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"If I am I, because of you, and you are you because of me – then we are not! But if I am I because of me, and you are you because of you – then we are!"

undefined

~ Harville Hedrix
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Thawing Toxic Relationships is a guide for anyone who finds themselves stuck in painful relationship patterns—conflict, confusion, codependency, or emotional distance. Whether you're navigating romantic struggles, family dynamics, or recovering from past relational trauma, this book is designed to help you break the cycle and build relationships grounded in honesty, mutual respect, and emotional maturity.

In these pages, you'll explore:


●  How early emotional injuries shape adult relationship styles

●  The Drama Triangle, Punishment Cycle, and other toxic dynamics

●  The hidden "chemistry" of emotional reactivity

●  Communication skills grounded in ego-state awareness and True Self leadership

●  Tools to set healthy boundaries, assert needs, and build real intimacy


Includes guided workbook sections, journal prompts, and practical exercises to help you reflect, heal, and apply what you learn in real-life relationships.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Disclaimer 


[image: ]


This book is intended for educational and self-help purposes only. It is not a substitute for professional mental health services or medical advice. If you are experiencing a mental health crisis or are in need of clinical support, please seek help from a qualified provider in your area.

While the author is a licensed mental health professional, reading this book does not establish a therapeutic relationship. The tools and practices described herein are offered as general guidance and should be adapted to your unique needs and circumstances.

Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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Copyright © 2012 – 2025 by Don Carter MSW, LCSW

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,  or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,  photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission  of the author except for brief quotations, with proper references  embodied in other writings. 

Contact Information: 

www.Internet-of-the-Mind.com

Email: support@serenitycreations.com

Phone: (573) 363-3128 

Or Write to: 

Don Carter, MSW, LCSW 

83 South Larand Dr. 

Lake MyKee 

Holts Summit, MO 65043
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Thanks for reading Thawing Toxic Relationships! As a reader, you receive exclusive FREE access to an online course and companion library of worksheets, guided meditations, videos and audios. Contact info is on bonus page.

🎧 Scan the QR Code Below or Visit the following link: https://portal.serenitycreationsonline.com/i/ttr-dls

📌 Note: These resources are for personal use only. Please do not share the direct download link publicly.
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“What the hell is wrong with you?”
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Comedian Bill Cosby has often observed that one of a child’s most frequent answers to questions posed by their parents is “I don’t know.” He forgets to mention that one of a parent’s most frequent questions to their children is some variation of “What the hell is wrong with you?” I always hated that question. How was I supposed to answer it? “Well, Dad, I’m very happy you asked because I think we really need to talk about this. You see, my childhood dependency needs have not been getting met lately, and as a result, I am suffering from a pretty bad case of low self-esteem and some abandonment issues. If you could see your way clear to lighten up on me a bit, I might have a chance to get back on track.” I doubt that would have gone over very well.

I am not sure that my alternative approach was much better for my kids. I modified the question into a little game. When I found myself wanting to ask one of them, “What the hell is wrong with you?” I would stop, raise an eyebrow just a bit, look at them for a moment, and then curiously inquire, “What grade are you in?” They would give the answer to which I would smile and say, “Oh ... that explains it! Maybe they don’t teach you about this until next year.”

Motivation

Motivation has been defined as a drive, a need, a desire to do something. In human beings, motivation involves both conscious and unconscious drives. This writer believes that people share a common ultimate motive. This motive drives everything we think, everything we feel, and everything we do from the time we wake in the morning until we go to sleep at night. I believe this motive is to be happy.

In this case, the term "happiness" does not necessarily refer to a specific feeling or emotion. Feelings come and go, so it is not realistic (nor desirable) to hope to stay in one emotional state. Instead, in this context, happiness is more akin to a universal state of being that encompasses and describes other states of being, such as contentment, satisfaction, fulfillment, completeness, and wholeness. Again, it is this pursuit of happiness that is at the root of everything we think, everything we feel, and everything we do. We all share the same ultimate goal, and we are all doing the best we can with what we have to get as close to that ideal as possible. If all our efforts fail and we move too far away from the perfect, then things can go very wrong, as in the case of someone who feels empty, unhappy, and unmotivated.

