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_______________

It took me a long time to understand that it was a position, and that positions exist because somebody needs them filled.

For most of my twenties I understood it the way everyone in that situation first understands it, which is as a verdict. Something about me had been assessed and found wanting. The assessment had been carried out by the people best placed to make it, over a period of eighteen years, with full access to the evidence. Their conclusion was unanimous, which is the detail that makes it so difficult to appeal. It is one thing to be disliked by a parent. It is another to be disliked by a parent and to watch everybody else agree.

So you assume the verdict is about you, because a unanimous verdict from the people who know you best is, on the face of it, the most reliable information available about what kind of person you are.

The reframe, when it comes, is not comforting in the way people expect. It is more disorienting than that.

It is this: the position existed before you did.

Families under sustained pressure develop a characteristic solution to a specific problem. The problem is that the pressure has no acceptable explanation. A marriage is failing and cannot be described as failing. A parent is drinking and the drinking is not a subject. Money is gone. Someone is unwell in a way nobody will name. There is a great deal of anxiety in the house and no permitted account of where it comes from.

Anxiety with no permitted account is intolerable, because it makes the household feel unsafe for no reason, and a threat you cannot locate is worse than one you can. So the system does what systems do. It locates it.

It finds a source. And once a source is established, the anxiety becomes manageable, because now it has a cause, and the cause has a face, and the family can organise itself around managing that face rather than around the thing it cannot say.

This is not a theory somebody made up recently. Murray Bowen described the mechanism in his work on family systems in the 1970s, and gave it a name that is worth knowing because it is so exact: the family projection process. A parent, anxious, becomes focused on one child. The focus produces interpretation. Behaviour that in another child would pass unremarked is read as evidence. The child is then treated as though the problem is real, and over enough years the treatment produces something that looks very like the thing that was feared.

Which is the part that traps people for decades. By the time you are old enough to appeal, the evidence file is genuinely full. You did become difficult. You were angry. There is a whole catalogue of incidents and every single one of them happened.

Nobody in this arrangement is usually doing anything deliberately. That is the second thing that took me a long time to accept, and I resisted it for years because it felt like letting them off. A mother who has decided at some level that one of her children is the trouble is not conducting a campaign. She is anxious, and she has found somewhere to put it, and the relief of having somewhere to put it is so considerable that the arrangement becomes load-bearing very quickly.

Load-bearing is the important word. It is why the arrangement will not respond to evidence, and why the single most common strategy adopted by people in this position, which is to prove they are not what they have been called, cannot work in principle. You are not being accused. You are being used. Disproving an accusation is a legal operation and this is not a legal situation. It is a structural one, and the structure needs the position filled.

That is what these essays are about. Not how to be exonerated, which is not available. How to work out what the position was for, who needed it, and what is left of you when you stop standing in it.

There is one more thing worth saying at the front, because it is the thing I would have wanted said to me at twenty-four and nobody did.

This is not rare, and it is not a private misfortune peculiar to your family. It has been measured. There is a substantial research literature on what psychologists call parental differential treatment, meaning the systematic difference in how parents treat one child compared with another, and it is one of the better-evidenced findings in developmental psychology.

The next essay is about a study that pooled twenty-six thousand children. I put it second on purpose. If you have spent your life being told that you are the only one who experienced the family that way, and that your memory is unreliable, and that you are dramatic, then the useful thing is not sympathy. It is a number.

ESSAY TWO
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_______________

In 2024, two researchers at Brigham Young University, Alexander Jensen and Alexandra Thomsen, published a meta-analysis in the journal Child Development. A meta-analysis is not a study. It is a study of studies, a way of asking what the entire accumulated literature says once the individual papers have been pooled and weighted.

Theirs pooled data representing twenty-six thousand four hundred and fifty-one participants, based on two thousand eight hundred and ninety effect sizes, drawn from eighty-eight sources nested within forty-three samples.

I have written those numbers out in words rather than figures because I want them read slowly.

What they were measuring was parental differential treatment, which the literature abbreviates to PDT, and which they examined in two forms. Relative PDT is how a particular child is treated compared with a sibling: whether you were the favoured one or the less favoured one. Absolute PDT is simply how large the gap is between siblings, regardless of which side of it any given child is on.

The finding, stated as plainly as they state it: less favoured treatment was linked to more internalizing and externalizing behaviour. And separately, greater differences in parenting between siblings were linked to more internalizing and externalizing behaviour.

Internalizing behaviour is the vocabulary for what turns inward. Anxiety, depression, withdrawal. Externalizing is what turns outward. Anger, defiance, conduct problems, the behaviour that gets a child called difficult.

So the pooled finding, across twenty-six thousand children, is that being the less favoured child is associated with becoming exactly the kind of child a family would point to as the problem.

I want to be careful here, because this book has promised to be honest about what the evidence can and cannot carry, and there is a real limit.

This is correlational. The studies pooled here mostly cannot tell you which came first. A reasonable sceptic, and every scapegoated person has a version of this sceptic living in their head, will point out that a difficult child might well be treated less favourably because of the difficulty, and that the arrow could run either way, and that the numbers would look identical.

That objection is legitimate. It is also not the end of the matter, for two reasons.

The first is the absolute PDT finding, which is stranger and harder to explain away. Larger gaps between siblings were associated with worse outcomes in general, not only for the disfavoured child. If the effect were purely a matter of parents responding to a difficult child, you would not expect the mere size of the gap to matter on its own.

The second is that there is other work designed specifically to address the direction problem. Rand Conger and Katherine Conger published a study in the Journal of Family Psychology in 1994 looking at differential parenting and change in sibling differences in delinquency over time. Studies that follow families across time, and that ask what changes after what, are the ones that can begin to separate cause from consequence, and they have generally not been kind to the idea that the child is simply the origin of the treatment.

There is a third study worth knowing, because it addresses a specific thing that people in this position are told constantly.

You are told that you are misremembering. That your siblings do not recall it that way. That your mother has a completely different account.

The Jensen meta-analysis found that some effects were stronger when the differential treatment was reported by children rather than by parents.

Sit with what that implies. The child's report was not the noisy, unreliable version to be corrected against the parent's. In some respects it was the more predictive one.

That is not proof that your account is right and theirs is wrong. Families are not settled by meta-analyses and yours will not be. What it does is remove a specific weapon that has probably been used against you for years, which is the assumption that the adult account is by default the accurate one and the child's is by default distorted by grievance.

In the literature, the child's account is doing real work.

One last thing about these numbers, and it is the thing I found hardest to take on board.

A finding that appears across twenty-six thousand children is a finding about a mechanism, not about your family's particular wickedness. Whatever happened in your house was, in its broad shape, ordinary. It is happening now, in a very large number of houses, most of them containing people
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