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This book is for anyone who spent their childhood knocking on a door that their parents never opened.

Also for Aphra and Shay, my little loves. I promise to keep learning and healing so that I can be the parent you both deserve.
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INTRODUCTION

I hadn’t long qualified as a therapist when I found myself working with Janie. She came for sessions after being signed off from work with stress. In our first meeting, she talked about the three years of frequent 12-hour workdays that had led to her getting up from her desk and unceremoniously leaving the office in the middle of the day one Tuesday, and sobbing in a coffee shop for the rest of the afternoon, before going home and staying there until our session two weeks later. In that first meeting, she also spoke about her sadness at not having a partner, and the string of painful relationships she’d had in recent years that had left her feeling terrible about herself. Her friendships were difficult and she was on her fifth fad diet of the year in a bid to lose the weight that she saw as vital to be lost in order for her to have a good life. She felt defeated.

Ready to help her with my recently acquired knowledge of how childhood shapes us, and how the unconscious patterns we pick up from our relationship with our parents play out in our adult life, I was preparing to dive in and help her unearth the root causes behind what had been happening in her life lately. However, as I invited Janie to talk about what life was like for her growing up, and inquired about her parents, I hit a wall. She said that she’d had a good childhood and listed the common markers: She lived in a nice house in a nice area, attended a good school, and left with good grades. She had two brothers, who she mostly got on with, and she went on family holidays at least once a year. She used the word ‘normal’ more times than I could count and told me in various ways that there was nothing to report; her parents weren’t perfect but had done their best, and that was the end of that.

Fast-forward eight weeks and it transpired that Janie’s mother was intensely competitive with her. She hated Janie getting attention from anyone – whether that was from her own family or from complete strangers. Her mother was also extremely critical of Janie’s appearance and academic achievements and ultimately, no matter how hard she pushed herself, she could never quite do enough to please her mother. Her father was home at 5 p.m. on the dot each day, and he clocked out emotionally from Janie and her brothers at 5:01. She said he was always there, but never really there. To the outside world, he was a present, devoted father who worked hard for the family (which Janie said he absolutely did). But as a dad, he was ultimately disinterested.

Janie’s original unwillingness to talk about her parents became a common thread with many of my clients. There are, of course, various different and individual reasons for this, but if I think back to how 20-year-old, pre-therapied me might have responded to the question, ‘What was your childhood like?’ or ‘What were your parents like?’ I imagine I might have put myself in the category of saying, ‘It wasn’t too bad,’ or ‘Other people had it so much worse.’ I realize now that these common responses are built-in cultural mechanisms that help us to maintain a feeling that everything was OK and that we and our family are ‘normal.’ However, while their function is to protect us, these kinds of stock responses also stop us from applying critical thinking and really considering what life might have felt like for us during those precious, formative, early years of life.

Fast-forward 20 years and many therapy sessions later, however, and I would say that I had a childhood in which my practical needs were met, but my emotional needs were not. The impact of that on my life has been subtle but considerable. I’ve never veered too far in either direction off the scale of a socially acceptable life and have, from the outside, ‘done OK.’ I’ve ticked off many of those made-up metaphorical boxes as someone who is married, has two very lovely children, and a successful career; however, over the years I’ve also battled with eating disorders and bouts of anxiety and depression that made absolutely no sense when looking at my generally nice life. I lived my 20s as a very timid, fearful version of myself, have routinely felt not good enough, and have been not-too-interested in living at certain points over the years. As I sit here now, most of those struggles are largely behind me, but in order to get here I’ve had to get very honest about how my mother’s control and dominance, my father’s apathy for all things concerning family life, and their persistent arguments during my childhood years affected me. It took some time for me to realize that growing up in a nice house in a lovely part of the UK doesn’t necessarily make for an emotionally healthy childhood. So many of us are born into families with traumatized people running the show. Our parents lived their own story before having us and unfortunately many people still have a lot left to resolve when they become parents. This often means that innocent children are swept up in their parents’ trauma narrative. Family life becomes the stage on which your parents’ issues, regrets, suffering, and frustrations are played out. This is painful and emotionally damaging, and what makes it even more confusing is that you could have been having a miserable time as a child, while it seemed to the outside world that you had perfectly nice, reasonable, mature parents. But in truth, emotional maturity has nothing to do with age, or life circumstances. I wish more people knew that, in fact, having emotionally immature parents is like being parented by a 10-year-old with a mortgage.

