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Preface

I started working with people who had suffered childhood abuse and adversity well over thirty years ago, and in the year 2000 published the first edition of Overcoming Childhood Trauma. Now, over twenty years later, I have seen many move on from their past and there is more to be said about the process of recovering from a childhood of hurt and neglect.

Abuse and neglect are still significant problems. In 2021, the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) received a record number of calls from adults and children after an increase in publicity about sexual violence towards children.1 However, this does suggest that more people are able to name their abuse and ask for help, which means that we have a better idea of their experiences and their needs, and that means we can tailor support accordingly.

It is because things have changed over the past two decades that I have grown more hopeful than ever that recovery is possible. As more former victims speak out about their abuse, the secrecy that so often hides it is diminishing, the stigma that holds people back from asking for help is lessening and we now have more research that tells us what helps a person recover from trauma and neglect.

Talking therapies have become increasingly sophisticated and there are more guidelines and top tips to share. Workers in public medical and social services are more aware of the existence of child abuse and neglect and a growing number of professionals have specific training in helping survivors. Now, those who speak out about the horror of their childhood are more likely to be listened to, not ignored or silenced.

This book captures what we know about recovering in the twenty-first century. You will see that there is a good deal of emphasis on preparation because building a firm foundation is an investment of time. In the end, this will help you get more from the approach outlined in this text. There are four sections, or parts, to work through at a pace that suits you.

Part One: Understanding childhood trauma, neglect and recovery. This sets the scene, reminds you that you are not alone and shares the hope of recovery.

Part Two: Using cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) to understand and manage problems. This section introduces well-established strategies that will help you recover in the longer term, but they will also help ease some of your distress right now.

Part Three: Preparing for change. Here you will be encouraged to get ready to make the most of the opportunities for changing things for the better. This is part of foundation building.

Part Four: Working through key issues. All the groundwork and preparation can now be used to tackle the problems that have arisen for you because of your childhood adversity. You will be taking on these issues from a position of understanding and with a powerful ‘toolkit’ of strategies to help you.

Along the way there are exercises and reflection points – use them if you can, they are there to help you consolidate the ‘life skills’ that you are learning.




PART ONE

UNDERSTANDING CHILDHOOD TRAUMA, NEGLECT AND RECOVERY

The content of this book is guided to a great extent by the people I’ve seen in NHS clinics over the years. In those clinics, the most common questions that I’m asked are:


Why am I struggling with these difficulties?

What can I do?



Part One addresses these questions. First, we explore how a childhood of hurt and neglect could disadvantage a person, any person. Then we look at the problems that can come about because of that hurt and neglect, and why some difficulties just don’t go away. But we don’t stop there. Most crucially this understanding is a foundation for moving on, for addressing the ‘What can I do?’ question. Once you understand how your struggles came about, you can look to the sections on recovering from trauma in childhood, because recovery is possible.

I have worked with sufferers of childhood abuse and neglect for over thirty-five years and I have seen people grow and create a life worth living, a decent life, a life they deserve. This book describes the understandings and the strategies that helped them.

Overcoming childhood trauma and neglect begins with taking a kindly perspective of yourself and appreciating that it is no wonder that you struggle with certain aspects of your life, that it is understandable that certain things are difficult, given what you have been through. That is why you will keep seeing the phrases: ‘ … it’s no wonder … ’ and ‘ … it’s understandable that … ’ in this book. These are not just platitudes; they are an important perspective for any of us to adopt so that we can be compassionate towards ourselves. However, I have to be honest and say that for some of you this might be a new and even uncomfortable viewpoint and it might take time for you to begin to feel kindly towards yourself. Don’t be surprised if it does, but don’t give up.

Given that there is some debate about what we mean when we use words like ‘abuse’, ‘trauma’, ‘neglect’, the very first part of this book sets the scene by exploring what we want to communicate when we use these terms, particularly when we say, ‘childhood trauma’. I hope that by doing so we can leave behind the debate about what certain words mean and swiftly move on to appreciating the impact that it has on a child (and on the adult that the child becomes) and the different pathways to recovery. In this book, we will look closely at how you can use cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) to work through the difficulties that are the legacy of childhood hurt. This is covered in Parts Two, Three and Four.

