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			To my clients presented within these pages, and those who are written between the lines, I have learned more from you than all my education and training combined.

			And to everyone who sees themselves reflected here: You were never broken. You make perfect sense. This book is for you.

		

	
		
			A Note on Client Stories

			There are seven clients highlighted in this book. They each get their own story, and I additionally refer to their experiences throughout the text. These are real people I care about deeply and whom I’ve seen in my private practice for between one and sixteen years. There is no way to do them and the entire arc of our work together justice—and yet, as it relates to fawning, I aim to try.

			It’s important to note that each of these individuals can identify themselves as fawners and have at least some space from it. They can now see it, whereas once they couldn’t. By the nature of the thing, I can share experiences only from this end of the spectrum; however, I am sharing what it was like before my clients could put their experience into that context.

			I was quite apprehensive about inviting clients to share their personal stories so candidly. That said, I am grateful I did. Everyone who participated said yes to the opportunity before I could finish the ask. In speaking with their own friends and family, they knew others hadn’t heard of fawning, much less found freedom and flexibility from it. They wanted to offer their stories in the hope of helping others. I know even before sharing this book that the way they bared their souls truly helped me, not just as an author, but as a lifelong fawner who continues to wrestle more of herself free.

			I married my knowledge and case notes on my clients with additional recorded interviews or written responses to a questionnaire in order to portray the fullest picture possible of the fawn response. In the process, I often heard, “I don’t think I’ve ever told you this before.” It seems that mining my client’s experiences of fawning brought another layer of insight and healing. In exploring something deeply and intently, for the “reader’s sake,” they were collectively able to go deeper into their vulnerability. Read that again. Their desire to be helpful gave them the will to go further into their own experience, all in the service of collective wisdom and insight for the reader.

			As you’ll read in the pages to come, there are costs to fawning, to be sure. However, I’d be remiss not to share that there are strengths simultaneously born of fawning, how it draws out and magnifies some of our best attributes. How it made us safe enough, saved our lives, but also shaped superpowers along the way.

			All names and identifying characteristics have been altered to protect my clients’ identities, but their stories and insights are all true. I’m not the interpreter of their experience as much as the one who is privileged to share it.

		

	
		
			Part One

			The Anatomy of Fawning

		

	
		
			· One ·

			The Fourth F

			What Is Fawning?

			When I was thirteen years old, I loved sitting outside in the hot tub at night. We lived in Aspen, Colorado, and when the lights from the house were turned off, I could easily identify the constellations in the vast dark sky.

			One night my stepdad Randy came to join me. His legs were like tree trunks as he stomped across the deck, commanding my attention. I watched as he stepped into the tub, his shorts puffing up with air before sinking into the darkness. Then I went back to stargazing, wondering which version of him I was getting: the one who seemed to despise me, correcting my every move, or the guy who gave off the appearance of being charming and kind.

			Only a year earlier, Randy had gone from being my dad’s best friend to my mom’s husband, and shortly thereafter he had moved us to this remote mountain town. I was still absorbing the shock, isolated from friends and family in this strange new place. I quickly memorized the local tavern’s phone number, as the bartenders often confirmed our parents’ whereabouts. This allowed my brother, stepbrother, and me to prepare for the unpredictability that often erupted when they returned home.

			The rules of this new household were arbitrary, based on Randy’s mood and ever-changing. New standards erupted on the spot. No matter how hard I tried to follow them, it was impossible. And when I didn’t, I was grounded—unable to leave the house for months while he gave me the silent treatment.

			But now, in the hot tub, he wasn’t ignoring or criticizing me. His mood seemed pleasant, and it was a relief. “I bet you wish you could live up there with the stars, huh?” Randy laughed a little, but he wasn’t laughing at me. It was like he was acknowledging: I know you wish you weren’t here—with me—and that’s okay. Speaking to that truth was disarming. It felt like maybe we could be real with each other. My hard shell softened against the jets, and I gave a little giggle while poking at my braces with my tongue.

			“Why don’t you come sit on my lap so you don’t have to crank your neck?” Randy motioned that I could rest my head against his chest while looking up at the sky. More than anything, after the precarity of the last year, I wanted to feel cared for. I wanted a happy family. I perceived his invitation as an olive branch of stepfatherly love.

			I drifted over to his side of the tub, sat in his lap, and leaned back so that my head rested on his upper chest. My toes peeked out of the bubbling water, while his arms anchored me in place. My guard came down even further as I felt tethered, seen, and appreciated.

			“I like being this close to you,” Randy said as his hands lightly squeezed my hips. “I’m so glad you don’t seem to mind.”

			My body tensed as my thoughts raced. Why would he say that? What does he mean? I immediately felt the implication of his words, hovering over the energy of his hands, and knew I probably should mind. But I also knew I had to walk a fine line. I didn’t want to get in trouble—provoking the version of him that terrified me. So, I responded carefully, keeping my voice thin as the mountain air, “Why would I mind?”

