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How to use this eBook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.









Preface


Breaking Free Workbook is for male and female survivors of childhood sexual abuse and guides you step by step through a series of exercises aimed at recognizing, understanding and working on the problems resulting from childhood abuse. The workbook is a companion book to Breaking Free: Help for Survivors of Child Sexual Abuse (3rd edition, 2018).


After Breaking Free was first published, we continued to work with survivors of sexual abuse referred to the Adult Psychological Therapies Service of Wakefield and Pontefract Community (NHS) Trust. We also worked outside the health service providing training and consultancy to people around the UK who work with survivors of childhood sexual abuse. We received feedback from many survivors describing how Breaking Free had helped them understand more about the effects of sexual abuse and encouraged them to work on their problems by themselves or with professional support. Therapists also told us that they found the book useful when working with survivors. Many people told us they would like something more. They wanted to know more on a practical level about how to overcome the problems resulting from sexual abuse and about the difficulties that are often encountered. The workbook has been written as a practical guide primarily for survivors. However, we also hope therapists will find these exercises useful for working with survivors individually or in groups. Many survivors have contributed their own completed exercises to this book and have also written about their experiences of doing the exercises. We hope this helps to give a fuller picture of the process of healing – the struggles and the setbacks as well as what helps survivors cope and move on.


There has been a huge increase in public awareness of the abuse of children and teenagers in recent years due to the courage of professional footballers, actors and other famous people speaking out about their own childhood abuse, and because the media has publicized the abuse of countless children by celebrities, politicians, sports coaches and other well-known public figures, as well as the organized and covered-up abuse of children within institutions including the church and the sexual exploitation of young people by street gangs. There is still, however, much to be done to prevent further child abuse and to help adult survivors who are still suffering. We hope this workbook will help contribute to survivors taking control of their lives, feeling more confident and fulfilling their potential. We continue to believe in the powerful effects of breaking the silence about child abuse and to feel inspired by survivors’ strength to heal and to grow.





Breaking Free in the NHS


The Department of Health and NIMHE (National Institute of Mental Health in England) led an implementation process involving all NHS mental health provider trusts to establish routine enquiry regarding abuse in mental health assessments and to ensure that survivors/victims receive the care and support they need, following disclosures, through care planning processes.


To equip staff to undertake routine enquiry and better meet the needs of victims/survivors in their care – particularly those who have endured child sexual abuse – they received a one-day sexual abuse training course. The Breaking Free and Breaking Free Workbook publications were an integral part of this training. Each trust, as part of the project, was given one copy of each publication with a recommendation that trusts purchase these publications for every inpatient unit and community-based mental health team within their remit.







Postscript


Sadly, in October 2000, soon after the Breaking Free Workbook was first published, Carolyn died suddenly, aged 43. She will always be remembered for her pioneering work, her writing, her personal warmth and her friendship. This book is part of her legacy.


Kay became an accredited Consultant in EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing). Until she retired in 2015, Kay practised as an independent Clinical Psychologist in Leeds, as well as continuing to run training workshops and presenting at conferences, to encourage survivors to speak out and therapists and others in the caring professions to listen and respond to them.
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Introduction




I have walked through the valley of the shadow of death and emerged into sunlight, stronger. I am no longer an empty shell. I look forward to living every day. There is joy in the simple things of life. Fear no longer grips me. I feel that I am able to breathe and that I have a right to live.


Calli





There are millions of survivors of childhood sexual abuse in Britain alone, and now more and more are speaking out and finding ways to break free from their past. Professional footballers and other public figures have found the strength to talk publicly about the sexual abuse they suffered at the hands of football coaches and other perpetrators who were in a position of authority. In our first book, Breaking Free: Help for Survivors of Sexual Abuse (3rd edition, 2018), many survivors from Wakefield spoke out about what had happened to them. We know that their courage has helped other survivors to face their own past and to take the first steps towards a better future. Breaking Free Workbook draws on the background information in Breaking Free and focuses on practical exercises to work step by step on problems that result from being sexually abused as a child or young person. It is a companion book to Breaking Free, and the two books can be used separately or together. Many survivors have completed these exercises and contributed their own writings and experiences to this book. The exercises are designed to help you think in a new way about your past, gradually break free from the problems that are disrupting your life and look forward to your future. Many survivors have found it helpful to work through this book or Breaking Free with the help of a therapist.




