate, yet firm, perspective on the narcissist's behavior, recognizing that their
actions often stem from deep-seated insecurities and coping mechanisms developed in youth.

Chapter 3: The Inner World of the Narcissist

This chapter takes readers inside the mind of a narcissist, revealing the "vulnerable child" mode
that often lies beneath their arrogant or self-important exterior. Behary explains how narcissists
develop various coping styles, such as the "Detached Protector" or "Overcompensator," to shield
themselves from perceived threats to their fragile self-esteem. These coping mechanisms
manifest as behaviors like grandiosity, control, rage, or manipulation. The chapter emphasizes
that while these behaviors are damaging, they are often desperate attempts to avoid feelings of
shame, inadequacy, or abandonment. This insight is crucial for applying the disarming strategies
later in the book, as it informs how to address the underlying pain rather than just the
problematic behavior.

Chapter 4: Why It's So Hard to Disarm a Narcissist

This chapter addresses the common frustrations and emotional traps encountered when trying
to interact with a narcissist. Behary explains why traditional communication methods often fail,

https://booksummaryai.com/country/en/disarming-the-narcissist Page 2



leading to cycles of conflict, misunderstanding, and emotional exhaustion for the non-narcissist.
It highlights how narcissists' defensive reactions, such as gaslighting, blame-shifting, or denial,
can make productive dialogue seem impossible. The chapter validates the reader's experiences
of feeling unheard, manipulated, or emotionally drained, emphasizing that these reactions are a
natural consequence of dealing with narcissistic patterns. Understanding these challenges is the
first step toward adopting more effective, non-traditional strategies.

Chapter 5: Developing Your Healthy Adult Mode

Focusing on the non-narcissist's internal work, this chapter introduces the concept of the
"Healthy Adult" mode from schema therapy. Behary guides readers on how to cultivate
self-awareness, emotional regulation, and a strong sense of self, which are essential for
navigating interactions with a narcissist. It emphasizes the importance of identifying and
addressing one's own schemas (e.g., self-sacrifice, subjugation) that might make one vulnerable
to narcissistic manipulation. Developing a robust Healthy Adult mode empowers individuals to
set boundaries, assert their needs, and maintain emotional equilibrium, shifting from a reactive
stance to one of proactive self-protection and resilience.

Chapter 6: The Core Strategy: Empathy and Boundaries

This pivotal chapter introduces the foundational principles for effectively disarming a narcissist:
combining strategic empathy with firm boundaries. Behary explains that empathy, when used
strategically, can de-escalate conflict by addressing the narcissist's underlying vulnerable child
mode, without condoning their problematic behavior. Simultaneously, clear and consistent
boundaries are essential for protecting oneself from manipulation and abuse. The chapter
outlines how this dual approach creates a framework where the narcissist's emotional needs are
acknowledged (empathy), while their unacceptable behaviors are not tolerated (boundaries). This
balance is key to breaking destructive interaction patterns and fostering healthier dynamics.

Chapter 7: The SET Technique

This chapter details the "Support, Empathy, Truth" (SET) communication strategy, a core tool for
interacting with narcissists. Behary provides practical, step-by-step guidance on how to
implement SET. "Support" involves acknowledging the narcissist's feelings or situation without
necessarily agreeing with their perspective. "Empathy" means showing understanding for their
underlying emotional experience, even if their expression is distorted. "Truth" requires clearly
and concisely stating your reality, needs, or boundaries without blame or judgment. The chapter
offers numerous examples and scripts, demonstrating how SET can de-escalate conflict, validate
the narcissist's emotional state, and assert your own position effectively, leading to more
productive outcomes.

Chapter 8: The CARE Technique and Other Tools

Building on the SET technique, this chapter introduces the "Compassion, Acceptance,
Reassurance, Empathy" (CARE) technique, often used in conjunction with SET, particularly in
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more intimate or long-term relationships. Behary explains how CARE can be applied to foster a
sense of safety and connection, addressing the narcissist's core fears of abandonment or
inadequacy. The chapter also provides a repertoire of other practical tools and strategies for
managing specific narcissistic behaviors, such as dealing with criticism, rage outbursts,
manipulation, and gaslighting. It emphasizes the importance of consistency, patience, and
adapting these tools to various situations to maintain personal integrity and influence the
interaction positively.

