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Like many clinicians, I have been fortunate to work with patients who have taught me a great deal. For some it has not been an easy task and I have seen real courage. It is through such brave people I have learnt what survivors of childhood trauma might need to understand about their experiences and what skills will help them get on with their lives.


So, many thanks to the patients who I have worked with, in particular those who took the time to comment on this text, and also to those colleagues who supported and supervised my clinical work over the years. A good clinician is almost invariably part of a good team and my team in Oxford has been outstanding.










About this Book



This book is for those of you who have been hurt or neglected as children. Many of you will manage well enough in parts of your life, but it is not unusual to have some difficulties – perhaps with relationships, or with self-confidence, or with mood. It is not always easy just to ‘put it all behind you’.


In clear steps, this book addresses common experiences and needs of survivors of early adversity. The first section explores what we mean by childhood trauma and the problems it can sometimes cause. The next section begins to consider tackling at least some of these problems. This can be challenging, so there is a chapter on carefully preparing for change and challenges. What this means is that there is groundwork to be done in developing some basic coping skills, defining your goals and troubleshooting.


You will then be guided through strategies to help you become more resilient and more skilled in dealing with stress, your mood, relationships and life’s challenges. And you will be given pointers if you want to find out more about self-help.


As you read the book, you will see that you are encouraged to make links with your own experiences, to complete exercises and to make notes. So, it is a good idea to use a notebook or an electronic notepad – then you’ll be able to collect your thoughts and relevant experiences and create a very personal reference to look over whenever you need to.


You don’t have to work through the whole book at once – although it can be helpful to read it through just to get an idea of the process of recovery. It is probably best to pace yourself, taking sections at a time, getting familiar with the strategies and giving yourself a chance to try them out before moving on to the next part.


Remember – people do recover from the traumas of childhood and take charge of their lives, so there is good reason to be hopeful. Reading this book can be a step in the direction of recovery.


Helen Kennerley










Part 1: CHILDHOOD TRAUMA AND ITS AFTERMATH
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What Is Childhood Trauma?


This seems like such a simple question yet there is much debate over what we mean by ‘childhood trauma’ and ‘childhood abuse’: opinions vary widely. So, it’s no surprise to learn that there is no single definition that is applied worldwide. Therefore, this book is less concerned with defining past trauma and abuse, and more concerned with helping you learn ways of dealing with the problems it causes, whatever form it took. So, don’t feel that you will be held back if you can’t be certain that your experiences fit a particular definition.


One definition that is worth consideration though is: who is a child? In England the legal definition of a child is, ‘anyone who has not yet reached their eighteenth birthday’. Even if a person is living independently before the age of eighteen, this ‘does not change his/her status or entitlements to services or protection’. If you were abused or neglected before you were eighteen years old, you were a victim of childhood abuse and you should have been protected.


Despite the wide range of views about just what ‘childhood trauma’ might be, there is agreement on some general points. We know that harm suffered at the hands of others, particularly people we know, tends to be more traumatic than natural disasters and accidents. As a rule, the more personal the hurt, the more traumatic it is, so being betrayed by someone close tends to have more adverse effects than when a stranger is the abuser. This interpersonal hurt, i.e., inflicted by one person on another, is the focus of this book.


We also know it can be harder to recover as the number of traumatic incidents increases and some of you will have suffered hurt over a long period and perhaps at the hands of several abusers.


On a more positive note, people do survive trauma and recover from it. In part, this is because protective factors have been at play. For example, having a caring person in your life, be this a family member or a teacher or a kindly neighbour, can make it easier to recover.


There is also a general agreement that trauma caused by others falls into four categories:


• Physical abuse


• Sexual abuse


• Emotional abuse, bullying


• Neglect


Some people are surprised to see that neglect is regarded as abusive, but research has shown us that neglect can be just as harmful as more obvious abuse. But as you probably already know, it can so easily go unnoticed because it is often subtle and not easy to spot. In the past people tended to think that sexual abuse was the most damaging sort of harm, but studies have also shown us that all four types of harm can be traumatising. So, don’t dismiss your trauma as less significant because it fell into the last two categories. Research tells us that emotional abuse and neglect can be particularly damaging to a child’s self-confidence and sometimes even their sense of identity or self. Sadly, though, talking about these distinctions can sometimes seem unnecessary as many victims of childhood trauma endure a combination of abuses and neglect.


