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Author’s Note


I wanted to share stories of others who have felt emotionally disconnected; the stories I share here are composites based on real clients. All names and identifying details have been changed to preserve privacy. Additionally, please know that while my goal is to help you, this book isn’t a substitute for professional care. Please reach out to your health-care partner with any concerns.















Introduction


“WHAT EMOTION DO YOU FEEL?” MY SOMATIC PRACTITIONER ASKED.


“I feel angry,” I responded.


“Where do you feel the anger in your body?”


“I don’t feel it anywhere.”


“Well, emotions are felt in the body, right?”


She was right. I had spent most of my life living in survival mode, without any awareness of my feelings. I was supposed to feel emotions in my body—where else would I feel them? That made logical sense. I mean, I did experience emotions. Anger was my go-to emotion (and frustration, too!) until I discovered it was a default response to not having language or permission to feel vulnerable emotions. It was during this session that I realized I didn’t experience emotions physically; I experienced them logically instead.


Because of this, I found that a lot of the emotions that help my brain release oxytocin—aka the love hormone, which helps the body feel warm and fuzzy—were not working the way they were meant to. I knew it wasn’t alexithymia, which involves difficulty perceiving emotions, because I had never had an issue recognizing and responding to people’s emotions, and I had the ability to be social and communicate my emotions with others.


A big question for me became “What happened to me?” And an even bigger question was “How do I fix it?” Throughout this book, I will share parts of my journey with you. I will walk you through how I came to understand just how sensitive I was as a child and how blocking my emotions for much of my life was actually an act of survival. Even more importantly, I will share my journey of reconnection. The feeling of comfort from a hug. How warm smiles feel inside my body. How it is to feel present and joyful. How it is to feel the closeness of groups of people. Above all, I will teach you how these things are possible for you, too.


I have evolved in life from an anxious child to someone who aimed to please in my teenage years to becoming very guarded in early adulthood; I tried to figure out a balance in my thirties, and finally, in my forties, I feel like I’m enjoying life. Although brain changes happen due to simply growing older, I credit the intentional work I’ve done that you will find in this book. You have also gone through multiple evolutions in your life, and you will go through many more. Humans are not designed to stay the same from birth until we die. If you picked up this book or someone gave it to you as a gift, you are about to read the things that have helped clients and me in our healing journeys to feel more satisfied in life and in our relationships.


This book is meant to bring awareness of your blind spots that are keeping you stuck in your life and in relationships. The more awareness you have of how your early experiences shaped you, the patterns you developed unconsciously, and the things you do that sabotage your relationships, the easier it will be to identify them when they show up and take action. In this book, I provide information that will help you identify not only why you struggle with self-esteem but also why your relationships feel challenging. Throughout the book, you will find questions that invite deeper reflection and exercises to help rewire your brain.


As much as I love to teach, I’m also an avid learner; thus, you will find that the teachings in this book have been inspired by teachers, authors, and other creatives who have influenced and challenged my worldview. I want to thank my son, partner, mother, father, siblings, friends, therapists, teachers, and mentors who have taught me so much about love and relationships as well as all authors and creatives who have shared their gifts with the world. From the moment I began my graduate degree in counseling at twenty-six until now, I have dedicated my life to learning. I go to therapy, I’m trained in Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR), I trained for three years with Somatic Experiencing International to become a somatic experiencing practitioner (SEP) and learned somatic touch skills with Kathy Kain, who has over forty years of experience in somatics. I participated in several trainings on brainspotting and also did Diane Poole Heller’s Dynamic Attachment Repatterning experience (DARe) program. I have participated in and cofacilitated equine-assisted intensives on developmental trauma at Equinimity in Tucson, Arizona, and have assisted at Peter Levine’s retreats on developmental trauma. I follow the work of Gabor Maté, Diane Poole Heller, Peter Levine, and Stephen Porges, but I’ve also learned from many other authors, creatives, and teachers online. All of the teachings I’ve learned have allowed me to sit with the information and make my own connections about the impact of relational wounds and what it takes to heal them. The main reason, however, for you to trust the information in this book is that it has allowed me to shift entire dynamics in my relationships with my partner, parents, siblings, friends, coworkers, and complete strangers. I know that the more you allow yourself to be transformed by this work, as I have, the more you will see the difference in your life. You will notice that your body feels lighter, you see people with more clarity, you won’t take what others do personally, and you’ll see the goodness in people and give them the benefit of the doubt. You will be able to connect with your intuition and implement healthy boundaries more easily because you’ll see these as acts of self-care.