			As I waited for Randy’s answer in the hot tub, the prickliness of his body hair felt like needles on my skin. The water was creating a suction between us, and I felt trapped. I held my body as still as possible.

			“Some girls are uptight,” he said. “They might want more personal space from the men in their lives.” He paused and then continued: “I’m glad you aren’t like them and that we can be this close.”

			This moment changed everything. At least it changed something in me. It was the first time I felt unsafe with Randy while he was seemingly being kind. All the other times I felt unsafe, he was aggressive and mean. It felt chaotic. But in this moment, his voice was soft and steady. He appeared gentle. Yet I had a conscious sense in my body that he wasn’t saying the whole truth. Something was deeply wrong.

			If I could slow it down, it’s as though my psyche were split in two. On the one hand, I was afraid. I was thirteen, just a child, sensing a threat to my sense of safety. On the other hand, I had to filter my fear through the power dynamics in the hot tub. This was, after all, the adult authority figure in my life. From the minute Randy had moved in with us, my mom’s small frame had slipped into his shadow. Her limbs moved only when his did, her words formed only when she’d heard him say them before. I was constantly wondering where my mom was, even when she was standing right in front of me. Randy was in charge, and we all needed to stay on his good side.

			So what did I do next? While we typically think of fight, flight, or freeze as responses to threat, my body instinctively knew that these reflexes were not available.

			Fighting wasn’t really an option. First of all, Randy wasn’t being overtly hostile, so there was nothing to fight against. Rather, he was grooming me—emotionally manipulating me—and it was effective. I began to second-guess myself, wondering if this was possibly as innocuous as he was portraying. Additionally, Randy was twice my size. Although I’d never witnessed physical violence between him and my mom, I’d seen her bruises. Fighting would have been dangerous.

			Fleeing is, of course, also impossible for most children. Where are we meant to run? To whom? We humans are reliant on our caregivers for longer than any other species, needing the adults in our lives to survive. I was far from my friends and family. I had nowhere else safe to go.

			Freezing is a common trauma response, but in this situation my body didn’t freeze—at least not completely. I had to continue navigating this situation with some presence of mind. I sensed that if I followed his cues, I could likely maintain his affection without making things worse. I didn’t feel safe, but I had to pretend otherwise. I did not like him, but I needed him to like me.

			So my body found another option. In the hot tub alone with my stepfather, I was terrified, but I acted normal. I played it cool. I appeared agreeable, even ingratiating. My behavior communicated: nothing to see here. I lingered just long enough before saying I was ready to get out. Then I peeled myself off his lap and wished I could blink myself into my bedroom as I stepped onto the deck. I wanted to run but forced myself to walk casually, so that every step felt like it was in slow motion. A half-naked, soaking wet, slow-motion parade.

			It would be thirty years before I’d understand what happened that evening, and how this event shaped my response to any sign of conflict going forward. It turns out there is a fourth F of trauma responses. It’s called fawning.

			Connection Is Protection

			Until recently, when someone used the word fawning, what might’ve come to mind was an employee fawning over a boss for a raise or a girl fawning over a boy she wanted to like her. The definition in Merriam-Webster’s dictionary is: “to court favor by a cringing or flattering manner.” But that doesn’t get to the heart of what fawning is in the context of trauma.

			Pete Walker, a psychotherapist and the author of Complex PTSD: From Surviving to Thriving, coined the term fawning after working with countless survivors of trauma and abuse. He defined fawning as “a response to a threat by becoming more appealing to the threat.” Fawners mirror or merge with someone else’s desires or expectations, to defuse conflict rather than confront it directly. Because it’s their best chance to stay safe. At least for now.

			When you’re being hit on by an aggressive or unwanted suitor and you smile and giggle, that’s fawning. If you don’t stand up for your values in a toxic work environment to keep your job, that’s fawning, too. When you continually dismiss a parent’s abusive behavior to maintain the connection, you guessed it. Fawning.

			In other words, fawning as a trauma response puts our behaviors in the context of disempowerment or maltreatment. It’s not about brownnosing for an A or sucking up to people in power. Fawning isn’t conscious manipulation. Rather, it’s a way we seek safety in the face of exploitation, shame, neglect, abuse, or other harm.

			Interestingly, fawning can be likened to a core principle found in the Japanese martial art of aikido, which means “way of harmonizing.” Rather than attack or retreat, the goal in aikido is to move with one’s opponent, mirroring their energy, their intentions. Connecting with an adversary allows you to sense their next move, to keep both parties safe while orienting toward a peaceful resolution.

			This is what happens when we fawn in the face of danger. When we feel unsafe, we sync with our aggressors (or abusers) with the hope of emerging unscathed. We strive to stay connected because we are dependent on the person who is hurting us. If it’s a parent (or stepparent), we are dependent on their care. If it is a boss, we are dependent on a paycheck or career advancement. If it’s a partner, we are dependent on their income, the ability to see our children, the status that marriage affords.

			With fawning, connection means protection.

