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SELF

YOU MAY THINK you’re all grown-up, a fully
functioning member of the ‘adult club’, but
scratch the surface and there’s a fractious
toddler or a sulking adolescent itching to break
out. It’s safe to say that we all carry issues from
childhood with us throughout our lives.  Some
of us manage better than others to keep the
child inside under wraps, but even the most
responsible and capable will experience
flashpoints that catapult us back to earlier, less
positive times. 

Whether it’s divorce, death of a parent or a
simple encounter with someone who presses
our buttons, the veneer of adulthood can slide
away in a second, leaving us angry, scared,
anxious or humiliated – all over again. “We
are constantly living out the consequences of
our childhood years,” says clinical psychologist
Oliver James, author of They F*** You Up
(Bloomsbury).  “All of us constantly transfer
our childhood experience, often lock stock and
barrel, onto our adult circumstances.”

Nobody has a perfect childhood. It’s not
only our parents who are to blame, but also
our teachers, peers and even our friends. Some
hurts we will shrug off, others are more
tenacious, lurking around and affecting our
later lives. Therapist Denise Knowles cites
the major issues relationship  therapists see
time and time again: “Absent parents, abuse
(sexual, physical and emotional), living in a
home where there is domestic abuse. Death,
divorce and separation. These all affect the

way people relate to others in later life and
cause problems in relationships.”

Serena Laurence of the Hoffman Institute
(that runs courses unravelling childhood
issues), says that, “We most commonly see the
grown-up children of workaholics, alcoholics
or abusers.” While all generations have their
problems, she thinks that people in their 50s
upwards have a particular raft of issues.
“Because of the war, many children grew up
without fathers,” she says. “Boys, in particular,
were told at a very young age that they had to
be ‘the man of the family’. Many children of
that time never saw their parents show
affection. All of that impacts hugely on how
we connect with our emotions.”

It seems that the first six years of our lives
are the most critical in shaping our adult
selves and that the earlier bad things happen
to us, the greater the knock-on effect on our
adult lives. The very size and shape of our
brains are governed by the experiences we
underwent as babies and very young children.
Abuse, in particular, causes the hippocampus
(the area of the brain that is crucial in our
emotional functioning) to shrink. Research
also shows that five-year-olds who lived in
disharmonious homes were four times more
likely to suffer depression as adults and that
if children have parents who are
overcontrolling or rejecting, they are more
likely to be self-critical with low self-esteem
by their thirties.

WHAT ARE THE TRIGGERS?
Many events can trigger the appearance of the
child inside. Sometimes it will be something
major, such as the death of a parent, a divorce
or a serious illness that catapults us back to
childhood feelings and ways of coping. But
equally, small and seemingly insignificant
things can prompt an outbreak. Julia, 57, is a
barrister specialising in family law. “I was
staggered when one day I went into court and
found myself feeling (and behaving) like an
eight-year-old. My mind went blank and I
started stammering. I got through somehow
but felt very shaken. I could have lost
that case. I realised with horror that the
judge (who I had not met before) reminded
me strongly of my father who was, basically, 
a bully.”

BURYING THE DAMAGE
Given the problems our child inside can cause,
you’d think we would all be racing to tackle
our childhood issues. Yet most of us simply
push them aside and crack on with life.
Dr Andrew Tresidder, GP and author of I’m
Fine! – Learning to Unblock your Emotions
(Newleaf ) warns that, “Nobody teaches us
the knowledge, skills and attitudes to deal
with our feelings successfully. We tell
ourselves that ‘other people are worse off ’,
that ‘time heals all’, that we need to keep a
‘stiff upper lip’ and encourage ourselves to
bury deeper our unexpressed feelings.”

THE 

You may feel like an adult, but are you really still a child inside? Childhood issues can
remain with us, directing our adult lives in many unwelcome ways � leaving us feeling
angry, scared, anxious or humiliated (even though the original triggers lay way back in
the past). Jane Alexander looks at how our childhood experiences and emotions affect

our adults lives � and how to change the pattern and let go.

