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Preface

HELPING PEOPLE HEAL FROM THEIR emotionally immature parents, create healthier relationships, and live an authentic life is a mission that’s near and dear to my heart. I was once (and I still am) a son who is healing from my childhood wounds and working on my relationship with my parents. I understand and have felt the loneliness, confusion, frustration, anger, resentment, sadness, burden, guilt, and shame of growing up with emotionally immature parents. It was a painful experience. I wished there was an adult who could’ve been there for me and guided me through those challenging years. I wished I hadn’t had to grow up so soon, play the parent for my parents, survive through the chaos, or deal with adult issues that I wasn’t equipped to deal with.

For the past ten years I’ve been on a journey of self-discovery and healing. I’m immensely grateful for the guides, the teachers, the mentors, the therapists, the doctors, the coaches, and the supportive friends and family who have taught me so much along the way. I wouldn’t be here today without them. Now I focus on being that guiding support that I didn’t have when I was younger. As a certified life coach with a background in psychiatric care, I provide coaching, courses, and virtual events in the aim of being that change for others. I want to help others learn that they can overcome their challenges and live an emotionally fulfilling life. So, let’s get healing.






Introduction

WERE YOU TAUGHT AS A child to keep your emotions bottled up? Do you struggle to recall a time when your parent apologized for something they did or said that hurt you? Growing up, did you often find yourself stuck in a role—caretaker, peacemaker, rebel—that you didn’t choose for yourself? If so, you might have been a child raised by an emotionally immature parent. An emotionally immature parent is one who has limited capacities for emotional intimacy, empathy, self-reflection, and emotional regulation. Growing up with an emotionally immature parent, you may have felt lonely and unseen, and these experiences can still affect you today. Maybe you continue the cycle of avoiding emotions in intimate connections or feel shame in just thinking about taking care of yourself.

In order to fully enjoy the present in your current relationships, experience a deep sense of self-worth and belonging, and create a happier future, it is essential to heal from your experiences with an emotionally immature parent. Emotionally Immature Parents: A Recovery Workbook for Adult Children is your guide to this healing. Here, you will discover a greater understanding of your emotionally immature parent(s), validation for your past and current experiences, and actionable steps to recovery.

In Part 1, you will find out more about what it means to be emotionally immature and the signs of an emotionally immature parent. You will dig deeper into the ways you were impacted as a child—and how those effects show up today. You will also take the first steps toward healing by learning about the importance of boundaries and mindful practices like meditation. Then, in Parts 2 and 3, you will follow over seventy interactive activities to help you accept the past, embrace the present, and manifest a joyful future. You’ll:


	Become a curious detective of your childhood experiences.

	Express the difficult feelings.

	Let go of self-defeating beliefs.

	
Ask for what you want and need.

	Build safe and respectful connections.

	And so much more.



As you journey through this workbook, you will be able to see your parent more objectively in order to have more enjoyable interactions or make the decision to limit contact, depending on what is best for you. You will learn how to love yourself just as you are and become emotionally mature by accessing, regulating, and expressing your true feelings—bringing you closer in your most intimate relationships. As you take these steps in healing, go slowly, and give each activity the time and attention it calls for. Be patient with the journey and with yourself. Let’s begin…







PART 1 RECOGNIZING EMOTIONALLY IMMATURE PARENTS AND THEIR EFFECTS








Why is it that you feel unsatisfied after a conversation with your father? Why do you often feel like you and your mother are one person rather than two unique individuals? In this part, you will find the answers to these questions and more. You’ll explore emotional immaturity and the characteristics of an emotionally immature parent. You’ll also reflect on the emotional difficulties of growing up with an emotionally immature parent as well as the more long-term effects these experiences can have on your adult emotions and relationships. Then you’ll take the first steps toward healing by discovering the importance of healthy boundaries and what they look like, how self-awareness opens the door to change, and what kinds of self-awareness practices you will find in Parts 2 and 3. You’ll start doing the inner work that will continue throughout this book.

