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Praise for it’s Not your fault





“Laura Connell has written a must-read for anyone who has suffered at the hands of a toxic family. It’s Not Your Fault brings together critical elements desperately needed for overcoming childhood shame, resulting addictions, and low self-esteem. Each chapter offers profound insight into some of the most common struggles faced by adult survivors.”


DR. SHERRIE CAMPBELL, clinical psychologist and author of Adult Survivors of Toxic Family Members


“There are millions of people out there who don’t realize that what keeps them in the vicious cycle of self-sabotage is the impact of growing up in a dysfunctional family. It’s Not Your Fault is a powerful book of knowledge and wisdom for those whose invisible childhood wounds are preventing them from living their best life. Coupling personal experience with scientific research, Laura does a beautiful job of explaining ‘the problem’ in an extremely digestible way. She gives the reader great hope by outlining a path to healing that is both tangible and achievable. This is a must-read for anyone who grew up in a dysfunctional family system… so, basically, everyone!”


ANDREA ASHLEY, host of the Adult Child podcast


“Laura’s book is a treasure chest of deep wisdom, empathy, and healing. For anyone that has put their life and dreams on hold as a result of living in a dysfunctional family; this book is for you. It’s Not Your Fault not only shows how to recognize and heal from trauma, but also how to reconnect to life again, ignite your inner light, give strength to your inner voice, and step back into the world as the treasure you were born to be.”


YASMIN KERKEZ, family relationship coach and co-founder of Family Support Resources


“Going through the pages of this book is a healing salve for anyone on a journey to find who they truly are after growing up in a dysfunctional environment. In It’s Not Your Fault, Laura Connell offers a clear and innovative blueprint to help the reader dissolve the hurt that keeps them in self-abandonment, reclaim healthy love, and embody their authenticity when they no longer abide by the expectations that were projected onto them in dysfunctional dynamics.”


XAVIER DAGBA, transformational coach and shadow integration facilitator


“With compassion and clarity, Laura has written a breathtaking guidebook on identifying and healing self-sabotage. It’s Not Your Fault is a shame-lifting read that will invite you you to meet yourself with the utmost care.”


ASHLEY BEAUDIN, self-sabotage and gentle business coach


“As a childhood trauma survivor, I wish I had read this book at the beginning of my healing journey. It is a powerful resource covering all aspects of trauma and recovery, and compassionately delivers practical tips for starting to heal yourself. As a trauma-informed coach, I highly recommend reading this book to anyone who wants to embark on a journey of self-discovery and recovery.”


MARISA SIM, trauma-informed life coach
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This book is for you, so you know you’re not alone.











“One day you will tell the story of how you overcame what you went through and it will be someone else’s survival guide.”


BRENÉ BROWN
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PREFACE


DO YOU BLAME YOURSELF for failing to reach your full potential in life, assuming it must be due to laziness, lack of willpower, or some other weakness on your part? Do you struggle with self-discipline and following through on all the things you want to do? Have you watched other people with fewer skills and credentials succeed, and wondered why you can’t achieve the same goals even though you’re smarter and more talented than they are? You can’t help feeling you hold yourself back but struggle to understand why. And it’s embarrassing because you’re convinced other people are wondering the same thing about you.


In spite of your wonderful qualities, you feel undervalued and unappreciated, as though your needs don’t matter. No matter how hard you try, you can’t seem to get those needs met, and, if you’re honest, you have trouble knowing exactly what it is you want anyway. Often, your thinking is muddled, and you walk around in a fog unable to see more than a few steps in front of you. It’s a feat to get through the day, never mind formulating a plan on how to move forward in life. You spend most of your time reacting and surviving rather than creating a life you love.


The structure and routine that others put in place to help them reach their goals and organize their lives eludes you. Even when you manage to escape the chaos and implement some order, the rote repetition of daily tasks feels crushingly boring. You don’t trust that consistency reaps reward because you’ve never seen it happen. So, you give up before you reach your goals and then chastise yourself for your weakness. Your inner critic runs the show no matter how many positive mantras you repeat to yourself because deep down you believe your critic is right.


