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			Advance Praise for The Adult Chair

			“Michelle Chalfant has a brilliant gift for explaining deeply healing concepts and practices. One of my favorite things about Michelle Chalfant and The Adult Chair is how she shares her own life experiences, offering real examples of working through triggers. Her vulnerability and authenticity are a breath of fresh air, especially for those of us in the mental health and healing fields. She truly embodies the ‘inner work’ she teaches, making her an inspiring guide on the path to transformation.”

			—Liz Burkholder, PhD, mind-body medicine, holistic nurse practitioner and founder of GoWithin Institute

			“With Michelle Chalfant’s beautiful real-life examples, along with practical how-to lists, anyone could read this book and be set on a true path to self-transformation and healing. This is a remarkable achievement!”

			—Dr. Pam Staples, founder of Relational Joy

			“The Adult Chair distills complex ideas into accessible insights and practical tools. Whether you’re on a journey of self-discovery or striving to become your healthiest, best self, this is the road map you need to embrace life fully and fearlessly.”

			—Amberly Lago, USA Today bestselling author of Joy Through the Journey

			“In the ten years I have known Michelle Chalfant, I have never ceased to be amazed by her unique ability to merge kindness, empathy, intellect, and a profound, almost otherworldly sense of understanding of grief and trauma. The Adult Chair is a testament to these qualities, offering readers a transformative approach to emotional healing.”

			—Ross Rosenberg, M.Ed., LCPC, CADC, author of The Human Magnet Syndrome and The Codependency Revolution

			“The Adult Chair offers a powerful, interactive journey out of the often-murky depths of childhood wounds into lasting transformation. Keep pen and paper handy—you’ll want to engage deeply with each thoughtfully crafted exercise designed to support profound growth and sustainable change.”

			—Patti Elledge, Somatic Experiencing practitioner and mentor; adult attachment specialist

			“Michelle Chalfant’s openness and honesty in sharing how she has applied the Adult Chair Model to her own life—leading to profound and sustainable change—will make readers feel like they truly have a coach in their corner whom they can trust. This book is a beautiful gift that we can all benefit from.”

			—Karen Gelstein, Trauma and Addiction Therapist; EMDR and somatic practitioner

			“If you are ready to get unstuck, truly understand yourself on the deepest level, and break past old limiting patterns or cycles that are holding you back, no matter how long they may have been repeating in your life, this is a must-read.”

			—Elyse Archer, founder and CEO, She Sells

			“The Adult Chair is both deeply illuminating and incredibly actionable. This book is a game changer.”

			—Prema Gaia, founder of Nervous System Support

			“A powerful guide for anyone seeking deeper self-awareness and emotional freedom. Michelle Chalfant offers a clear and compassionate framework that helps us navigate life with greater balance, confidence, and authenticity. The Adult Chair is an invaluable resource for those ready to step into their fullest potential.”

			—Catherine Plano, PhD, MCC, founder of Rise & Thrive Global and author of Shifts Only Happen Once You Own Your Sh!t

			“Michelle Chalfant has created a life-changing guide, brilliantly illuminating how we lose ourselves along the way and, more importantly, how we can reclaim our power, confidence, and authenticity in our adult lives.”

			—Jessica Papineau, CEO and founder of CSJ Authentic Fashion Styling
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			To my family, both past and present.

			For the love that surrounded me, the traumas that challenged me, and every experience in between.

			Each moment has shaped me into the person I am today.

			I am eternally grateful.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The Adult Chair Model
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			As Sara sat down for her first session, I asked, “What would you like to work on today?” She said, “I don’t feel emotions. In fact, I feel quite numb inside. I get reactive with people, and it is hurting my relationships. I have worked with so many therapists and coaches, and yet I don’t seem to be able to move forward. Do you think you can help me?”

			Sara’s story isn’t unique. So many of us are living with stress, anxiety, or depression and can’t seem to find relief. Others are struggling with addiction, dysfunctional relationships, or low self-worth. Maybe you’ve done years of therapy and still seem to be falling into the same patterns over and over. Through decades of working with countless clients, I’ve found that most forms of therapy, while well-meaning, focus on diagnosing and treating symptoms rather than healing the root causes.

			That’s why I developed the Adult Chair model. Healing is possible and happens faster with a simplified and clear understanding of who we are, how we got this way, and how to move forward. The Adult Chair model is where simple psychology meets grounded spirituality, an integrated blend of insights to help people raise their awareness and their consciousness and create powerful change in their lives.