As a reminder, not every book you come across might be the book you need at that moment. The work in this book is for people who have a basic sense of self and the ability to cope with emotional triggers. If you hold a lot of resentment from the work you’ve had to do in your life to take care of others, and/or if you have flashbacks from relational trauma wounds, you might find some of the sections in this book triggering because it might feel like I’m asking you to override your protective responses. You don’t have to do that. You have freedom to choose what you want to do. It might be that you choose not to read the book at all or choose what sections of it you want to work through. This book is intended for people who are focused mainly on how they can show up differently in their relationships and identify the patterns and wounds impacting their relationships.


Anyone can read this book and apply it to relational dynamics that have the potential to be healthy, but it is not recommended for use in abusive dynamics. Having patience, calling yourself out, being empathic, and giving the benefit of the doubt can actually be damaging in dynamics where you are being abused. Good self-esteem, healthy boundaries, connecting to your intuition, and showing up authentically, which are also covered in this book, are good qualities to nurture regardless of the quality of the relationship.


In Chapter 2, I speak about neurodivergence. Although the content in this book can be very helpful for neurodivergent brains (I have ADHD myself, and this work has been life-changing for me), being aware of brain differences allows you to modify your expectations of what this work looks like for you and go at your own pace. As always, please know that books are not meant to substitute for professional help; they are meant to be companions. If therapy is not accessible at this time or you are simply not interested in it, this book is great for helping you create awareness and gain tools. Everyone is welcome here!


Finally, throughout the book you will find exercises and journal prompts. I encourage you to purchase a journal and commit to freewriting for fifteen to twenty minutes daily for one year about your relationships, both the positive and not-so-positive experiences you encounter in daily life. You will find many journal prompts in this book that you can integrate. If you don’t feel comfortable journaling on paper, dedicate five to ten minutes daily to speaking your thoughts out loud when you’re alone. Humans process information in different areas of the brain when we externalize our thoughts rather than just having them in our mind. I know committing to this practice alone will have a significant impact on your life.


Thank you so much for giving this book some of your time, as I know your time is valuable. I poured my heart into this book, and I know if you commit to doing the journal writing and exercises, challenge your current programming, and practice behaving differently than you’re used to, you will find that this work changes your life.
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Chapter 1


The Origins of Emotional Disconnection


ALL HUMANS NEED EMOTIONAL CONNECTION. YES, THAT INCLUDES YOU. It doesn’t matter how many relationships you have in your life. Many of us may feel the need to stray away from attuning emotionally with others, whether due to past abuse, mistrust, or disappointment. Over time, this can lead to an overfamiliarity with disconnection, which is common and not your fault. Emotional disconnection can look different for everyone, but it may feel like




	Logically knowing you are loved but not having a felt sense of being loved


	Not being able to identify where you feel emotions in your body or to feel them at all


	Not being able to feel sensations or movement of energy in your body or feeling them minimally


	Feeling an emotion or sensation in your body but finding it goes away the moment you pay attention to it


	Difficulty feeling empathy


	Not feeling emotions in situations where other people typically do


	Feeling uncomfortable with physical touch


	Not feeling emotions when people say nice things about you


	Difficulty opening up to others


	Urgency to escape moments of intimacy or closeness


	Avoiding eye contact


	Difficulty being in the present moment


	Perceiving empathic or kind people as fake or unnatural


	Forcing yourself to be emotionally responsive


	Seeking moments of high adrenaline (e.g., experiences, shopping) to feel emotions


	Being uncomfortable and avoiding moments when people experience painful emotions


	Exclusively giving money, gifts, or acts of service to show love


	Rushing to fix others’ pain or emotional discomfort


	Expressing mainly anger, frustration, impatience, or overwhelm but having difficulty expressing sadness, shame, grief, and joy





If you identify with any of these signs of disconnection, I completely get it. Not only have I been there, but in my professional experience as a trauma therapist, this is one common thing I see with clients. This book is filled with information that has helped transform my clients’ lives as well as my own. I want to reassure you that safe, fulfilling connections are possible.


When my son was a baby, I purchased Your Baby Can Read cards for him to learn how to read at a young age. I would flash the cards, which blocked most of my face, in front of him and repeat the words out loud for him to hear. I thank my ADHD every day, because I wasn’t consistent. Most of my parenting strategies involved trying to make my son a successful genius. I was so disconnected from my body that I didn’t know how to connect to the heart of the child in front of me.