Even though it’s maladaptive, your habit of getting in your own way is designed to protect you against the disappointment and rejection that felt like life or death when you were a child. For example, rather than following through on a project and risk failure, you feel compelled to abandon your goal. If you don’t finish, your subconscious mind reasons, no one can say you failed. This habit of abandoning yourself and what matters to you is called self-sabotage and it’s the reason you feel like you never get what you want.


If self-sabotage sounds familiar to you, this book will help you navigate your way to healing. You’ll show up for yourself in ways that build confidence and help you get the love, kindness, and respect you’ve always craved. You’ll develop rock-solid routines that motivate you to follow through on all your plans. You’ll lose the brain fog and gain clarity on who you are, what you want, your core values, likes, and dislikes.


I know because I’ve been where you are, spinning my wheels, falling short of my potential, and beating myself up about it every day. After studying the dynamics of dysfunctional families, I recognized unmet childhood needs as the source of my self-sabotage and unfulfilled dreams. I learned the secret to self-compassion and setting boundaries, and now I have a life where I’m on my own side instead of in my own way. I believe the same transformation is available to you and this book will provide you with the tools and knowledge to access it.










INTRODUCTION




“Find out who you are and do it on purpose.”


DOLLY PARTON





I grew up in a dysfunctional family system with emotional abuse and neglect where I learned to stay small, even invisible, and put others’ needs ahead of my own. As a result, I felt uncomfortable in my own skin, like there was something wrong with me, a fatal flaw. In high school, I discovered the power of alcohol to heal my feelings of discomfort and deficiency. My best friend gave me my first drink in her basement bar where her parents kept off-brand Bits and Bites alongside various bottles of alcohol. The first one-to-one concoction of orange juice and vodka replaced my isolation, discomfort, and shame with blissful oblivion. Suddenly, I said all the right things, met all the right people, and could show my feelings—and have them reciprocated.


I chased that feeling and looked forward to my next drink every day after that. As you can imagine, that dependence on alcohol led to a full-blown addiction in adulthood. Rather than drinking daily, I binged on weekends and suffered debilitating hangovers, along with regret from what I did and said the night before. After every drinking episode there were consequences I chose to ignore. My addiction worsened when I married someone who confirmed my belief there was something wrong with me. Near the end of our marriage, he would ask the accusatory question, “What’s wrong with you?” I now know a more helpful query would have been, “What happened to you?”


His criticism and emotional neglect felt like home to me, and I stayed married to him for more than ten years. When the marriage ended, I began a journey away from self-abandonment and, less than a year later, faced my alcoholism and entered a recovery program. I learned that alcohol abuse is more than drinking, and recovery is about getting honest and digging deep to understand yourself and acknowledge how your past impacts your behavior.


This has meant curbing my relentless doing and taking time to examine and know myself as a human being. The most important piece of this puzzle has been learning to rely on God for my affirmation and validation rather than others. Slowly, I learned to stop putting myself last and fight for my life because no one else was going to. I stopped trying to please family members who would only shame me, and I learned to distance myself from them instead.


I studied the dynamics of dysfunctional families and realized how mine and the one I married into would do anything to resist changing their unhealthy habits. That’s because toxic family systems are sustained by everyone staying in their roles. The one who has the courage and creative spirit to envision change is often scapegoated. The family would rather destroy the scapegoat than face the possibility that something needs to change.


It wasn’t until my thirties that I learned how to implement healthy boundaries, in my recovery program. Before that, I never felt entitled to say “no” to anyone. Now that I’m over fifty, I’ve learned to set limits to protect myself and stop saying “sorry” for things that aren’t my fault. The most important thing I’ve discovered is that others’ negative reactions to your boundaries is proof they are working, not a cue to take them down. Those people are the reason you need boundaries in the first place.


It’s not selfish to set boundaries or eliminate toxic people from your life, even if they’re your family. It might be the hardest thing you’ve ever done—but you’re worth it. You’ll find you get better the more you practice saying no, setting limits, and taking time for yourself. And you have to receive grace when you don’t do it perfectly. It’s hard work to look within to discover the hidden obstacles to living a life you love. They can’t be smoothed over by new habits or self-help mantras. They must be acknowledged, addressed, and challenged.


I had to investigate my past and how that impacted my behavior. My failure to stick with projects and so sabotage my own success had little to do with self-discipline and willpower. As you’ll see, it had everything to do with being conditioned to give up when my mother failed to take care of my emotional needs as an infant. That’s how far back this stuff can go.