As our ultimate goal in life, the desire to be happy motivates us to make decisions based upon what will move us closer to the positive end of a continuum. On the negative end of this continuum is pain, something we try very hard to stay away from. Most of us dislike pain, but it plays a crucial role in our lives. Pain is a warning system that tells us when we are moving in the wrong direction, taking us further away from our ultimate goal.

Granted, we sometimes make decisions that we know will hurt, at least in the short term. However, even these painful decisions are driven by the desire to be happy, because we know that in the long run, we will reap the benefits from the short-term pain. For example, deciding not to marry the person of our dreams until we finish college and get our finances in order may be painful in the short term, but it can be advantageous in the long run. It may even play a part in whether the marriage succeeds or fails. When we make decisions like this, we are said to be mature because we can delay gratification.

There are other times we make decisions that don’t make us happy, such as when we act without hesitating long enough to think it through. For example, impulsively taking out a new line of credit or buying a new car when we cannot afford it may provide some instant gratification but soon leads to buyer’s remorse and other negative long-term consequences when the bills start coming in. Buyer’s remorse is an example of an emotional consequence we suffer when we realize what we have done and how it is going to lead to our future unhappiness. When we don’t stop and think things through before acting, we are said to have impulse control problems, a sign of immaturity.

When immaturity persists into adulthood, it suggests that some developmental delay has taken place, such as emotional arrest. Developmental delays are usually the consequence of unmet childhood needs. Frozen feeling-states are another way of describing these developmental issues. We will explore these concepts in great detail throughout this book. We will also explore a straightforward, yet potent formula: A leads to B. This formula is where A is a choice we make, and B is the outcome. The outcome is where we find ourselves on the pleasure-pain continuum as a consequence of our choices.

Maslow’s Hierarchy

The American psychologist Abraham Maslow (1968) developed a six-level hierarchy of needs, which, according to his theory, drives human behavior. I believe that each of these needs must be met for one to be truly happy. Maslow progressively ranks human needs as follows:

	Physiological - food, shelter, clothing;

	Security and safety;

	Love and feelings of belonging;

	Competence, prestige, and esteem;

	Curiosity and the need to know, and

	Self-Actualization


Maslow suggests that each preceding need must be met, at least to some extent, before one can progress to the next level. For instance, a child may struggle to pay attention in class if she is preoccupied with hunger. Maslow refers to the first four levels as deficiency needs and the last two as growth needs.

While these needs are essential for all human beings, special attention must be given to how we meet these needs in children because, as we shall see, it is the meeting of these needs, or not meeting them, that sets in motion a whole series of events that have an impact on the adjustment of that child. In children, deficiency needs are also referred to as dependency needs because children cannot meet these needs themselves; they depend upon their caretakers to meet these needs for them.

Childhood Dependency Needs

Small children cannot meet their own needs, much like a plant cannot water itself. As we grow, we become more independent and able to meet an increasing number of our needs on our own. There are two groups of dependency needs. The first group is the survival needs. These are what Maslow refers to as the basic needs for food, shelter, clothing, medical attention, safety, and protection. If these needs are not met, at least to a minimal degree, the child is likely to die. Notice that the survival needs include the child’s need to feel safe and protected. If a child does not feel secure, she cannot relax. She is always on guard, scanning her environment for danger. Her anxiety level is very high, and she has to stay alert and “tuned in” to everything going on around her, causing her to become hyper-vigilant, hyper-alert, and/or hyper-sensitive. Feeling safe helps children relax; if they can’t relax, they can’t play. If they can’t play, it interferes with their growth. Play is how children learn and grow along regular developmental lines.

Because feeling safe is so important, children have a built-in psychological defense mechanism called idealization, which helps them feel secure and protected. This is necessary for them to be able to relax enough to play, which, again, is the business of being a child. Through idealization, children (not teenagers) set their parents up on a pedestal, seeing them as godlike creatures. This makes them feel safe because, “if a godlike creature protects me, then nothing can get to me” (Bradshaw). Of course, children cannot yet think that way, but they “get it” that way in an emotional sense. We will revisit idealization later.

