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            About This Booklet

         
 
          This is a brief, readable resource for those who  have been hurt or neglected as children.  Although some survivors of childhood abuse  and trauma seem to be able to cope as adults, it  is not unusual for survivors to find that they  have some difficulties – perhaps with relationships,  or with self-confidence and mood. It is  not always easy just to ‘put it all behind you’,  which is sometimes the advice given.
         
 
         This booklet outlines the common problems  which survivors might face and explains  how they can be understood and how they  can be managed. It will guide you through  strategies designed to help you become more  resilient and to help you become more  skilled in dealing with stress, your mood and  life’s challenges. It will also point you in the  right direction to find out more about dealing  with certain issues or difficulties if you  feel that you want to develop specific ideas  or skills further.
         
 
         As you go through the booklet, you will see  that you are encouraged to make links with  your own experience, to complete exercises  and to make notes. So it is a good idea to use a  notebook – then you will be able to collect  together your thoughts and relevant experiences.  This will then form a very personal  reference for you to look over whenever you  need to. You don’t have to work through the  whole booklet at once – although it can be  helpful to read it through just to get an  overview of the process of recovery. It is probably  best to pace yourself, taking sections at a  time, getting familiar with coping strategies  and giving yourself a chance to try them out  before moving on to the next section.
         
 
         Remember that very many people do recover  from the traumas of childhood and take charge  of their lives. Reading this booklet can be a  first step in starting that recovery process.
 
         Helen Kennerley
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Part 1: CHILDHOOD TRAUMA
 AND ITS AFTERMATH
            

         
 
         1 What is Childhood Trauma?
 
         This seems like such a simple question yet there is much debate over what is meant by ‘childhood trauma’ and opinions vary widely. However, this book is less concerned about defining past trauma, but more concerned with helping you learn ways of dealing with the problems it causes – therefore don’t feel that you will be held back if you can’t be certain that your experiences fit a particular definition.
         
 
         Despite the wide range of views about what ‘childhood trauma’ is, there is agreement on some general points. We know that harm suffered at the hands of others, particularly people we know, is more traumatic than natural disasters and accidents. It’s this ‘inter-personal’ harm (damage caused by someone on another person they know) which we will address in this book. As a rule of thumb, the more personal the hurt, the more traumatic it is. There is also a general agreement that trauma caused by others falls into three categories:
         
 
         
            ♦ Physical abuse or neglect.
 
            ♦ Emotional abuse or neglect.
 
            ♦ Sexual abuse.

         
 
         Some people are surprised to see that neglect is regarded as abusive but we now recognize that neglect can be just as harmful as more obvious, direct abuse and it can so easily go unnoticed. In the past people tended to think that sexual abuse was the most damaging sort of abuse but research has shown us that all three types are potentially traumatizing. Research even suggests that emotional abuse might be particularly damaging as it reduces a child’s self-confidence and sometimes even their sense of identity or self. Yet, it can be the most subtle form of abuse and not always easy to pin down. In some ways, talking about these distinctions can seem unnecessary as most victims of childhood trauma suffer a combination of abuses and neglect.
 
         2 What Problems Might it Cause?
 
         There is no specific problem which is linked with childhood trauma – studies show that a history of childhood abuse can simply make a person more vulnerable to psychological problems. This does not necessarily mean that if you’ve suffered childhood abuse you’ll develop psychological problems, but you might be more vulnerable. In the clinic where I work as a clinical psychologist, we commonly see survivors of childhood abuse who suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and who are troubled by vivid memories of their abuse, but we also see survivors who struggle with depression, or an eating disorder, or anxiety disorders, for example. The range of difficulties is wide, but the good news is that Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT) can help with each of these problems. CBT is a practical and popular psychotherapy which has a successful record of helping people in distress to transform their lives through reviewing the way they think and act. There are many books in the Overcoming series, all of which are based on CBT, which can help you address specific problems (see the Other Things that Might Help section at the end of this booklet).
         

         Despite the range of difficulties which survivors of childhood trauma face, there are some common issues and these tend to relate to:
         
 
         
            ♦ Thinking and feeling (our inner world);
 
            ♦ Ability to do things; and
 
            ♦ Getting on with others.

         
 
         Some of you might well feel OK about yourself, or feel confident enough to do the things you want to do, or you might get on well with others: that is not unusual as having a history of abuse does not necessarily sentence you to suffer and it would be wrong to assume that you will have problems as a result of earlier trauma. However, some of you might be struggling in some way and so we’ll look at these common issues, some of which might be all too familiar.
         