Giving him gifts was also a big thing since that was the main way I had been shown love as a child. And because I also got an adrenaline rush from purchasing all the things I hadn’t received as a child, I was able to hit two birds with one stone. When my son was three, I would sit across from him and attempt to have conversations about the impact of his behaviors. I was in grad school at the time and had recently learned the importance of naming emotions, so I taught him that, too. I avoided saying no as much as I could and would instead explain the reason behind my requests. By age seven, he was reading chapter books, and by eight, he won his first school spelling bee. He was a “good kid,” and I was a proud mom. But attuning emotionally was foreign to me. I was very much in my logical mind.


When it came to my relationship with my mom, things felt complex. We spent a lot of time together, and I wanted to be around her, but the moment we were together, I wanted to push away. I found myself feeling impatient and irritated by everything she said and did. It was an exhausting push-and-pull dynamic of closeness. It didn’t make sense for me to behave this way with my sweet mom, who was always doing acts of kindness and was patient and supportive. I felt guilty for being a bad daughter. Sometimes I even thought that maybe my mom was too kind, and that was why I behaved the way I did with her. That maybe if she was tougher or had stronger boundaries, I would be able to stop being so harsh. It feels heartbreaking to think about this even as I type it now.


It wasn’t that I was a bad mom. I loved my son deeply. I would give my life for him, and I would literally trade places with him in his moments of pain if I could. It also wasn’t that I was a bad daughter or that I didn’t love my mother. My love for her was so deep that I often worried about how I would go on living without her. I was doing the best I could in all the roles I held with the tools I had in that moment. My body was just working against me, and it was up to me to find the remedy.


First Experiences of Connection


When babies are born, the world is big, new, and uncertain, and they are completely dependent on (hopefully) mature and predictable caregivers. Babies naturally scan their caregivers’ energy and behaviors for cues to what to expect and how their requests for care are received. With so much at stake for their survival, establishing some level of attachment is vital in the first year of life. So much so that American psychiatrist Bruce D. Perry posited in his book The Boy Who Was Raised as a Dog that a baby who has secure attachment experiences in the first year of life and then goes on to experience trauma over the next ten years has a greater possibility of being securely attached in adulthood than a baby who experiences attachment trauma in the first year of life and has positive attachment experiences over the following ten years.1


Babies are learning about the world and their place in it during their first year of life. When a child cries and someone shows up consistently and patiently, the child is learning not only that their caregiver is safe and dependable but also that relationships are safe and dependable. They are learning that they can rely on other people, that their needs matter, that they are heard, and that they deserve care. In contrast, if a baby cries and people show up inconsistently or with annoyance, leaving the baby to self-soothe, the child is learning by extension that people are unpredictable, that their needs are unimportant, that they have to take care of themselves, and that they are alone in their pain. Based on these early experiences, a baby learns how to adapt to this brand-new world they were born into. This is why someone who has had mostly safe attachment experiences throughout their childhood is more likely to become an adult who expresses their needs, expects their relationships to be safe, and has the ability to be vulnerable and trust others. In contrast, someone who has had mostly unsafe attachment experiences is more likely to believe that their needs are unimportant or too much for others, view people as untrustworthy or unpredictable, minimize their pain in relationships, and feel alone.


This is evolutionary genius at work. If we are born into unpredictable environments where our needs are inconsistently met, it’s actually safer to expect unpredictability and prepare for it. It is safer to expect people to disappoint us, to be guarded, to prepare for the pain, and to learn not to rely on others. These are known as trauma adaptations; it is how we learn to adapt to unsafe environments to minimize the pain. On the other hand, when people are born into predictable environments where their needs are consistently met, it makes sense for them to be relaxed and to expect their needs to be adequately met. All of this makes sense when it comes to understanding what we needed to do to protect ourselves in childhood, but what happens when we become adults and we continue to behave protectively in relationships? It impacts our ability to feel safe and to attune and attach to others.


Early Bids for Connection


Do you remember asking questions when you were little? Interrupting others so you could speak? Wanting to share every detail of an activity with your caregivers? What about repeating the same thing over and over until you were heard? Or pointing out something exciting while you pulled on your parents’ clothes to get their attention? You most likely did all of these things unless you experienced so much abuse or neglect that you learned from a very young age not to.


Perhaps you also tried to hug others when you felt scared, seek validation when you felt insecure, share your struggles when things didn’t make sense, and seek comfort when you felt pain. These are all examples of how you tried to connect to others, also known as bids for connection.2 The way you connected either shifted or stopped altogether when your body realized that people minimized, normalized, or dismissed your experiences… or, even worse, when you were mocked, ridiculed, or shut down for them.


