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Foreword


Many years ago, while training as a psychotherapist, a lecturer expressed a view that anything less than unconditional love expressed to a child while growing up was a form of child abuse. My initial feeling was this was a bit of an extreme viewpoint and that children were far more robust and durable than the lecturer was giving them credit for.


After all, at that time, I believed that my own father’s emotional absence was largely due to being a child victim of both Auschwitz and Dachau Nazi concentration camps; and my mother’s violence towards me as a child, because of her unconscious and uncontained anger, hadn’t really had that much of an impact on my own emotional wellbeing while growing up and into adulthood.


With my increasing clinical experience, I have since witnessed all too often the impact of less than stellar parenting on my clients and the resulting damage caused to their adult lives, both with their inner psychological landscapes and how they relate in their interpersonal relationships. I’ve also come to appreciate that my own parents’ ineptitude, along with their own trans-generational traumas, had traumatized me in many ways.


While the vast majority of our parents do not intentionally neglect us, it is more through a lack of awareness and ignorance that we, as children, are let down by them. As I was taught in my own training, children are often given too much of what they don’t need (criticism, judgement, emotional distance and shaming) or not enough of what they do need (love without imparted conditions). Often, this emotional benign neglect is enough to deprive a child of the secure base that is so badly needed to enable us to grow up into whole and functional adults.


The evidence for this is overwhelming and well documented. Perhaps the most compelling is the American Adverse Childhood Experience study commenced in 1995, which looked at negative experiences in childhood and the impact on their later lives, on both their mental and physical wellbeing.


Adverse childhood experiences, or ACEs, are potentially traumatic events that occur in childhood, including witnessing violence in the home or community, or having a family member attempt, or die by, suicide. Also included are aspects of the child’s environment that can undermine their sense of safety, stability and bonding, such as growing up in a household with substance misuse, mental health problems, instability due to parental separation or household members being absent.


ACEs can also negatively impact education and job opportunities. However measured, the evidence shows increased risk of cancer, diabetes, depression, anxiety, PTSD and suicide, higher rates of alcohol and drug abuse and earlier death for adults who have been impacted.


As a society, I am all too often perplexed as to why the failings of parents (myself included), are not put under the microscope more. The medical profession is woefully ignorant of the impact on children of later expressions of disease. My own training did not include any insight or education into such issues.


Even more problematic is the impact of more insidious poor parenting, often through ignorance as opposed to overt malice. Day in, day out, I now sit with clients struggling to hold down functional relationships, all too often because their own templates for healthy relationships have evolved from what they witnessed in their parents’ own dysfunctional partnerships. After all, perhaps the most important task we will ever perform if we have chosen to have a child, that of being a parent, is one of the few jobs where no training, credentials, qualifications, certificate nor licence is required. And yet, the future of raising a more self-aware, conscious population is dependent on parents themselves being conscious and self-aware.


I started working with Simon in early 2020. I was immediately struck by his willingness to push past his own ego and take a searingly honest inventory of his own behaviours that had evolved from his childhood infused with emotional neglect. Being mindful of confidentiality, it is up to Simon to disclose what he chooses in the following pages and so I will say no more of the territories we have travelled through together.


In this book, Simon has used his gift of writing in a jargon-free and easy-to-read style on a topic that those in the psychological profession at times make too complex. It’s refreshing to read a self-help book where the author is willing to be honest and share his own traumas as a way of illustrating concepts that needn’t be difficult to understand.


This continues to be a curiosity for me, professionals who surround themselves with mystique through the use of impenetrable jargon. Having trained as a medical doctor and a psychotherapist, I have first-hand experience of two such professions where I believe many practitioners have a tendency to hide behind their own vulnerabilities by the use of impenetrable technical language. So how refreshing to see an author willing to share much of their own traumatic life experiences and to use these experiences to help others with no-nonsense practical and easy to understand suggestions and support.


The path to recovering our own self-respect and building back up our self-esteem is not a one-shot operation. It’s the road less travelled and yet one, in my experience, that leads to many rewards. Simon’s book will be, for many, an excellent embarkation point. For all those brave souls willing to embark into what may be unknown territory, I wish you safe travels.


Dr David Perl MB BS, Dip Counselling; Psychotherapy, Dip Coaching


Relationship coach, couple’s counsellor and psychotherapist


Founder of limerence.net – an online resource for love addiction.









Introduction


If you have picked up this book, then chances are that either you, or someone close to you, has identified issues relating to the past that have left them feeling empty, confused and emotionally stuck. I know how challenging this can feel and I want to help you find a solution that enables you to understand how to heal and become unstuck, once and for all.


I wrote this book to help anyone who is tired of being overwhelmed by painful emotions. I have been there, I know what it feels like, and I don’t want experiences from your past to dictate the way that you feel and behave today.


You may have already identified that the way you feel, react and behave has been caused by Childhood Emotional Neglect (CEN) or by childhood trauma. If so, you have likely already begun to become much more self-aware and have taken a big step forward. You might even have started to pay more attention to uncomfortable feelings and emotions, asking yourself questions about where they have come from and what triggers them at a specific moment.


By opening this book and taking positive action, you have shown you have a desire and determination to overcome the issues that you have been facing. It is a brave step. Many people spend their entire lives stuck, never facing up to the fact that the sadness exists within them. They spend a lifetime in denial, often using unhealthy behaviours and addictions as an outlet to numb the pain and suffering. Congratulate yourself on making a courageous and powerful decision to face your challenges.