Chapter 9: Setting Limits and Consequences

This crucial chapter focuses on the art and necessity of establishing and enforcing firm
boundaries with a narcissist. Behary explains how to communicate limits clearly and assertively,
ensuring they are understood and respected. It addresses the common challenge of narcissists
testing boundaries and provides guidance on what to do when limits are crossed, emphasizing
the importance of following through with stated consequences. The chapter details how
consistent enforcement of consequences teaches the narcissist about acceptable behavior and
protects the non-narcissist from further emotional harm. It empowers readers to reclaim control
over their interactions and prevent exploitation.

Chapter 10: Protecting Your Emotional Well-Being

Recognizing the significant emotional toll of interacting with narcissists, this chapter provides
essential strategies for self-care and emotional protection. Behary offers guidance on managing
stress, regulating emotions, and preventing burnout. It covers techniques for emotional
detachment, self-soothing, and rebuilding self-esteem that may have been eroded by narcissistic
abuse. The chapter emphasizes the importance of seeking external support, whether from
friends, family, or therapists, and creating a strong support network. It empowers readers to
prioritize their mental and emotional health, fostering resilience and ensuring they do not lose
themselves in the process of disarming a narcissist.

Chapter 11: Deciding to Stay or Go

This chapter guides readers through the difficult and often agonizing process of evaluating their
relationship with a narcissist and making informed decisions about its future. Behary encourages
a realistic assessment of the severity of the narcissism, the impact on one's life, and the
narcissist's willingness (or lack thereof) to engage in change. It explores various factors to
consider, such as the presence of abuse, the potential for improvement, and one's own
emotional and physical safety. The chapter provides a framework for weighing the pros and
cons, helping individuals determine whether staying and continuing to apply disarming
strategies is viable, or if ending the relationship is the healthier path.

Chapter 12: Healing and Moving On

For those who choose to leave a narcissistic relationship or significantly alter its dynamics, this
chapter focuses on the vital process of healing and moving forward. Behary addresses the grief,
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trauma, and identity loss that can accompany such separations. It provides guidance on
rebuilding self-esteem, rediscovering one's authentic self, and establishing healthier relationship
patterns in the future. The chapter emphasizes the importance of therapy, self-compassion, and
learning from past experiences to prevent repeating similar patterns. It offers a roadmap for
long-term recovery, personal growth, and creating a future filled with respectful and fulfilling
connections, whether with new partners or through strengthened self-reliance.

Themes

* Narcissism

« Communication Strategies
* Self-Protection

* Schema Therapy

* Boundary Setting

* Emotional Resilience

Notable Quotes

* "You cannot change a narcissist, but you can change the way you respond to one." — This
core message underscores the book's empowerment approach, shifting focus from trying to
fix the narcissist to altering one's own behavior and boundaries.

+ "Compassion does not mean condoning bad behavior; it means understanding the
underlying pain and insecurity that drives it." — Explaining the 'Compassion' component of
the CAR approach, highlighting that empathy for vulnerability is distinct from tolerating
harmful actions.

* "Assertiveness is not about aggression; it's about clearly and respectfully stating your needs
and boundaries." — Defining the 'Assertiveness' component of the CAR approach,
emphasizing clear communication without resorting to confrontation or hostility.

* "The goal is not to fix the narcissist, but to disarm their defenses and protect your own
well-being." — Summarizing the overall objective of the book's strategies, focusing on
self-preservation and managing interactions rather than attempting a cure.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Disarming the Narcissist about?

This book provides a comprehensive guide to understanding and effectively interacting with
narcissistic individuals. It uses principles from schema therapy to help readers identify the
underlying drivers of narcissistic behavior and develop communication strategies to protect their
own emotional well-being and set healthy boundaries.
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Is Disarming the Narcissist worth reading?

Yes, it is highly recommended for anyone struggling in a relationship with a narcissistic person.
The book offers practical, actionable advice and a compassionate framework for navigating
challenging dynamics, empowering readers to reduce their suffering and reclaim their agency.

How does Disarming the Narcissist end?

Spoiler: The book concludes by empowering readers to make informed, self-protective decisions
about their relationships. It emphasizes that while strategies can improve interactions,
sometimes disengaging from a consistently toxic dynamic is the healthiest path, encouraging
self-care and resilience.

