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UNDERSTANDING AND DEALING WITH 
MANIPULATIVE PEOPLE 
Dr. George Simon knows how people push your buttons. Your children-especially teens-are expert at 
it, as is your mate. A co-worker may quietly undermine your efforts while professing to be helpful, or your 
boss may prey on your weaknesses. Manipulative people have two goals: ta win and ta look good doing 
it. Often those they abuse are only vaguely aware of what is happening to them. In this eye-opening book, 
you'll also discover ... 

• 4 reasons why victims have a hard time leaving abusive relationships 
• Power tactics manipulators use to push their own agendas and justify their behavior 
• Ways to redefine the rules of engagement between you and an abuser 
• How to spot potential weaknesses in your character that can set you up for manipulation 
• 12 tools for personal empowerment to help you maintain greater strength in all relationships 

11
1 was recently dumped by a covert-aggressive woman. I didn't understand her behavior until I 

read In Sheep's Clothing. Now everything makes sense. I am regaining my inner peace with new 
understanding of what was actually happening." 

- Joseph, New York City 

11 Dr. Simon, thank you for taking a completely different approach to dealing with the covertly 
aggressive character. Perhaps if the three marriage counselors we saw over the years had read your 
book, this chapter of my life would have ended a decade ago." 

- Monica, Chicago area 

11Thank you for your book, In Sheep's Clothing. My husband and I saw several counselors to help 
us through the problems we were having with my mother-in-law who is immature and manipulative. 
The counselors spent most of their time trying to get me [to accept her], instead of teaching me 
[as only your book did] ways to cope with her manipulation!' 

- Erin, online purchaser 

GEORGE SIMON, Jr., Ph.D. received his degree in clinical psychology at Texas 
Tech University. For 30 years he has studied manipulators and their victims, leading 
popular seminars across the country, and appearing on CNN, Fox News and network radio. 
Corporations, agencies and institutions seek his expertise on covert aggression and dealing 
with problem personalities. You can visit Dr. Simon's websites at www.manipulative-people. 
com or http://counsellingresource.com/features/author/george-simon/ 
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“After having read several books on several different self-help topics, psychology 
books, psychiatry books, etc., I MUST recommend you buy this one, first. It 
cuts straight through the bs - neatly and cleanly. I have bought copies of this 
book for friends and can’t recommend it enough.”

—E. Adams, Online Purchaser

“Don’t Be Bossed-Around Ever Again !!! ... In Sheep’s Clothing: Understanding 
and Dealing with Manipulative People by George K. Simon, Jr., Ph.D., is a 
godsend to anyone who has ever questioned their own sanity while in any kind 
of relationship with a controlling and manipulative person. 

—The Aeolian Kid, Online Purchaser

“Dr. Simon teaches the mechanics of popular tactics used by manipulators and 
how you can identify and thwart their attacks so that you control the outcome. 
This book helped me with a person that I have no choice but to see daily. After 
the end of every “friendly” conversation I felt depressed or insulted but could 
not figure out how this person was doing it. This book helped me to understand 
what was really happening. Dr. Simon’s guidelines exposed this person and 
[allowed me to take] control. Because this person knows [I] can no longer [be] 
controlled, I now have — not a perfect relationship — but one that’s better than 
the alternative.”

—A reader in Chicago
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“This book is like the secret decoder ring for the jumbled mess that is a 
manipulator’s modus operandi. Do yourself a favor and get this book now.”

—Christy, Missouri

“It’s sad that there are people out there that make life so much harder than 
it should have to be for others. Being able to identify such people in your life 
(both at home and at work) is very important and can be of invaluable help 
to 1) not go crazy oneself, and 2) take corrective action. Dr. Simon’s book 
is written with amazing clarity. If you read only one book this year, read 
this one.” 

—JA008, Online Purchaser

“This is one of the best books I’ve ever read and I would recommend it to 
anyone. It has redefined how I judge people and helped me to become a 
stronger person. I used to be very naive and unaware of people’s ulterior 
motives, and I have learned a tremendous amount from reading this book.” 