The emotional dependency needs are what Maslow refers to as the basic needs for love and esteem. These are the needs that nourish a child's emotional well-being. If they meet these needs consistently, children thrive and flourish. If they don’t get these needs met, they suffer to an extent proportional to the extent of their unmet needs. John Bradshaw (1992, 2005) refers to the following as primary emotional dependency needs: Time, Attention, Affection, and Direction.

Time = Love

Bradshaw and others point out that a small child equates time with love. In his video Shame and Addiction, Bradshaw states, “Little kids get it that whatever their parents give their time to is what they love.” So, if Dad is gone working ten to twelve hours a day, which may be his way of showing love, the kids feel that Dad loves what he is doing more than he loves them. They don’t understand budgets and bills. They don’t know that this may be Dad’s way of demonstrating his love for the family. All they know is he is usually gone, and when he comes home, he is too tired to spend time with them. All he wants to do is rest, read the paper, and watch some TV. The main point here is that the children need time from both parents, not just one. They need enough time from each parent to get the message that they are loved as much as anyone else in the family. It is not as much of a question of quantity as it is of consistency and quality. “Quality time” is when the child’s other three emotional needs are also being met.

Attention = Worth

Just as children equate time with love, they get it that attention equals worth or value. Attention is more than just listening to the children; it is attending to them. Parents attend to children when they take them seriously, show genuine concern and curiosity about who they are, what they think, and how they feel. Attentive parents notice when their child is struggling with a feeling and help figure out what it is and how to address it. They are engaged in their child’s life, to the extent that they know how their child’s day went, who the child is hanging out with, what the highlight of the week was, etc.

Children require a significant amount of attention, and if they don’t receive it, their behavior can become attention-seeking. This is not deliberate on their part. Most of the time, children don’t know why they act out in ways that are designed to get attention. They are compelled to do it because they need attention, not because they want attention. When was the last time you heard this statement: “Oh, he’s trying to get attention, just ignore him.” Sometimes this is bad advice; other times it is not. There are two reasons kids exhibit attention-seeking behavior: when they are not receiving enough attention, and when they have become accustomed to receiving too much attention. The latter will be discussed when we look at the need for direction.

Affection = Approval

As a therapist, I have found that affection is often an area where many families fall short. Many of my clients have told me, “Well, mine were not the most affectionate parents in the world, but I always knew they loved me.” I am sure it is true that they were loved. However, I am also aware that kids need hugs, kisses, pats on the back, and words of encouragement regularly. Displays of affection are how approval messages are sent from the parent to the child. Affection says, “I like you,” “I like who you are and who you are becoming,” “I am glad you are my child,” I am happy I get to be your parent,” “I am grateful we have been blessed with you.” In other words, affection is how children get the message that the parent approves of them. How many of us know a child who is not sure what his father thinks of him? Or one who is uncertain whether she measures up to her mother’s expectations? How many are sure that we don’t measure up?

Children who don’t receive enough affection often exhibit approval-seeking behaviors, such as people-pleasing. They act out their need for approval by trying to please their parents. When their attempts go unnoticed, they try harder and harder to please them, setting in motion the development of an ingrained pattern of people-pleasing behavior. We will examine these types of behavioral patterns in more detail later.

Direction:

Guidance = Competence

Children are born not knowing how to do things. They are biologically programmed to survive in the wild, but everything about living in our culture, including relationships, must be learned. Our caretakers are our teachers. Dad shows us how to be a man in the world; Mom shows us how to be a woman in the world; and they both show us how men and women get along with each other. In other words, our cultural and interpersonal programming is not biologically endowed but comes through the modeling of our parents, whether they realize it or not.

In the ideal situation, parents recognize the powerful influence their behavior has on their children's development. They also know that to be good teachers, they have to be available and approachable; i.e., the children know when and where to find their parents, and they know that it is okay to go to them for advice and assistance. Being available goes back to the issues of time and attention; parents must make the time to attend to their kids' questions. To be approachable, they must also be patient, tolerant, and affectionate. Good teachers understand that kids need repetition to learn. They may need to ask and be shown more than once to develop competence in a specific task.