Who should read Disarming the Narcissist?

Individuals in romantic, familial, or professional relationships with people exhibiting narcissistic
traits will find this book particularly helpful. It's also valuable for therapists and counselors
working with clients affected by narcissism.

How long does it take to read Disarming the Narcissist?

On average, it takes approximately 5 to 6 hours to read "Disarming the Narcissist" at a typical
reading speed. This estimate can vary based on individual reading pace and engagement with
the exercises.

Questions & Answers

What is the main premise of "Disarming the Narcissist"?

The book provides strategies, primarily based on Schema Therapy, for individuals dealing with
narcissists in their lives. It teaches how to protect oneself, set boundaries, and engage in
"empathic confrontation" to foster healthier interactions, rather than trying to change the
narcissist directly. The focus is on empowering the individual to change their own responses and
dynamics within the relationship.

What does Wendy Behary mean by "empathic confrontation"?

Empathic confrontation is a core technique involving three steps: validating the narcissist's
underlying feelings or unmet needs (empathy), directly addressing their maladaptive behavior
(confrontation), and setting firm limits or consequences for unacceptable actions. It aims to be
firm yet compassionate, acknowledging their pain while holding them accountable for their
actions, thereby disrupting their typical manipulative patterns.

Who is the target audience for this book?

The book is primarily for individuals in relationships with narcissists - whether they are romantic
partners, family members, friends, or colleagues. It also serves therapists and coaches who work
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with clients impacted by narcissistic individuals, offering practical tools and insights. It aims to
empower those who feel trapped or diminished by narcissistic dynamics.

What is the "Healthy Adult” mode, and why is it important in dealing with a narcissist?

The "Healthy Adult" mode refers to a state of mind where an individual is able to set boundaries,
assert their needs, self-soothe, and make rational decisions, all while maintaining empathy. It's
crucial because it allows the individual to respond to the narcissist from a place of strength and
self-respect, rather than reacting from a "Vulnerable Child" or "Compliant Surrenderer" mode,
which often reinforces the narcissist's behavior.

Does the book suggest that narcissists can change?

The book acknowledges that deep-seated narcissistic personality disorder is very difficult to
change, as it often involves rigid patterns. However, it focuses on how you can change your
responses to them, which can, in turn, influence the dynamic and potentially lead to some
behavioral adjustments from the narcissist, especially if they value the relationship. The
emphasis is on managing the relationship, not curing the narcissist.

What role does self-care play in the strategies outlined by Behary?

Self-care is presented as fundamental. Dealing with a narcissist is emotionally draining, and the
book emphasizes the importance of protecting one's own emotional and physical well-being.
This includes setting personal boundaries, seeking support, and nurturing one's own needs to
avoid burnout and maintain resilience. It's crucial for sustaining the effort required to implement
the book's strategies.

How does the book explain the underlying causes of narcissistic behavior?

Behary explains that narcissistic behavior often stems from deep-seated childhood experiences,
such as neglect, excessive criticism, or over-indulgence, leading to unmet core needs and the
development of maladaptive coping mechanisms. The grandiosity and entitlement are often a
shield for underlying shame and vulnerability, a defense against feeling inadequate or unloved.

What are some common patterns of interaction with a narcissist that the book advises
against?

The book advises against engaging in power struggles, trying to reason with them when they are
in a "Child" or "Bully" mode, constantly seeking their approval, or sacrificing one's own needs to
appease them. These patterns often reinforce the narcissist's dysfunctional behavior and leave
the individual feeling drained and unfulfilled. It encourages breaking these cycles.

Spoiler: What is the ultimate goal or outcome for the reader who applies the book’s
strategies?

Spoiler: The ultimate goal is to empower the reader to create healthier, more respectful
relationships, or to make informed decisions about ending relationships that remain toxic
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despite applying the strategies. It aims for the reader to regain their sense of self-worth,
establish clear boundaries, reduce the emotional toll of interacting with a narcissist, and
ultimately live a more fulfilling life, whether with or without the narcissist.

How does the book differentiate between narcissistic traits and Narcissistic Personality
Disorder (NPD)?

The book explains that many people exhibit some narcissistic traits, but NPD is a pervasive,
inflexible pattern of grandiosity, need for admiration, and lack of empathy that causes significant
impairment in functioning across multiple areas of life. Behary's strategies are applicable to
both, but she acknowledges the greater challenge and rigidity associated with full-blown NPD.