—S. Brescenti, Online Purchaser

“This book makes it clear that evil is allowed free rein because of our ignorance 
of its nature. Simon shows us what seemingly mundane interactions that leave 
us perplexed may really be about. According to him, master manipulators leave 
us drained and confused as we try to change them into the good person we 
want to believe they really are. I would add that the manipulators are just plain 
evil because evil requires lies, manipulation and a weakening of the other’s 
will through deception. Simon shows you how to recognize the signs and what 
you can do about it. Good people are responsible for informing and protecting 
themselves from the manipulators in society. This book is a necessary start.” 

—Kaye, a reader in New York state

“Pithy and often funny, George Simon takes the bluster and obfuscation of 
overbearing, weasely bosses, nasty neighbors, and obnoxious coworkers and 
boils it down to show you the simple psychological strategies being used to 
impose on your patience, good will, or even wallet. I have recommended 
this book to everyone I know and bought extra copies for my kids when 
they went out into the work world. Highly Recommended!”

—C. MacCallum, Online Purchaser
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PREFACE

Whether it’s the supervisor who claims to support you while 
thwarting every opportunity you have to get ahead, the co-worker 
who quietly undermines you to gain the boss’s favor, the spouse 
who professes to love and care about you but seems to control 
your life, or the child who always seems to know just which but-
tons to push in order to get their way, manipulative people are like 
the proverbial wolf in sheep’s clothing. On the surface they can 
appear charming and genial. But underneath, they can be ever so 
calculating and ruthless. Cunning and subtle, they prey on your 
weaknesses and use clever tactics to gain advantage over you. 
They’re the kind of people who fight hard for everything they want 
but do their best to conceal their aggressive intentions. That’s why 
I call them covert-aggressive personalities. 

As a clinical psychologist in private practice, I began to focus 
on the problem of covert aggression over 20 years ago. I did so 
because the depression, anxiety, and feelings of insecurity that ini-
tially led several of my patients to seek help eventually turned out 
to be in some way linked to their relationship with a manipulative 
person. I’ve counseled not only the victims of covert-aggression, 
but also manipulators themselves experiencing distress because 
their usual ways of getting their needs met and controlling others 
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weren’t working anymore. My work has given me an appreciation 
for how widespread problem of manipulative behavior is and the 
unique emotional stress it can bring to a relationship.

The scope of the problem of covert-aggression seems self-
evident. Most of us know at least one manipulative person. And 
hardly a day goes by that we don’t read in the newspaper or hear a 
broadcast about someone who managed to exploit or “con” many 
before fate shed some light on their true character. There’s the 
tele-evangelist who preached love, honesty, and decency while 
cheating on his wife and fleecing his flock, the politician, sworn to 
“public service,” caught lining his pockets, or the spiritual “guru” 
who even managed to convince most of his followers that he was 
God incarnate while sexually exploiting their children and subtly 
terrorizing those who challenged him. The world, it seems full of 
manipulators.

Although the extreme wolves in sheep’s clothing that make 
headlines grab our attention and pique our curiosity about what 
makes such people “tick,” most of the covertly aggressive people 
we are likely to encounter are not these larger-than-life characters. 
Rather, they are the subtly underhanded, backstabbing, decep-
tive, and conniving individuals we may work with, associate with, 
or possibly even live with. And they can make life miserable. They 
cause us grief because we find it so hard to truly understand them 
and even harder to deal with them effectively. 

When victims of covert-aggression first seek help for their 
emotional distress, they usually have little insight into why they 
feel so bad. They only know that they feel confused, anxious, or 
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depressed. Gradually, however, they relate how dealing with a cer-
tain person in their lives makes them feel crazy. They don’t really 
trust them but can’t pinpoint why. They get mad at them but for 
some reason end up feeling guilty themselves. They confront them 
about their behavior, only to wind up on the defensive. They get 
frustrated because they find themselves frequently giving in when 
they really wanted to stand ground, saying “yes” when they mean 
to say “no,” and becoming depressed because nothing they try 
seems to make things better. In the end, dealing with this person 
always leaves them feeling confused, exploited and abused. After 
exploring the issues in therapy for a while, they eventually come to 
realize how much of their unhappiness is the direct result of their 
constant but fruitless attempts to understand, deal with, or control 
their manipulator’s behavior.