A tip for getting the most out of Part One is to resist reading it too quickly or superficially; time spent working through Part One is well invested because this section helps you to put your difficulties into context and to see a way forward. You can then decide whether or not it is time to move on to Part Two and later to Part Three and then Part Four. Using this book is not like taking a course of antibiotics, where once you have started you really need to finish the course within a set time. One of the many skills for life that you will benefit from learning is to pace yourself and take on challenges at a realistic rate for you.

This theme will run through this text.




1

What do we mean by childhood abuse, neglect and trauma?

Both survivors and their supporters frequently ask these questions, yet answers remain unclear. Fortunately, recovery is more about overcoming the difficulties of today and less about capturing the precise definition of past experiences. So some lack of clarity about the meaning of these terms shouldn’t hold you back. You can even recover if your recollections of the past are less than clear – because CBT focuses on dealing with ‘here-and-now’ issues. So don’t be too concerned if your memories are not crystal clear and don’t worry if you are not sure how to define your experiences – this doesn’t have to get in the way of your recovery.

Having said this, I appreciate that you will come across definitions of ‘childhood’, ‘abuse’ and ‘trauma’ and it would be useful for us to consider how the terms are generally used.

Who is a ‘child’?

In most countries, adulthood is considered to be achieved at the age of eighteen, and before this, a person is considered a ‘child’. In the UK, the definition of a child is very clear:


Anyone who has not yet reached their 18th birthday. The fact that a child has reached 16 years of age, is living independently or is in further education, is a member of the armed forces, is in hospital or in custody in the secure estate, does not change his/her status or entitlements to services or protection.

Statement of HM Government, 2015



If a person is under eighteen years of age, their status is that of a child and most importantly they are entitled to protection by adults according to the law.

Defining abuse, neglect and trauma

Researchers and clinicians generally agree that childhood hurt has two subtypes, ‘abuse’ (an active form of harm) and ‘neglect’ (a passive form of harm), and that there are three categories:


1.Emotional abuse/neglect

2.Physical abuse/neglect

3.Sexual abuse/neglect



The act of abuse or neglect can cause a traumatic reaction in the victim, and this is often a reaction of fear, horror and/or hurt. Sometimes the term ‘developmental trauma or neglect’ is used rather than ‘childhood trauma or neglect’ – this refers to the same thing, namely adversity during the time a child is developing.

What is considered to be abusive and negligent behaviour varies from country to country. However, United Nations (UN) conventions apply in nearly two hundred countries, and Article 19 of the UN convention on the Rights of the Child states that a child should be protected ‘… from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation including sexual abuse’.

This is not a purely modern view: nearly a hundred years ago the UK Children and Young Persons Act (1933) stipulated that children should be protected from being treated ‘in a manner likely to cause him unnecessary suffering or injury to health (including injury to or loss of sight, or hearing, or limb, or organ of the body, and any mental derangement)’. The term ‘any mental derangement’ might be rather vague, but there is at least the recognition that it is unacceptable to inflict psychological distress upon a child and no child should suffer it. The protective aspects of the act have been refined and now, according to The Children’s Act (1989/2004) ‘abuse’ is defined as actual or likely harm to a child where harm includes:


•Ill-treatment (sexual, physical or emotional abuse) and/or

•Impairment of health (physical or mental) or development (physical, intellectual, emotional, social, behavioural).



This is a wide-ranging definition, and it recognises that children should be protected from risk as well as actual harm and that the term ‘harm’ goes beyond physical hurt and can include emotional and mental trauma.