These statements about trauma and the hurt it inflicts are not meant to alarm you. They are here so that you can be realistic about your experiences and your recovery. Recovery is possible but you might find that it becomes hard going or you have a setback every now and then, and at these times it is easy to be self-critical or hopeless. Instead, consider why it might be understandable that you are struggling – perhaps your recovery is harder because you had no-one to turn to as a child, or perhaps you were bullied or neglected over years and this sapped your self-esteem. Being compassionate towards yourself can help you to get back on track again.
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What Problems Might Childhood Trauma Cause?


Having a history of abuse does not necessarily sentence you to suffering and it would be wrong to assume that you will have problems because of earlier trauma. Nonetheless, some of you might be struggling in some way, so we’ll look at the common issues.


There is no specific problem linked with childhood trauma – studies show that a history of childhood trauma can simply make a person more vulnerable to psychological struggles in general. Again, this does not mean that if you’ve suffered childhood abuse you will develop psychological problems, but you might be more vulnerable.


In the clinic where I worked as a clinical psychologist, we commonly met survivors of childhood abuse who suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and who were troubled by vivid memories of their abuse, but we also met survivors who grappled with different problems linked to their past. For example, depression, or relationship problems, or an eating disorder, or anxiety disorders. Not infrequently we helped people with a combination of difficulties, and despite this challenge, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) so often helped. CBT is a practical and popular talking therapy with a good track record of helping people transform their lives by reviewing the way they think and act. It has been shown to be successful with many problems and so it is the approach taken in this book. There are many other books in the Overcoming series, all of which are based on CBT, that can help you address specific problems (see the Other Things that Might Help section at the end of this book) and it might be worth looking at those, too.


CBT can address the common issues faced by survivors and these tend to relate to:


• Thinking and feeling (our inner world)


• Ability to do things


• Getting on with others




Exercise: As you read the next section, note how many of these issues you relate to.





Our Inner World


Absolutely fundamental to our ability to do things and to form relationships is the way we think and feel. This is our ‘inner world’, and CBT can help us better understand our thoughts and emotions, particularly those that pose problems.


Whatever age trauma occurs, it can leave a person feeling more fearful or less hopeful, or more self-conscious or less trusting than the average adult. It can dent self-esteem and even disrupt the sense of who we are. It is not unusual for survivors of trauma to feel vulnerable, worthless or unlovable, for ex-ample, so it’s no wonder that daily living can seem like a battle against insecurities, doubts and fears.


Some survivors are left with very powerful and upsetting emotions, others experience emotional numbness and are unable to feel things strongly, some flip from one emotional state to the other. Any of these states can be disturbing, especially if there doesn’t seem to be much relief from it.


Sometimes, traumatic recollections form part of a survivor’s inner world. These can be so vivid that it’s almost like ‘reliving’ the trauma, or sometimes they can be distressing thoughts and images that subtly intrude on everyday life just for a moment. They can also manifest as nightmares.


Whatever form they take they are usually upsetting and, understandably, people often go to great lengths to avoid them. For example, a person might avoid revisiting a place that triggers the memories or might misuse drugs, alcohol or food to keep upsetting images at bay.


Often these recollections are not an exact snapshot of the past. It is quite normal for memories to become less clear and detailed over time because details tend to fade, although the gist of the memory can remain strong. Also, when we have similar experiences over and over again, it is difficult to distinguish between each of them and we often form a ‘one-size-fits-all’ recollection that represents a lot of similar events. This is quite usual – if you have taken many car trips to a certain place, then you probably can’t recall the detail of every journey, but you will have a good general recall of what it is like to travel to that place. In the same way, if you have been abused frequently you might now have a general rather than a very particular recollection of your abuse.


Something else that is normal is that traumatic memories can be fragmented or ‘bitty’ for detail. This is because we don’t focus on everything that is happening, just the most important thing at the time. So, it is not unusual for a victim of assault to notice only the weapon or the arms pinning them down without paying attention to their surroundings – at the moment of threat the surroundings didn’t matter so much. This means that not all our recollections form a complete picture so don’t worry too much over gaps.


By now, you can see that it’s common not to have crystal clear memories – and that’s okay. This lack of detail of your own history might be frustrating but be reassured that it does not have to stop you from working on the problems in your day-to-day life.


Finally, some of you might experience some of the more vivid traumatic memories with no real sense of them being in the past. It might feel as if you are reliving them in the present. Again, this is not unusual when a memory is powerfully emotional and it’s one of the characteristics of flashbacks. Even if you have been plagued by flashbacks for a long time, be reassured, they can be managed.


Our Ability to Do Things


Our inner world often determines how we act, how we behave, what we can achieve. For example, childhood trauma is often linked with poor self-confidence, so survivors might struggle to create or make the most of opportunities for themselves. You might strive extra hard to be seen to be clever or kind or attractive in order to make up for not feeling good about yourself.
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