Having a deeper understanding about your parent, yourself, your childhood experiences, and the challenges that you face today, in addition to the self-awareness tools that will help you grow and heal, will give you greater power and freedom in how you navigate difficult interactions in the future. With this knowledge, you can begin cultivating the healthy relationships you deserve.






CHAPTER 1 Understanding Emotionally Immature Parents


Emotional immaturity encompasses several traits, including low emotional intelligence and resilience, poor emotional recognition and regulation, lack of capacity for empathy, differing degrees of self-centeredness with limited self-reflection, a discomfort and fear of experiencing emotions, discomfort with others expressing their genuine emotions, and an inability to communicate and express emotions. In this chapter, you will learn more about what it looks like when a parent is emotionally immature, from a deeper look into these traits to how they may show up in real life. You will then explore how these traits affected your childhood experiences. Though a parent may be trying their best, the limitations of emotional immaturity prevent them from being able to be emotionally intimate with their children. For example, they may struggle to pick up on when their child is upset and relate to those upset feelings. In reflecting on the past, you can uncover insight into which limitations may have affected your relationship with your parent more than others and what limitations you might not have recognized as such previously.


What Is Emotional Maturity?

Before getting into the characteristics of an emotionally immature parent and how they impacted you as a child, it’s important to first understand what it looks like when a person has emotional maturity. This person is comfortable with experiencing their own emotions. They are able to monitor, assess, and regulate how they’re feeling and also recognize, monitor, assess, and help others regulate how they’re feeling. They are interested in others’ feelings and allow others to express these feelings. They’re capable of empathy and taking on someone else’s perspective, and they feel called to help and support others in building a deeper social and emotional connection.

An emotionally mature person has a solid sense of their identity and uses internal resources like self-love, self-acceptance, and self-encouragement to feel safe and secure within themselves. They seek emotional intimacy and depth in their relationships. They want to genuinely relate with others, get to know them, and understand them for who they are. Others feel safe, seen, appreciated, respected, and cared for when around them.

While an emotionally immature parent has the characteristics highlighted in the next section, an emotionally mature parent sits at the other end of the spectrum. Of course, even an emotionally mature parent may slip up and be reactive from time to time and in certain situations. No one is perfect. The difference is that they will self-reflect, take ownership for their behavior, listen to how their actions might’ve made you feel, try to be better next time, and apologize and make amends if necessary.




Characteristics of an Emotionally Immature Parent

Though you likely weren’t aware as a child, there are names for the behaviors you noticed in your parent when you were growing up. The following is a list of the primary characteristics of an emotionally immature parent, including details about how these traits can show up in real-life situations. You can add a check mark next to the traits that most reflect your experiences growing up.


	
Self-centeredness. They aren’t interested in your inner experiences, your interests, your struggles, and your life. Conversations always lead back to them. The relationship feels very one-sided, draining, and unsatisfying.

	
Lack of empathy and understanding. Their self-centeredness, their discomfort and fear in feeling their own feelings, and their inability to tune into their emotions makes it impossible for them to be there for you on an emotional level. You can’t give what you don’t have, and they don’t have the capacity to truly understand how you are feeling. This creates dissatisfying, superficial, and frustrating interactions where you feel like they don’t care about you or even know who you really are.

	
Lack of self-awareness and self-reflection. They are unaware of, and have little interest in examining, their inner world of thoughts, feelings, perspectives, and beliefs. They do not reflect on how their behaviors and what they say affect others. Their lack of self-reflection can make it hard for them to learn from their mistakes and make the necessary changes and adjustments to improve their relationships with themselves and others.

	
Intense and reactive emotions. They express outbursts of emotions with a lack of self-control. These outbursts can feel very unexpected to those around them.

	
Impulsiveness and insensitivity. It’s difficult for them to think before speaking or acting, especially when they’re experiencing charged emotions or strong opinions. They can even pride themselves on speaking their mind without thinking about how it affects others. If they’re called out for saying something hurtful, they’ll dismiss it, make excuses, or call you sensitive and emotional.