			As I explained the pillars of it to Sara, I could see a light bulb going on. She saw she had the power to change. And with change could come a more beautiful, peaceful, and authentic life.

			I leaned in. “I’m glad you’re here,” I told Sara. “And I think this model can help you.”

			The Adult Chair Model and Why It Will Help

			The Adult Chair model teaches people who they are and how they developed into the adults they are today. It’s a comprehensive yet simple-to-understand guide that describes how the experiences of our lives have shaped us using the visual of three chairs—the Child Chair, the Adolescent Chair, and the Adult Chair—and explains why we show up the way we do in the world. It gives you the “how to” and lays out the tools to transform common issues we all face, like low self-worth, unhealthy relationships, lack of boundaries, anxiety, codependency, and more. Lastly, it illustrates what an emotionally healthy person looks like and gives us a role model to strive for using five pillars that we can put into practice daily.

			Knowing these skills has transformed my life, and I want to share this with the world. It’s the information that I wish I’d had in my teens and twenties when I was living with depression, anxiety, people-pleasing, and codependency. When I was going through my initial healing journey, I knew I was unhappy, in pain, and wanted help, but I couldn’t find the “how to.” I have walked this path of transformation and found that the Adult Chair is what I needed and longed for.

			My hope is that this book provides this for you—an “owner’s manual” for adults, not only outlining how to identify where things might have gone wrong in your development, but also providing tools that will teach you how to make true, lasting changes that lead to the empowered, fulfilling life you are longing for.

			How can this model help you? I have seen so many examples of people finally able to get unstuck, find clarity in their lives, and feel more empowered. The model helps this process by breaking down our lives from childhood through adulthood and allowing us to see our missing milestones or where things might have gone wrong.

			We learn how to be healthy functioning adults from the people who raise us. Both consciously and unconsciously, they set an example for how we show up in the world in relationship to ourselves and how much worth we have. They model for us how to cultivate and be present in our relationships of all kinds, and if we are allowed to have needs and express them or if we must stay quiet and allow others to walk all over us and treat us poorly.

			Our parents demonstrate for us how to care for and love ourselves. They share their beliefs with us around health, money, and how we should be treated in the world. They teach us about God, faith, and the promise that when we die, we go to heaven (or hell). Our parents play a huge role in framing who we are and how we develop during our lives. While growing up, we look to them as if they are gods themselves. We don’t know any better. From the earliest age, we need them to feed and nurture us, and we instinctively know that they are the people we need to please and get love from—because who else will take care of us and keep us fed and safe in the world? Unconsciously we absorb all of their beliefs around how the world works, and from there learn how we should be showing up in the world.

			The problem is that if we are raised in a broken home, or a dysfunctional family, or by neglectful or unhealthy parents, we learn only what they have to offer and grow into adults who are programmed with limiting beliefs about ourselves, others, and the world.

			Unfortunately, we don’t know what we are missing. We all do the best we can (including our parents). We do our best to function as healthy adults, but if we missed specific lessons or milestones, and don’t even know what those are, it’s like driving our car with a tire that needs air or is even flat.

			The Adult Chair model takes you through the timeline from birth to where you are today in adulthood and helps you to understand where you might have missed an important developmental milestone or lesson.

			The model also shows you how you might be compensating for this in your life now, whether through people-pleasing, numbing out, being critical of self, or any of the other unproductive coping strategies we develop (strategies that cause suffering in our lives!).

			For example, you might be someone who never learned how to set clear boundaries with others, and instead learned from your parents “don’t rock the boat, just give in”—to not be confrontational but to let people walk all over you. If this sounds like you, how is your life now? How are your relationships? Do you feel drained or fatigued?

			Perhaps you are living with an autoimmune disease. I’ve seen many people in my practice who have lived with the symptoms of this type of disease and the common theme is that they did not embody a strong sense of self or set clear boundaries. They were walked on and did not speak up for themselves.

			This book will help you to see things like this in your own life. When you can identify these missed lessons and then understand how they are affecting your current life, the light bulbs start coming on. Life starts to make sense. We have a raised awareness of how we are not showing up in a healthy way today and what we would like instead.

			We begin to realize there is another way, and the Adult Chair model provides the road map for how to shift the areas of our lives where we feel stuck and begin to create an updated or new road map for our futures. You will begin to feel aligned with your true self, your soul self, and your whole world will begin to change.