And that’s how this book differs from many other resources out there on the subject. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from decades of therapy and self-exploration, it’s that behavior modification doesn’t work for everyone. Simply doing things differently while remaining the same inside might help for the short term, but it’s exhausting. The minute you rest from the relentless task of positive self-talk and “good vibes,” you fall right back into old patterns.


Once you decide to get serious about change and stop adjusting habits in the hope it will result in lasting transformation, you’ll begin living a life not by reaction but by design. It takes a tremendous amount of work, an internal excavation, and that’s why most people don’t do it. They want the quick fix and seven simple steps, and they’re disappointed when they never get where they want to be. But if you’re ready to do the work, you can create the life you desire, and, if you’re like me, it’s nothing fancy. You want an intentional life, a life you love that includes you in the list of people you serve. What would that feel like?










CHAPTER ONE BLIND SPOTS





“It is often the most spiritually healthy and advanced among us who are called on to suffer in ways more agonizing than anything experienced by the more ordinary.”


M. SCOTT PECK





IN THE INTRODUCTION, I mentioned I was conditioned to give up in the face of challenges. That conditioning began as early as infancy when my mother neglected to meet my emotional needs. In The Body Keeps the Score, author Bessel van der Kolk affirms that if you’ve been abused or neglected, you learn that nothing you do or say will bring the help you need. This conditions you to give up when faced with challenges later in life.


The psychiatrist goes on to say that if your caregivers ignore your needs or appear to resent your existence, you learn to anticipate rejection and emotional withdrawal. Pete Walker, author of Complex PTSD, refers to “negative noticing,” when children witness disdain instead of pleasure on their parents’ faces. If you’re like me, you’ve found it hard to relate to advice books that tell you all you need to do is think differently, adopt certain habits, or take a series of steps to get the results that have eluded you. You desperately want to believe success is that easy, and tweaking your habits may have worked for a while… but you always come back to your set point of self-sabotage.


For people from a supportive background and loving family, challenges feel good, like a normal part of the discomfort you must endure to move forward in life. They are not looking out for threats or wondering whether their needs will be met. They are relaxed and in a primed state to learn and take on challenges. For those of us who had a less-than-ideal journey to today, that same challenge feels like the rock of Sisyphus. The weight is so heavy we’re sure it will crush us, and that’s why we give up more easily.


In other words, it’s not your fault. The traumatized brain does not want to play and explore or see where things go. It wants concrete answers, it wants to get things over with, and it does not want to make mistakes. Psychologist Jacob Ham calls this survival brain versus learning brain. He says “learning brain” is open to new information, comfortable with ambiguity, and sees the big picture. People with learning brain feel calm, peaceful, excited, playful, and curious about what they’re going to learn. They’re not concerned about making mistakes because they know that’s part of the learning process. In fact, they’re not really thinking about themselves at all and feel confident they’ll apply themselves well enough to understand what they’re about to learn.


People with “survival brain,” on the other hand, are hyper-focused on threat. They can’t tolerate ambiguity, want clear answers, and think in black-and-white terms. Survival brain makes people feel panicky, obsessive, and afraid of getting things wrong. As a result, they do not feel calm and open to learning new things and want to end the ordeal as quickly as possible. They are afraid of looking stupid if they make a mistake and are filled with self-doubt about their own ability to understand new concepts.


Dr. Ham’s explanation helped me understand why I never felt safe unless I controlled every outcome. It explained why I had trouble accessing my playful side and why exploration and uncertainty produced unbearable stress instead of curiosity in me. It told me why I found it so hard to tolerate works in progress and could never relax until all the loose ends were tied up. It showed me why I was such a stickler for doing things the “right” way with no room for ambiguity or gray areas. My need to be right had cost me dearly in relationships and caused a rift with my adult children that lasted months.


If you’ve read books or articles on why you give up easily, you may have learned some version of “You’re weak, you lack discipline,” or “You need to believe in yourself more.” What Dr. Ham shows us is that it’s likely you’re stronger than most. It’s just that all your resources have gone into survival and there’s little left over for less life-threatening challenges. Based on the household stressors you may have endured in childhood, many people we consider successful would wither in the face of what you’ve had to go through.