CHILD INSIDE 
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“Many people are so terrified of their
emotions that they live purely in their heads,”
agrees Serena Laurence. “They can function
brilliantly, providing they stay in control. We
see a lot of professional people, including
chairmen of huge corporations, who are used
to power and status. But if something
happens to throw them off balance, they can
break. They suddenly find themselves
confronting fear, anger, hatred. It can be big,
big stuff.”

Michael, 59, was a high-flying investment
banker before he retired. “I had all the
trappings of success – big town house, seaside
cottage, the boat, flash cars. But I couldn’t
keep a relationship. I’ve been married three
times and each time I sabotaged it by my
behaviour.”

When Michael’s father died, he suffered a
severe bout of depression and his GP sent
him for therapy. “My father was an alcoholic,
and he bullied my mother so much it was
tantamount to abuse. I hated him and I hated
his behaviour, yet when I look at my own

relationships, I have behaved in exactly the same way. It’s like a child
pulling wings off a daddy-long-legs – a way of getting power for
power’s sake. I’ve had to take a long hard look at myself – and at my
family patterns.”

MOVING TOWARDS CHANGE
Deciding you want to change is the first step. But how to go about it
is quite something else. With a huge raft of therapies on offer, how
do you go about choosing the one that would suit you? 

While fashionable cognitive and behavioural therapies (such as
CBT) can be helpful for treating specific neuroses such as phobias
and anxiety states, Oliver James thinks the most effective forms of
therapy for deep-seated childhood issues are those that work
psychoanalytically, slowly and gently uncovering the past. He also
highly recommends Cognitive Analytic Therapy (CAT), a shorter
form of therapy that looks at childhood issues and then takes that
knowledge to tackle present-day problems. Andrew Tresidder tends
to prefer Transactional Analysis, a therapy that also stresses the
importance of early life.

Another option, while not strictly therapy, is the Hoffman
Process, an eight day course that explores your childhood and the
negative conditioning you picked up during it. Faith, 63, runs a
charitable organisation. The youngest child of mainly absent parents,
she was sent to boarding school aged six. “I was the baby of the
family and, even in my fifties, my parents would still call me ‘their
little girl’ – it was hard to grow up. The Hoffman Process allowed
me to make the transition from child to grown-up, and it allowed me
to settle my relationship with my mother, in particular, before she
died. I felt it ‘hoovered’ out the things that were holding me back. I
was able to break rigid patterns of behaviour and move on to live a
more worthwhile life.”

Confronting childhood issues can be liberating and exceedingly
healthy. Tackling your blocks, rather than ignoring them, can have an
enormous effect on your adult life – releasing anxiety, boosting your
confidence, liberating your creativity. It can improve, and sometimes
save, your relationships. It may even safeguard your health – 
battling depression, anxiety and stress. Bottom line? It’s never too
late to release the troubled child inside and become a healthy, happy
grown-up.

• Jane Alexander is the author of many self-help books, including The
Overload Solution – how to stop juggling and start living (Piatkus).

WWHHIICCHH  TTYYPPEE  OOFF  TTHHEERRAAPPYY
WWOOUULLDD  BBEESSTT  SSUUIITT  YYOOUU??  
In some ways the form of therapy itself isn’t as
important as the therapist – it is essential you
have good rapport and feel comfortable with
him or her. It’s perfectly acceptable to ask for a
trial session and many therapists insist on it. 
■ PSYCHOANALYTICAL
PSYCHOTHERAPY explores the connection
between events in early life and current distress.
Long-term, one-to-one therapy that focuses on
the unacknowledged, unconscious factors in
your life. Very useful in unravelling childhood
issues but takes a major commitment of time
and money. 
■ COGNITIVE BEHAVIOURAL THERAPY
focuses more on the here and now, finding
time-limited goals and strategies to change the
way you think and behave. Can be very helpful
if you have eating disorders, phobias or
obsessions caused by early programming. Far
less analytical than other forms of therapy.
■ COGNITIVE ANALYTIC THERAPY looks
at your personal history and life experiences,
working out what has hindered change in the
past and how to move forward in the present.
The client and therapist work together actively.
It is time-limited – most commonly over
14 sessions, though shorter or longer therapy
is a possibility. 
■ TRANSACTIONAL ANALYSIS teaches
that dysfunctional behaviour is the result of self-
limiting decisions made in childhood,
culminating in ‘the script’, a pre-conscious life-
plan that governs our adult behaviour. Also
looks at three basic ego states – the Parent,
Adult and Child. Patient and client draw up a
contract on how long therapy will last and what
its goals are. 