My previous books relate to topics around overcoming my alcohol addiction and offered self-help and advice about stopping drinking. As a speaker, life coach and certified sobriety coach, I help people who want to break free from the grip of alcohol, and over the years I have helped thousands to change their relationship with drinking. I have spoken at live events in the UK and the US and appeared on television and radio programmes discussing addiction and the best strategies for ending an unhealthy relationship with alcohol. I have a real passion for helping people reclaim their lives to become the very best version of themselves.


If you are a drinker, don’t worry. I’m not going to ask you to quit alcohol or start preaching about sobriety. However, if this is an area of your life you are worried about, then I recommend reading one of my other books and exploring your relationship with alcohol in more depth.




Why did I write a book about Childhood Emotional Neglect?


As a sobriety coach, I connect with thousands of people every year, in large online groups, as well as at live events and one-to-one coaching sessions. I hear stories of addiction from people all around the world, from a wide age range and diverse mix of different backgrounds. They all have one thing in common. Each and every one of them wants to cut alcohol out of their lives and become ‘happy’.


Fundamentally, most people have one goal: to be happy. Yet we often fail to define what ‘happiness’ actually looks like. Likewise ‘success’. Rarely do we give much thought to what ‘success’ and ‘happiness’ really mean and, even when we do, we may believe (falsely) that they are contingent on wealth and possessions. In my view, happiness and success come to us through peace, joy, connection with others, fulfilment in life and having a true sense of our self-worth, meaning and purpose.


Many of the people I work with are stuck with no idea how to get out of the trap they have found themselves in with alcohol, let alone become successful and happy. When they have additionally experienced CEN or trauma in childhood, it often leaves them with a compulsive need to soothe the pain, even though they don’t know why they are suffering in the first place.


In addition to those with addictions, I also encounter people who find themselves over-achieving at work or in their hobbies; attempting to control other people; acting in an ego-centric way (showing off, for example); people-pleasing; experiencing angry outbursts; or avoiding conflict at all costs. These are all signs that something deeper is going on at a subconscious level.


Overcompensating and overachieving are common among people who have experienced CEN and trauma. I have worked with people who have reached the pinnacle of their career ladder, won awards, promotions and given huge salaries and responsibility. Yet they aren’t even close to feeling happy or fulfilled. They tell me that each time they reach a new goal it feels like a disappointment. So they set the next target to work towards and re-focus their attention and energy towards it. Constantly striving is emotionally draining and another sign that deeper issues likely exist.


That’s not to say everyone who has experienced CEN or past trauma is super-successful and egocentric. Some people can become withdrawn, isolated and deeply lacking in confidence. The tentacles of this invisible force can impact us in many different ways.







Becoming naked


Through my sobriety work, I found that each individual has their own very personal and powerful story of addiction and the damage it has caused. Ultimately, however, they have all become trapped by their beliefs about the benefits of drinking alcohol. The most common – false – beliefs I encounter are that alcohol is a reward that helps them relax or relieves their stress. It is these false beliefs that sit at the heart of the reason why so many people remain stuck in addictive behaviours, and my work involves inspiring people to change their beliefs to new, healthy and powerful statements that allow them to flourish and break free from alcohol for good.


Of course, there is much more to the process than simply changing beliefs, but these underpin the foundations of successful sobriety.


When people quit drinking I witness an incredible transformation, it is rather like a caterpillar transforming into a beautiful butterfly. They experience joy, they reconnect with old hobbies, evaluate what healthy relationships look like, set boundaries with people who might cause pain and, above all, become incredibly self-aware. They have usually used alcohol for years – decades in some cases – as a mask to hide from challenging emotions or thoughts. When the coping mask is removed people become naked, usually for the first time in a very long time. They strip away their unhealthy coping mechanism and end up left with no choice but to look at who they really are in the mirror, at the real version of themselves – naked.


For many people the fear of looking at the real version of themselves is too much. So they continue drinking, they suppress it and deny they have a problem in favour of keeping their mask firmly attached and the true version of themselves hidden away forever. Their natural human instinct to stay safe overrides their desire to get out of the deep hole they are in.


Getting naked doesn’t come without a degree of discomfort in most cases. The good news is that it is the discomfort that becomes our saviour. When we find the courage to look into the mirror at who we really are without judgement, we begin to understand what shaped us as adults and we are able to accept our past and soften any pain it causes.


Often when people stop drinking (or other addictive behaviours), they feel great for a few months before noticing that there is something else going on, something much deeper, something they can’t put their finger on. All they know is that it hurts, they want it to stop and they don’t know why they have such a numbness within their soul.


I know exactly what this ‘hollow’ feeling is because I have experienced it, too. I was a heavy drinker for over twenty years, I believed alcohol was solving all my problems and that I needed to drink each day in order to be happy. When I got sober my life improved in many powerful and positive ways. But I still felt there was something fundamentally wrong with me, a sense that I wasn’t whole, wasn’t normal like other people.


My own journey took me along a path of discovery where I was able to uncover the roots of my emotional neglect and trauma from childhood, and learn how to pull them out of the ground so I never had to experience such pain again. I became whole, reconnected with my feelings and moved through my past issues. I have since helped many people do the same after they have become ‘naked’ and identified that there is more going on than just a problem with drinking. Alcohol was simply the effect, not the cause.


I am not a psychotherapist nor a doctor (although this book has been endorsed and approved by just such a clinician) and I don’t have a magic formula. My qualification is that, through my work as a coach, I have helped people all over the world to face and move on from their CEN and trauma. More importantly, I lived for over 40 years with the very thing that you are experiencing. I spent more than two decades trying to figure out what was going on with my life and eventually, through trial and error (but not without thousands of pounds wasted on bad therapy), I was able to become free of the suffering for good. I want to share what worked for me with as many people as possible in order that they no longer have to suffer in silence.