Because we are completely dependent on other people for survival as children, being connected to others is essential. Evolutionarily, being part of a group gives us a sense of safety, while being cast out threatens our survival. This is why you will see infants and children often making bids for connection with adults and older siblings even when they are rejected. However, if bids for connection are consistently painful, the body will find a way to cope with the pain of rejection. As a child, you might have coped with the pain of rejection by having constant emotional outbursts, seeking excessive reassurance, being anxious about making mistakes, acting defiant, or isolating.


To make a point about how often you likely made bids for attunement as a child, let me tell you about my experience teaching child and adolescent development at Northern Arizona University. As an assignment, I asked students to watch a child under the age of eight interact with a caregiver—parent, grandparent, older sibling, babysitter—for an hour in their most natural environment. This exercise was meant to explore how frequently children make bids for attunement during an interaction with someone at least five years older than they. I gave students a list of behaviors to watch out for and instructed them not to share the list with the caregiver. I wanted to be sure that the caregiver would respond the way they typically did (although I knew they would be hyperaware since they were being observed). The following is part of the list I provided:




	Child asks a question


	Child taps caregiver / tries to get their attention


	Child attempts to hug/kiss caregiver


	Child shows something to caregiver


	Child wants caregiver to engage in activity/play


	Child smiles at caregiver


	Child looks caregiver in the eyes





When the students shared their observations, every single one of them was shocked by the number of times the child made bids for connection. They were even more surprised by how easy it was for the child to continue making bids for connection after being ignored, turned down, criticized, or redirected. The child’s desire for attunement was greater than the pain of rejection. I also asked the students to notice the following from caregivers:




	How much attention is given to the child, and for how long?


	Does the caregiver make attempts to connect with the child?


	Does the caregiver seem frustrated with the child?


	Does the caregiver seem to dismiss or ignore the child?


	Does the caregiver minimize the child’s emotions/reactions?


	Does the caregiver ridicule or mock the child in any way?


	What is the caregiver’s tone when speaking to the child?


	Does the caregiver seem to have difficulty answering the child’s questions?





Many students reported feeling uncomfortable when they noticed how easy it was for the caregiver to dismiss the child’s bids for attunement. We also had an interesting conversation about their increased awareness of these interactions in their environment after they completed the assignment. One student who was a mother reported realizing how much her own children made bids for connection and how much she unintentionally dismissed them! This is more common than you think.


As an adult, it might be difficult for you to remember that you were once a sensitive little being who made constant bids to connect, but the truth is you were. You might have difficulty accessing those memories, or you may even feel disconnected from emotion when you do remember. But it’s important to remember this fact about your life, because if you had the ability to feel your emotions and seek connection as a child, it means you have the ability to expand your emotional connection to others now.




Note to Your Adult Self


As an adult, you no longer depend on your caregivers for survival, and you get to choose how you want to feel in your relationships. The first step in expanding your ability to emotionally attune is understanding the magnitude of what happened to you. Childhood experiences don’t go away simply because we grow up; they help shape who we become as adults. Many of us are completely disconnected from the events we went through as children, and trying to connect to those experiences in adulthood can feel difficult. Maybe it feels a little odd or silly to have empathy for what the younger version of you went through, especially since your nervous system spent many years denying it or normalizing your pain to survive. It might also feel like you are criticizing your loved ones or casting blame, but it isn’t about that at all. It’s about understanding your story and the impact it has had on shaping your personality. You might have spent the first twenty, thirty, or more years of your life emotionally disconnected, so remember to be patient with yourself in this process of reconnection.


Questions to Explore




	What were your earliest experiences of making bids for connection? How did people in your environment respond to them?


	Do you remember at what point you stopped seeking to attune to others?


	When it comes to relationships, describe your childhood in one word and your adulthood in one word. Which word would you like to describe your adulthood instead (e.g., “present,” “attuned”)?








Childhood Experiences Shape Adult Expectations


I remember reading parenting books and noticing how unrealistic most of the advice felt: being patient, getting on a child’s level, understanding and validating them. My brain literally had no template of children being treated this way. It was even worse when I attempted to imagine myself being parented in a healthy way as a child. The thought of my parents listening to me, seeing my point of view, apologizing, and repairing after disagreements felt physically uncomfortable and foreign to me. Because my brain had normalized not being treated this way, at my core, I felt unworthy of receiving this level of care. The saddest part is understanding that my parents also didn’t receive this level of care.


This is a conversation I often have with clients who are learning about generational cycles. All of us were impacted by our childhood experiences; so were our parents and their parents as well. This isn’t about justifying harmful or unhealthy behaviors but about recognizing that we are part of a larger system.