■ THE HOFFMAN PROCESS is not therapy
in the strictest term, but an educational process
for investigating early patterns and unravelling
adult issues. Involves an intensive eight-day
course, working individually and in groups.  Not
suitable for people who are psychotic, bipolar,
alcoholic, who are suicidal or have recently been
bereaved (therapy is recommended first). The
Hoffman Institute is now running regular
courses in Bahrain. www.hoffmaninstitute.com. 

THE NO-TALKING ROUTE
There is an alternative to the talking cure.
Memory can be held in the physical body – in
muscle, fascia and bone. Many body workers
find that, when massaging or manipulating the
physical body they can release old memories
and trauma. This work also combines incredibly
well with psychotherapy. 
■ ROLFING/HELLERWORK. These strong
(some say painful) therapies work on the fascia
(connective tissue) of the body, re-aligning your
posture and unravelling old hurts (both physical
and emotional). Visit www.rolfinguk.co.uk and
www.hellerwork.com.
■ KAIROS THERAPY is a very non-invasive
energy therapy (you remain fully clothed and
the therapist simply carries out a series of
gentle holds), that can unravel the emotional
injuries we carry. Very helpful for survivors of
abuse. Visit www.kairostherapy.org 
■ WATSU. An intriguing form of bodywork
carried out in warm water. You are held,
moved and manipulated into a series of
positions by the therapist. Proven very
helpful for survivors of abuse, people with
intimacy issues and people with addictions. 
Visit www.waba.edu

STARTING THE WORK
Uncovering childhood issues can be highly emotional work and it is
always best to do it under the guidance of a trained counsellor or
therapist. However you may want to start the process by pondering
these questions:
■ How were you influenced by your gender; your position in the
family; your parents’ expectations of you?
■ Were you closer to one parent than the other? How did that
affect you? 
■ Which roles do you play in life? Do you favour the strict, controlling
Parent or the juvenile Child? Try to notice when you slip into one of
these roles, rather than the more balanced Adult. 
■ Listen out for an inner voice that says ‘You must/should/ought to’
(and equally ‘you mustn’t….’ etc.) – do you recognise the voice as
belonging to someone from your past? Try writing out your life story,
focusing on how you felt about each event in your life. Can you find
links with your childhood?

HOW YOUR PAST AFFECTS
YOUR PRESENT
While there is no rigid prescription for
which childhood events will cause particular
adult problems, there are some which have
evident links.
■ Bereavement; divorce; absent parents:
insecurity, depression, divorce, shorter and
more problematic relationships. 
■ Insecure attachment between ages of six
months and three years; erratic or bullying care
from three to six years: addictions, particularly
alcoholism. 
■ Perfectionist parents; conditional love;
warring parents: depression. 
■ Perfectionist mother with low self-esteem:
bulimia 
■ Confusing mother who gave mixed
messages: anorexia 
■ Insecure relationship with parents; issues
around food (not being fed when hungry or
having food forced upon you): eating
disorders. 
■ Strict, overcontrolling, perfectionist
parents: neuroses, phobias, obsessions, lack of
self-esteem. 
■ Aggressive, chaotic or intrusive parents:
Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) 
■ Abuse: abused women often choose
abusive partners; abused men can tend to
repeat the pattern, becoming abusers
themselves (in an effort to project the badness
onto someone else). 
■ Confusing parents: schizophrenia.
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