This book isn’t a standard ‘self-help’ book, but if you have experienced emotional neglect or trauma I am confident it will help you. It is made up of chapters that share the exact strategies I used in order to overcome my own CEN, alongside stories and experiences that will help you understand exactly how the adult that I went on to become was shaped, as a child, into an incomplete person who was unhappy, disconnected and fearful most of the time.


I know how hard it is to live with the effects of childhood emotional neglect and past trauma, I lacked the ability to connect emotionally with others and was unable to feel my feelings, express my emotions or enjoy healthy relationships. I was a ‘victim’ too, but I have come out the other side, I have managed to heal it, and so can you.


My hope for you as you move through this book is that the insights and experiences I share will enable you to heal, too. Millions of people live in daily discomfort because of the effects of CEN and trauma. Rarely is it spoken about, and very few people are aware of the problem or know how to address the issues.


Until we become aware, we will never get anywhere.


But you have become aware already. You have noticed what is going on and now you want to know how to heal. I will explain exactly what worked for me and the people who I have coached to help them overcome the same challenges you are facing.


Let’s get started by understanding more about Childhood Emotional Neglect and trauma.
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	What is Childhood Emotional Neglect and trauma?






Until a few years ago I hadn’t heard of Childhood Emotional Neglect (CEN) and I thought trauma simply described the awful acts of physical violence or sexual abuse that I read about in the media. My head was firmly buried in the sand when it came to looking at my own past; something from deep within stopped me ever going near it, probably to protect myself from feeling pain. Still, my suffering was a daily burden. To an outsider it appeared that I had the perfect life: a decent job, a nice house, a perfect little family, and I enjoyed three or four holidays most years. I even had an expensive sports car, but none of it made me any happier.

Whenever I experienced difficult or painful feelings I would drink, downing bottles of red wine to blot it all out. I couldn’t stand the pain. I was constantly over-analysing, critiquing and attempting to find solutions, ‘big ideas’ that I believed would make me successful, appreciated, loved and happy. The internal chatter never stopped.

My own journey to healing from CEN and trauma began after I successfully quit alcohol and found myself totally exposed to my feelings, insecurities and emotions without my coping mechanism. Sobriety felt like being dropped on a beautiful desert island, totally naked and completely vulnerable. It was simply beautiful, I was fully present and could walk barefoot in the white sand and paddle in the calm, turquoise sea. The sun warmed my skin as I sat, happy and contented, on the beach and gazed across the blue ocean toward the distant horizon.

But lurking in the dense jungle that jutted up against the soft sand was danger. Since childhood, I had lived with a sense that danger was never far away – on edge and jumpy, ready for a fight, flight or freeze response to overwhelm me at any moment. On my desert island of sobriety I knew that, if I wanted to stay healthy and happy, I had to venture into that jungle and seek out the danger, facing up to whatever demons and poisonous creatures lurked within my tropical paradise.

Certainly, my physical and mental health had dramatically improved after I got sober, but I also realized I needed to venture into the darker undergrowth of the jungle to discover and confront the deeper issues that existed at my very core.

I had no choice but to explore. I had taken the huge step of quitting alcohol and my ultimate goal was to be happy, but I wasn’t there yet and I needed to keep searching. I didn’t have a clue what I might find in the dense greenery behind the beach, but I knew that if I stayed where I was, then nothing would ever change and I would continue to carry unexplained pain and discomfort within me permanently.

I began to search online, read books, speak to counsellors and health professionals and talk to people who had been on similar journeys. I joined several private groups on Facebook where people shared their own experiences and talked openly about how they also felt like they had something wrong with them but couldn’t understand why. This was my first breakthrough, as I realized I wasn’t alone in feeling this way.

I hunted for information, uncovering more and more, with each new nugget of data forming part of an enormous jigsaw puzzle. Every time I found a new piece I would study it closely before carefully putting it into place, slowly seeing the picture of my life beginning to form.


A diagnosis

As my search for answers continued I was diagnosed with Complex Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (C-PTSD), a condition where sufferers experience some of the symptoms of classic PTSD, combined with additional complications.

Some of the symptoms that sufferers of C-PTSD might experience, in addition to those of PTSD include:


•   feeling that nobody understands you;

•   feeling as though you are different to everyone else;

•   feeling unable to trust other people;

•   feeling hostile towards the world;

•   feeling empty inside;

•   feeling hopeless;

•   avoiding close friendships and intimate relationships;

•   experiencing suicidal thoughts and feelings;

•   difficulty controlling emotions.



My C-PTSD diagnosis was linked directly to my biological father abandoning me when I was around two years old. The more I thought about it, the more it began to make so much sense. Many of the episodes that had triggered me and caused an overwhelming flood of negative emotions were related to feeling abandoned or rejected when my father left me over four decades ago.

Something as innocuous as a barista being dismissive or rude when serving me in a coffee shop, a friend turning down my lunch invitation, or a client at work cancelling, would trigger a flood of intense negative feelings. When I became aware how it was linked to issues around abandonment and rejection, I began to see a very clear pattern in many of the episodes that were causing a strong emotional response.

Initially I believed that it was only my father’s behaviour that had caused issues, but this wasn’t the case. My mother didn’t abandon me, but she was emotionally absent and failed to show enough compassion or support; she didn’t ever truly bond with me. Among other things, this significantly affected my sense of self-worth and ability to connect with other people on an emotional level.