Despite the fact that many of my patients are intelligent, 
resourceful individuals with a fair understanding of traditional 
psychological principles, most of the ways they tried to under-
stand and cope with their manipulator’s behavior weren’t getting 
them anywhere, and some of the things they tried only seemed 
to make matters worse. Moreover, none of the ways that I ini-
tially tried to help made any real difference. Having an eclectic 
training background, I tried all sorts of different therapies and 
strategies, all of which seemed to help the victims feel a little bet-
ter, but none seemed to empower them enough to really change 
the nature of their relationship with their manipulator. Even more 
disconcerting was the fact that none of the approaches I tried was 
effective at all with the manipulators. Realizing that something 
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must be fundamentally wrong with the traditional approaches to 
understanding and dealing with manipulative people, I began to 
carefully study the problem in the hope of developing a practical, 
more effective approach. 

In this book I would like to introduce you to a new way of 
understanding the character of manipulative people. I believe the 
perspective I will offer describes manipulators and labels their 
behavior more accurately than many other approaches. I’ll explain 
what covert-aggression is and why I believe it’s at the heart of most 
interpersonal manipulation. I’ll focus some needed attention on 
dimensions of personality that are too often ignored by traditional 
perspectives. The framework I will be advancing challenges some 
of the more common assumptions we make about why people act 
the way they do and explains why some of the most widely-held 
beliefs about human nature tend to set us up for victimization by 
manipulators.

I have three objectives to fulfill in this book. My first is to 
fully acquaint you the nature of disturbed characters as well as 
the distinctive character of the covertly aggressive personality. I’ll 
discuss the characteristics of aggressive personality types in gen-
eral and outline the unique characteristics of the covert-aggressive 
personality. I’ll present several vignettes, based on real cases and 
situations, that will help you get the “flavor” of this personality 
type as well as illustrate how manipulative people operate. Being 
able to recognize a wolf in sheep’s clothing and knowing what to 
expect from this kind of person is the first step in avoiding being 
victimized by them.
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My second objective is to explain precisely how covertly 
aggressive people manage to deceive, manipulate, and “control” 
others. Aggressive and covertly aggressive people use a select 
group of interpersonal maneuvers or tactics to gain advantage over 
others. Becoming more familiar with these tactics really helps a 
person recognize manipulative behavior at the time it occurs, and 
makes it easier, therefore, to avoid being victimized. I’ll also discuss 
the characteristics many of us possess that can make us unduly 
vulnerable to the tactics of manipulation. Knowing what aspects 
of your own character a manipulator is most likely to exploit is 
another important step in avoiding victimization.

My final objective is to outline the specific steps anyone can 
take to deal more effectively with aggressive and covertly aggres-
sive personalities. I’ll present some general rules for redefining the 
rules of engagement with these kinds of individuals and describe 
some specific tools of personal empowerment that can help a 
person break the self-defeating cycle of trying to control their 
manipulator and becoming depressed in the process. Using these 
tools makes it more likely that a one-time victim will invest their 
energy where they really have power — in their own behavior. 
Knowing how to conduct yourself in a potentially manipulative 
encounter is crucial to becoming less vulnerable to a manipulator’s 
ploys and asserting greater control over your own life. 