Is this book for me?


This book is for male and female survivors of childhood sexual abuse who want to explore the impact the abuse has had on their lives and to work on their current difficulties. Sexual abuse is any kind of sexual behaviour by an adult with a child or young person, or any unwanted or inappropriate sexual behaviour from another child. Your abuser may have been a man or a woman; you may have been abused by one person, many different individuals or by a group of people. You will find more information about what sexual abuse is and the terms we use in this book at the end of this chapter.


Being sexually abused as a child or young person affects people to differing degrees. How you have been affected will depend on a number of factors, including who abused you; how long the abuse went on for; how old you were when it started and ended (or it may still be ongoing); what was done and said to you; and if you had any good experiences, support or care in your childhood. Some survivors will be able to come to terms with what has happened to them by themselves, by seeking support and help from family and friends, or by using this self-help book. Other survivors may also need to seek professional help from a therapist or mental health worker. Every survivor’s experience is unique, and each survivor will need different levels of help and support.


The exercises in this book can be painful at times but they can also be very beneficial. However, they need to be used with caution as they can bring up strong feelings and have powerful effects. Your safety and well-being are of the utmost importance, and you need to think about what level of support you require.


•   You can use this book on your own but we recommend that you think about sources of support before you start (see Chapter 1).


•   If you are already receiving counselling, psychological or psychiatric help, or are taking medication for psychological problems, we advise you to speak to your therapist or doctor before embarking on these exercises. Your therapist or counsellor may be happy to work through this book with you.


•   If you have severe problems or engage in life-threatening behaviour, such as serious self-harm, only use this book with the help of a professional mental health worker.


We know that many survivors can be helped by these exercises, but we do not pretend to have any magical answers to your problems. It is possible to break free from the damaging effects of sexual abuse but this can take time. You may have had problems over many years and they won’t just disappear overnight. This book is not intended as a substitute for professional help – in fact, we hope that completing this workbook might encourage some of you to seek further help. Many of the exercises in this book are also useful for people who have been physically or emotionally abused as children.







EMDR – a new therapy


EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) is a powerful psychological treatment now available in the UK. It was developed by Dr Francine Shapiro, an American psychologist, in the 1980s. EMDR utilizes the body’s natural healing ability and allows the brain to heal trauma effectively and rapidly. The brain is stimulated (painlessly!) using eye movements, sound or via the other senses. You do not have to talk in any detail about the abuse, and during the treatment itself there is very little talking involved. It is very effective in resolving the problems resulting from child abuse or other traumas. Many UK therapists are now trained in EMDR – ask your GP for a referral or look in the Sources of help at the back of this book for information on EMDR or on how to find accredited therapists.







About this book


This book focuses on practical ways to identify and change harmful beliefs and behaviours resulting from being sexually abused as a child or young person. It also aims to help you work through your feelings about the abuse and feel better about yourself. In each chapter, there are exercises for you to do, and charts and checklists to fill in. The exercises are in a step-by-step format with each exercise building on what was done in the previous exercise. There is space in the book to complete the exercises so you can build up your own record of your journey towards healing. There are examples of the exercises completed by both male and female survivors. Survivors have also commented in the book on the benefits and difficulties of these exercises and what helped them cope.




Part I Beginnings: Understanding your present problems and keeping safe


Chapter 1 looks at how to keep safe while using this book. It is important to read this chapter first as it will help you prepare for any difficulties that might arise by looking at sources of support and how to look after yourself while doing the exercises, including how to manage panic attacks. Chapter 2 begins the process of helping you face your own past experiences and linking them to any present problems. Chapter 3 aims to increase your awareness of the coping strategies that you currently use and help you move to consciously using non-harmful coping strategies. Chapter 4 helps you identify and deal with the things that trigger extreme feelings and behaviours, flashbacks, dissociation and hallucinations.







Part II Guilt and self-blame


Chapters 5, 6 and 7 are about the feelings of guilt and self-blame that survivors so often experience. Many survivors believe they are responsible for being abused because they didn’t stop the abuse or didn’t tell anyone, or because they think they caused the abuse to happen, or they got something out of the abusive situation. The exercises in the chapters help you to challenge these beliefs and to understand that the responsibility for abuse always lies with the abuser and never with the abused child or teenager.