In 2014, the UK government went further and drew up ‘The Cinderella Law’, which would update the 1933 criminal offence of child cruelty to include emotional neglect and abuse as well as physical abuse. You might be surprised, or perhaps not, to see that neglect was considered a possible cause of childhood trauma, but actually child neglect was made a punishable offence by the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1868. So, despite the occasional member of the public dismissing neglect and bullying as not really abuse, the law says something quite different – and has done for some time.

Nonetheless, these behaviours are commonly underestimated because they usually do not involve physical contact. I have so often heard bullying and harassment dismissed as: ‘It’s only words – words can’t hurt.’ And neglect is often hard to pinpoint because it reflects something not happening. Many neglected children are unaware that their needs are not being met and that they are at risk of emotional and mental suffering.

A person might neglect a child knowingly or without realising it. Whether intentional or not, if a child is neglected there is a risk of that child suffering, and it is now well established that not attending to a child’s needs can, in some instances, be as hurtful as actual abuse. Of course, this is not always going to be the case, but it is worth reflecting on your own experiences and asking yourself if neglect played a part in your childhood.

To give you an idea of the sorts of experiences described as ‘neglect’, here are some examples from my own clinical practice:


•A parent carelessly turning to a child as an emotional or sexual confidant. The younger they are, the more likely that they will be traumatised by this pressure.

•A teacher or entire institution turning a ‘blind eye’ to the bullying or the illness of a child, leaving that child to suffer.

•A parent so caught up in their own problems or needs or interests that they are not available to comfort or support their own child.

•A depressed parent not having the energy or the awareness to meet their child’s needs.



Now, for some children these experiences might be bearable, but for others neglect can be overwhelming, deeply distressing and even life threatening. Those of you who have suffered neglect, such that your childhood needs to be protected, nourished and loved have not been met, will realise just how hurtful and harmful neglect can be.

In the past, sexual abuse was considered to be the most harmful form of abuse, but more recent research has shown us that all types of childhood trauma can cause difficulties. We now know that emotional and physical mistreatment do contribute to psychological problems in adulthood, and these forms of abuse and neglect should not be considered less serious than sexual abuse. Of course, and very sadly, many readers of this book will have suffered a combination of physical, emotional and/or sexual trauma and all this needs to be taken into consideration when you are trying to understand your current difficulties.

There is no typical abusive situation: boys and girls are both at risk; the victim can be any age; the perpetrator can be any age and the abuser can be any gender. Abuse can be intended or careless; the abuser may be close to the child (a parent or friend) or a stranger; the episodes of abuse may be single or repeated over years; the number of perpetrators can be several; the motives of the abuser vary – some will have sexual motives, while others might seek control and power, or be driven by curiosity.

Similarly, there is no typical abusive act. Acts of abuse are as various as the abuser’s imagination and range from those that involve contact (e.g., physical beatings and shaking, masturbation and sexual penetration) to those that do not involve contact (e.g. starvation, isolation, humiliation and verbal cruelty, forced witnessing of sex acts, being photographed for pornographic purposes).

It’s important to remember that childhood typically involves touching, tickling and teasing and much of this is purely affectionate, safe and loving. Many children have bathed with family members and climbed into their parents’ bed, and they have been safe, comforted and cherished. At a time when we are learning more about the horrors of abuse, we have to be careful not to grow overly suspicious of natural interactions with children.

Of course, there are ‘grey’ areas where it is difficult to be sure if the touching and teasing is cruel or caring, playful or exploitative. Some of you might never be sure if you were abused or not, but that uncertainty does not have to undermine you in changing your life for the better. If you are unsure, this book is as relevant to you as it is to those who are certain of their abuse.

In conclusion …

Given the many forms of hurt committed against children and young adults, it is important not to hold too narrow a view of what is referred to as childhood abuse and neglect. Recognising what it meant to you and the impact that it had on you and then dealing with your difficulties today can be more important than classifying the experiences of yesterday.

More recently there has been research that shows us that recovery from traumatic events is often most successful if a person focuses on the present once the past has been put into context. It is certainly helpful to be able to say, ‘It’s no wonder I have these difficulties, given what I’ve been through,’ but then it’s best to move forward, developing strategies to get through daily living.