	
Discomfort with experiencing their own genuine emotions. They are uncomfortable and even afraid of experiencing their emotions. They unconsciously feel ashamed and bad for feeling certain emotions like anger and sadness.

	
Discomfort with other people’s emotions and emotional needs. Since they’re unable to get in touch with their own feelings and are uncomfortable even trying, they lack interest in listening to you talk about your emotions, and they are unable to provide you with emotional support in your times of need.

	
Low stress tolerance. They aren’t skilled in coping with stress. They can easily get overwhelmed, shut down, avoid issues, or take a passive-aggressive approach to dealing with problems. They rely on others to manage their stress levels; others are there to rescue and save them from their stress, and if they’re unavailable or unable to, they’re seen as abandoners.

	
Rigid black-and-white thinking. It’s either their way or the highway. Their opinions are always right, and they’re unwilling to hear your opinion. Or, if they do hear it, they’re unwilling to learn and see from your perspective. They struggle with the concept of “let’s agree to disagree.”

	
Unspoken expectations and use of phrases like, “If you really love me…” They expect others to read their minds and give them what they want and need instead of directly asking for what they want and need. It can get extra confusing when they sometimes don’t even know what it is that they need, but they still have the unspoken expectation for others around them of, “If you really love me, you will give me what I need and make me feel good even though I don’t know what I need right now.”

	
Nonassertive (defensive, passive-aggressive, passive) patterns of dealing with issues. They fear conflicts and confrontations, possibly because they themselves grew up in a volatile, emotionally cold, and unsafe environment. As a child, they likely witnessed conflicts turn into loud, possibly physical fights.

	
Inability or refusal to apologize and make amends. Since they lack self-reflection, they don’t think about their part in relationship issues. They cannot stand making a mistake or admitting to being wrong because they want to avoid experiencing shame. For them, owning a mistake means that they’re a bad person rather than that what they did was bad and a lesson in what to change in the future. They expect others to always apologize and make amends.

	
Self-esteem dependent on getting what they want. When they want something from you, they want it now. They’ll feel good about themselves and about you if you can help them, but if you can’t, they’ll feel even more upset and take it personally. Once again, they see others as either rescuers or abandoners.

	
Lack of a sense of own identity. Because they lack self-awareness and thus personal development, they do not have a firm sense of their own identity, desires, interests, and needs. Instead, they’re constantly requiring others to validate and approve of them, make choices for them, and save them (or they assume the identity of savior for someone else).

	
Rigid family roles. They believe that everyone in the family plays a specific role with specific expectations and behaviors. Everything is standardized as either good or bad, and there’s a right way of doing things and a wrong way of doing things. Differences and individuality are not allowed. There’s an enforced blind obedience to the authority figures of the house.

	
Patterns of codependency and enmeshment. Since they see others as either saving them or abandoning them, there’s a lack of responsibility for them to take care of themselves. They rely on others to always take care of them at the drop of a dime. They see relationships with others as an enmeshment of similar thoughts, opinions, desires, and feelings. There is no interest in or respect for differences.

	
Poor boundaries and difficulty respecting other people’s boundaries. Their self-worth is based on how much they neglect or sacrifice themselves to take care of others and/or how much others neglect or sacrifice themselves for them. Thus, a relationship with an emotionally immature parent feels consuming. It impedes on the time, energy, and interests you have with your other relationships, hobbies, and even career. The parent can have poor boundaries and struggle with saying no, asking for help, and/or respecting when you say no.



What stands out to you as you read through this list? What memories come up? Are there any patterns you notice—any traits that you think may be linked, based on your own childhood experiences? As you move through this workbook, you can return to this list and any notes you took as a reminder of what resonated with you.