Part III Feelings about yourself and others


Chapter 8 (Abusers) is about exploring your feelings towards your abuser(s) and regaining your own power. Chapter 9 (Mothers) contains exercises to help you explore your feelings about your mother (or any other person who didn’t sexually abuse you as a child or young person and should have protected you). Chapter 10 (Childhood) helps you to look back on yourself as a child, and to communicate with and nurture the child you were. It also helps you understand why you might have difficulties relating to children now.







Part IV Looking to the future


Chapter 11 helps you to assess the progress you have made so far and to look at what further steps you might want to take in the future.


This book is a first step towards healing, rather than a final solution. We hope it will give you the confidence to break free of your past by sharing your experiences with others, contacting other survivors of sexual abuse and going for professional help. The Sources of help section at the end of the book gives details about how you can seek further help.










Is this the right time to use this workbook?


When is the right time to work on your abuse? Many survivors are frightened about the consequences of working on their abuse. This is understandable. Doing anything different is a risk. If you have coped in the past by trying to forget about your abuse, doing these exercises is a radically different approach and it will take a leap of faith to get started. The exercise below will help you examine what is standing in your way and to decide if this is the right time to start this workbook.







Exercise 0.1 Is this the right time?


Aim To help you think about whether this is the right time to start using this workbook and to understand more about what might be stopping you looking at the abuse and working on your difficulties.


Below are a number of reasons given by survivors for not starting to work on their past abuse and current difficulties. Tick off any of the reasons that apply to you and add any others you can think of below.


Current situation:


Examinations


Relationship break-up


Pregnant


Just started a new job


In an abusive relationship


Recently bereaved


Just started a new relationship


Fear of:


What you might feel


What you might remember


Not being able to cope


What your family/partner/friends will think


The consequences of beginning to change


Being hurt or rejected


When you are feeling depressed or anxious, saying to yourself:


I’m depressed and I don’t want to make things worse


I’m depressed and I don’t have the resources to cope


When you are feeling OK, saying to yourself:


I’m OK and I don’t want to risk making myself depressed again


I’m OK and everything is sorted out now


Thinking (or being told):


You should look forward rather than dwelling on the past


You are making a mountain out of a molehill


Your experiences and problems are too great to be sorted out


Forget about it, live for the moment


Your problems will go away by themselves


Too busy – putting other things or other people first


Being unsure whether your memories are of real events


Insert your own reasons below:


_______________________________


_______________________________


_______________________________


_______________________________


_______________________________


_______________________________





Survivor’s comment




The exercises need to be carried out when you are ready to face issues, otherwise there is minimal progress. It is about daring to believe the truth and step by step becoming stronger in that belief.


Calli







Current situation


If you are in a particular crisis at the moment or have something very important that you have to deal with right now, you may wish to wait until you feel more stable or have more space and time to cope with doing this work.


Survivors’ comments




I think the right time to do these exercises is when you are out of the abusive situation with a safe place to live and you become aware that there is a recurrent problem that you want to try to solve.


Catherine







I think it could be the wrong time to do the exercises if you are feeling extremely stressed or uncomfortable. It may mean you have to do them in small portions but at least you will be doing them from a position of strength, which is always best.


Rebecca







Everyone is individual but I think you need to be ready to do the exercises. I think it is difficult if your present-day situation is in turmoil, for example marriage break-up, loss and grief or if you have no outside support.


Sarah





If you do not feel ready to work on the exercises at the moment, you may feel able to read Breaking Free now and return to this workbook later.







It might be painful


Many people try to cope with sexual abuse by pushing away their memories and feelings. This is one of the few ways in which children and young people are able to cope, but this strategy has disadvantages. It doesn’t work completely and it doesn’t last. Bad feelings and memories ‘escape’ as nightmares, panic attacks, fears, depression, sexual difficulties, flashbacks and many other problems. These problems are the symptoms of the underlying trauma of being sexually abused. It can be difficult to get rid of the symptoms until the underlying problem is dealt with.


Working on your past experiences and current problems is not an easy task. It will probably bring up feelings and memories that are painful and hard to cope with. However, you would probably not be reading this book if you were totally happy with the way things are for you at the moment. Working on yourself can be hard but it is also very rewarding. Many survivors feel that, by working on themselves, they become more aware of who they are and what they want, and begin to see a way through their problems.