I have attempted to write this book in a manner that is serious 
and substantial yet straightforward and readily understandable. I 
have written it for the general public as well as the mental health 
professional, and I hope both will find it useful. By adhering to 
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many traditional assumptions, labeling schemes, and intervention 
strategies, therapists sometimes hold and inadvertently reinforce 
some of the same misconceptions that their patients harbor about 
the character and behavior of manipulators that inevitably lead to 
continued victimization. I offer a new perspective in the hope of 
helping individuals and therapists alike avoid enabling manipula-
tive behavior.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE ON 
THE REVISED EDITION

Since this book’s first wide publication in 1996, I have received 
literally hundreds of calls, letters, and emails, and heard countless 
testimonials and comments at workshops from individuals whose 
lives were changed merely by being exposed to and adopting a 
new perspective on understanding human behavior. A common 
theme voiced by readers and workshop attendees is that once they 
dispelled old myths and came to view problem behaviors in a dif-
ferent light, they could see clearly that what their intuition had told 
them all along was correct, and thus felt validated. A similar phe-
nomenon has held true for mental health professionals attending 
the many training seminars I have given. Once they abandoned 
their old notions about why their clients do the things they do, 
they were better able to help them and their significant others. I 
had already been doing workshops for 10 years before writing In 
Sheep’s Clothing. At that time, only a handful of theorists, research-
ers, and writers were recognizing the need for a new perspective 
on understanding and dealing with disturbed characters (e.g., 
Stanton Samenow, Samuel Yochelson, Robert Hare). What pro-
fessionals today call the cognitive-behavioral approach was in its 
infancy. The early research on character disturbance inspired me 
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and helped me validate my own observations. Today an increasing 
number of professionals are recognizing the problem of character 
disturbance and using cognitive-behavioral methods to diagnose 
and treat it. 

We live in an age radically different from that in which the 
classical theories of psychology and personality were developed. 
For the most part, truly pathological degrees of neurosis are quite 
rare, and problematic levels of character disturbance are increas-
ingly commonplace. It’s a pervasive societal problem about which 
all of us would do well to expand our awareness. During the last 
15 years, my experience working with disturbed characters of all 
types has grown immensely, as has the body of research. So, I have 
included in this edition an expanded discussion on the problem of 
character disturbance in general and what sets the disturbed char-
acter apart from your garden-variety neurotic. 

I am deeply grateful for the excellent word-of-mouth support 
responsible for transforming a once small, independent work into a 
best seller enjoying ever-increasing popularity even after 15 years. 
I sincerely hope this revised edition will provide you with all the 
information and tools you need to better understand and deal with 
the manipulative people in your life.

George K. Simon, Jr., Ph.D.
January 2010
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PART I

Understanding 
Manipulative 
Personalities
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i n t r o d u c t i o n

COVERT-AGGRESSION:
THE HEART OF MANIPULATION

A Common Problem

Perhaps the following scenarios will sound familiar. A wife 
tries to sort out her mixed feelings. She’s mad at her husband for 
insisting their daughter make all A’s. But she doubts she has the 
right to be mad. When she suggested that given her appraisal 
of their daughter’s abilities, he might be making unreasonable 
demands, his comeback, “Shouldn’t any good parent want their 
child to do well and succeed in life?” made her feel like the insen-
sitive one. In fact, whenever she confronts him, she somehow 
ends up feeling like the bad guy herself. When she suggested there 
might be more to her daughter’s recent problems, and that the 
family might do well to seek counseling, his retort “Are you saying 
I’m psychiatrically disturbed?” made her feel guilty for bring-
ing up the issue. She often tries to assert her point of view, but 
always ends up giving-in to his. Sometimes, she thinks the prob-
lem is him, believing him to be selfish, demanding, intimidating, 
and controlling. But this is a loyal husband, good provider, and a 
respected member of the community. By all rights she shouldn’t 
resent him. Yet, she does. So, she constantly wonders if there isn’t 
something wrong with her.
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A mother tries desperately to understand her daughter’s behav-
ior. No young girl, she thought, would threaten to leave home, say 
things like “Everybody hates me” and “I wish I were never born,” 
unless she were very insecure, afraid, and probably depressed. 
Part of her thinks her daughter is still the same child who used to 
hold her breath until she turned blue or threw tantrums whenever 
she didn’t get her way. After all, it seems she only says and does 
these things when she’s about to be disciplined or she’s trying to 
get something she wants. But a part of her is afraid to believe that. 
“What if she really believes what she’s saying?” she wonders. “What 
if I’ve really done something to hurt her and I just don’t realize it?” 
she worries. She hates to feel “bullied” by her daughter’s threats 
and emotional displays, but she can’t take the chance her daughter 
might really be hurting — can she? Besides, children just don’t act 
this way unless they really feel insecure or threatened in some way 
underneath it all — do they?

