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A companion guide to The Extraction Pattern

The pattern you can’t see is the one that’s working.

Most people,  when they picture manipulation, picture the loud version. The dominating personality.  The grandiose claim. The
person who walks into a room and takes it over. You see that coming. Your instincts fire. You may not have a name for it, but you
know something is wrong.

Covert manipulation is the other version. The one that does not announce itself. The one that operates through suffering rather than
dominance, through victimhood rather than aggression, through quiet control rather than open command. It is harder to spot, harder
to name, harder to explain to anyone who has not lived inside it, and it may be more dangerous precisely because it is invisible.

This guide explains what the science actually says about the covert version of the pattern, not the pop-psychology listicles, not the
social-media diagnoses, but the neuroscience, the evolutionary logic and the practical recognition tools that can help you see what
the pattern evolved specifically to hide.

1. Same Hardware, Differently Configured

The extraction pattern is not a disorder in the conventional sense. It is the same neural hardware that everyone carries, differently
configured.



Lisa Feldman Barrett’s research shows that the brain does not contain dedicated circuits for specific
emotions, no fear module, no empathy module. It constructs emotional experience from general-
purpose  components.  The  extraction  pattern  is  what  this  hardware  produces  when  affective
empathy, the felt resonance with another’s experience, does not fully develop or is overridden.

A crocodile carries her young in jaws that exert thousands of pounds of bite force. The same mouth
that kills prey, holding a hatchling with absolute delicacy. The circuits that produce aggression and
the circuits that produce nurture run on the same hardware. Context determines which activates.

The pattern works the same way. Not a different species. Not a monster. The same hardware you
carry, running a different configuration. This is why the person looks so normal. They are normal,
in every dimension except the one that matters.

This reframing matters because it explains why you did not see it, and because it tells you where to
aim. You were not looking for a monster. You were looking at a person who appeared to be wired
the way you are. The wiring differs. The person is still a person. What you learn to recognise, and to
contain, is the pattern.

2. Two Modes of Extraction

Extraction  presents  in  two  modes.  Learning  to  distinguish  them  is  the  single  most  important
recognition skill this guide can teach you.

Visible extraction is what you expect. The dominating personality. The grandiose claim. The open
aggression. The charm that feels like performance. You see it coming. Your instincts fire.

Concealed extraction is harder. The victim stance. The manufactured crisis. The suffering that never
ends. The obligation that materialises from nowhere. You feel it  before you see it.  Your energy
drains. Your reality shifts. But there is nothing to point to, no bruise, no outburst, no smoking gun.

Both modes use the same method: your resources flow to them, consequences land on you, the
pattern repeats regardless of what you try. Only the presentation differs. One announces. One hides.

If you are watching for the loud person dominating the room, you will miss the quiet person
making the room orbit their suffering. Both are the same pattern. The concealed version
may be more dangerous precisely because nobody believes you when you try to describe it.

3. The Hidden Extractor

The clinical literature calls this vulnerable narcissism, or the covert narcissistic presentation. This
guide, following the book, calls it the Hidden Extractor, or simply the pattern, because naming the
behaviour keeps the focus where it belongs, on what is done rather than on a label pinned to a
human being.

The Hidden Extractor is predominantly made, by invalidation, by coldness, by wounds that became
identity.  The  pattern  extracts  through suffering.  The  martyr  whose  wounds  never  heal  because
healing would end the supply of attention. The parent whose disappointment organises the family
around their needs. The partner whose fragility makes your needs permanently secondary.
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Clinical  research  on  this  presentation  suggests  what  you  may  already  sense:  the  felt  sense  of
emptiness underneath is real and stubborn, one of the most treatment-resistant features, persisting
after years when other features have eased. The validation is pursued because it never fills the void.

This is why the covert pattern is so hard to spot. The person in front of you appears to be suffering.
They are suffering. The suffering is real. What is not real is the claim that your resources can fix it,
or that their suffering entitles them to extract from you without end.

The tell is the mismatch

The  Hidden  Extractor  presents  as  Hidden  but  operates  as  Grand.  The  surface  is
vulnerability, fragility, victimhood. The operating system underneath is entitlement, control
and the expectation that everyone else organises around their needs. The mismatch between
presentation and operation is the diagnostic.

4. The Engine Underneath: Cold Empathy

Underneath every extraction toolkit, visible or concealed, is the same engine. The book calls it cold
empathy: the ability to read other people’s emotions accurately without feeling them.

The extraction-wired do not lack social perception. They have superb social perception. They can
read a room faster than anyone in it. They know what you are feeling before you have finished
feeling it. They simply do not feel it with you.

Warm empathy, the kind most people carry, means you feel what others feel. Their pain registers as
your pain. You hesitate to cause suffering because causing suffering hurts you too. Cold empathy
means  you  perceive  what  others  feel  without  engaging  the  self,  and  use  the  information
strategically. The smile that makes you feel understood is a tool, selected with the precision of a
surgeon choosing an instrument.