I’m OK/I’m depressed


Many survivors alternate between feeling reasonably OK and then having bouts of depression or anxiety or even feeling suicidal. When you are feeling OK, understandably you want to believe that all your problems have gone away and will not come back. Although people can often block out their feelings and memories for a time and feel OK, they cannot do this all the time and then they experience another period of depression or anxiety. Look back over the last few years of your life and see if you recognize this pattern. Working on your abuse will mean facing painful feelings, but it can also help you break free from this pattern of plunging in and out of periods of extreme emotions.







It’s in the past


Survivors are often told ‘it’s in the past, forget about it’. Friends and family who hear you talking about the abuse or see your distress may often feel uncomfortable and not know what to do or how to respond. Saying ‘forget about it’ might be a way of refusing to get involved or might be a genuine attempt to be helpful. It isn’t helpful. Unfortunately doctors and health workers also sometimes give this unhelpful advice. You may have also said this to yourself. However, if you could forget about the past and not be affected by it, you would. No one wants to dwell on unhappy events or create problems just for the sake of it. Past events need to be brought into full awareness, understood and processed before we can truly let go of them and move on.




If you remember and relive the hurt and pain you went through, it will help you to put it to the back of your mind and start to live a normal life. I thought the idea was to try to forget but I realize now that I will never forget what they did to me. I’m not after forgetting, I’m after trying to understand and to come to terms with it.


Jean










I’m making a mountain out of a molehill


The sexual abuse of a child or young person is a serious crime and a trauma that should not have to be endured. It is normal to experience difficulties when you have been traumatized or had bad experiences. Trying to face your difficulties and deal with them is a courageous act. It isn’t moaning and making a fuss about nothing.







What will other people think?


You cannot control what other people will think and feel about your decision to work on your abuse. Some people will be supportive but others may be hostile. Sometimes people do not understand about the effects of abuse and may think that you are getting worse if you are crying or getting angry. They may want to try and stop you continuing with these exercises because they are trying to protect you or because they feel it would be easier for them if you remained silent about what has happened. It is normal to feel angry and upset about being abused, and you have a right to express your feelings and speak about what has happened to you if you want to. During the abuse, your feelings were ignored and you had to remain silent. Now you have a chance to begin to undo the wrongs that have been done to you.







Did it really happen?


Sometimes survivors wonder whether the abuse really happened or whether they are imagining it. This can be more of a problem if:


•   you do not have complete memories;


•   you pushed away memories of the abuse for a period of time and have now got access to them again;


•   the trauma of the abuse may have disrupted the functioning of your brain so you cannot access some or all of the memories or sensations (dissociation).


•   your memories and feelings are surfacing in flashbacks and dreams (the dissociated material breaking through);


•   you were in a confused state of mind during the abuse because you were half asleep or intoxicated with alcohol or drugs or did not really understand what was happening;


•   your abuser has denied the abuse;


•   your abuser was also warm and caring;


•   other people have not believed you;


•   you have read about people having so-called ‘False Memory Syndrome’;


•   you coped with the abuse as a child or young person by pretending it was a dream or that it was happening to someone else;


•   what you remember seems too extreme or bizarre to be true.


Many survivors have these worries and difficulties. Pretending the abuse didn’t happen and blocking out painful memories and feelings is a very common way of coping with any kind of trauma and can leave people feeling very confused about what has really happened. Some survivors say that they have lost access to all memories of their abuse for periods of time, even when there is concrete evidence about what has happened to them. Experiencing a trauma can result in memories, feelings and sensations associated with the trauma being disconnected from each other or not accessible for a period of time. Memories of the past can be triggered into awareness by current events such as the birth of a baby or the death of an abuser. Memories of frightening events may also be accessed again when you begin to feel safe or strong enough to deal with them. If you do not have full memories, you may be anxious to find out what happened to you; however, this is not something that can be forced. Survivors often get access to memories gradually and this helps to protect them from becoming overwhelmed. Memories can also become distorted over time and some survivors may never know for sure exactly what happened to them. However, you do not need to have full and exact memories to use this workbook. Doing these exercises can help you explore your feelings and beliefs and develop a new understanding of yourself and your experiences.


Some people have no memories of abuse but suffer from various symptoms and problems that make them wonder whether they have been abused. It is not possible to ‘diagnose’ a past history of sexual abuse from current problems and symptoms, and this book cannot tell you whether or not you have been sexually abused. If you have no memories of abuse but have symptoms and difficulties you wish to deal with, it is advisable to consult a therapist rather than using this book.