Even if your home was safe, your parents may have never encouraged you to persevere in the face of challenges. They let you quit whenever you wanted, so you learned if you don’t like something you can stop doing it. You, my friend, have also been conditioned to give up easily. While it’s sometimes wise to drop things we don’t enjoy, it’s also important to fulfill commitments and push through the unpleasant middle to obtain the end reward.


If you were raised without routines, it might be hard to understand how important they are to your success. You might wonder what’s the point of making the bed when I’m only going to get in it again, or rail against the crushing boredom of standing at the kitchen counter preparing lunch for the next day. Such blind spots hold us back in ways our conscious minds find difficult to comprehend. I used to judge my work colleagues who packed lunch every day as dull drones. In reality, they were probably emulating the success-making habits of their attentive parents.


In addition to my haphazard eating schedule, I used to stay up until two or three in the morning, making me chronically tired and sleep-deprived the next day. This form of self-sabotage continued until my healing journey began in my late thirties. I never understood why I couldn’t go to sleep at a normal time like other people and berated myself for repeating the same harmful pattern night after night. Now I know lack of encouragement from your parents can make it harder to switch off at night. Since you rarely received the pat on the back to indicate a job well done, you feel like you’re never finished and there’s more you could be doing (even if you’re not doing it).


Do you resist going to bed at a reasonable hour even when you’re tired? Cue the self-sabotage of late-night Netflix bingeing, Internet scrolling, and insufficient sleep. By implementing the tools you’ll learn in this book, you can reassure your inner child she’s done well today. You’ll give yourself permission to “power down” for the night and feel satisfied you’ve done enough and you are enough.


Perhaps, instead, you grew up in a home where one or more parents ruled like a tyrant. Unlike the child without rules, you could barely breathe without being told to do so. It would seem logical that routine would come easier to you. But since you were pummeled with rules that made no sense, that’s not the case. You’re more likely to rebel against structure once you go out on your own because rules only served to oppress you in the past.


Both negligent and tyrannical parenting styles fail to help children develop the disciplines essential to success. As a result, the child grows up without realizing the importance of mundane tasks to overall life satisfaction and may not take steps to cultivate them. If you grew up in such a family, where no one taught you to establish healthy routines, developing them becomes an effective way to nurture yourself. They comfort by providing a rhythm you can count on.


Parents in healthy families teach their children the value of routines so they become ingrained in them and help them succeed in life. Because much of what paves the road to success is mundane, repetitive stuff, consistency is important—and it can be boring. But it’s how we keep promises to ourselves and show ourselves we’re worth the effort. Shifting your mindset to one that views routine as nurturing your inner child rather than mindless tedium will create lasting change and progress toward your goals. You’ll no longer be held back or ruled by your temptations, and you’ll stop making decisions based on how you feel in the moment.


Caring for yourself like a good parent means encouraging yourself to stay consistent even when it doesn’t feel good. We sometimes have to do the opposite of what we feel when developing routines. That’s not the same as being mean to yourself but a way of taking care of yourself to ensure long-term success and growth. When we say no to things that are bad for us, we gain strength and become a force for good in the world.


Routines like eating and sleeping at the same times bring comfort through their reliability. They reduce the number of decisions you have to make during the day. Decision fatigue is real and increases with each new decision you have to make, and studies show that as the day goes on, we make more impulsive decisions. When you know ahead of time what to expect (by having a sleeping and eating schedule, for example) you have one less thing to decide on. Without the routines in place that help us know when things are going to happen, we put ourselves in the position of making rash decisions at times when it is in our worst interest to do so.


Those times include later in the day (since decision fatigue gets worse as the day goes on) and when we’re hungry (say, planning what to make for dinner). Decision-making in the moment leads to poor decisions or no decision at all. This, in turn, leads to disappointment in ourselves as we perpetuate the cycle of letting ourselves down. Simple, “boring” routines will help reduce the number of choices you have to make throughout the day. No more exhaustion from decision fatigue and you can spend that energy moving toward your goals.


Here are some areas to consider incorporating healthy routines in your life:


Focus on fitness: Moving your body for thirty minutes or so a day releases feel-good chemicals and sets you up for future health and a longer, better-quality life. It can give you clarity on issues that plague your mind and provide a balm for overthinking. If you’ve ever gone for a walk and experienced relief from the hamster wheel of thoughts in your head, you know what I mean. There’s evidence walking can have a positive impact on trauma responses by alternately stimulating your right and left brain in the same way eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR) treatments work to relieve trauma in the body.