As I had never suffered violence or sexual abuse at the hands of my parents, I didn’t immediately identify with terms like ‘neglect’ and ‘trauma’. But as I continued to learn more about the impact of how our childhood experiences shape us in adulthood, it became glaringly obvious that I had experienced what can only be described as classic CEN (Childhood Emotional Neglect).

So what is it? Let’s break this down into two sections, one for Childhood Emotional Neglect and one for trauma.




Childhood Emotional Neglect (CEN)

CEN is usually (but not always) a consequence of a parent or primary caregiver failing to adequately meet the emotional needs of their child. It is important to understand that this is not necessarily physical or sexual abuse, it is subtle and often invisible – although some parents can be emotionally neglectful at the same time as being physically abusive.

Physical abuse is intentional, but CEN usually happens without anyone realizing it. We don’t see it and we don’t feel it fully until much later in our lives, when the effects leave us lost, confused and wondering why we feel so empty.

There is no ‘one size fits all’ with CEN, we have all experienced different behaviours and each of our stories are unique. But in every case there are common themes, symptoms and traits and, thankfully, a common way to heal, regardless of the extent or depth of the abuse or neglect. Unlike physical abuse, CEN is difficult to notice. My parents were not emotionally equipped or qualified for the job of raising a child. They didn’t neglect me through conscious choice, they had simply taken on a role without understanding how to perform it.

CEN is a covert form of neglect, often referred to as benign emotional neglect by health professionals. In most cases there is no question that parents love their child, providing all the necessities in terms of food, shelter and clothing. Some parents go above and beyond in terms of making sure their children have all they could want on a material level. Most parents will also make sure their child shows up on time at school and for any important appointments or activities. But some are poor at providing emotional support, love, compassion and connection. This is where the damage takes place, usually without the parent having any idea that their behaviour is inflicting untold pain that will last long into the adult life of their child.

If you were to call out a parent who fails to provide adequate emotional support and tell them that their behaviour is emotional neglect, they would either be horrified or, more likely, try to defend their behaviour. However, I want to really emphasize the point that there is rarely any question that the parent doesn’t love their child. In most cases they were simply grossly underqualified for the role that they have taken on.

Another way of describing CEN is to think of it in terms of what the parents didn’t do, as opposed to what they did do. It is very often the case that CEN occurs through a lack of emotional support, bonding or connection rather than it being a case of the parent taking intentional action or carrying out a harmful act on purpose.

When parents withhold emotional support and connection it leaves a child deficient and devoid of the ability to fully experience and express their feelings, or handle emotions in a healthy manner. Because this neglect is covert, not overt, while the child knows there is something wrong, they can’t pinpoint exactly what it is. As adults, they may seek out unhealthy coping mechanisms, such as addictions, as an anaesthetic to numb a constant, unexplainable internal pain.

Emotional neglect is a ghost, rarely seen or spoken about, that haunts us as we move into adulthood. Thankfully more and more people are using resources like this one to work out exactly what is going on, and with this awareness comes the gift of healing. Awareness gives us the gift of clear sight; when we understand what is going on we become able to see the enemy with complete clarity. The ghosts are no longer invisible or hidden and the more work we do, the less hiding places the enemy has.

Children of emotionally neglectful parents believe that their feelings are unimportant and, because of the way their parents interact with them, they can also convince themselves that they must be to blame and are, therefore, a bad person. Children don’t have the ability to process information and behaviour patterns in the same way as adults, yet they still need to make sense of what is going on. With the wrong kind of parenting signals they will end up deciding they must be the one who is in the wrong and must, therefore, be flawed or ‘bad’. This can lead to serious issues with self-esteem and their sense of worthiness.

Children need to find a way of coping with neglectful parents, so they will often suppress the feelings they don’t feel safe expressing and keep them deep within. They may erect an emotional brick wall to stop anyone getting in, and anything getting out. This can serve them well when they are dealing with emotionally immature parents but, as they move into adulthood, the internal wall that blocks emotional connection causes problems with relationships and their ability to form meaningful, healthy bonds with people.

Putting up an emotional defence barrier causes children to ‘translate’ suppressed feelings and emotions, this in turn can create much greater problems. For example, a child who pushes away feelings of anger may find that, over time, the feelings translate into severe anxiety which may persist throughout their adult life.

Although CEN is mostly the result of our parents’ behaviour, there are cases where other family members, siblings, older friends and acquaintances, or figures of authority, such as a teacher or group leader, have caused similar issues. Keep an open mind as you read this book and notice what comes up as you consider your own experiences. I mostly refer to CEN in the context of parents for ease of reference.

Early in my exploration of CEN I started keeping a daily journal where I wrote down everything I noticed in terms of my mood, thoughts and emotions. It served me very well and allowed me to get things out of my head and down on to paper. I found that I was able to get a different perspective on my discomfort when I wrote it out and thoughts or emotions that felt incredibly painful seemed to weaken as the ink dried on the paper in front of me. I would encourage you to journal each day as you move through this process. It is a powerful and cathartic tool on the path to healing. You can find the accompanying downloadable journal and workbook at <library.johnmurraylearning.com>.

In order to give you more insight and clarity into CEN, below are some examples of emotionally neglectful parenting that will help you identify with situations where parents have failed to meet the emotional needs of their child. This is far from being a comprehensive list, but my hope is that this will give you a clear picture of what an emotionally absent parent looks like.