 
         
            
 Exercise:
            
 
            Note how many of these issues you can relate to
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         Our Inner World
 
         This refers to the way we think and feel. Traumatic experiences can leave you feeling more fearful or less hopeful than the average person. It can dent your self-esteem and even disrupt your sense of who you are. It is not unusual for survivors of trauma to feel vulnerable, worthless or unlovable, for example. Some are left with very powerful and upsetting emotions while, on the other hand, others feel numb and unable to feel things strongly.
         
 
         A particularly common and undermining aspect of a survivor’s inner world are traumatic memories. These can plague you with vivid recollections which feel almost like ‘reliving’ the trauma; they can be in the form of intrusive thoughts and images and they can occur as nightmares. Whatever form they take they are usually upsetting and, understandably, people often go to great lengths to avoid them. For example, a person might avoid revisiting a place which triggers the memories or use drugs, alcohol or food to keep them at bay. Some memories will have changed over time (as this is a normal process in memory) and the recollections might have become distorted in some way, while some memories will not have been laid down fully (another common occurrence during a traumatic experience) and so your recollection will be poor or fragmented – ‘bitty’. This lack of ability to get a real feel for your own history can be frustrating and also very disturbing but it does not have to stop you from working on the problems in your day-to-day life.
         
 
         Our Ability to Do Things
 
         Childhood trauma is often linked with poor self-confidence so survivors might struggle to create or make the most of opportunities for themselves. You might strive extra hard to be seen to be clever or kind or attractive in order to make up for not feeling good about yourself. Childhood trauma is also often linked to difficulties in calming and soothing yourself. Many people grow up able to manage their moods, reassure themselves and recover from setbacks and disappointments, but for survivors of childhood abuse it can be very difficult to control strong emotions and you may find that you look for other ways to comfort yourself as best you can – such as drinking, over-eating, over-working or even injuring yourself in an attempt to feel better. If you find that you do this, you are not alone and there are ways of overcoming this type of behaviour.
         
 
         Getting on with Others
 
         Our capacity to trust and ability to get across what we what to say assertively can be undermined by abuse or neglect, particularly if we are hurt by those who should have been caring towards us. If you have suffered childhood abuse, it is understandable if you find it difficult not to be worried about other people’s motives or if you anticipate being hurt or humiliated by others. Sometimes these feelings can be so strong that they cause quite extreme behaviour such as withdrawing socially and not really mixing with others, or having angry outbursts, or sabotaging relationships with friends, family or partners because it’s hard to trust. Recognizing that you are doing this is the first step in taking charge of your relationships and learning to make them more rewarding.
         
 
         3 Why Don’t the Problems Go Away?
 
         For many of us, problems become fixed or deep-rooted when we get caught up in maintaining cycles – in other words, patterns of behaviour or ways of thinking that fuel the problem. Our way of thinking about or responding to the problem can make it worse.
         
 
         
            
Exercise:
            
 
            As you read this section, ask yourself if you get caught up in any of these cycles
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         What We Do: Avoidance
 
         One of the most common maintaining cycles is avoidance:
 
         
            ♦ Alice was shy and unconfident so she kept away from social events – so she never learnt to be socially confident.
 
            ♦ Bradley had bad memories whenever he went near the apartment block where he was abused, so he always avoided that building and he never learnt that he could tolerate his memories and overcome them.
 
            ♦ Chiara felt miserable and hadn’t the energy to take part in her usual activities so she stayed at home rather than socializing or going to the gym or cinema – this only meant that her life became less rewarding, her mood worsened and she felt even more lethargic.
            

         
 
         There is a particular behaviour called a ‘safety-seeking behaviour’ which is very effective in keeping anxiety going. In this case an anxious person does something to help themselves feel safer – carrying a lucky charm, having a glass of wine to give them ‘Dutch courage’, following a ritual when leaving the house in order to feel protected from harm, or always using a supermarket trolley to prevent collapsing in the shop. None of these actually stops the feared event from happening but a person can start to believe that problems didn’t arise because of the lucky charm or the alcohol or the ritual or the support of a supermarket trolley, rather than realizing that she or he can actually cope. Therefore their anxieties do not ease and they can become worse.
         
 
         How We Think: Negative Thinking
 
         Another common cycle is negative thinking:
 
         
            ♦ Each time David achieved something he would dismiss it – ‘anyone could do that / it wasn’t such a great thing / I should do better’ – this meant that his low self-esteem never really improved.
 
            ♦ Eleanor was a nervous person and her thinking style mirrored this – ‘I feel light-headed – oh no I’m going to faint / I’m sure this is going to go terribly wrong and I’ll be a laughing stock!’ – her thoughts made her even more anxious and that fuelled further alarming thoughts so she was caught up in a vicious cycle of anxiety.
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“This booklet will prove an invaluable first step in overcoming
childhood trauma.’

Peter Cooper, Profesr of Psyoholoy, Universy o Reating
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