			The Three Chairs Explained

			As Sara’s session continued, I stood up and pulled three chairs into the center of the room. “I’m going to show you the three main developmental stages that humans go through. By the end, I believe you will not only understand your concerns but also have a plan for how to connect with your true self and learn to feel your emotions, as well as a framework for how to create healthy relationships. Sound good?”

			I could see the relief flash across her face as I began to explain to Sara the story of her life and how she got this way. Though I often use physical chairs as an experiential tool with clients, you don’t need to use physical chairs to apply the Adult Chair model to your life. The chairs are ultimately a metaphor for the place we are approaching life from—the perspective we are “sitting” in.

			Humans all go through the same developmental stages in life. The model illustrates these developmental phases using chairs: the Child Chair, the Adolescent Chair, and the Adult Chair. Our daily goal is to spend as much time as possible in our Adult Chair—our healthiest self. Unfortunately, unless we received perfect, healthy parenting (and none of us did), we might physically develop into adults but mentally and emotionally show up and react from our childhood wounds and from the survival mechanisms we developed in our adolescent years, or earlier.

			It’s important to reflect back on your formative years. By understanding the messages you received growing up and the behaviors you saw modeled, and by learning about the road map that was created during the first six years of your life, you can change and update your programming and patterns…and transform your life! Anyone can do this. We first need to raise our awareness of how we developed into who we are today. And that’s where the three chairs come in.

			The first chair, the Child Chair, represents the earliest phase of our life. This chair includes the developmental milestones that happen (or don’t happen) from birth to six years of age.

			During this phase, we learn many things, but most importantly we experience and learn about trust, safety, emotions, and our needs. We rely on our parents to keep us protected and safe and to take care of our needs. We may need consolation, a hug, or to hear “I love you” or “You matter so much to me.” We depend heavily on our parents to witness and reflect who we are, versus projecting onto us who they want us to be.

			As I explained this to Sara, she looked at me wide-eyed. “Growing up, I was shamed for crying and speaking up,” she said. She shared that her mom had had three children under six years old, and she was completely overwhelmed all the time. Her mom couldn’t handle the kids’ emotions or needs and would fly into a rage when any of the kids would cry. I could see Sara was starting to put the pieces together, but we next needed to uncover what had developed during her adolescent years.

			The Adolescent Chair is the next developmental stage. It’s a larger age range—from age seven to twenty-four—and a lot happens during these years.

			During this phase of development, we leave the feeling of oneness and connectedness that children experience and begin to see ourselves as separate individuals. This is due to the development of our ego. It causes us to develop a sense of individual identity, and we begin to see ourselves as an “I” instead of a “we.”

			It’s important to note that this is a completely normal and necessary step of our development and human experience. To grow from childhood to adulthood is to learn how to take care of ourselves and function independently of our family unit in the world. However, this development also makes us begin to feel separate from our mother, family, and the oneness/Source/God energy that we came from and are part of, and with this separation comes fear that we are alone. And with fear comes a number of coping mechanisms and survival strategies to keep us safe, connected, and feeling like we belong.

			While in this chair, because of our ego, we leave the present moment and instead live in the past and future, making up stories and assumptions to keep ourselves safe.

			Our ego ideas are based on subconscious programming and limiting thoughts, which can result in reactivity and defensiveness.

			We react without facts, and we are quick to judge self or others. Disconnected from the true needs and emotions of our Child Chair, we instead learn how to numb our pain and reach for things outside of us to feel okay—especially if our parents didn’t model how to handle our emotions in a healthy way. This can lead us to adopt compulsions and addictions to things that, in the moment, make us feel better, such as social media, Netflix, porn, drugs, alcohol, food, shopping, drama, or even chaos.

			One of our Adolescent’s strategies is to create masks that it thinks will keep us safe. This is where the inner critic, fraud, judger, helper, perfectionist, people pleaser, and more begin to show up in our lives. As they do, we unconsciously cover up who we truly are and build a false self that overlays, masks, our true self. We fall asleep to our true selves and forget who we really are.

			So many of the common challenges we face, so many of the things that keep us stuck, can be traced back to this stage of development.

			As Sara reflected back on her adolescent self, she began to see how she had started blocking her emotions so as not to provoke her mother’s anger. I explained this could be where the irritation to emotions was coming from. Her Adolescent simply didn’t know what to do with them.

			And the outcome of this was showing itself in her relationships, where she was short-tempered and hurting people. She needed her Adult! She was physically an adult but living from her Adolescent.