If you had asked me twenty years ago how I would describe my childhood, I would have told you I was a very happy child. I spent a lot of time playing outside, sharing meals with my siblings, going to my neighbor’s house, playing with Barbie dolls, and going grocery shopping with my mom. I have memories of attending birthday parties, celebrating holidays, visiting family members, and going out to eat with my parents. I actually never saw my parents argue; my mom always talked about how much she loved my father, and my dad was happy to give me anything I wanted. My dad would pick me up when he got home from work, look into my eyes with the most loving smile, and call me “Princesa” while he carried me inside the house. Wouldn’t anyone say this was an ideal childhood? I thought the same thing.


Imagine my surprise when I started exploring my childhood through an adult lens with the intention of healing. The good things I experienced didn’t go away, but I started to see my childhood in its entirety. I took a moment to stop normalizing and minimizing experiences that had negatively impacted me and allowed myself to honestly see the impact of these experiences on my adult personality.


I started acknowledging the significance of growing up in a blended family. I began to understand the impact of growing up with a sister who was nine years older than I, who I now recognize was really anxious and engaged in a lot of unhealthy behaviors in her desire for emotional attunement. I realized that although my father gave me powerful moments of connection, his frequent absence affected me. I reflected on the impact of a mother who struggled to respond appropriately to my bids for connection and often felt inconvenienced or annoyed by my actions. I realized how being the youngest in a family of children who also struggled emotionally meant I was an outlet for people’s pain, which resulted in infinite bullying and inescapable situations. Until this time of reflection, I had taken pride in myself for being “independent” and “resourceful,” not understanding that even though I spent a lot of time around people, I was alone emotionally and was left to figure a lot of things out on my own.


What hit even deeper was sitting with the realization of how much was missing—the fact that I had never experienced my mother asking me how I was, looking in my eyes, getting on my level to speak to me, and listening to what was on my mind. I had never experienced hearing “I love you,” being kissed and hugged, sharing moments of connection with my siblings, or hearing apologies when people messed up. I realized that from a very young age, I had learned not to ask for what I needed emotionally, to stay small. Somehow, I had internalized the idea that my emotions were too much and that it was best to not go against what others wanted. I was the “good kid,” the anxious kid who was afraid of disappointing or upsetting others, the one who didn’t need anything and could stay quiet to not inconvenience anyone. I was the one who would comply with what was asked of me and never held grudges when receiving unfair treatment.


What my brain normalized and minimized as a child became the bar I set for what was acceptable in my adult relationships. This was actually a protective way for me to adapt, because fighting against the reality of what was happening would have been more painful.


I adapted




	To my father’s absence by normalizing my father spending so much time at work, because it would have been too painful to feel his absence. As an adult, I didn’t feel the pain of people being away.


	To the pain of loved ones hurting me by normalizing that people who loved me hurt me. This meant I dismissed red flags when people hurt me in my adult relationships, and if I did see them, I was quick to excuse them or minimize their impact.


	To the absence of guidance or support by seeing myself as independent and self-sufficient, which meant I took on too much in relationships and work, excused people who didn’t give enough, and accepted others’ bare minimum as good enough.


	To not getting apologies and repairs by learning to not expect them. As an adult, I didn’t apologize when I messed up and pushed away when others attempted to do so.


	To having to survive emotional pain by blocking emotions and becoming a logical thinker who as an adult saw love through a logical lens instead of an emotional one. This meant I based my relationships on what I thought was acceptable, not what felt safe.


	To people being impatient and annoyed by me by believing I was annoying or not good enough, which meant I was annoyed with myself or others when others or I didn’t live up to my expectations.








Reflections and Questions to Explore


Reflect on your childhood experiences in order to become aware of their impact on your adult relationships. What unhealthy behaviors have you normalized unconsciously?





Self-Protection or Attunement


It is human nature to protect ourselves. Our survival depends on our ability to protect ourselves at the sign of a possible threat. The amygdala is the region of the brain that’s in charge of automatically scanning the environment for safety, comparing current experiences to similar past experiences. When your body matches a current experience to a past experience, it gives you an automatic response (in the form of automatic emotions, interpretations, thoughts, reactions, body sensations, and behaviors) according to what the body perceives will give you the best odds for both emotional and physical protection.