Christian  Keysers’  research  found  that  people  high  in  these  traits  can  engage  empathy  when
instructed to. They simply do not do it automatically. Fellow-feeling runs along a dial, not a switch,
and almost all of us sit somewhere in its warm middle. At the cold end of that dial the reading stays
sharp while the feeling runs faint.

The engine is the same in both modes. The Grand Extractor uses it to charm. The Hidden Extractor
uses it to calibrate suffering, knowing exactly how much distress to display, exactly which buttons
to  press,  exactly  when  your  guilt  will  override  your  judgement.  The  read  is  identical.  The
presentation differs.

One distinction that matters

Autistic people may also read emotions through learned rules rather than felt resonance,
observing  that  a  furrowed  brow  means  doubt,  that  visible  teeth  mean  a  smile.  The
processing can look similar from the outside. The motivation is opposite. The autistic person
is  trying  to  connect.  The  extraction-wired  person  is  trying  to  position.  Different  social
processing is not extraction. Missing social cues is not manipulation.
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5. Why Nobody Believes You

This is perhaps the most painful part of living with the concealed pattern. You try to explain what is
happening and the people around you, friends, family, sometimes professionals, do not believe you.
Not because they are stupid. Because the pattern is specifically shaped to make your account sound
unreasonable.

The  Hidden  Extractor  presents  beautifully  to  the  outside  world,  often  charming,  generous  and
apparently vulnerable in company. The suffering is visible. The control is not. When you describe
what  happens  in  private,  you  sound  like  the  difficult  one,  attacking  someone  who  is  already
suffering.

This is not coincidence. This is the toolkit at work. For two hundred thousand years, communities
contained this pattern through proximity, through what the book calls the grandmother: a figure who
held the long memory of the community, who had watched for decades, who could confirm your
doubt before the pattern talked you out of it.

The pattern’s entire strategy is an arms race against the grandmother. Triangulation stops people
comparing notes. Gaslighting destroys your confidence in what you saw. The victim presentation
ensures that anyone you try to recruit as an ally sees you as the aggressor.

If you have tried to explain what is happening and been met with disbelief, that disbelief is
not evidence that you are wrong. It is evidence that the pattern is working.

6. What Covert Manipulation Is Not

Before you apply this framework, you need to know what it does not describe. Most difficult people
are  just  difficult.  Normal  human  variance.  Ordinary  conflict  between  people  who  both  have
feelings, needs and blind spots. Naming the pattern is only useful if you are strict about what is not
the pattern.

It is not introversion. Introverts are drained by social interaction and recharged by solitude. They
are not extracting from you. The quiet person who needs space is not the quiet person who needs
you to organise your life around their needs.

It is not depression. Depression can make people withdrawn, unreliable, hard to be around. This is
illness, not extraction. The depressed person does not enjoy your suffering. They are barely aware
of it, drowning in their own.

It is not low self-esteem. Many people genuinely struggle with self-worth. They do not weaponise
that struggle. The person with low self-esteem feels bad about needing reassurance. The pattern
runs on feeling entitled to it.

It is not trauma. Trauma produces behaviour that can look like extraction, withdrawal, reactivity,
self-protection that harms others. The difference: damaged people do not enjoy the damage they
cause. They are devastated by it. They want to stop. Where the pattern runs, regret tends to function
as a tool rather than a catalyst for change.

It is not neurodivergence. Different social processing is not extraction. Missing social cues is not
manipulation. Struggling with emotional reciprocity is not the same as refusing it.
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The test that matters

Does the pattern repeat  across contexts,  across time,  across different  relationships? One
terrible relationship does not prove extraction, it might prove incompatibility, bad timing,
mutual damage. The pattern reveals itself in repetition: the same cycle, different partners,
identical  outcomes.  Does  the  person  treat  rules  as  scenery?  Does  consequence  land  on
others while benefit accrues to them? Has this happened to others before you?

7. Ten Indicators of Concealed Extraction

No single indicator proves anything. Accumulation reveals pattern. If you recognise five or more
consistently, across time, the framework may be describing what you are experiencing.

1. The suffering that organises everyone

Their pain is always the most urgent thing in the room. Your needs become permanently secondary.
Everything orbits their distress. If you raise your own needs, you are selfish. If you set a boundary,
you are cruel.

2. Victimhood as control

They are always the victim. In every conflict, every difficulty, every failed relationship, it was done
to them. If you suggest otherwise, you are attacking someone who is already suffering.

3. The improvement that never lasts

When you are about to leave, things improve, dramatically, just long enough to pull you back. Then
the pattern resumes. This is the maintenance phase of the cycle, recalibration, not change.