			While fawning is meant to neutralize danger (and it does), it has an invisible downside. Merging with others’ desires means surrendering our own. When we fawn, we forgo assertiveness and become overly accommodating. We shapeshift to stay safe. We submit to the very person or people who have harmed us. Essentially, we abandon ourselves when we fawn—our needs, values, and opinions—and this reinforces our vulnerability.

			Sometimes referred to as please and appease, fawning is often equated with people-pleasing or codependency. However, as I’ll explore later, both of those terms imply that we have some agency in our actions. Fawning is not a conscious choice. It is a survival mechanism. In a nanosecond, the reptilian brain selects the response that offers the greatest chance for survival. Afterward, the body remembers what was successful the first time and repeats it in the future. The fawner’s intentions then were never to please or compulsively caretake. We were looking for power in situations where we were powerless.

			I’m Fine, You’re Fine, Everything’s Fine

			Three years after that evening in the hot tub, as things with Randy continued to get progressively worse, he took me on a secret trip to Las Vegas. My mother was out of town with her dying father, and Randy concocted various lies to steal me away. When we arrived, he made me hold his hand throughout the casinos. He paraded me around as his girlfriend, saying we’d get in trouble if anyone knew I was underage. When we got back, my mom was still gone. It felt as though nothing had technically “happened.” He didn’t sexually abuse me. Yes, he checked us into a suite with a king-size bed and a mirrored ceiling. Yes, we slept in the same bed, him half naked, me in bulky sweatpants turned away from him clutching my side of the bed. But though my body knew it felt wrong, and I was terrified, what could I truly say happened?

			I didn’t say anything to anyone in authority until months later, after Randy left a sticky note on my pillow and it felt like I finally had something concrete. Though I no longer remember what the note said, it was enough to signal the dynamic of our relationship. I brought it to school, where I showed it to my school counselor. She looked at me with concern.

			“Ingrid, we’ve got to talk about this.” I shuddered as I knew it was time for someone to know the whole story. I told her about Vegas.

			This was an example of a healthy fight response. I knew I needed help thwarting Randy’s continued advances. I wanted my mother to know the truth, I wanted her to leave Randy, I wanted to be saved from this ongoing nightmare and intuitively knew that I needed someone with more authority to help me. But when my counselor arranged for social services to come to my school for us all to sit down with my mother, rather than being rescued by her, she stayed silent. My mom got a stoic look on her face and demanded that her husband be called to the school, not to “get in trouble,” but to manage the narrative. When he burst into the room, it was to call me a liar. He blamed me for all the troubles in our family.

			What ultimately hurt me the most was that my mom took his side—pursuing her own version of nothing to see here. What Randy did traumatized me, but I truly believed that when my mom heard what he had done, she’d take me in her arms, saying, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. And eventually, We’re leaving.

			Instead, I watched as the one person I thought would save me chose the side of my tormentor.

			Many fawners have an experience like this in our backgrounds—something that shows us we can never wholly rely on anyone but ourselves. We’ve learned that interpersonal safety nets are for other people, that unconditional love is either a myth or our job to uphold. Consequently, we often become hyper-independent. Unable to lean into healthy relational support, we have to figure it out for ourselves. So we do. It’s common that we don’t even tell others when bad stuff happens. We swallow it down, pretend everything is fine, and continue fawning for perpetual safety—an exhausting and lonely endeavor.

			Meanwhile, fawners often look perfectly fine, like we’re managing well. We frequently are high-functioning, having successful careers or long-term relationships, but it’s never the whole story. The truth is that we’ve accommodated so much for so long, we don’t even feel new trespasses. We maintain the status quo through numbing ourselves or depression, aiming to “be better,” as the solution to all relational difficulties. We actually believe our incessant self-gaslighting that tells us, Maybe it’s not that bad.

			Additionally, many people have learned to fawn in their families or their larger communities. Touted as simple “respect,” fawning is an adaptive response to living in a hierarchal, patriarchal society. Persistent lessons have primed us to be fawners:

			
					
					Give your uncle a kiss.

				

					
					Say you love the gift when you don’t.

				

					
					Don’t talk about Dad’s drinking.

				

					
					Don’t make others uncomfortable.

				

					
					Be the “better” person.

				

					
					But she’s your mother.

				

					
					Present more white/affluent/sexy to stay relationally safe.

				

					
					Present less sexy to stay relationally safe.

				

					
					Be a team player.

				

					
					How bad do you want it?

				

					
					Just go with it.

				

					
					Repress it.

				

					
					Ignore it.

				

					
					Smile.

				

			

			Countless messages implicitly and explicitly ask that we disconnect from our authentic selves—until we don’t know where we end and fawning begins.

			This is the most heartbreaking component of fawning. We lose the connection to ourselves. We develop these coping mechanisms that become so ingrained in us we don’t even know we are using them. We are the fawner and yet we can appear happy, perpetually going along to get along. We might see ourselves as generous, empathic, and compassionate. These are often intrinsic qualities we possess, but we don’t know the extent to which they’ve been hijacked by our trauma response. Oftentimes we don’t even know we’ve experienced trauma at all.