Minimize device time: Rather than looking at your phone several times throughout the day, set aside certain times to check e-mail and social media. For example, I check my e-mail in the morning, midday, and again in the evening and, for social media, once or twice a day. Decide how much time you want to devote to social media per day, then divide that time between your platforms and set your timer accordingly. Allowing yourself to react to every ping that comes through takes a toll on your nervous system, which increases anxiety, and prevents the focus needed to complete tasks.


Maintain a healthy diet: Eating wholesome meals at the same time every day will add years to your life. Preparing meals might feel boring at first but is an important form of self-care. Taking time to do meal prep on the weekend can pay dividends during the week when you’re more likely to give in and order fast food. If you work away from home, taking a few minutes to pack your lunch the night before will increase your financial as well as physical health because take-out meals are high in both dollars and empty calories. Keeping these promises to yourself will increase your self-worth, which, in turn, will decrease your tendency to self-sabotage.


Don’t (always) trust your feelings: Caring for yourself like a good parent means encouraging yourself to stick to a routine even when it doesn’t feel good. We sometimes have to do the opposite of what we feel when developing healthy routines. For example, do you tend to isolate when you’re feeling down? That’s when it’s time to pick up the phone and call someone, even when it might be the last thing you want to do. The trick is to make sure it’s someone you trust with your feelings, not someone who will make you feel more misunderstood and alone. If you don’t currently have someone like that in your life, you may want to seek out the help of a coach or counselor.


Be kind to yourself: If you grew up in a toxic family, it’s especially easy to fall into the trap of chastising yourself when you don’t do things perfectly. As you learn to develop healthy routines, forgive yourself when you slip or fall into old habits. Sometimes, you can glean good information from these so-called failures. We’ll talk more about this later in Chapter 6.


Journal: It can help to take a written inventory at the end of each day and even throughout the day. What happened before you backslid that triggered you? Write it down and see if you can find patterns. Encourage yourself to try again, reward yourself for progress not perfection, and congratulate yourself for having the courage to change. It takes more than behavior modification or following a few steps to overcome a lifetime of imprinting. Obstacles to success are often subconscious blind spots and the first key is to acknowledge these true barriers to getting what you want.










CHAPTER TWO ATTACHMENT STYLES





“A securely attached child will store an internal working model of a responsive, loving, reliable caregiver, and of a self that is worthy of love and attention and will bring these assumptions to bear on all other relationships.”


JOHN BOWLBY





ONE OF THE SUBCONSCIOUS BARRIERS to getting what you want, especially in relationships, is your attachment style. Psychoanalyst John Bowlby developed the theory of attachment to help explain why infants became so distressed when separated from their parents. Bowlby confirmed these responses as normal because of the child’s total dependence on the parent or caregiver for its very survival. As long as the caregiver is nearby, the child feels confident to branch out to play and explore and will return intermittently to the safety of the caregiver. If the caregiver is not near, the child experiences none of this confidence and freedom to wander and play and remains in a state of distress.


It’s important to note the necessary nearness for the child to feel safe is not only physical but psychological. In fact, the psychological component is most important. If the parent is physically available but ignores the child’s needs, the child will feel unsafe and insecure. Instead of sociable and relaxed, the child will feel anxious and preoccupied with searching for the parent or keeping herself safe.


Bowlby’s colleague Mary Ainsworth performed an experiment that separated babies from mothers for a short time. They came up with three main categories of attachment based on how babies responded to their mothers leaving and then being reunited with them. Babies who were upset at the parent leaving but were easily comforted upon their return were labeled “secure.” Babies who became extremely distressed when parents left and were not easily comforted when parents came back were labeled “anxious.” Those who didn’t seem distressed when parents left and who actively avoided contact once the parent returned were labeled “avoidant.”




Secure Attachment


About 60 percent of babies were secure in their attachment and the responses of the babies correlated to relationship patterns in the home. The secure children had parents who were responsive to their needs. The anxious and avoidant children had parents who didn’t respond to their needs or were inconsistent in their care.