Lack of acknowledgement

Kelly’s mother didn’t acknowledge any of her achievements at school, even though she was achieving high grades and being selected for sports teams. No matter what she did her mother didn’t notice: she missed parent and teacher meetings, school performances and plays, and would be absent from sports events that Kelly was taking part in. On the rare occasion Kelly’s mother did make an appearance she would shame, criticize or embarrass her in front of the other children.

Kelly was left feeling that she was never good enough, despite constantly striving to impress people. This played out into adulthood where she built a successful career as a lawyer but struggled with self-esteem and intimacy in her relationships.




Making a drama

Maisie falls from the bike she has been riding outside her house. As she cries out her father shouts at her: ‘Pull yourself together and stop making such a fuss.’ As Maisie runs towards her house where her father is standing in the doorway she hears: ‘Don’t be such a cry baby; it doesn’t hurt that much.’ Her father then inspects the damage to the bike and quickly attempts to move the drama into the house to avoid attention from the neighbours. He fails to give any attention to the scrapes and bruises on his daughter’s arms and legs.

As she gets older Maisie develops a sense that she is not worthy of other people’s affection, she feels like she is a pain to be around and would be better off alone. She constantly apologizes, even when she has done nothing wrong, and struggles with a lack of self-worth.




Denying feelings

Richard felt sad and hurt after he was told off by his teacher for talking in class earlier in the day. It was actually his friend who had been talking, but he was the one who got in trouble. He feels upset that the teacher did not believe his version of events, especially as his friend refused to tell the truth. When Richard returns home and tells his mother how he feels she says, ‘Don’t be so silly, there’s nothing to be sad about, just forget about it.’ She denies his feelings and cuts off the conversation without further discussion. Similar belittlement happens on countless occasions throughout his childhood.

As the years go by Richard struggles with a lack of confidence when it comes to expressing himself, especially around women. He struggles with addictive behaviour and is unable to acknowledge the emotions he has spent years suppressing. He feels empty inside.




Not noticed

Mary had been bullied at school one day and returned home feeling upset, sad and hurt. Her father failed to notice that anything was wrong, despite the fact that her body language and sullen demeanour clearly conveyed the message. Instead, he carried on with his day. Mary went to her bedroom alone to cope with her emotions herself, a pattern that repeated itself throughout her childhood.

Over time Mary becomes avoidant of sharing her feelings and withdraws, she experiences severe anxiety as she internalizes her worries and, later struggles to hold down relationships. People tell her she is distant and lacks empathy.




Unfair treatment

Seven year-old Paul tripped and fell over a display rack in a busy department store. He began to cry and a few of the other shoppers stopped to watch the commotion. Instead of soothing her son, Paul’s mother yanked him by the arm and scolded him for causing a scene in public. Paul felt shame for having an accident.

As on many similar occasions, he had no opportunity to express his emotions and, over time, he develops anxiety along with a deep feeling that no matter what he does, he is always to blame.




Conditional love

Jack played football for his school team with the support and encouragement of his father, who showered him with love and compliments when he performed well on the football field, but was distant and emotionally absent when they were away from the game. Jack feared that if he decided he no longer wanted to play football he would face a severe negative reaction from his father. The love and praise he received had become conditional on him doing well on the football field.

As he grows, Jack starts to believe that love comes with strings attached. This affects his adult relationships and causes him to struggle with intimacy, trust and emotional connection. Jack feels he is not good enough and that nobody can love him simply for who he is. He struggles with low self-esteem and over-work as he strives to be the best at everything he does in an attempt to gain the approval he never received in childhood.




Never good enough

Catherine brought home her school report card with seven A and two B grades. Most parents would be delighted at such a wonderful performance, but Catherine’s were clear that the results were simply not good enough and that they believed she could do better. Some of Catherine’s friends achieved much worse results than her and later she heard them talking about how their parents celebrated their success; one friend was taken out for dinner as a reward.

In adulthood Catherine never feels ‘good enough’. She finds herself constantly seeking approval and acknowledgement. This causes problems with friendships and relationships and Catherine often feels lonely and empty inside.




Bringing herself up

Annie’s parents were mostly absent from her life when she was growing up, due to their busy careers. She became self-sufficient at a young age and prepared her own meals, while babysitting her younger sister and taking care of the household chores. She learned that if she was to survive then she had to parent herself most of the time, because nobody else was going to do it.

Annie becomes an adult well before her time and later in life becomes incredibly self-sufficient. While this can be a useful trait it also causes her to struggle with emotional connection and intimacy. Annie also finds it hard to trust and keeps herself guarded around other people.




Abandoned

Andy went to the cinema in the evening with his friends. The movie finished late and he asked his father to pick him up for a ride home. After saying goodbye to his friends, Andy waited for his father in the dark, empty car park, but his father didn’t come. He stood alone in the car park, scared in the darkness. His father had forgotten. He would have to find his own way home.

These types of episodes can seem minor to parents, and perhaps if they only happen once, then they are, but when they recur throughout childhood they can cause real abandonment issues for the child who has been forgotten.

In later life Andy faces challenges in situations where he senses that he has been abandoned or forgotten.




Rejected

A couple divorced when their daughter Kimberley was still a toddler. She stayed with her mother and her father left the family home. As the years passed, Kimberley rarely saw her father, and on the handful of occasions he did arrange to pay her a visit, he showed up late or didn’t bother to turn up at all. This left her feeling let down and upset, yet Kimberley’s mother spoke highly of this man who seems totally disinterested in her. She continued to paint a picture of him as the perfect father.

Kimberley’s mother didn’t recognize the harm of these infrequent and erratic visits. She failed to put any boundaries in place to protect her daughter from the damage this man was causing by coming and going as and when he pleased.