Due to the significant neurobiological overlap, the nervous system is designed to turn on protective responses to protect the body from all pain. This means that when the body perceives any kind of threat of pain, even emotional pain, the same fight/flight response is set into motion. The connection between physical and emotional pain is so strong that researchers have studied the link between early childhood adversity and chronic pain and found that emotional pain carries physical sensations.3


The internal conundrum for humans is often having an intense need for survival and pain protection while also feeling a deep need for human connection and belonging. People often recognize this internal dilemma when they have a desire to feel seen, heard, and loved and at the same time find themselves pushing away from vulnerability with others to self-protect. This has probably been the most confusing thing about my emotional healing journey, and this double-edged reaction—pulling close to those I love and pushing away from moments of attunement—tends to show up at the most mundane times:




	When I rushed to wash dishes instead of enjoying a deep conversation


	When I pulled away from a lengthy hug because it felt uncomfortable


	When I told my mom I was okay when, in fact, I needed her


	When I picked a fight in a moment when I wanted to feel understood


	When I refused to repair during conflict even though all I wanted was for things to be okay







Reflections and Questions to Explore


How does your need to protect yourself show up in your relationships?





I have never met a person who told me they didn’t want to be loved. I know there are people who prefer to isolate, but this is simply the result of a history of deeply painful relationships. Many times, a pattern of being hurt by others, especially when it starts in childhood, will make a person hypervigilant to any possibility of being hurt, leading them to project their fears onto others, shut down attunement, and put up their guard. Many people have learned that the pain of being alone is less severe than the pain of being hurt by others, but that doesn’t mean loneliness is not painful.


A Parent’s Best Isn’t Always Good Enough


I want to acknowledge that not all parents were good parents. Some parents did not even try to be. There were some who never wanted to be parents in the first place, who projected their unresolved wounds onto their children and abused them psychologically, emotionally, and physically. If you had one of those parents, I’m sorry for all the wounds you have to heal, and I’m proud of you for showing up for yourself even when it’s hard.


I believe that those parents are the minority. I’d like to think that most parents want to be good parents. For this reason, I believe there is a greater chance that you had parents who tried their best, but in many cases, their best just wasn’t enough. These parents try to show up for their kids in ways that their parents didn’t show up for them. They think that giving their kids what they didn’t have growing up means they are being good parents. I actually see this disconnect quite often in adult child and parent relationships: the parent feels they did a good job because their child didn’t have to experience what they experienced, yet the adult child feels that what they experienced was harmful or not enough. Some examples are




	Parents who prioritized financial stability after growing up in poverty and were physically or emotionally absent


	Parents who grew up with strict parents and became overly permissive


	Parents who decided not to hit their children but would still yell at and punish them to discipline them


	Parents who grew up with neglectful parents and became overprotective


	Parents who grew up without physical touch or affection and became overly affectionate and enmeshed


	Parents who grew up without guidance or support and became hyperfocused on their child’s achievements and guiding them





The disconnect is that a lot of parents didn’t know what was missing. They truly might have felt that they were good parents, even excellent ones, because they did what their parents didn’t do for them. I had this experience with both of my parents. My father broke cycles of abuse, poverty, and anger from his own childhood. My mother broke cycles of neglect, abuse, and lack of protection. In your own history, you might see that your parents were cycle breakers in their own way, even though they messed up a lot in other ways. For this reason, it is likely that they saw unhealthy patterns as acceptable or not that bad; you might even hear from them that you have no reason to complain because you simply did not have it that bad. What they mean is they would like to have had the life you had.


The roots of emotional disconnection in families can usually be traced back intergenerationally to ancestors whose survival responses had to be constantly active in order for them to survive and avoid pain. When a nervous system is in survival mode, it cannot connect emotionally since emotional connection requires openness, trust, and vulnerability; thus, people who live in dangerous environments are at greater risk of being hurt. This kind of familial dynamics can begin to change only once someone decides to do things differently, which typically happens when they realize they did not like the way they were raised or when they learn about better ways to show up in relationships, including parenting. I believe my parents were those people for me. They broke the cycle of violence with me, which allowed me to not hit my child as a form of discipline.


In honoring the duality that our parents did their best and their best was not good enough, we can accept both that our parents gave us the best they could and that we also have wounds to heal to be able to love more deeply and feel more attuned in our relationships. This acceptance also allows us to give ourselves some grace, because it is likely that although we might try our best in our relationships, even in parenting, our best might not be good enough. That is just what it means to be human.




Reflections and Questions to Explore


Who was the first cycle breaker in your family? Was it a parent, a sibling, another family member… or you?





How Our Parents’ Styles Impact Us


Parents tend to have a predominant parenting style that involves a set of conscious and unconscious behaviors toward their children. It’s not unusual for parents to have a variety of traits from different styles, but most of the time, one is predominant. These sets of behaviors impact the way the parent and child form a bond. A child is unable to develop a healthy bond, also known as secure attachment, with a parent whose parenting style is unhealthy. Trying to develop a healthy bond, which requires trust and vulnerability, with a person who can hurt them would actually be counterintuitive to the child’s ability to protect themselves.