4. Different people, different faces

Charming and generous in public. Controlling and cold in private. If the person your friends see is
fundamentally different from the person you live with, that is data.

5. Your reality keeps shifting

Conversations you clearly remember did not happen. Agreements you made were never made. Your
recollection is always wrong. Over time you stop trusting your own perception. That is the function
of gaslighting.

6. Guilt as currency

You feel permanently guilty and cannot identify why. You work harder, give more, accommodate
further, and the guilt remains. Guilt induction keeps your resources flowing without anyone having
to ask directly.

7. Isolation from your people

Your friendships have narrowed. Your family relationships are strained. This may have happened so
gradually you did not notice. Isolation prevents coalition. Coalition is the grandmother rebuilt, and
the pattern cannot survive coalition.

8. The silent punishment

Withdrawal, coldness, the removal of warmth, without explanation and without anything you can
show anyone else. The silent treatment punishes without leaving a mark others can see. It is one of
the most effective tools in the concealed toolkit.
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9. Your body knows

You feel exhausted after interactions that should have been simple. Your stomach tightens before
they walk through the door. Your body is calculating faster than your conscious mind. Trust it.

10. Everyone before you

Every  previous  partner  was  terrible,  every  previous  employer  unfair,  every  previous  friend  a
betrayer. The common denominator is the person telling the story. If you catch yourself thinking
“I’ll be the one who’s different”, that thought is the assessment phase working on your good faith.

8. What to Do If You Recognise This

If what you have read describes your situation, the first thing to know is that recognition itself is the
beginning of protection. The pattern’s primary weapon is invisibility. You have just made it visible.

Do not confront them with a label. Naming the pattern to the person running it will not produce
insight. It will produce DARVO, deny, attack, reverse victim and offender, and the vocabulary will
be turned against you. Protect yourself first. Name it privately, to yourself and to the people you
trust.

Rebuild  the  grandmother. Find  someone  outside  the  relationship  who  can  confirm  your
perception. A trusted friend. A therapist who understands the covert presentation. A family member
who knew you before. The pattern’s primary weapon is making you think you are alone. You are
not.

Start documenting. The pattern journal,  thirty seconds an entry, logging date,  person, physical
response, pattern type. One entry is a data point. Ten entries show pattern. Fifty entries become
evidence that defeats gaslighting completely.

Match your response to your situation. Grey rock if you need to stay. Low contact if you can
reduce exposure.  No contact  if  the pattern threatens serious harm. Graduated response protects
without escalating.

The principle underneath all of it: fierce protection with maintained dignity. Contain, do not blame.
This is architecture, not punishment. You are painting a Plimsoll line on your own hull.

Recognition is for containment, not blame. Name the pattern, not the person. The wiring was nobody’s
choice and the person keeps their dignity. Contain the pattern. Regard the person.

9. The Diagnostic That Protects You

Within a short time of any recognition framework becoming public, the pattern picks it  up and
reverses it. “You’re the controlling one. You’re the one without empathy. You’re the manipulator.”
If you are living with the concealed pattern, this will happen. You need a diagnostic.

Recognition arrives with grief. The person who genuinely sees the pattern does not feel powerful.
They  feel  devastated.  The  years  lost.  The  relationship  that  was  not  what  they  thought.
Weaponisation arrives with triumph: energy rather than devastation, a label found, an argument
won. The language is identical. The emotional signature is opposite.
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If you are reading this and feeling grief, the slow, devastating realisation that matches what you
have been living, that grief is the proof that your good faith is intact. You are not the pattern. You
are the person the pattern targeted.

10. Where to Go Next

If you are in immediate danger: call 999 or the National Domestic Abuse Helpline on 0808 2000
247 (24 hours, free).

If you need support: visit  www.trueregard.com/help for UK helplines, therapeutic resources and
support organisations.

If you want the full framework: The Extraction Pattern by Vaughan Smith sets out the science of
cold empathy and stealth adaptation in full. Available at www.trueregard.com/books.

If  you  want  the  practical  tools:  download  the  Personal  Protection  Toolkit,  free  at
www.trueregard.com. If you are dealing with family courts: the Family Court Survival Guide is
available  there  too.  If  you  also  read  The  Good  Faith  Problem:  that  explains  why  you  were
vulnerable. This guide explains what was targeting you. Together they complete the picture.

Share this. The pattern survives through isolation. Every person who reads this guide is another
grandmother rebuilt.
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THE EXTRACTION PATTERN
Vaughan Smith

About one in twenty carry the wiring. Captured structures can teach the behaviour
to the rest of us, and anyone can learn to see it. The answer is architecture that
makes extraction visible, not blame. Contain the pattern. Regard the person.

THE CAPTURE
Vaughan Smith

How They Stole America. The extraction pattern captured democracy, economy,
healthcare, media and accountability, domain by domain.
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