A sense of competence and mastery is crucial to a child's development of their sense of self. For instance, when parents teach a child to ride a bike, they hold on and support the child until she gains her balance, and then they let go. Usually, the child will crash a time or two, but soon she takes off and rides. Did you ever see children who take off on a bike for the first time? They light up like a Christmas tree and almost universally shout the same thing: “Look at me! I’m doing it!” This is a statement of competence and provides a considerable boost to their ego. After a while, you might hear the same child shout, “Look at me! I’m doing it with no hands!” This shows that the child now has a sense of mastery. Do you ever wonder why kids tend to repeat the same thing once they become proficient at it and avoid things they might not do well? Satisfying the need for a sense of competence and mastery is the reason. Children need as many I-can-do-it experiences as we can give them. Things like tying their shoes for the first time, driving a car, going on a date, learning to dance, getting good grades, learning to cook, hitting a baseball, and so on.

Parents help their kids gain the 'I-can-do-it' experience by assisting them in developing the skill sets necessary to perform a given task. This again requires time, attention, and affection. If children learn the fundamentals of something, they are much more likely to succeed. If they try to learn on their own, without any understanding of the fundamentals, they are likely to fail more times than necessary. Kids who fail too much eventually give up trying. They need teachers who are available and approachable to help them learn.

Approachable teachers help without resorting to criticism when working with a child. It is truly an art, and most of us were raised on criticism, so it is difficult to learn. Healthy critical feedback comes with love, tolerance, and without shame. For example, helpful criticism might sound like this: “I know it’s difficult.” “You are doing very well ...I fell off more than this when I was your age.” “I know you can do it. Let’s try one more time for today.” Shameful criticism sounds like this: “Oh, come on, don’t be a big baby!” “You always make things harder than they should be.” “Your brother took off on his first try ... are you going to let him make you look bad?”

Another issue regarding guidance is over-protection, which should also be explored here. Some families have rigid, sometimes extremely over-controlling rules designed to “protect” the child. For example, “The training wheels don’t come off until you are twelve years old,” “You cannot climb trees,” “You can go outside but don’t do anything,” and “You must wear a football helmet if you are going to get on the swing set.” They also do everything for the child, even that which children should be able to do themselves. Over-protection and over-involvement are a result of a parent’s inability to tolerate any chance that their child might get hurt, physically or emotionally (failure). This can easily be mistaken for love when, in fact, it is not. This is more about the parents’ need to feel safer than it is about the child’s need for protection. The child not only misses out on the I-can-do-it experiences but also gets a message from the god-like creatures in his life that he can’t do it–a feeling of incompetence is the result. The child feels, “If Mom and Dad don’t think I can do it, then I must not be able to do it.” These kids usually end up with all kinds of problems with indecision, shame, fear, and anxiety.

Discipline = Character

Discipline is the second form of direction kids need. Children are born without the internal structures to control their impulses. Therefore, they were given external structures, called parents, to help them. When parents set limits for their children, they are telling them, “Here’s the line, if you step over it, this is what happens." Setting and enforcing reasonable limits help develop the internal structures necessary for children to control their impulses. These structures build character. Character consists of two primary internal structures: values — the knowledge of right and wrong, and self-discipline — the ability to delay or deny the gratification of impulses based on that knowledge.

If we remember a simple formula, A leads to B. This formula is simple but powerful: — meaning every action (A) results in a consequence (B), then we will have quite a bit of knowledge about setting reasonable limits.  Cause and effect is a universal law: When our behavior (A) is a good thing, then the outcome (B) should also be good; when A is a bad thing, then B should also be bad. The consequences we receive (positive or negative) shape our behaviors by reinforcing the good and dissuading the bad. While this formula is simple in theory, it is difficult in practice because life does not always go as it “should,” as we shall see in the next chapter.

Healthy limits are firm, effective, and consistent. The limits (B) are also connected and proportionate to the behavior (A); i.e., let the punishment fit the crime. When parents set and consistently enforce reasonable limits for their children, they are teaching an essential law of
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