If you weren’t raised in a home with healthy parent-child dynamics, it’s likely that you don’t know what healthy dynamics look like. Ultimately, the way adults around you behaved created a model of what you believed was normal and acceptable in relationships. Sometimes you might have been aware that what your parents did was harmful, and that influenced your choice to do things completely differently. How we grow up strongly influences who we become as adults, and when we understand the impact of how we were raised and how we attuned, we can begin to integrate new emotional connection concepts into our existing relationships as adults.


Here is a brief explanation of the different parenting styles.



Authoritarian Parents


Authoritarian parents are known as strict parents. They tend to




	Have a “Do as I say” approach


	Be rigid and inflexible


	Never acknowledge mistakes or apologize


	Have low tolerance for mistakes


	Expect obedience


	Have high and unrealistic expectations


	Discipline without giving a child an opportunity to explain


	Present a lack of warmth


	Shut down a child’s emotions





The outcomes of this parenting style tend to be one of two things. First, the children of these parents can develop into adults who are highly anxious, constantly on edge, insecure, people pleasers, indecisive, and hyperdependent. As a result, these adults often end up in relationships that look similar to the parent-child dynamic, coupling with individuals who are highly assertive, demanding, rigid, and controlling. Alternatively, authoritarian parents may raise children who, in adulthood, choose to follow their parents’ pattern because it was normalized or develop a defensive and confrontational personality. In the last scenario, the adult child is impatient, aggressive, and controlling in relational dynamics.


Permissive Parents


Permissive parents typically grew up with strict parents. They tend to want to be completely different from their parents and swing the pendulum too far in the other direction. Permissive parents tend to




	Have no rules or have difficulty enforcing rules


	Provide mixed and inconsistent messages


	Struggle with discipline


	Have unclear or no expectations


	Offer little or no guidance


	Have poor boundaries


	Fear being perceived as unfair or harsh


	Avoid confrontation


	Offer plenty of warmth


	Seek emotional support and approval from their children, often making the child feel responsible for taking care of them


	Have no defined parent/child roles


	Want to be a friend more than a parent





The outcomes of this parenting style tend to be one of two things. First, the children grow up to be adults who lack discipline and impulse control and struggle to follow social norms, self-motivate, and set goals. In relationships, they tend to look for partners who can be caretakers and provide limitless guidance and support. Alternatively, permissive parents can raise children who as adults are constantly anxious, stressed, irritable, overwhelmed, and overly self-critical. They tend to feel responsible for maintaining balance in the family and making decisions. These people are typically perfectionists who have difficulty letting go of control; as a result, they tend to enter relationships where they can be in control and make all the decisions.


Uninvolved or Neglectful Parents


Uninvolved or neglectful parents tend to prioritize their own needs over those of the child and lack emotional attunement. They tend to




	Not spend time with their children


	Prioritize their needs and wants over their child’s needs and wants


	Be uninterested in their child’s social activities, interests, and hobbies


	Be indifferent to their child’s emotional needs


	Ignore their child’s accomplishments


	Engage in little interaction with their child


	Not know their child’s social circle or what the child does during their free time


	Ignore their child’s needs until they become urgent


	Provide little or no support





The outcomes of this parenting style tend to be one of two things: these children grow up to become adults who have low self-esteem and confidence, are easily influenced by others, have difficulty maintaining healthy and consistent relationships, have trouble managing their emotions, struggle with goal setting and financial stability, tend to be emotionally withdrawn, and have an increased risk of abusing substances.


On the other hand, they may have been children who sought to find ways for the needs that weren’t met at home to be met externally. This may have led them to look for ways to get attention and positive reinforcement from other adults or to become self-sufficient and derive comfort from their accomplishments. As adults, they tend to doubt themselves, be highly anxious, fear relying on others, become extremely self-sufficient, seek achievement as a way to gain attention and recognition from others, have poor self-esteem, feel unsupported, and have higher levels of depression. They tend to be inconsistent in relationships, as they want closeness but fear abandonment.


Authoritative Parenting


Parenting experts consistently recognize authoritative parenting as the healthiest way to raise children. These parents understand that their main goal is to teach, guide, and support their child so the child can become the person they are meant to become. Authoritative parents




	Listen to their children


	Are flexible and reasonable


	Set clear rules and expectations


	Provide guidance and support


	Allow children to make mistakes


	Discipline to teach, not to punish


	Are nurturing and responsive to their child’s needs


	Have good communication skills


	Allow natural consequences


	Are democratic


	Are responsive





The result of this type of parenting is typically an adult who is self-sufficient and responsible, takes risks but is conscious of their limits, is respectful and accepting of feedback, sees relationships as collaborative, has good communication skills, is flexible and reasonable in their relationships, and has empathy yet sets good boundaries.