Writing


All the chapters contain exercises which ask you to write about your feelings and experiences, instead of handwriting your responses, you could type them into a file on your tablet or laptop. Many survivors find that writing plays a very important part in their recovery. Some survivors find the idea of writing very threatening and may also feel that it won’t be helpful. Writing can make the reality of what has happened very clear and, although this can be frightening, it can also be very healing.




Writing made me face up to the reality of the abuse. It helped me acknowledge the abuse instead of trying to shut it away. I could no longer deny it. I was frightened but it does get better. It was worth it in the end.


Maya





Writing isn’t the same as just thinking things out. Many survivors recall memories and feelings and begin to understand themselves better once they begin to write. You may feel anxious about writing and feel you will fail or make a mess of things. The education of many survivors has suffered because of abuse during childhood. You may have been punished or laughed at or called stupid. Try to remember that this is not a test of your writing. The writing is for you to get access to your thoughts and feelings, so spelling, grammar and style don’t matter.


There are many ways of writing your answers to the exercises. You don’t need to write in the style of an essay. You could write a list or write down key words. You could make a chart or a diagram. Many survivors enjoy writing poetry – you could answer the exercises by writing poetry. Do whatever feels easiest and most comfortable for you. If you have trouble writing, you could speak out loud and record what you say on your phone or other device, get someone you trust to write as you speak, or use one of the alternatives to writing described below.


The writing is for your benefit. It is not necessary for anyone else to read it. If you are worried that someone else might find your writing, keep it in a safe place or leave it in a sealed envelope with someone you trust. Make sure any computer files are password protected. Writing can also be a good way of communicating your experiences and feelings to other people without having to talk, so you may want to share your writing with someone else. Sharing your writing also helps to break the secrecy of your abuse. After you have written a response, it can be really helpful to read it out loud to yourself. Hearing words is processed by different neural circuits in your brain than if you read them, and this can sometimes give you new insights.


Survivors’ comments




Keep a daily diary of what you do in your life – even little things, especially if they are positive. This will: provide you with an outline of your experiences; show your progress; remind you of how brave you have been; remind you of positive and happy things that have happened to you; be a record of a very important part of your life and development as a person.


It is important to write the date on all your writings and keep them somewhere safe. I find this really helps me see how I am progressing and pulls experiences together that might otherwise be forgotten. Also record your dreams – they can be very significant in suggesting you are making progress on a deeper level.


Annabelle







I was so programmed into a ‘don’t tell or else’ dogma that I thought I would suffer a fate worse than death if I wrote things down. Luckily I had a very supportive counsellor who let me work on the writing during our sessions and helped allay my fears. I took it step by step until I gained confidence and became angry about the abuse. I have found my own personal power now and it is a good feeling to know that I can write and that this is a valuable resource. As you can see, I am not frightened of writing anymore.


Maya







The exercises have got me to write, which I’ve always avoided. Before, when I thought about the past, I pushed it to one side. Now I think I haven’t got to bury it deep in my head. I’m writing it down and finding it helpful. It’s one way of getting it out of my system, although it hurts. I never wanted to read in black and white what my abuser did but now I’m beginning to realize that the only way I can do something about my problems is by recognizing what he did and fighting back. By writing it down, you can break the hold he has on you. I feel now I want to write and write and write. The more I write, the easier it is getting. I feel like I am never going to stop. There is so much to write and get out of my system.


Jean










Alternatives to writing


Not everyone feels comfortable with writing or typing. In some of the exercises in the book, we have suggested alternatives to writing. You could also try to adapt the other exercises and use one of the methods below.




Drawing, painting, using art materials


When you are asked to write about an event or about how you feel, you may feel happier drawing, painting or using art materials in other ways. You could draw stick figures or a sequence of events like a cartoon. You could also use clay or plasticine to sculpt objects or scenes. Some survivors have made collages to represent their answers to the exercises. Painting can be a powerful way of expressing your feelings, and colour can be used to represent different feelings, different people or different times of your life. You do not have to be artistic in any way to use these methods. The aim is not to create a work of art but to find a different way of expressing your thoughts and feelings and getting in touch with ideas and feelings you may not be consciously aware of.