			It bears repeating that the stage itself is not “bad,” but the danger is that most of us carry the unhealthy strategies we learned here into adulthood. They become like an operating manual or road map that we build our lives from, even when they no longer serve us and who we are now.

			Only by learning how to mature into a healthy adult and manage these parts of ourselves can we find peace, freedom, and a restored connection with our true selves.

			And that’s where the Adult Chair comes in, which is the third chair. We move into this phase around the age of twenty-five. This stage is marked by raised consciousness, awareness of self and others, and living in the present moment.

			In our Adult Chair, we live with facts and truth versus stories and assumptions from our past or future. We can connect to and feel our emotions and take care of ourselves by sharing our wants and needs with others and setting boundaries.

			In this stage, we live with raised awareness about our own actions, choices, and motivations. For example, if we realize we are drinking too much in the evenings, we reflect upon this and decide to stop or decrease our drinking. If we hurt someone, we own it and apologize. We work to forgive ourselves and others when needed, and not hold ourselves back from moving forward in life. We strive to live with peace and balance. And if we are not living there—and none of us do all the time—we use one of the tools in the model to get ourselves back. This is how healthy adults live.

			Moving into your Adult Chair can happen quite naturally if you had modeling from parents who were emotionally healthy and helped you hit all of your developmental milestones. Unfortunately, most of us didn’t get this. Most of us were raised by parents who did their best with what they knew, including what they saw modeled from their own parents. Sara saw this, as her overwhelmed mother didn’t know how to channel her emotions in a healthy way and instead exploded in anger toward her children. If our parents didn’t learn and experience healthy concepts like feeling and expressing their emotions, managing their triggers, setting boundaries, and cultivating self-love, how in the world are we supposed to know these things?

			The result is that we physically continue to grow and mature into adults, but emotionally, we are living and making choices and decisions from our Adolescent Chair.

			The good news is that regardless of what you learned or didn’t learn, with curiosity, desire, and effort, you can move more and more into your Adult Chair now.

			The Benefits of Living in Your Adult Chair

			After I explained the chairs to Sara, she looked at me and said, “I get it! This makes so much sense! Since we didn’t ‘do’ emotions in our home growing up, I don’t know how to feel mine. No one modeled healthy emotions or sat with me when I was feeling my emotions.”

			“Exactly,” I replied. “And because you missed out on exploring and feeling your emotions during your time in your Child Chair, our work will be to help you reconnect with your younger self and get those emotions ‘activated’ and flowing through your body again.”

			We also needed to bring in Sara’s adult-self energy to help her feel and process emotions, show up in a healthy way with boundaries to get her needs met, and also learn how to apologize to anyone she has hurt. I would soon introduce her to the five pillars (more on that later), which would give her tools to put this into practice.

			This was all new for her. And I could see the relief in the tears that were forming in her eyes as she thanked me. By living in the Adult Chair, you begin to uncover who you really are—your true self. This is the self you were born with. It’s your true essence that is connected to something much bigger than you. Call it God, Source, Universe…that is the you that you came to this planet as, that you can still connect to and live from today.

			The Work Ahead of Us

			Most people start to feel better about themselves as soon as they learn about the Adult Chair model. My hope is that when you decide to take the journey of finding and living from your Adult Chair, you will have the same empowering experience as Sara and countless clients.

			I’ve written this book to be your guide as you learn how to apply the model to your life, and it’s organized into two parts.

			Part 1, “The Three Chairs,” will explain the three chairs and each developmental stage in detail, each chapter unpacking one of the chairs. Together, we will ask questions and reflect on your formative experiences in your childhood and adolescence, ultimately uncovering the road map that you have unconsciously been using to direct your life.

			You will find some areas that you may recognize and some that you need to look at a little deeper. Take your time in this part. Breathe, take breaks, move your body—doing this work can be uncomfortable at times, but by bringing everything out into the open, the healing can finally begin.

			In part 2, “The Five Pillars,” you will learn the five pillars that are the hallmark of a healthy adult. These are practices that you will return to daily as you strive to live out of your Adult Chair. These pillars are:

			
					
					I Own My Reality

				

					
					I Practice Self-Compassion

				

					
					I Feel My Emotions

				

					
					I Own My Triggers

				

					
					I Set Healthy Boundaries

				

			

			In this section, I will explain these concepts as well as powerful tools and processes to put them into practice, which are simple to understand but absolutely transformational. Once they are incorporated into your life, you will find your life beginning to change, and you will start to see a new you—the you that you were born with. It is true freedom to live from your Adult Chair. It’s a place of ease, balance, fun, and peace.