			Fawning as a Response to Complex Trauma

			Fawning is a common coping mechanism for those dealing with continuing relational trauma. Relational trauma is different from a single traumatic occurrence, such as a car crash or an assault. It’s a form of complex trauma, which is a relatively new term in the field of psychology. Complex trauma refers to ongoing pervasive threats to our safety, often interpersonal in nature. It isn’t a diagnosis, and it isn’t an event. Complex trauma results from an enduring painful situation that seemingly has no end. It is the air that we breathe. It can stem from particularly challenging or abusive relationships within our family of origin, like mine did. It can also occur in larger systems of oppression or marginalization, or in any community where we must disavow aspects of ourselves to secure vital membership. Complex trauma can occur in the workplace or in romantic relationships.

			The tough part about complex trauma is that we often don’t see it as traumatic because we misinterpret it as either the norm or as a personal failing. While I always understood that I had experienced trauma in a colloquial sense, for years I didn’t think it was real trauma. I thought I needed to have experienced something worse or more obvious. Absent such experiences, my symptoms were mine alone, my problem just me.

			Part of the problem is how recently society has even begun to acknowledge the existence and importance of trauma. It wasn’t until 1980 that a diagnosis of PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) was even included in the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, the bible of mental health diagnosis. Criteria for a diagnosis of PTSD included that a person must have experienced “a psychologically distressing event that is outside the range of usual human experience [emphasis added].” Trauma was understood to be dramatic, destructive, and rare.

			In the decades since, though, our understanding of trauma has expanded. Trauma is in fact extremely common—70 percent of adults in the United States have experienced some type of traumatic event at least once in their lives. And these are just the reported cases. In many families, people have experienced some level of addiction, untreated mental illness, sexual abuse, physical abuse, or rage. In addition, on a societal level, people are experiencing poverty, racism, and a lack of access to proper healthcare.

			These things are not generally outside the usual human experience; indeed, they are the human experience. And yet they’ve been seen as situations we are meant to keep secret, manage and tolerate, forgive, or get over—certainly not experiences that are “traumatic” by the old standard by which many people still measure. We now know these pervasive cuts to one’s psyche can be as detrimental as wartime experiences or living through a natural disaster. Perhaps more so, because they are less obvious to the naked eye, festering in the unseen abyss of “personal problems” one is meant to overcome or outgrow.

			During the women’s liberation movement of the 1970s, Harvard psychiatry professor Judith Herman, MD, made the distinction between single incident (acute) trauma and repeated traumatic events. She spoke to a parallel between the stories she was hearing from women about sexual and domestic violence and the way we were conceptualizing trauma for veterans. The more women broke their silence, the more Herman became an advocate for them in papers that circulated widely but underground. Attempting to bridge the gaps between men and women, public and private—between legitimate and stigmatized—she coined the term complex trauma. She argued that the current definition of PTSD was not sufficient to address the accumulation of everyday trauma that affected a much wider swath of humanity than had been previously understood. She advocated that a new diagnosis be added to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders to address this evolving understanding: complex PTSD. That was in 1988; Herman’s proposal was denied.

			To this day, complex PTSD (and therefore complex trauma in general) is not recognized diagnostically in the United States, a major failure that handicaps both clinicians and the public by limiting funding for research, inclusion in academic instruction, and insurance reimbursement.[*] Simply put, the medical establishment has not adopted the language necessary to help many of our most vulnerable.

			And the truth is, most of my clients didn’t come to my office because they had complex trauma. They came to me with low self-esteem, depression, anxiety, addiction, relational difficulties, and so on. This is how complex trauma manifests itself in our everyday lives. Negative self-talk, substance use, disordered eating, and lack of boundaries are some of the imperfect ways we try to cope amid pervasive ongoing threats to our safety and sense of self. I see it all the time in my practice, across all ages, sexes, and walks of life. If I didn’t have some knowledge of these insidious ways complex trauma presents itself, I wouldn’t be able to address my clients’ real concerns. Our work would have stayed within these other, narrower focuses—often becoming a whack-a-mole game of perpetual symptom management rather than accomplishing any real healing.

			When we understand that we come by our symptoms honestly—they are not innately dysfunctional traits—and that healing from trauma requires holistic, body-based solutions, a wonderful thing can happen. We can finally get off the hamster wheel: trying harder, gaining insight, endeavoring to prove our worth, and getting nowhere. We can shift out of survival mode and finally begin healing.

			
				A Glossary of Terms

				We use the word trauma to mean many different things, so let’s break it down:

				
					Traumatic Events: Shocking, scary, or life-threatening experiences such as car crashes, natural disasters, experiencing or witnessing violence, betrayal, abuse, and neglect. These events may or may not lead to trauma for an individual.