Talking


If you find talking easier than writing, you could talk through the exercises with another person or use the technique of talking to an empty chair. Sit in a chair with an empty chair opposite you and imagine that another person is sitting on that chair. This ‘other person’ could be someone you know and trust, an imaginary safe person or a part of yourself. Talk through the exercises with this person. Talk out loud rather than in your head. You could try talking through the exercises as a first step towards writing.










The words we use




Sexual abuse


We use the term ‘sexual abuse’ to mean any kind of sexual behaviour by an adult with a child or young person or any unwanted or inappropriate sexual behaviour from another child. This includes sexual intercourse, oral sex, anal sex, being touched in a sexual way and being persuaded to touch someone else. It may involve inserting objects into the child or young person’s body or sexual acts with animals. However, sexual abuse doesn’t always involve physical contact. Being made to watch other people’s sexual behaviour or to look at their bodies or at sexual photographs or videos can also be forms of sexual abuse. The abuser may force or manipulate a young person to engage in sexual acts with other adults or children, or touch their own bodies in a sexual manner while he/she takes photos or films them. Sexual abuse includes abuse by one person, abuse by a number of different people or by groups of people. The abuse may have happened only once or many times over a number of years. It may still be happening now.







Abusers


An abuser is anyone who has sexually abused a child or young person. This could be a father, mother, brother, other family member, friend, person in authority, acquaintance, older child or a stranger. Abusers may be celebrities, politicians, priests, sports coaches or members of street gangs who target and groom young people. Abusers may be of any profession, any age, any sex, gender or sexual orientation. Although the majority of abusers are thought to be men (maybe 80 per cent), many survivors have been abused by women.







Age of abuse


Whenever we refer to ‘child sexual abuse’, we are including all young people who have been abused. Some survivors may have been very young children and babies when they were sexually abused, but for others the abuse may not have begun until he/she was a teenager. This book is primarily for people whose sexual abuse started before they became adults (although, for some survivors, the abuse may continue well into adulthood).







Survivors


We use the word ‘survivors’ to refer to people of any sex, gender or sexual orientation who have been sexually abused as children and young people. They have had to find ways of surviving the trauma of sexual abuse, but, with the help of this book, we hope they will go beyond simply surviving to living a fuller and happier life.


Survivors and abusers can come from any walk of life, any culture or any religious or ethnic background.


Many survivors have contributed their writings to this book to share with you their struggles, their experiences, their hopes and their successes.




The chaos in my head was too big to handle on my own. I needed help to break it down so I could work it out. To try to think things through yourself is daunting. The exercises managed to organize my thoughts into smaller parts so I could consider them more thoroughly. I also need prompting before I think about my abuse – the exercises provided that prompt. I am now more positive and able to communicate. The exercises have helped me to feel more self-confident and in control of my life.


Catherine





This book does not contain all the answers to your problems, but it could be a first step towards breaking free of your past and beginning to move on. Now please turn to the next chapter, which gives advice on how to use the workbook and how to keep safe while doing the exercises. Good luck with the work ahead.
















I Beginnings: Understanding your present problems and keeping safe


This part of the workbook helps you to understand more about how the abuse has affected your life and about ways of coping and keeping safe. Chapter 2 helps you focus on your present difficulties and explains how childhood sexual abuse can lead to problems in later life. Chapters 1, 3 and 4 look at how to keep safe and how to manage difficult feelings, memories, behaviours and symptoms.








1 How to use this book and keep safe

This chapter contains suggestions about how to do the exercises in this book and helps you find ways of keeping safe while doing them. The exercises are designed to help you challenge your beliefs, reassess your past and process your feelings. Working on your thoughts and feelings about the past can be very distressing, so it is important that you have some control over how deeply you get into your feelings. As a child or young person, you were treated as though your feelings did not matter. The sexual abuse was to satisfy the desires of the abuser; how you felt was not important to him/her. You are important and it does matter how you feel. It is important that you take care of yourself while you do these exercises, that you move through them at your own pace and that you feel in control of what you are going through. This chapter looks at what you need to know before you start the exercises, how to protect yourself and create the right emotional distance while you are doing the exercises, and how to look after yourself when you have completed an exercise.

You may feel impatient and want to start the exercises straight away, but the aim of this book is for you to regain your power and feel in control of your own life. Beginning the exercises without preparing yourself could result in you feeling overwhelmed and out of control, or feeling that you cannot resolve your difficulties. You have been treated badly and may never have felt safe in the past; now it’s time to take care of yourself and begin to overcome the effects of your bad experiences as safely as possible.