You’ve probably figured out by now why authoritative parenting is considered the most effective way to parent, and you likely have recognized that most people didn’t grow up with this kind of parenting model. When I ask clients about it, most share not only that this was not their experience but that they cannot recall witnessing this parenting style in extended family or neighbors. This isn’t unique to us. Most of our parents didn’t experience this style of parenting, either, which is the main reason why they could not show up this way for us. Parents who try their best but still struggle typically do so because they have unresolved triggers and patterns from their childhood and don’t know how to communicate effectively or express their emotions.


If it’s still unclear which type of parenting you experienced in your childhood, that’s okay. The point I’m making here is that regardless of what you experienced in your household as a child, there are likely some needs that went unmet, and the effects still linger on today. The following exercise will help you identify these needs.4





Exercise


Unmet Childhood Needs


Most people have needs that went unmet in childhood. We are talking about not only basic needs but also emotional ones. These unmet needs do not simply go away when children become adults. Adults try to meet those needs in adult relationships, most times without conscious awareness. This often means we have an unconscious expectation that others will heal us by meeting our needs without realizing that we often demand (quietly or loudly) that they heal deep wounds that they did not create and that we have not taken care of ourselves. In this exercise, attributed from Jorge Bucay, you will learn what needs went unmet in your childhood so you can mindfully begin taking care of your childhood wounds and meet them in your relationships with conscious awareness.


In your journal, draw a line down the center of the paper, creating two columns. At the top of the first column, write, “The things I didn’t receive in my childhood,” and at the top of the second column, write, “The things I received in my childhood.”


In the first column, write down all the things that you feel you didn’t get from your caregivers growing up. This could look like:




	Acceptance


	Attention


	Attunement


	Authentic Self-Expression


	Being Heard or Seen


	Compliments


	Empathy


	Encouragement


	Expression of Love / Feeling Loved


	Financial Security (Basic Needs Met)


	Guidance


	Healthy Boundaries


	Healthy Discipline


	Honesty / Clarity (Age Appropriate)


	Medical Attention


	Patience


	Play / Fun


	Predictability


	Protection


	Quality Time


	Repair


	Respect


	Routines / Structure


	Safe Physical Touch


	Safety


	Support


	Trust


	Unconditional Positive Regard


	Understanding


	Validation





In the second column, include all the things you did receive in your childhood, such as financial stability, praise, a strong work ethic, assertiveness, or fun extracurricular activities.


Once you’ve completed both lists to the best of your ability, cross out the title on the first column (“The things I didn’t receive in my childhood”) and replace it with “The things I look for in my partner.” Cross out the title on the second column (“The things I received in my childhood”) and replace it with “The things I bring into my relationships.” Read both lists again.


The items in the first column tend to be the source of most of the conflicts in your relationships. These are the unmet childhood needs that your body unconsciously tries to have met today in your relationships, including friendships and romantic partnerships. The second list includes the things that generally come easily for you in relationships. Please keep in mind that this is a working list, meaning you can add things later that you did not remember now. Even if the list does not capture all your unmet needs at this time, it gives you a good idea of what you can start working on. As you are healing, you will often become aware of other needs that went unmet.





I hope it’s clearer to you now that your early childhood experiences matter and had a strong influence on who you’ve become as an adult. Regardless of whether you were aware of what was missing in your childhood, it’s natural for you to want to meet those needs as an adult. Understanding your early experiences gives you a road map for the areas where you can start healing in order to find deeper emotional connection with others.


I hope by now you have some context for how early childhood experiences impacted your ability to attune. You are part of an intergenerational system of people who were just attempting to survive and who navigated relationships without healthy models of attunement. I also hope that you have more understanding of why your relationships might feel difficult or confusing. It is not only about you—most people around you struggle to navigate relationships because most people have childhood experiences that deeply impacted their ability to connect in adulthood. Please don’t compare your experience to other people’s, even if you grew up together and were raised by the same caregivers. As you will see in this book, each person has a unique experience and perception of what’s happening, so their healing journey will look very different from yours, and that’s okay. In the next chapter, we will discuss different factors that play a role in how you attune and attach in your relationships.


4 







OEBPS/images/Art_chorn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780306836442.jpg
Attuned

and

Attached

Heal Your Relationship with
Yourself and Others to Create
Lasting Connections

Yolanda Renteria, L.PC





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
L)
G
I D

balance





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
Heal Your
Yourself and O
Lasting Connections

Yolanda Renteria, .rc

I
—

balance

New York  Boston