Research has also shown us that those who can regard themselves as ‘survivors’ rather than ‘victims’ tend to make better progress. Even though, for many, the stage of recognising oneself as a victim is a necessary first step in recovery, this book aims to help those who have been hurt move from ‘victim’ to ‘survivor’. In turn, this will help them move to the next stage of creating a life beyond the hurt.

How common is childhood abuse and neglect?

Having a sense of how many others might have suffered often helps a person feel less alone and less stigmatised. However, ‘How common is childhood abuse and neglect?’ is a hard question to answer. Throughout the world, surveys have been carried out in clinics and in the community, but the disagreements over definitions, the successful covering up of abuse and the reluctance of many individuals to report it, all contribute to a less than accurate idea of the extent of childhood abuse.

Nonetheless, despite the sometime widely varying results from different surveys, I have included some findings in case you are curious about the numbers. However, it isn’t necessary to read them if you’d prefer to skip this part. It can be enough just to know that there is clear evidence that children are abused and neglected and that these figures are unacceptably high – children should never be hurt this way.

In 2019–20, the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) helpline responded to 68,983 contacts from people concerned about a child’s welfare: 8,612 related to concerns about sexual abuse. The following year, the NSPCC summarised figures from a UK review of young people and sexual abuse. You can read NSPCC reports and briefing for yourself by going to: https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/media/

The findings suggested over a third of all police-recorded sexual offences are against children, and that one in twenty children in the UK have been sexually abused, while nearly 5 per cent of children in the UK are subject to a child protection plan or on a child protection register where sexual abuse is a concern.

As this review drew on a survey that did not include non-contact sexual abuse (such as a perpetrator exposing themselves, sharing inappropriate sexual materials, saying sexually inappropriate things) then the figure of one in twenty children being a victim of sexual abuse or neglect could be considered a low estimate.

The Crime Survey for England and Wales is a UK government office for national statistics that regularly reviews child abuse, and it is another useful resource if you are interested in learning more about statistics and research (https://ons.gov.uk). Their survey (2019) did include non-contact sexual abuse and did indeed find a higher rate of reporting. They found that 7.5 per cent of adults experienced sexual abuse before the age of sixteen. But this only focuses on those who experience sexual abuse – what about the rates of physical abuse, emotional abuse, neglect?

The Crime Survey for England and Wales (2020) estimated that 20 per cent of children have experienced at least one form of child abuse and 1 per cent suffered physical neglect. In 2021, the NSPCC estimated that around 10 per cent of children in the UK have been neglected and they use the term ‘neglect’ to indicate ‘not meeting a child’s basic physical and psychological needs’.

Beyond England and Wales, the World Health Organization (WHO) report that up to one billion children worldwide experience physical, sexual or emotional abuse each year. You can keep updated on global figures by visiting their website: https://www.who.int. A review of the world’s best research was also carried out by a team led by Stoltenborgh in 2014 and they concluded: ‘child maltreatment is a widespread, global phenomenon affecting the lives of millions of children all over the world’. So, we can see that abuse of children is all too common.

However, these figures often fail to capture more subtle emotional abuses and as the Crime Survey for England and Wales report itself stated: ‘Many cases of child abuse remain hidden.’ Given the likelihood that some abuses will go unrecorded, the figures that we have probably give us a very conservative picture. This is alarming but I hope that you can draw a sense of not being alone in your suffering, even if it is shocking to learn how frequently children are hurt.


CHAPTER SUMMARY

•There are many occasions when touching and teasing are perfectly innocent and safe.

•However, we can’t ignore the fact that child abuse and neglect do occur, even though we don’t yet have precise statistics.

•Although a very precise definition of abuse may have to be emphasised in some instances – for legal reports, for example – your main concern needs to be understanding the effects of your personal experiences, realising what it meant to you and what problems it has left you with. By doing so, you are setting the scene for your recovery.
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