Differing Dynamics

It’s important to note that every family is unique and there will be different emotional dynamics within families. You might have grown up with two parents who were emotionally immature and in a relationship or one parent who was emotionally immature while the other parent in the relationship was emotionally mature. Maybe you lived with a single parent who was emotionally immature, or you took turns living with separated parents who were both emotionally immature. Maybe you switch off weeks or weekends with an emotionally mature parent and an emotionally immature parent. Or you might’ve had a stepparent who was emotionally immature. Your own family dynamics will play into what resonates with you in this book as well as the activities you find helpful to your healing.






Childhood Experiences with an Emotionally Immature Parent

As a child, you are affected by the things your parents do and say—and this is no different when you have an emotionally immature parent. In this section, you will learn about the different emotional difficulties and relationship problems that can occur when growing up as the child of an emotionally immature parent. Notice what resonates strongly with you as you continue reading.


Emotional Difficulties

Your relationship with your parent is one of the most important relationships that you have early on in your development. If you didn’t have an intimate relationship with your parent and they were unable to show consistent empathy toward you, then you likely experienced a deep emotional loneliness in childhood.

As a child, you couldn’t identify the source of this confusing and often painful experience. You simply didn’t have the adult knowledge that is necessary to really see things for how they were: toxic and not your fault. Children are egocentric, making sense of the world based on themselves being the center of attention. This isn’t inherently bad, but it does make it likely that you internalized your parent’s words and behaviors as being your fault. You might’ve believed that there was something wrong with you and that’s why your parent was unhappy, emotionally unavailable, angry, etc. You might’ve learned that you shouldn’t have needs or express your true feelings to your parent because they’d get upset or reject you. Perhaps you learned that you were only a good child when you could make them happy and take care of their needs—that only then were you worthy of their attention, praise, and soothing. This is how a few key emotions, including toxic shame and fear, come into play.





TOXIC SHAME

Toxic shame is the feeling that you are inherently bad, defective, and unworthy of love and belonging. It’s often called the master emotion because you can shape your identity around it, losing connection with your true, authentic self and becoming a shame-based person. It’s also called the master emotion because you can feel painfully ashamed for experiencing certain emotions, like anger, sadness, excitement, guilt, and fear, or even having certain thoughts, like fantasies, made-up conversations of what you want to say, and wild ideas. Toxic shame can be passed down from generation to generation. Your parent might be a shame-based adult because their parent(s) was/were—and so on up your ancestral line.




FEAR

For many children, there is little as terrifying as not having your parent on your side. Their love, affection, attention, approval, validation, praise, and empathy is what makes you feel safe and like you belong. It makes sense that you would do anything to receive these things from them, even if it meant sacrificing your true, authentic self—your genuine thoughts, feelings, and needs.

It can also feel scary as a child to even consider that your guardian is an emotionally immature adult who might not be capable of providing you with love, safety, and empathy. In your eyes as a child, your parent might’ve been a god or goddess, king or queen—your ultimate role model who knows everything and rarely, if ever, makes a mistake. It is understandable that you would view them this way; after all, they are your sole means of survival until you become an adult, and most parents will present themselves as knowing more than you—why would you doubt them? Instead, it was likely easier to believe that there was something wrong with you and that’s why your parent wasn’t loving you, paying attention to you, and caring about you.

This is where the fear of abandonment, rejection, punishment, and not being worthy of love took root for many children of an emotionally immature parent. These fears may have become major motivators in how you acted, what you said, and the confusing and heavy emotions that you experienced as a child. These fears will come up again in the next chapter as you learn more about how the emotional difficulties you had as a child of an emotionally immature parent may have carried over into your adult life.





False Family Roles

The volatile, insecure, and emotionally lonely environment typical of a child of an emotionally immature parent discourages you from developing and connecting with your true, authentic self. Instead, you chase after intimate connection with your parent, who is lacking the capability for empathy and unconditional love.