The Heart of the Problem
Neither victim in the preceding scenarios trusted their “gut” 

feelings. Unconsciously, they felt on the defensive, but consciously 
they had trouble seeing their manipulator as merely a person on 
the offensive. On one hand, they felt like the other person was try-
ing to get the better of them. On the other, they found no objective 
evidence at the time to back-up their gut-level hunch. They ended 
up feeling crazy.

They’re not crazy. The fact is, people fight almost all the time. 
And manipulative people are expert at fighting in subtle and almost 

001-176 txt 38435 - pg.18 - PDF supplied - 02/03/2011



G e o r g e  K .  S i m o n ,  J r . ,  P h . D .

19

undetectable ways. Most of the time, when they’re trying to take 
advantage or gain the upper hand, you don’t even know you’re in 
a fight until you’re well on your way to losing. When you’re being 
manipulated, chances are someone is fighting with you for position, 
advantage, or gain, but in a way that’s difficult to readily see. Covert-
aggression is at the heart of most manipulation.

The Nature of Human Aggression
Our instinct to fight is a close cousin of our survival instinct.1

Most everyone “fights” to survive and prosper, and most of the 
fighting we do is neither physically violent nor inherently destruc-
tive. Some theorists have suggested that only when this most basic 
instinct is severely frustrated does our aggressive drive have the 
potential to be expressed violently.2 Others have suggested that 
some rare individuals seem to be predisposed to aggression — 
even violent aggression, despite the most benign circumstances. 
But whether extraordinary stressors, genetic predispositions, rein-
forced learning patterns, or some combination of these are at the 
root of violent aggression, most theorists agree that aggression 
per se and destructive violence are not synonymous. In this book, 
the term aggression will refer to the forceful energy we all expend 
in our daily bids to survive, advance ourselves, secure things we 
believe will bring us some kind of pleasure, and remove obstacles 
to those ends.

People do a lot more fighting in their daily lives than we have 
ever been willing to acknowledge. The urge to fight is fundamen-
tal and instinctual. Anyone who denies the instinctual nature of 
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aggression has either never witnessed two toddlers struggling 
for possession of the same toy, or has somehow forgotten this 
archetypal scene. Fighting is a big part of our culture, also. From 
the fierce partisan wrangling that characterizes representative 
government, to the competitive corporate environment, to the 
adversarial system of our judicial system, much fighting is woven 
into our societal fabric. We sue one another, divorce each other, 
battle with one another over our children, compete for jobs, and 
struggle with each other to advance certain goals, values, beliefs 
and ideals. The psychodynamic theorist Alfred Adler noted many 
years ago that we also forcefully strive to assert a sense of social 
superiority.3 Fighting for personal and social advantage, we jockey 
with one another for power, prestige, and a secure social “niche.” 
Indeed, we do so much fighting in so many aspects of our lives I 
think it fair to say that when human beings aren’t making some 
kind of love, they’re likely to be waging some kind of war.

Fighting is not inherently wrong or harmful. Fighting openly 
and fairly for our legitimate needs is often necessary and con-
structive. When we fight for what we truly need while respecting 
the rights and needs of others and taking care not to needlessly 
injure them, our behavior is best labeled assertive, and assertive 
behavior is one of the most healthy and necessary human behav-
iors. It’s wonderful when we learn to assert ourselves in the pursuit 
of personal needs, overcome unhealthy dependency and become 
self-sufficient and capable. But when we fight unnecessarily, or 
with little concern about how others are being affected, our behav-
ior is most appropriately labeled aggressive. In a civilized world, 
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undisciplined fighting (aggression) is almost always a problem. The 
fact that we are an aggressive species doesn’t make us inherently 
flawed or “evil,” either. Adopting a perspective advanced largely by 
Carl Jung,4 I would assert that the evil that sometimes arises from 
a person’s aggressive behavior necessarily stems from his or her 
failure to “own” and discipline this most basic human instinct. 