					Trauma: The Greek word for “wound.” Trauma is the imprint that is left from traumatic events; it is what happens when these experiences overwhelm the nervous system. Events can remain in the past, but the way they alter where and how we store memories, including our ability to metabolize and consolidate them, is carried into the present. Unresolved trauma lives on as fragmented pieces of a self, as bodily remembrance that feels as though we are trapped in time.

					Trauma Trigger: A felt reminder of a traumatic event. They can be external, such as loud noises, anniversaries, or scenes from a movie. And they can be internal: feelings of powerlessness or loneliness; physical tension.

					Trauma Responses: The body’s spontaneous reaction to threat. These responses are instinctual, not intellectual. Originally thought of as fight, flight, and freeze, they are unconscious attempts to keep us safe. If we add fawning to this list, we can say we don’t want to be people pleasers, but our bodies don’t ask our opinions when they feel threatened. Trauma responses lead to emotional dysregulation, the inability to regulate our emotions.

					Complex Trauma: Exposure to repeated interpersonal threats over time and the difficulties that arise from them. Often from childhood, but not necessarily so (long-term domestic violence, for example). Complex trauma is often used interchangeably with relational, developmental, psychological, and/or childhood trauma.

					Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and Complex Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (C-PTSD): Trauma-related diagnoses. Core criteria for both include a long-standing pattern of reexperiencing past traumatic events; avoidance of reminders of traumatic events; difficulties with reactivity, mood, and cognition. C-PTSD extends beyond this to include affect dysregulation, negative self-concept, and disturbed relationships.

				

			

			Getting Unstuck

			My path to healing from chronic fawning started when I got the news that Randy was dying. Like the final hours on my decades-long hope that he will tell the truth, she will believe me, and then I’ll be free, the sand was running out for us both.

			Lord knows I’d tried everything else to overcome my past. After moving out of the house at seventeen, I didn’t look back. Determined to break the cycles in my family, I got sober at twenty-one. I received a bachelor’s degree in psychology, then a master’s, and finally a PhD in clinical psychology. I continued my training after graduate school and started a thriving private practice. I was going to yoga, engaged in spiritual endeavors, and reading all the self-help books. It looked on the outside like I’d prevailed over the horrors of my childhood. But on the inside, I was still the same. Still fawning. Still trapped.

			Conscious awareness of my family’s dysfunction never relieved me of the instincts that allowed me to cope. Well into my thirties, I joked I must be wearing a sandwich board that read: “Users and abusers, please apply here.” From bad boyfriends to mooching roommates to exploitative friendships, it’s like I was trying to break a spell by drinking the same poison, hoping I’d eventually build up the necessary antibodies.

			I talked about my history of unhealthy relationships with many therapists. I was desperate to solve the shame I carried by dating the same person with a different face, over and over. Things always looked so hopeful in the early days of dating, but then I’d find myself in a familiar pattern: financially supporting men whom I tried to get into therapy or with partners who were cheating, emotionally abusive, avoidant, or actively addicted—until they eventually broke up with me.

			I tolerated all kinds of mistreatment, thinking I could neutralize or alchemize bad behavior. I avoided conflict like the plague—never even unsubscribing from mailing lists if I thought the sender would find out. I chronically put everyone above myself, helping people heal their wounds as though that would magically heal my own. Exploitation played out in friendships, with family, bosses, and mentors, so I was doing THE WORK, adopting several twelve-step programs while wondering, How many affirmations must one repeat before raising one’s self-esteem?

			All the while, I never knew that my attempts at insight, compassion, and forgiveness were keeping me stuck. Mountains of analysis and being a good girl were simply bypassing my unresolved wounds, colluding with the idea that I was broken. I never knew all this behavior—the stuff I was proud of, and the stuff I was not—was fueled by a trauma response.

			What, Exactly, Is a Trauma Response?

			Also referred to as stress responses, trauma responses are the body’s immediate and spontaneous reaction to threat. They occur when an event or ongoing events overwhelm our nervous system. A trauma response is an unconscious survival mechanism that protects us from harm.

			When we are faced with a threat, the thinking mind disconnects. Imagine animals in the wild. When they sense potential danger, they don’t stop to think, Am I being ridiculous right now? They just react. Humans do this, too.

			The most well-known trauma responses are the ones we discussed earlier: fight or flight. Activated by our sympathetic nervous system, these are both forms of hyperarousal, like an on switch that floods the body with hormones. Think elevated heart rate and blood pressure along with rapid breathing—we become mobilized in response to a perceived threat. Fight and flight appear just as they sound: We attack (fight) or attempt to escape from harm (flight).