You might’ve been trained to conform to rigid expectations or “false family roles” (called “false” because these identities you had to take on are not true to who you really are) in this quest for love and validation. Whether these roles were created in your family out of generational toxic shame or patriarchal norms or other beliefs, they allow predictability so an emotionally immature parent does not have to experience their discomfort surrounding emotional expression.

Certain roles also allow a parent’s toxic shame and problems like addictions, abuse, infidelity, punishment, and neglect to continue and remain unaddressed. For example, instead of both parents learning how to navigate through their differences and perhaps seeking marital counseling, their children play peacemaker and caregiver to temporarily “solve” the problem for them—until it repeats itself again and again.

Common false roles children of an emotionally immature parent are taught to play include:


	
High achiever: Constantly seeks success and validation through accomplishments, often to gain approval or avoid criticism.

	
Hero: Takes on excessive responsibility and strives for perfection to bring a sense of control and stability to their environment.

	
Sensitive one: Is highly attuned to the emotions of others and takes on their pain, often at the expense of their own well-being.

	
Caregiver: Takes on the responsibility of nurturing and supporting others, often at the expense of their own needs and personal growth.

	
Peacemaker: Tries to maintain harmony in the family by mediating conflicts and suppressing their own emotions.

	
The lost child: Withdraws and becomes invisible to avoid conflict, seeking solace in solitude and daydreaming.

	
Scapegoat: Is blamed for the family’s problems and dysfunction, often acting out in negative ways to draw attention away from the real issues.

	
Good boy/good girl: Aims to please others by always following rules, meeting expectations, and avoiding conflict.

	
The mascot: Uses humor or playfulness to deflect pain and create a sense of relief from family tension.

	
Rebel: Actively resists authority, challenges norms, and engages in risky behavior as a way to assert independence or deflect attention from deeper issues.

	
Black sheep: Feels out of place or disconnected from the family, often embracing unconventional or controversial beliefs or behaviors.

	
The angry one: Frequently displays anger or aggression to cope with underlying emotional pain or frustration.

	
Mom’s confidant: Is closely bonded with their mother, sharing secrets and issues, potentially blurring boundaries and affecting independent relationships.

	
Mom’s/Dad’s little angel: Is viewed as perfect and unblemished by a parent, often leading to unrealistic expectations and a fear of failure.

	
Mom’s/Dad’s best friend: Forms a close bond with their parent, often serving as a companion, sometimes to the detriment of other relationships or personal development.



Playing these false roles is draining and exhausting because they repress your authentic self. You might not have even been aware of these false masks that you were made to wear, and could still be playing out these old roles now. You will explore more about false roles and self-limiting identities, and how to break free from them, in Part 2.




Growing Up Way Too Soon

As the child of an emotionally immature parent, you might’ve tried to cope with your emotional loneliness through becoming a little adult—growing up too quickly and too soon. Maybe you became self-sufficient earlier than many of your peers, sacrificed your own needs, and tried to give your parent as little trouble as possible. You might’ve even wished away childhood, dreaming of finding your freedom and belonging elsewhere through jobs, friendships, and romantic relationships when you grew up.

Even though you might’ve started acting like a little grownup at a very young age, you were missing the role models in your life to show you important interpersonal skills for engaging in respectful, meaningful, and honest relationships like a mature adult. Also, if you had to skip through your childhood, you might not have had your physical and emotional needs, like attention, encouragement, and support, met; these are needs that only parents or caregivers can provide during the important developmental periods of childhood.






The Wounded Child Inside Your Parent

When it comes to emotionally immature parents, they were once children themselves. Like with you, their emotional difficulties came from somewhere. Likely these difficulties have roots from being raised by their own emotionally immature parent(s) in a home that felt unsafe, unpredictable, and even volatile.

There could’ve been emotional neglect and even abuse in their homes growing up. Emotional neglect and abuse in any form can be traumatic for a child. These experiences are often lacking the emotional connection, intimacy, support, and safety that are key ingredients for the development of a self-loving, emotionally mature adult. You will learn more about the effects of trauma in the next chapter.
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