Unfortunately for some of us, what happened in the past doesn’t stay in the past. Attachment follows us into adulthood and affects the way we relate to others and the world. This will have a dramatic impact on our relationships. It’s common sense that people with secure attachment would feel confident that their partner will meet their needs. They find it easy to depend on others and be there for others when needed.


These lucky people will tend to seek out others who share their secure attachment. If they meet someone who is emotionally cut off, they won’t clamor to try to win their love. These people feel inherently deserving of love and affection because they received it from their parents or caregivers. Securely attached people have been gifted with skills from the previous generation on how to navigate relationships collaboratively rather than combatively.


If someone turns on them with rage or accuses them, they won’t tolerate it because it doesn’t feel right to them. They will be more adept at seeing those “red flags” and avoid getting too involved with someone who demonstrates these qualities. It’s no surprise these types report enjoying longer-term and more trusting relationships. They’ve been primed since infancy to do so. These people have higher self-esteem and seek out social connections rather than preferring to be alone.


It stands to reason they will not devote a lot of time to relationships that are not healthy or beneficial to their well-being. This would not feel like “home” to them. Securely attached people believe love is enduring and they are worthy of it. It does not feel elusive or smothering. As a result, women with secure attachment report feeling happier with their romantic relationships than women with insecure attachments.


It’s easy to see how difficulty in relationships can be attributed to attachment “style.” If you were not aware of your attachment style, how could you have prevented it from sabotaging your relationships? Many of us have trouble understanding why our relationships have failed. It turns out the actions of our caregivers when we were infants had much to do with our inability to relate to others. How could we be blamed for something that altered us when we were still in the cradle?


A simple way to determine your attachment style is by choosing a paragraph below that you most closely relate to:




	I am somewhat uncomfortable being close to others; I find it difficult to trust them completely, difficult to allow myself to depend on them. I am nervous when anyone gets too close, and often, others want me to be more intimate than I feel comfortable being.


	I find it relatively easy to get close to others and am comfortable depending on them and having them depend on me. I don’t worry about being abandoned or about someone getting too close to me.


	I find that others are reluctant to get as close as I would like. I often worry that my partner doesn’t really love me or won’t want to stay with me. I want to get very close to my partner, and this sometimes scares people away.





If you answered 1, you display characteristics of an avoidant attachment style; 2 correlates to secure attachment; and 3 denotes an anxious attachment style. Because we gravitate to relationships that look like those with our primary caregivers, we have adopted a set of beliefs around what to expect from people and from the world. So, if we expect not to have our needs met, we’ll seek out people who meet that expectation. If you’re lucky enough to be securely attached, you’ll gravitate to partners who are willing to take care of your needs and be interdependent with you. Some hallmarks of a securely attached person:




	Comfortable in a warm loving relationship


	Able to depend on others and have others depend on them


	Does not take a partner’s or friend’s need for space personally, and enjoys closeness


	Trusting, empathetic, forgiving, and tolerant of differences; shares feelings easily


	Communicates openly and honestly about emotions and does not avoid conflict


	Responsive to partner’s or friend’s needs


	Good emotional regulation; does not get upset easily over relationship issues


	Wants to resolve and forgive past issues and learn from them





In the following sections, we’ll take an in-depth look at insecure attachment styles. These include the anxious and avoidant styles already mentioned and a third, less common, insecure style that impacts about 5 percent of the population. This style, called disorganized or fearful avoidant, displays both anxious and avoidant traits and results when fear has been the primary feeling toward the caregiver. This happens in cases where parents have suffered addictions and/or inflicted severe forms of abuse and neglect.








Anxious Attachment


A friend of mine began referring to the man she had been dating a few weeks as “the love of her life.” By that time, she had already started taking care of his toddler daughter while he spent time with other people. When he ended their brief relationship after less than three months, she had to take two personal days off work to recover from her devastation. Many would question bestowing someone with “forever” status at such an early stage, not to mention babysitting his young child while he went off to play with his friends. To my friend, however, that behavior was part of a recurring relationship pattern.


Anxiously attached people will report falling in love over and over rather than sustaining one long-term love relationship. They need constant affirmation that they are loved and cared for. Their neediness feels suffocating to others and pushes them away, repeating the destructive cycle and making them feel as though their needs are unmet yet again. This results in frequent breakups, which leave them almost inconsolable. They are often terrified of being alone even for short times and have an insatiable need for closeness and intimacy. They might get labeled as overly emotional.