			When fight and flight are not available, the parasympathetic nervous system (rest and digest) triggers the off switch. This is where we see the freeze response, moving the body toward hypoarousal. Like a deer in headlights, we are panicked but frozen. Freeze is likened to bracing for impact, wanting to move but not being certain if it’s safe. Hypoarousal can range from this panicked but immobilized presentation, to going numb, falling limp, and completely shutting down. In hypoarousal, our heart rate decreases and our breathing slows. At the end of the spectrum, we see feigning death, but not as a conscious pretending. The body needs to play dead in order to shut down and protect us from further harm. Playing dead is a last-ditch effort at survival, where the body is said to collapse or submit. As seen in the wild, prey that is caught by a predator goes limp. If the predator drops the prey, the prey might still escape—but not without lingering harm. And indeed, hypoarousal houses the origins of hopelessness, dissociation, and depression.

			The fawn response is different. Fawning is a hybrid response, activating the sympathetic (hyperarousal) and parasympathetic (hypoarousal) branches of the autonomic nervous system at the same time.

			
					
					The hyperarousal aspect of fawning has us instinctively managing the moods and states of those “in charge.” We lean into the very relationships that are causing us harm, appeasing our perpetrators while taking personal responsibility for all relational difficulties. Fawning can be incredibly active.

				

					
					But at the same time, we are detaching from ourselves. The hypoarousal of fawning numbs our connection to self, our broader sense of agency, and often our ability to feel the effects of the abuse at all.

				

			

			We are threading a fine needle when we fawn, neither risking greater harm through fight or flight, nor shutting down completely. This highly adaptive response is moving beyond playing dead to playing LIFE. We are playing pretend, and we don’t even know it. We are playing house, playing the game (to survive or escape our situation), playing a part—sometimes as many parts are there are people in our lives.

			Shake It Off

			When an animal faces threat, their trauma responses take over. When the threat has passed, they literally shake it off, releasing the tension and pent-up survival energy in their bodies.

			In our evolution, humans have learned to override this vital instinct. Thus, when trauma happens, our bodies can remain in a constant state of arousal and tension. In particular, when we experience complex trauma, the threat never goes away. We are essentially still living in the war zone. Instead of shaking it off, we swallow it down. It gets embedded inside us. Survivors of complex trauma live in a perpetual state of emotional dysregulation.

			The past feels present, our senses are heightened, our reactions are intensified. This is because, as Dr. Bessel van der Kolk, one of the preeminent scholars on trauma and author of the bestselling The Body Keeps the Score, explains, the traumatized body does not forget and is stuck in a state of anticipating—sensing potential danger even when no real danger can be found. Unresolved trauma lives on as fragmented pieces of a self, as bodily remembrance that feels as though we are trapped in time, simultaneously wreaking havoc on our present.

			Like the arc of a roller coaster, our trauma responses are meant to resolve, moving us through danger to safety on the other side. We are meant to come to a stop, to get off the ride. With complex trauma and chronic trauma responses, we are hovering at the midpoint of the coaster. Living our lives in suspended alarm. Through this lens, we can see how many of us confuse our trauma responses for personality. We literally don’t know where we end and where unconscious trauma response begins.

			Safety over Self

			I started writing about fawning before I knew it had a name, desperate to understand why I kept repeating obviously unhealthy patterns. After Randy died, I felt called to go back and examine what happened during my childhood with clearer eyes. I began to write down stories of all the things I remembered, all the times he made me feel uncomfortable. Like that time in the hot tub, the secret trip to Las Vegas, the ways my mom made excuses for him again and again. The memories poured out of me, like a dam had broken, like these stories and all the ways I’d re-created them had just been waiting to be aired, to be given a voice, waiting for my own validation.

			As I got closer to finishing what became a book on my experience of complex trauma, I wasn’t even focused on having it published traditionally. I just wanted to name my truth beyond the safety of a therapist’s walls. It was deeply healing to finally be in control of my own narrative and for it to be visible on the page.

			I called my memoir Believing Me because so much of my trauma was not just what Randy did, but the way no one did anything about it. The way my own mother didn’t believe me. In this naming and reframing, I saw that the end of my own story was mine. The final grains of sand belonged to me. It didn’t matter that Randy died without validating what happened. I didn’t have to keep waiting, appeasing, or pretending. I didn’t have to rise above my traumatic experiences or my mother’s perception of them. I had to drop into the truth so I could finally process its impact.

			I was years into my process of writing and sharing my experiences when someone asked if I’d heard of Pete Walker’s work on complex trauma. Walker is the author of Complex PTSD, in which he writes about healing from childhood trauma. As I looked him up and discovered his definition of fawning, it set off a cascade of dominoes over my history, liberating one after the other until the entire sequence made sense to me. Fawning made sense to me. I made sense to me.

			Fawners, or what Walker calls fawn types, are “seeking safety by merging with the wishes, needs, and demands of others.” Even more, he goes on to say, they learn that the “price of admission to any relationship is the forfeiture of all their needs, rights, preferences, and boundaries.”

			And there you have it. My life in one sentence. Finally I had a way of understanding my childhood and my past relationships, why I felt so much shame. Armed with this lens and language, I began more excavation, of myself and of my clients’ lived experiences. Once I had the terminology, it was like I saw fawning everywhere, in my own life and in theirs. We were having a collective awakening.