In later life Kimberley struggles to form healthy, balanced relationships with men and experiences issues with her sense of worth. She always expects disappointment, which leaves her with a negative outlook on life and low moods.




Other examples

Emotional neglect comes in many forms and these are just some of the most common examples. The following list provides further parenting styles that are likely to cause issues with CEN.


•   Absent boundaries – failure to set and enforce appropriate rules

•   Favouritism – towards siblings or other family members

•   Fear of anger – discomfort and disapproval around a child who expresses anger

•   Avoidance – of uncomfortable topics that could cause conflict or heightened emotions

•   Ignoring – a child’s mistake and allowing them to work life out for themselves

•   Casting a shadow – over a child so they believe their parent is more important and that their needs take priority over their son or daughter’s.






CEN is subtle

These scenarios should provide you with some common examples of CEN. However, they don’t come anywhere close to covering the vast range of behaviours that can cause a child serious issues later in life. CEN can be even more subtle than the examples given here, and parents can unknowingly project their own stress or negative emotions on to their children in ways that even an outside observer may struggle to notice.

For example, a father who has a busy career may return home from work with thoughts of business weighing heavily on his mind; when his daughter attempts to speak to him, she finds that he is not giving her any attention and is instead talking to her mother about his work worries. She feels ignored, unheard and unwanted. This behaviour is repeated and reinforced, in later life it could translate into her developing a strong desire to feel noticed and accepted by other people, alongside issues with her sense of worthiness and self-esteem.

Another example might be a busy mother with three young children who is feeling stressed after looking after them all day without having a moment to herself. When she finally gets a chance to relax for a few minutes her five-year-old son comes into the room and asks her to play a game with him. Instead of responding in a clear, calm and appropriate manner she rolls her eyes, sighs and snaps at him out of frustration. ‘Can’t you see I’m trying to relax?’ she snaps. Her young son is unable to make sense of her reaction and feels that he must be to blame in some way. Continued over time, this behaviour can translate into feelings of him not being ‘good enough’ in adulthood, along with a strong desire to gain approval from other people. It may also cause issues with expressing emotions and feelings, and problems in relationships.

You may be a parent yourself and might have found yourself feeling concerned about your relationship with your own children as you read some of these examples. If so, don’t panic, as your own understanding and awareness expands, so will your ability to accept any flaws and make changes to the way you parent. You can use everything you learn in this book to help you become the very best parent you can be.

I also think it is important to make it clear that an isolated incident along the lines of the behaviour I have described in these examples is unlikely to be enough to cause severe CEN. It is a pattern of parental behaviour repeated over an extended period of time that causes the real problems.

Now you understand what Childhood Emotional Neglect looks like, let’s take a look at trauma and abuse before we explore how to tell if you have been affected.






Trauma and abuse

Trauma and abuse are far more obvious than the invisible poison of CEN, involving actions that may be carried out with intent, unlike emotional neglect, which is usually unintentional. Many of the people I work with in my role as a sobriety coach have experienced a combination of CEN and trauma. In some cases overt trauma or abuse was inflicted by someone other than parents, and in others it was one or both of the parents who left their child traumatized.

Research has shown that trauma, abuse and neglect of children under the age of six can have the most profound impact in later life, stifling their ability to form secure attachments, express emotions and feelings, and cultivate a healthy sense of self-worth. Babies and toddlers discover emotions and feelings which develop through early exploration of communication. Babies start to express themselves and understand how others are feeling by beginning to interpret expressions, sounds, words, body language and, of course, behaviour.

At this early stage, a child’s brain is like a computer that is being programmed with core values and beliefs. The impact of neglect, abuse and trauma at this stage can be profound, and prevent the formation of healthy and logical beliefs. Instead, defensive beliefs based around an inbuilt need to self-soothe, self-protect and avoid pain associated with emotional discomfort become hardwired. This is not to say that the impact of neglect, trauma and abuse in later life are not profound, but the older the child, the more ability they have to process and understand a situation. In many cases, the damage is done by the age of six and the toxic behaviour continues for many years beyond, often until the child becomes an adult or until such time as they learn how to address the problems and set suitable boundaries.

Children who have suffered CEN at an early age are more susceptible to physical abuse, with the effects of the neglect making them more vulnerable to an abusive person.

Here are the most common types of trauma and abuse.


Early childhood trauma

Early childhood trauma refers to traumatic experiences that happen to infants and toddlers under the age of six. Young children are generally unable to express their feelings in a threatening or stressful dangerous situation, and adults mistakenly believe that their age prevents them being impacted by a traumatic episode happening around them.

Evidence shows that young children are severely affected by trauma and the threat of danger, either to themselves, their parents or carers. These symptoms of trauma are obviously displayed in later life, and they have been well-researched and documented.

Early childhood trauma covers a broad range of events that might have occurred before the age of six. These could include sexual abuse, violence, the loss of a parent, natural disasters or any other episodes that might lead to the child feeling a sense of threat to their safety, or exceptionally heightened stress levels.




Bullying

Bullying often takes place in a school or educational environment and involves the use of violence, aggression, threats, coercion or abuse to intimidate, dominate and exert control over someone.

The perpetrator will often repeat the behaviour. Sometimes the bullying is carried out by one person, sometimes by a group. It is incredibly traumatic for the person being bullied; they feel helpless, believing they are weak for this to be happening to them.

Those who have been bullied often experience social, emotional and behavioural problems in later life. In some cases they may become bullies themselves as a defence strategy against any future episodes of the same nature and to feel a sense of safety, importance and self-worth.