Two Important Types of Aggression
Two of the most fundamental types of fighting (others, such as 

reactive vs. predatory or instrumental aggression) will be discussed 
later are overt and covert aggression. When you’re determined 
to have your way or gain advantage and you’re open, direct, and 
obvious in your manner of fighting, your behavior is best labeled 
overtly aggressive. When you’re out to “win,” get your way, domi-
nate, or control, but are subtle, underhanded, or deceptive enough 
to hide your true intentions, your behavior is most appropriately 
labeled covertly aggressive. Concealing overt displays of aggression 
while simultaneously intimidating others into backing-off, back-
ing-down, or giving-in is a very powerful manipulative maneuver. 
That’s why covert-aggression is most often the vehicle for interper-
sonal manipulation.

Covert and Passive-Aggression
I often hear people say someone is being “passive-aggressive” 

when they’re really trying to describe covertly aggressive behavior. 
Covert and passive-aggression are both indirect ways to aggress 
but they’re most definitely not the same thing. Passive-aggression 
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is, as the term implies, aggressing though passivity. Examples of 
passive-aggression are playing the game of emotional “get-back” 
with someone by resisting cooperation with them, giving them the 
“silent treatment,” pouting or whining, not so accidentally “forget-
ting” something they wanted you to do because you’re angry and 
didn’t really feel like obliging them, etc. In contrast, covert aggres-
sion is very active, albeit veiled, aggression. When someone is 
being covertly aggressive, they’re using calculating, underhanded 
means to get what they want or manipulate the response of others 
while keeping their aggressive intentions under cover. 

Acts of Covert-Aggression vs. 
Covert-Aggressive Personalities

Most of us have engaged in some sort of covertly aggres-
sive behavior from time to time but that doesn’t necessarily 
make someone a covert-aggressive or manipulative personality. 
An individual’s personality can be defined by the way he or she 
habitually perceives, relates to and interacts with others and the 
world at large.5 It’s the distinctive interactive “style” or relatively 
engrained way a person prefers to deal with a wide variety of situ-
ations and to get the things they want in life. Certain personalities 
can be ever so ruthless in their interpersonal conduct while con-
cealing their aggressive character or perhaps even projecting a 
convincing, superficial charm. These covert-aggressive person-
alities can have their way with you and look good in the process. 
They vary in their degree of ruthlessness and character pathology. 
But because the more extreme examples can teach us much about 
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the process of manipulation in general, this book will pay special 
attention to some of the more seriously disturbed covert-aggres-
sive personalities. 

The Process of Victimization
For a long time, I wondered why manipulation victims have a 

hard time seeing what really goes on in manipulative interactions. 
At first, I was tempted to fault them. But I’ve learned that they get 
hoodwinked for some very good reasons:

1. A manipulator’s aggression is not obvious. We might intui-
tively sense that they’re trying to overcome us, gain power, or 
have their way, and find ourselves unconsciously intimidated. 
But because we can’t point to clear, objective evidence they’re 
aggressing against us, we can’t readily validate our gut-level 
feelings.

2. The tactics that manipulators frequently use are powerful 
deception techniques that make it hard to recognize them 
as clever ploys. They can make it seem like the person using 
them is hurting, caring, defending, or almost anything but 
fighting for advantage over us. Their explanations always 
make just enough sense to make another doubt his or her gut 
hunch that they’re being taken advantage of or abused. Their 
tactics not only make it hard for a person to consciously and 
objectively know their manipulator is fighting to overcome, 
but also simultaneously keep the victim unconsciously on 
the defensive. This makes the tactics highly effective psy-
chological one-two punches. It’s hard to think clearly when 
someone has you emotionally unnerved, so you’re less likely 
to recognize the tactics for what they really are.
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