			Fawning gave me not just the what of my behavior—perpetually playing into harmful hands—but the why. I didn’t have a low self-esteem problem. I had a body with hardwired operating instructions, designed to keep me safe. Additionally, I saw why the mental health field had been confused about this reality for so long. When we fawn, there is often a deep incongruence between our feelings about a person or situation and our behavior. In that hot tub, my body and brain wanted to get away. I wanted the confusion and overwhelming fear to stop. My instincts knew that Randy was in the wrong. But they also understood my reality outside of that hot tub. I had to keep him happy to keep myself safe. Fawning happens when we are in a double bind, when there are real consequences for not fawning. We can’t address every need simultaneously, so the body has to choose. We choose safety over self.

			But this forced choice has dire consequences. It clouds our perception; we lose touch with our internal guidance system. We learn to override our gut, our inner wisdom, which means we cannot identify or act on red flags. For fawners, internal safety is always reliant on the condition of external safety, so it remains at arm’s length: in someone else’s body or ideology, in their perception or story. Merging with distorted views erodes our self-trust and our sense of self altogether.

			In addition to causing us to lose connection with our authentic nature, the fawn response leads to deep shame, leaning into danger, disrespect, and behaviors that don’t align with our values. We often don’t understand why we do what we do—why we appease our abuser, why we butter up our jerk of a boss, why we placate a difficult parent instead of standing up for ourselves—but it feels impossible to stop.

			Our conciliation doesn’t just give our aggressors cues that nothing is wrong; we often believe it ourselves. Sometimes we know we are not acting in accordance with our values or needs (as in the hot tub with my stepdad). But sometimes the blinders are so complete, we believe wholeheartedly that we’re perfectly fine, in love, or in the present moment. In hindsight, I can see so many times, so many relationships, where I was fawning and didn’t even know it: self-abandonment personified.

			Fawning is…

			
					
					Apologizing to someone when they’ve hurt you.

				

					
					Befriending your bullies in order to get the job, keep the boyfriend, pay the rent.

				

					
					Painting the red flags white—consciously or otherwise.

				

					
					Trusting others more than yourself.

				

					
					Holding out hope that people will change if you try hard enough to help them.

				

					
					Making excuses for people who have hurt you, privileging their pain over your own.

				

					
					Not having a voice because speaking up makes things worse.

				

			

			For some people, fawning is about being more of who they are—smart, generous, successful, funny, or beautiful—so they will be further adored, accepted, and connected. For others, it’s about being less: vocal, ethnic, creative, self-assured, or able to set boundaries. Fawning can be visible or invisible; it can take the shape of sex, money, or the perpetual emotional regulation of others. But one thing remains constant: It is about finding safety in an unsafe world, often at our own expense.

			Sitting in the hot tub with my stepdad, I’m incredibly grateful my body took over—to help me navigate what was literally out of my control and out of my comprehension. I can’t even call this self-abandonment. I call it grace, genius, or higher wisdom bestowed upon me. It was lifesaving, and these impulses helped me navigate four more years in that house.

			We are not meant to eradicate our trauma responses. We couldn’t if we tried! We need these lifesaving instincts, and I’m grateful for them. But when I drove away, hundreds and then thousands of miles from that dysfunction, I remained the same. I brought these imprints with me, no longer discerning safety on a moment-to-moment basis, but unconsciously accepting life in an unsafe world. We aren’t meant to live in survival mode, but these instincts were steering the ship in every relationship—accommodating, shapeshifting, erasing myself until I no longer knew who I was. Fawning was my stunt double, and I had no idea it was acting as me, shielding me—from the bad and from the good. From the good that was inside of me.

			Lowering the Bar

			One of the things I value most about twelve-step recovery is the access it provides to community and spirituality through our shared struggles. I had been looking for both on my own, but it was like the bar was too high. I knew that the “real me,” the one who couldn’t stop drinking, could never live up to the expectations that “spiritual” or “regular” people held. So when I found the twelve-step recovery world, it was like that bar was lowered to the ground. In fact, we were often meeting in church basements, not sitting with the congregation above. This is a place that might accept me, I thought to myself, clinging to their adage We will love you until you can love yourself. In those humble rooms, I found more of myself, and a connection to other people and to spiritual practices that didn’t fill me with shame.

			That is what I want to do with this book. I am lowering the bar. Taking away the judgment and shame around fawning. Allowing us to connect and be real with one another so we can finally access the tools that are most helpful. So we can finally access ourselves.

			For too long, people have talked about the behaviors associated with fawning like something is wrong with us, like we should just get over it, grow up already, stand up for ourselves, set boundaries, and grow our self-esteem. Those phrases have just kept our defenses UP. We must lower the bar to lower our defenses. That’s the only hope for real change. Getting to see how we make sense NOW. Understanding why we’ve done everything we’ve done, and to be honest, will likely continue to do to some degree.