Before you start the exercises


Where to start

•   We recommend that you do the exercises in the order they appear in the book. The chapters build on each other and follow the sequence we have found to be most helpful for survivors of sexual abuse. Sometimes you may want to go back and do some of the exercises again, or occasionally you may need to jump ahead – for example, to look at how to deal with a disturbing symptom such as a flashback.

•   Some exercises may seem too frightening or too difficult. Don’t force yourself to do exercises you don’t feel ready for. You may be able to return to them later when you feel stronger or have more support. Not all the exercises are suitable or necessary for everyone.

•   The exercises in Chapters 3 and 4 help you to understand more about the kind of difficult experiences and reactions that survivors commonly have. Working through these chapters before moving on to the rest of the book will help you keep safe and feel more in control of what is happening to you.

•   Many of the exercises are followed by examples and comments from survivors. You might find it encouraging to look through these before you begin an exercise.

•   You can photocopy the exercises in this book. If you had more than one abuser, you will need to repeat some of the exercises for each of your abusers.

•   Refer back to this chapter before, during or after each exercise if you need to remind yourself of ways to keep safe and take care of yourself.




Getting support

It may sometimes be hard to cope alone while you are working through this book. If you are feeling depressed, you may feel very alone and think that no one understands or wants to help. Often there are people around – friends, family, local services and organizations – who would be willing to help. When you are feeling really bad, it can be difficult to find out about services or to ask for help for the first time so try to do this preparation work now. The Sources of help section at the back of the book provides a list of organizations which could provide help. The national organizations listed will often be able to give information about local contacts. You could also ask your community health council or social services about what resources are available in your local area. Getting help and support from others is a useful and practical way of dealing with your problems, not a sign of weakness and failure. You might want to ask a friend to act as a support person while you work through the book. If you do start to feel overwhelmed and cannot cope, seek professional help – your GP will be able to advise you.




Exercise 1.1 Sources of help

Aim To find sources of help for yourself and to have a ready-made list of contacts to refer to when you are feeling bad.

Make a list of people you could telephone when you are struggling to cope. You may want to include national and local helplines such as the Samaritans, as well as numbers for friends, family members and professional workers who may be involved with your care. Your GP should be contacted in case of emergencies or if you are feeling suicidal; add his/her number to your list.




	Name
	Telephone number
	Times available





	 




	 




	 




	 




	 






Also make a list of people or organizations you could visit or ask to visit you.




	Name
	Telephone number
	Times available





	 




	 




	 




	 




	 








Survivor’s comment


I think you have to be ready in your own mind for anything the exercises bring up and ask for help if you need it.

Lesley-Leigh






Making preparations

You will need to take time to do these exercises and prepare yourself for any strong emotional reactions. Set aside time to work through this book and do the exercises in a place where you feel safe and comfortable. For some of you, this may be somewhere where you are alone and undisturbed, others may want to have people around. You may want to think about how much time you are going to devote to these exercises at one sitting. You will need to give yourself plenty of time to work on the exercise and to deal with your reactions afterwards. Do not expect to do too much at one go. These exercises can bring up powerful feelings and can be very tiring. You may want to have a support person with you when you do the exercises or be available afterwards. Some survivors find comfort by having a special object such as a soft toy with them while doing the exercises. Think about what would feel best for you and make some notes below.

Place ________________________________________________________________

Time of day ___________________________________________________________

How much time to spend at one go? _______________________________________

Who would you like with you? ____________________________________________

Who would you like available afterwards? ___________________________________

What special object would you like with you? ________________________________

Survivors’ comments


I found I was reluctant to start the exercises. I was tense and panicky and aware that my husband was around. I overcame my difficulties in starting by asking my husband to go out (and I told him why!). I was then able to concentrate on the exercise.

Maya




I did not want to do the exercises when I was alone or late at night.

Rebecca








During the exercises

This book aims to help you understand and process your memories and feelings. This is not easy to do if you become flooded by your memories and overwhelmed by your feelings. You therefore need to set a pace that is comfortable for you and to approach the exercises from a safe emotional distance.


Going at your own pace

There is no right speed at which you should progress through this workbook. Some people will work through the book quickly; others will complete the exercises slowly, maybe leaving gaps of time before moving on to the next section. It is up to you to set the pace that feels comfortable for you.