Anxious attachment will make someone feel insecure in their relationship and they will be quickly frustrated if needs are not met. They appear clingy and needy and end up repelling their partners, the opposite of their heart’s desire. Here are the hallmarks of anxious attachment style:




	Insecure in relationships and constantly worried about being rejected or abandoned


	Needs constant reassurance and wants to merge with partner, which scares the person away


	
Low self-esteem but thinks highly of others


	Obsesses over relationship issues and appears clingy and desperate


	Overly sensitive to partner’s actions and moods and takes their behavior personally


	Highly emotional and argumentative, controlling, and has poor boundaries


	Stirs up conflict rather than communicating in a healthy way





Anxious attachment is one outcome of inconsistent parenting. The child never knows whether the parent will be supportive or unavailable, so she becomes confused about the relationship and never knows what to expect. Another reason for anxious attachment is the parent using the child to fulfill her own need for emotional contentment rather than seeking to be there for the child. She appears to be overprotective but uses the child to increase her own image as an ideal parent. Separation in early childhood from a parent or caregiver can also contribute to development of an anxious attachment style, say, if the mother became sick and had to spend time in the hospital.


Unlike the avoidant, an anxiously attached person is highly dependent on others and needs the presence of a loved one to feel okay. She can rarely relax because of the constant worry of abandonment. Though she is sensitive and in tune with her partner’s emotional needs, she often gravitates to avoidant partners. When this person fails to meet her needs, she’ll blame herself and take it as proof of her unworthiness.


She might make up a fantasy of a stable relationship and ignore all indications that things aren’t right and then get blindsided when the relationship ends despite all the warning signs. Even if someone all but ignores her, she believes he is the one who will solve all her problems. She believes he will make her life perfect if only she can uncover the “real” him. She believes that once he sees the light, he will understand they were meant for each other, and she can finally feel complete.


As in childhood, she may carry the erroneous belief that if she gives more and needs less, she will win him over. Unlike the avoidant who asserts her independence in a relationship, the anxious person will give up all her needs to take care of the other person’s desires. Her constant fear of abandonment results in jealousy, clinginess, and an inability to simply enjoy her partner’s company, explore, and grow in the relationship.


If you see yourself or someone you love in this description, there is hope. Sometimes, change will happen as a result of being in relationship with a securely attached person. They will show you love and emotional closeness and provide the security you require in a relationship.


Whether or not you find such a partner, you will likely need to do some work. Pay attention to how you interact with your relationship partner and your emotions as they come up in response to feeling insecure in the relationship.


Talk to others besides your partner about your feelings. Whether a friend, family member, or therapist, practice relying on people other than your partner to help you regulate your emotions. Notice when you are talking at someone rather than connecting with them in conversation. Connection is a two-way street and if you talk to someone you should give them a chance to reciprocate. Otherwise, they will see you as caring only about your own needs. This will cause them to pull away, further harming your sense of security.


Forgive yourself for the ways you learned to cope when your parents weren’t there for you. You kept yourself safe by controlling and worrying when your needs went unmet as a child. But now you can let go of those coping mechanisms and find healthier ways to express your needs. Seek out securely attached partners and be open and honest about what you need. Let them know if you want them to check in with you and that separation is hard for you, so you need to know when you’ll come together again.


By the same token, let go of relationships with insecurely attached people as this will only exacerbate your pain and make growth difficult, if not impossible. Although the prospect of being alone can be terrifying, it’s a pain that’s worthwhile to face and overcome. When you face this fear, you’ll find being alone less painful than being with someone who stirs up your insecurities and leaves you feeling anxious. You might decide to take a certain amount of time away from romantic relationships while you work on nurturing yourself.


Relationships are important to you and that’s a good thing. However, it’s necessary to have balance in your life by developing your own interests, friendships, and support groups outside your romantic partnership. Then when a relationship does come along, you won’t be so quick to give up everything for another person. Develop self-validation rather than seek approval from outside sources. This means learning how to connect authentically with your feelings and needs, then finding ways to meet those needs yourself rather than relying on a partner to meet them for you.
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