Physical abuse

Physical abuse can come in many different forms and is one of the most common types of childhood trauma. Not all physical abuse is intentional, but it is almost always traumatic for the victim.

Any act that results in someone committing physical injury to a child can be broadly defined as physical abuse or potentially traumatic, this can range from injuries that leave marks or bruises through to broken bones. Regardless of whether it is intentional or not, the impact of physical abuse on a child is devastating, especially when the perpetrator is a trusted and loved parent or caregiver. In later life the child may become emotionally detached and struggle with problems around anger, self-esteem and depression.




Domestic violence

Domestic violence trauma happens when children witness their parents or caregivers inflicting or threatening violence on each other. Children are often a silent casualty of this type of trauma and older children may cope by hiding when these episodes occur. They find themselves living in a state of fear and may end up directly or indirectly injured as a result of domestic violence. They are also more likely to experience emotional neglect. The resulting trauma of witnessing this distressing behaviour can lead to a range of mental health related issues in later life.

If you are reading this and fear you are in an abusive or violent relationship, or your domestic circumstances are unsafe, please refer to the resources at the back of this book for sources of help and support.




Medical trauma

Medical trauma relates to the responses that children have to medical procedures, frightening experiences of treatment, or the pain of a severe illness or injury. This type of trauma can be specific to one episode, or related to multiple medical events. Medical trauma is often tied to the child’s own subjective experience of the event, as opposed to the severity of a procedure or treatment, and can cause significant stress and anxiety that can remain with the child as they move into adulthood.

If you have your own children who fear medical treatment, please refer to the resources at the back of this book for recommendations of how to help them.




Sexual abuse

Sexual abuse happens when an adult, or another child obtains sexual gratification by using a child. Sexual abuse can take the form of physical or non-physical behaviour (such as voyeurism) and it may also include grooming and coercion to make the child believe that the abuse is normal and acceptable behaviour.

Children who have suffered sexual abuse can be affected in many different ways and display a range of behavioural and emotional characteristics that are common in many types of trauma. One of the most common impacts of sexual abuse in adulthood is that individuals find themselves struggling to form intimate relationships, and have problems trusting people enough to allow them to get close.




Grief-related trauma

Children are resilient and will often cope well and adjust after the death of a loved one. However, a sudden unexpected loss or a death that had been expected for some time, for example due to a long illness, can leave a child severely traumatized.

Children who have been affected by grief-related trauma can experience a wide range of symptoms from withdrawal and feelings of numbness, through to behavioural, social and emotional problems.




Disasters and catastrophes

The fear of a disaster or the experience of being caught up in one can cause a child serious trauma. Natural disasters might include earthquakes, tornados, pandemics, tsunamis, wildfires or droughts. Non-natural disasters, such as being involved in a car accident or experiencing a long period trapped in a lift or on an underground train, can cause similar feelings of fear and panic to those that would be experienced in a natural disaster.

Thankfully these types of events are rare. However the trauma can cause a wide range of problems, especially if there has also been damage or loss caused to the family due to the event – losing a family home, for example, or a loved one being injured.

You may have identified with some of the above from your own experiences. Regardless of the type of neglect, trauma or abuse you might have experienced, I want you to know that you can move through this, and you can heal. So continue reading and keep learning. In the next chapter we will look at the key signs to help you identify whether neglect and trauma are impacting you in adulthood.
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	How do you know if you have been affected?








One of the biggest challenges faced by adults who have suffered trauma, neglect or abuse in childhood is that we often don’t understand what is wrong with us. We feel somehow different to other people, or empty inside, but we are unable to understand or identify exactly where the feelings are coming from, or what is causing them.


I went to doctors, hypnotherapists and counsellors to try and address my problems, because I believed I was suffering from depression and anxiety. The doctors were quick to offer me medication and the counsellors nodded their heads, mirrored my words and empathized with me. Nobody had the answers I needed, perhaps because I didn’t know what was wrong.




The signs of trauma, abuse and neglect


So, what are the signs that an adult has been affected by childhood emotional neglect, trauma or abuse?


The list of 50 questions that follows are common traits displayed in adulthood where there has been CEN, trauma or abuse in childhood. It is by no means a comprehensive list and it has been designed to provide you with a guide rather than any kind of diagnosis. Keep a note of how many apply to you as you read through the list.