			I look forward to walking this path alongside you. Know that I am cheering you on as we go!

		

	
		
			Part 1

			The Three Chairs
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			Chapter One

			The Child Chair
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			Mary Ann came into my office asking for help with her anxiety. “I live with a lot of fear,” she told me, explaining how scared she was of being trapped, which affected her when getting on airplanes. She also feared her kids were going to get in car accidents, and she found herself constantly worrying about her oldest child, who was away at college.

			When she told me she’d felt like this for as long as she could remember, I knew we needed to start with the beginning of her story. “When you think back to your childhood, what stands out about the first six years of your life?” I asked.

			Mary Ann thought for a moment, then responded that the biggest thing was the lack of stability at home. Her parents fought all the time, and her mother would scream at her father and threaten to leave and never come back. “I remember hiding with my little sister in her bedroom closet when they would fight. We’d be so scared of Mom leaving and not coming back.”

			I asked how sharing this made her feel. She looked at me through tears and said, “I can’t breathe. My whole body is tight.”

			“Mary Ann, how old do you feel right now?”

			She immediately responded, “Four.”

			I knew immediately that Mary Ann’s current anxiety and feelings of fear were coming from her earlier childhood programming, or her road map that was formed between the ages of zero to six years old, the time period I call the Child Chair. By starting here, with the Child Chair, Mary Ann was able to understand the story of her life: who she is and how she got this way.

			So, let’s begin here, with the Child Chair. First, I’ll walk you through understanding how we are shaped by our parents and our childhood experiences. Then we’ll take a look at how these formative experiences shape us when it comes to emotions, identifying our needs, healthy attachment, vulnerability, intimacy, passion, creativity, play, and fun. These are the parts of our road map that are meant to be formed during this stage of development. If you did not get what you needed in any of these areas during this stage of life, you will likely find you struggle in them as an adult.

			Next, we’ll take a look at the common ways we might be wounded as a child and how this can impact the rest of our lives. Finally, I’ll teach you how to reconnect with your inner child so that you can learn from them, check in with them and identify their needs, and re-parent them in a healthier way.

			I invite you to journey with me back to your younger years, open to learning and gaining new awareness about your past that will give you the understanding you need to move more solidly into your Adult Chair.

			What Is the Child Chair and Where Does It Come From?

			As mentioned earlier, the Child Chair phase begins at conception and ends at around age six. A 2011 study published by the Association for Psychological Science found that “as a fetus grows, it’s constantly getting messages from its mother. It’s not just hearing her heartbeat and whatever music she might play to her belly; it also gets chemical signals through the placenta. This includes signals about the mother’s mental state.”[1]

			This is incredible! As our bodies, brains, and nervous systems develop in utero, especially from the twenty-fifth week until birth, we are sensing, feeling, and absorbing what is happening in our external environments, especially that of our mother.

			Think back to when your mother was pregnant with you. If you have access to this information, see if you can answer the following questions: What was the energy like in your home with your parents? Was it a stressful environment or peaceful? Were your parents fighting or were they eagerly awaiting your arrival? Did your mama sing to you and caress her belly with anticipation of your birth? Were you a planned baby or a “mistake”? Was there mental illness or addiction in the home? Was your mother afraid to bring you home? Were you given up for adoption? What might have been the conversation happening around you while you were developing? Answers to these questions can give you some important information as to what your early self was already taking in and attempting to make sense of.

			At birth, we enter into the world as

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			 

			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			Six Key Qualities of the Child Chair

			
			
			1. Emotions

			
			
			
			
			 

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			2. Needs

			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			 

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			3. Vulnerability

			
			
			
			
			
			
			 

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			4. Intimacy

			
			
			
			
			 

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			5. Passion

			
			
			
			 

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			6. Creativity, Play, and Fun

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			 

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			Wounding That Occurs in the Child Chair

			
			
			Projection Versus Reflection

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			 

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			Fear and Worry

			
			
			
			 

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			Chaos and Drama

			
			
			
			
			 

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			Parentification of Children

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			 

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			Neglect and Abandonment

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			 

			
					
					
				

					
					
					
							
							
						

							
							
						

					

			

					
					
				

			

			
			
			How to Re-parent and Heal Your Inner Child
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