•   When should I slow down? It is advisable to slow down if you find yourself being overwhelmed by feelings, behaving, or wanting to behave, in harmful ways or unable to process your thoughts and feelings. You may wish to take a break from the exercises for a while. Some survivors come back to the same exercises again and again before they feel they are ready to move on. If you begin to experience strong emotional or physical reactions, allow yourself time and space to understand and process these reactions before continuing with the next exercises.

•   When should I speed up? You need to work at your own pace rather than pushing yourself to work faster because you think you ought to. If you know other people who are using this workbook, try not to compare yourself with them. Everyone is unique in their reactions and needs. However, if you are picking this workbook up, doing a little and then forgetting about it for weeks and months, it may be helpful to look at why you might be avoiding doing this work and what reasons you are giving yourself for this. Look back at Exercise 0.1 in the Introduction.

Survivors’ comments


It helped me contain my feelings by working through the exercises in bits, although I was always tempted to move straight on to the next chapter. I also made sure I was in a safe place where I could contact people if I needed to.

Thomas




I found some of the exercises too powerful to do in one go so I spaced them out over a couple of hours with some fun things in between.

Rebecca






Finding a safe distance


Learn how to feel safe before attempting the exercises.

Rebecca



To do the exercises in this book, you will need to think about your past and get in touch with your feelings. If you have pushed your memories and feelings away, or if you cut off and feel numb while you are doing the exercises, it may be helpful to get closer to your experiences in order to work on them. However, if you think you have dissociated (e.g. automatically cut off from your experiences rather than deliberately pushing your memories away – read about dissociation in Chapter 2), it may be helpful to try again another time using the suggestions below to create distance from your experiences. On the other hand, if you are constantly overwhelmed by your memories and feelings, then you may not be able to do the thinking required by these exercises or process what is happening to you. If you are either too close to or too far from your feelings and experiences, it can be difficult to benefit from these exercises. Below are a number of ways in which you can try to create the emotional distance that feels safe for you while working through the exercises.




Creating distance from your experiences

Feeling overwhelmed by your feelings is distressing and can make it difficult for you to do the exercises. It is therefore helpful to know how to distance yourself from your memories and feelings while doing these exercises. Pushing your experiences away and distracting yourself in the short term can be very useful ways of protecting yourself and giving yourself a break from feeling bad. As you feel stronger, you may be able to repeat the exercises from a closer position. Below is a list of ways of containing painful feelings, creating distance and doing the exercises in a cooler (less emotional) way.

You can cope with overwhelming memories and feelings by:

•   trying to become aware of how you usually push your thoughts and feelings away or distract yourself, and then using these techniques consciously;

•   stopping in the middle of an exercise if necessary and using a non-harmful coping strategy (see Chapter 3).

Survivors have suggested the following techniques to symbolically rid yourself of bad feelings and contain painful memories for a while:

•   Imagine putting your bad feelings on a rug or blanket and shaking it out of the door.

•   Running water over your wrists to wash your feelings away.

•   Putting your memories in a box and locking it.

Below are distancing techniques that can be used with exercises that ask you to write about yourself or think about an incident or person or look at photographs.

•   Imagine you are writing about someone else rather than yourself and write in the third person, for example ‘Mandy (rather than ‘I’) has problems with eating; she often binge-eats when she is upset.’

•   Choose an incident that is not too distressing for you or at a level of distress you can cope with. There is no need to dive into the worst incidents first.

•   If you have several abusers, work on the abuser you feel least frightened of or disturbed by first.

•   If it feels too painful to think about yourself as a child or young person, think about another child (a child you know or an imaginary child) rather than yourself.

•   Look at incidents or people as if through the wrong end of a telescope or binoculars so they appear smaller and further away and have a less powerful effect.

•   Imagine you are watching the person (it may be you) or incident on a video and you have the remote control. You can stop it or pause it or turn the volume down, so you are in control of how much you see and hear.

Survivors’ comments


Use your own way of pushing away your memories or feelings to a safe distance. Persevere. Even if you are frightened like I was during the exercises, it does get better. It’s worth it in the end. Say positive affirmations to yourself like ‘I can do this and I will’.

Maya




When I feel really bad, I breathe in deeply then blow my breath out through pursed lips and try to blow all my bad feelings out into the air with my breath. I sometimes move my arms about to help push the bad feelings away.

Alma
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