What is the significance of understanding the narcissist's "vulnerable child" mode?

Understanding the narcissist's "vulnerable child" mode helps the reader approach them with
empathy, recognizing that their grandiose or aggressive behaviors often mask deep-seated pain,
fear, or unmet needs from childhood. This understanding informs the "empathic" part of
empathic confrontation, allowing for a more strategic response that addresses the underlying
wound, rather than just reacting to the surface behavior.

What kind of boundaries does the book recommend setting with a narcissist?

The book recommends setting clear, consistent, and enforceable boundaries across various
aspects: emotional (e.g., not tolerating insults or blame), physical (e.g., personal space), financial,
and time. These boundaries protect the individual's well-being and communicate what is and
isn't acceptable behavior, teaching the narcissist the consequences of overstepping.

How does the book address the reader's own potential role in the dysfunctional dynamic?

The book encourages readers to examine their own schemas and patterns that might contribute
to staying in or enabling narcissistic relationships, such as "self-sacrifice," "subjugation," or
"defectiveness." It emphasizes taking responsibility for one's own reactions and choices to break
the cycle, fostering self-awareness and empowering the individual to change their part in the
dynamic.

What is the role of validation when dealing with a narcissist?

Validation is used strategically to acknowledge the narcissist's feelings or underlying needs, even
if their behavior is unacceptable. This can de-escalate conflict and open a path for them to hear
the confrontation or limit-setting. It's crucial to validate feelings, not the dysfunctional behavior
itself, to avoid reinforcing maladaptive patterns while still showing understanding.

Why is consistency important when applying the book's strategies?

Consistency is vital because narcissists often test boundaries. If boundaries are not consistently
enforced, the narcissist learns that they can manipulate or ignore them, reinforcing their
maladaptive patterns. Consistent application teaches them that certain behaviors will always

https://booksummaryai.com/country/en/disarming-the-narcissist Page 8



lead to specific consequences, which is essential for establishing new, healthier interaction
patterns and protecting oneself.

Does the book suggest when it might be necessary to leave a relationship with a narcissist?

Yes, the book implicitly and explicitly suggests that if, after consistent application of the
strategies, the relationship remains damaging, abusive, or unfulfilling, then leaving may be the
healthiest option. It empowers the reader to make that decision based on their well-being and
the narcissist's responsiveness (or lack thereof), prioritizing self-preservation over maintaining a
toxic dynamic.

How does the book help readers cope with the emotional manipulation often employed by
narcissists?

The book helps readers cope by teaching them to identify manipulative tactics (like gaslighting,
blame-shifting, or guilt-tripping), understand the narcissist's motivation behind them, and
respond from a "Healthy Adult" mode rather than getting emotionally entangled. It emphasizes
focusing on facts, one's own reality, and disengaging from the narcissist's attempts to control or
distort perceptions.

What is the "Schema Mode Model" and how does it apply to understanding narcissists?

The Schema Mode Model, a core component of Schema Therapy, describes different "modes" or
states of mind that individuals operate in. For narcissists, it helps explain how they shift between
grandiose, demanding, or angry modes (often to protect a "vulnerable child" mode) and how
others can respond to these modes more effectively by targeting the underlying needs or
schemas, rather than just reacting to the surface behavior.

What is the primary difference between traditional therapy and the approach
recommended in "Disarming the Narcissist" for dealing with narcissists?

Traditional therapy often focuses on insight and emotional processing for the individual seeking
help. "Disarming the Narcissist" provides a more direct, behavioral, and boundary-focused
approach specifically for interacting with a narcissist, using techniques like empathic
confrontation. While it encourages self-reflection, its primary aim is to equip the reader with
practical tools to manage the external relationship dynamics, rather than solely focusing on the
reader's internal issues.

How does the book encourage readers to manage their own emotional reactions to
narcissistic behavior?

The book encourages readers to manage their emotional reactions by understanding the
narcissist's underlying vulnerabilities, practicing self-soothing techniques, seeking external
support, and consciously choosing to respond from their "Healthy Adult" mode rather than
reacting impulsively or defensively. It emphasizes emotional detachment from the narcissist's
drama and focusing on one's own emotional regulation and well-being.
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