1.  You have a sense that something is wrong, but you don’t know what it is.


2.  You have a feeling that you are hollow inside, that you are empty or have a void within you.


3.  People tell you that you have a lack of empathy.


4.  You react badly to rejection.


5.  You often feel sad, unhappy or down for no obvious reason.


6.  You have trouble understanding or feeling your emotions.


7.  You would describe yourself as highly sensitive.


8.  You struggle to understand people’s expectations of you and your own expectations of yourself.


9.  You find it hard to motivate yourself.


10.  You struggle with self-discipline.


11.  You mostly hide how you really feel.


12.  You are a people-pleaser and have difficulty saying ‘no’.


13.  You struggle to maintain meaningful friendships.


14.  You feel that your happiness is dependent on other people.


15.  You experience unpredictable moods or mood-swings.


16.  You experience a feeling of helplessness.


17.  You have been told you are needy, possessive or clingy.


18.  You feel like a fake or a fraud.


19.  You feel uncomfortable when someone pays you a sincere compliment.


20.  You experience regular negative internal self-talk.


21.  You often judge yourself more harshly than you judge other people.


22.  You prefer the company of animals to the company of other people.


23.  You find it hard to deal with people in authority positions.


24.  You have had problems with relationships and intimacy.


25.  You constantly feel that your life could be much better.


26.  You are rarely fully ‘present’ in the current moment.


27.  You are mostly negative, even when you try not to be.


28.  You can have aggressive or angry outbursts.


29.  You have irrational emotional responses to certain situations, people or events.


30.  You engage in addictive behaviour – alcohol, drugs, gambling, online shopping, food, sex, porn, work, exercise.


31.  You develop attractions to, or obsessions with, people who are unavailable.


32.  You have a hyperactive or restless nature that feels like you are always ‘on the go’.


33.  You react badly to any form of criticism.


34.  Small talk makes you feel uncomfortable or awkward.


35.  You are much more comfortable in the company of one gender, for example males only or females only.


36.  You have low self-esteem or self-worth – this can include a feeling of not being ‘good enough’.


37.  You have a sense of being numb to your feelings.


38.  You talk over people or interrupt them before they have finished speaking.


39.  Being touched can make you uncomfortable, for example being hugged.


40.  You have an expectation of perfectionism.


41.  You have a sense that you are more important and entitled than other people, or you feel that you are inferior to other people.


42.  You are easily emotionally overwhelmed.


43.  You can easily become angry with yourself.


44.  You feel that things mostly go wrong for you and expect disappointment.


45.  You have difficulty interpreting the emotions and expectations of other people, as well as your own.


46.  You struggle to express your emotions and feelings.


47.  You rarely experience true joy and happiness.


48.  You have trouble being able to relax.


49.  You find it difficult to become still, reflective, calm and silent.


50.  You struggle reaching out for help when you need it.





If you identified with any of the symptoms, characteristics or behaviour traits in the list then I strongly recommend that you continue reading through this book – there is a likelihood you have some work to do in order to heal the issues from your childhood that have affected you as an adult.


We will look at the specifics of trauma in more detail later, but the following questions will allow you to gain further understanding as to whether you have symptoms of past trauma:




•   Can you recall past events or experiences that caused you severe stress or fear?


•   Have you experienced disturbing nightmares, flashbacks or daydreams about the events?


•   Do you have trouble getting a good night’s sleep?


•   Are you aware that you have a lot of uncomfortable feelings about past events that you have never dealt with?


•   Do you feel strong emotions when something reminds you of past events?


•   Do you avoid people, places, objects or situations that remind you of past events?


•   Do you feel distant or isolated from other people?


•   Are you easily irritated or do you experience angry outbursts?


•   Do you struggle with negative thoughts about yourself and your life?


•   Do you struggle to concentrate?


•   Do you feel numbness about past events?


•   Do you avoid talking about past events?


•   Do you sometimes feel as though past events didn’t really happen?


•   Do you struggle with strong negative emotions such as shame, anger, guilt, hopelessness?


•   Do you experience physical discomfort such as tension, increased heart rate, sweating, or upset stomach?


•   Do you scare easily and have a heightened sense that danger is always close by?





These questions are designed as a simple guide only and should not be taken as any kind of formal assessment for trauma. However, if you found yourself answering mostly ‘yes’, there is a good chance that you have been experiencing symptoms of past trauma and I am pleased that you have picked up this book and are doing something proactive about it. Well done.


Don’t be dismayed if you have identified a number of the traits on these lists. Try to see this instead as a wonderful gift. You have uncovered something incredibly important and you can begin to take the necessary steps to heal. Imagine if you had never explored what was going on, and continued living in a world of pain and suffering for the rest of your life.


Research has shown that the way our parents treat us in childhood shapes the way that we treat ourselves in adulthood. Now you have clarity and awareness you are in a position to reclaim the power, and learn what steps you need to take in order to heal.


Throughout the book I will provide you with the support, tools and clear strategies that will enable you to overcome emotional neglect and trauma once and for all. Soon you will be learning how to get rid of these invisible demons in order to reconnect with the true and authentic version of yourself. If you can adopt a positive mindset about this experience and approach it with a sense of excitement and curiosity, you may well find that you enjoy the process.


What we expect is very often what we get; try and maintain an open mind and a positive outlook. It will set you up for long-term success. On my journey to sobriety I discovered that it was very similar to learning a new skill, and it took practice, commitment and discipline. There were bumps in the road and a few setbacks along the way, but I stuck with it, learning and growing until I achieved my goal. Healing from CEN is very similar, don’t criticize yourself if you experience setbacks, use them to learn and grow stronger, explore what the experience is telling you and what you can do differently in the future.


I mentioned the importance of keeping a journal as you go forward. An important part of the healing process involves becoming more aware and paying attention to your behaviour, feelings, emotions and thoughts. You can use your journal to gather data about yourself. Try to avoid becoming judgemental or self-critical, and instead approach the whole process with an observational and inquisitive eye. Imagine that you are an outsider looking at your life from a distance. Observe what you see without emotion, judgement or fear. Notice what is going on and begin paying attention as you start to explore who you really are.


Write an entry in your journal right now to describe what feelings you noticed as you answered the 50 questions about the adult traits of trauma and neglect.


The key to finding complete freedom from CEN, trauma and abuse is learning to love yourself just the way you are, working on becoming authentic, managing your emotions and feeling your feelings without suppressing them, judging yourself or reacting in a negative manner. When I embarked on this process I had no idea how to start ‘feeling a feeling’ or ‘being authentic’, but over time and with practice – just like learning a new skill – it began to happen.


Let’s continue moving down the road to recovery with an open-hearted presence and awareness. In the next chapter we will look at some examples of how different types of CEN, trauma and abuse influence our behaviour in adulthood.
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