			All of us have defenses. We all have coping mechanisms. Fawning may not be everyone’s variety, but we all have one, if not a combination platter. While I want us to have more freedom and flexibility and believe that it’s possible, I also don’t want to portray unfawning like some fantasyland. I’m afraid I’m often the buzzkill therapist with a very unsexy message: “Get in touch with all your pain, your wounds, the shameful ways you feel like you’ve coped with them, and then you will get better, but you’ll never attain the best-case scenario, at least not 100 percent of the time.” There is no perfect place of rest and wholeness. As long as we are alive, there is no finish line. As long as we have a body that lives with other people on this planet, we will have coping.

			I am a junkie at heart who has tried using a little of this and a little of that to feel as good as possible all the time. In my decades of sobriety, in my personal therapy, and as a therapist, I have tried to find the perfect alchemy. I would not be sharing the contents of this book, holding them up so high, if I hadn’t found what I’m advocating here to be the most healing and helpful approach. If I didn’t think it was abundantly better than everything I’d tried before. My clients’ experiences echo that. No matter what they’ve had to face, grieve, and process, having more choices—being more of themselves—is absolutely worth it.

			The goal in our healing is to come back to the body’s natural inclination of flexibility and repair. One grounded in regulation, a whole and true self. We cannot eliminate all threat, but we can move out of binary responses to it: healed or broken, safe or unsafe. I believe there is more room for us to learn how to tolerate discomfort and to enlarge our capacity to be ourselves.

			Healing requires only that we shed what doesn’t serve us. We retain the inherent gifts and skill sets that we honed along the way while reclaiming many of our goals, values, skills—the parts of ourselves that were left behind. Unfawning is a journey of self-reclamation. A journey of finding our voices, stepping into our authority, and finally living life on more of our own terms.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* Fortunately, the World Health Organization gave C-PTSD some credibility when they added it to the International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems (ICD-11) in 2018.

				

			

		

	
		
			The Fawning Family Tree

			
				· · ·

			While fawning is a relatively new term, others have been placeholders for some time, namely codependency and people-pleasing. These terms point to some of the easily recognizable symptoms of fawning, but they have missed the WHY behind those actions. When we focus on problematic behaviors rather than understanding their roots, we perpetuate the idea that we are broken or a problem that needs fixing. Unpacking the nuances of fawning brings self-compassion and self-awareness and offers a path to what we’ve been seeking all along, a right relationship with ourselves and others.

			I am a fawner, so I want to preface this section by saying, Please don’t be mad at me. I know that people have found solace in the framework of codependency and people-pleasing. Having terminology, community, and a reflection of your lived experience is a gift. I’m not here to take that away.

			What’s also true is that after I read all the books, went to the programs, and took the questionnaires, these terms didn’t entirely resonate with me. They left me, many of my friends, colleagues and clients feeling unseen and, well, shamed.

			

			—

			Codependency: Codependency was originally defined in the context of chemical dependency, as a counterpoint to addiction—that is to say, the codependent enabled the addicted one. It provided language and support for friends and family members of alcoholics. But some fawners don’t identify with the term codependent, particularly if their fawning didn’t look like eradicating problems for their alcoholic parent or partner or rescuing others from the consequences of their own actions.

			To distill the various definitions of codependency in the 1980s, Melody Beattie did what I am trying to do now with fawning. She wrote a now-classic tome called Codependent No More: How to Stop Controlling Others and Start Caring for Yourself. In it, she provides this definition: “A codependent person is one who has let another person’s behavior affect him or her, and who is obsessed with controlling that person’s behavior.”

			Um, do you see why I might have a little trouble with the codependency literature? Right there in the definition, from the very woman who popularized the term, is a tone that feels a bit, well, judgy. I mean, a person “who is obsessed with controlling”? Sign me up!

			Fawning as a trauma response originated as instinctual reactions to threat. This preoccupation did not develop with the intent to control. It developed to find personal safety. I also struggle with the idea that a codependent person lets another person affect them. This implies both conscious choice and immunity from relating, as though we aren’t literally hardwired for relationship. We co-regulate and cohabitate. We impact one another!

			We need to take back the realities of healthy dependency and caregiving. Caregivers in particular have been shamed for anticipating the needs of others, when that is the job of raising human beings who can’t anticipate or name their own needs. Fawners have been socialized

			

			—

			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	




OEBPS/images/9798217045334_title_page.jpg
Fawning

WHY THE NEED TO PLEASE
MAKES US LOSE OURSELVES—
AND HOW TO FIND OUR WAY BACK

Dr. Ingrid Clayton









OEBPS/images/Penguin_Logo.jpg








OEBPS/images/9798217045334_cover.jpg
WHY THE NEED TO PLEASE
MAKES US LOSE OURSELVES-AND
HOW TO FIND OUR WAY BACK

Fawning
Fawning
Fawning

“Anyone who has ever people-pleased, self-silenced, tried to be
perfect, or apologized to someone who is harming them must
read this book.”—Ramani Durvasula, PhD, author of It’s Not You
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