AGE IS MORE THAN A NUMBER

I often wonder who decided the age at which we officially become an adult. The age when we are (suddenly) deemed capable of getting married, driving a car, drinking alcohol, becoming parents, and owning a home. Overnight we move from adolescent to adult, and what’s not accounted for is the fact that someone’s emotional age can be very different to their birth age.

We each have an emotional age (which can vary in different areas of our life) and it has very little to do with how many years we’ve been alive, or how ‘grown up’ we seem. Emotional age relates to how able we are to cope with the emotional aspects of life: relationship issues, daily stressors, criticism, rejection, anxiety, disappointment, vulnerability, loss, anger, sadness. It also relates to our ability to self-reflect. It is entirely possible to be in your 50s, with a sensible job, nice house, and healthy pension waiting for you, and have the emotional age of a teenager. Equally, you could be relatively young in chronological age, but have a good understanding of your emotional world, a well-regulated nervous system, and an understanding of how to be authentic, have healthy relationships, and self-reflect, making you emotionally mature.

How emotionally mature or immature you are as an adult is largely the result of your childhood experiences. If someone generally receives ‘good enough parenting’ and is able to develop without the need to heavily suppress themselves or attend to someone else’s needs and emotions during their childhood, they will likely develop the capacity to cope with their feelings and manage life in a generally healthy way as an adult. If, however, a child finds themselves having to manage a lot of stress at an early age, or constantly put other people before themselves, or feels rejected or unloved, they will be more likely to be emotionally immature as an adult. Their childhood experiences will make it difficult for them to cope with stress, process difficult emotions, or handle conflict in relationships.

Emotional immaturity tends to show up most obviously in how people parent their own children, simply because parenting is one of the few jobs in life that requires both practical and emotional skills. Putting the relentless snacks, car rides, and tidying aside, parenting is ultimately about providing emotional regulation and forming a relationship, both of which require a range of emotional skills – such as the ability to be open, honest, boundaried, reflective, and self-aware – in order to be done in a healthy way.

Without these skills, parents often struggle to form a positive and robust dynamic with their child, which impacts the child in various ways, such as how confident they are, how they see themselves, and how able they are to have healthy relationships as adults (and so the cycle continues). No one approaches the task of parenting as a blank slate, and your parents’ childhood wounds, challenges, gaps, and traumas will have affected their emotional age and the way they parented you. If you didn’t experience your parent(s) as reliable, safe, and dedicated to understanding you, you were robbed of what you deserved as a child. Without a reliable and close connection to your parents, the world quickly feels unsafe for a child.

Emotionally immature people bring their unresolved trauma with them into parenthood. Your parents may be or have been competent adults in many other areas of life, but you might still have been parented by someone who was emotionally young and underdeveloped. Someone who hadn’t yet learned how to form healthy relationships, or cope with their emotions, or manage stress. None of this lessens the impact on you, and your parents’ unresolved trauma doesn’t excuse their behavior toward you, but it does give us a way to start making sense of it. Your childhood was an unconscious echo of what your parents experienced as children themselves. Their childhood was likely a slightly altered version of your grandparents’ childhood, and so on and so forth. You are part of that cycle, but now it’s time to step out of it and start creating a new and healthier cycle instead.

YES, BUT HOW?

So how do you heal from a childhood with emotionally immature parents that has left you feeling deficient and emotionally disoriented? The following three stages are what I’ve found (personally and professionally) to be most effective when healing from emotionally immature parenting, and this book will take you along these three stepping stones so that you can come out the other side more aware of how your childhood has shaped you, less weighed down by your parents’ unresolved trauma, and clearer about who you are and what you want from the rest of your life.


	Understanding: Firstly, we’ll get clear on how your childhood felt for you, and how you experienced your parents (no corroboration from siblings, parents, or other family members needed – this is about your experience). Then we’ll work through the feelings of guilt that so often interfere with healing from emotionally immature parenting. This section will also be a crash course in learning about ‘little t’ trauma, and understanding some of the science behind how trauma affects the brain and body.

	Accepting and Grieving: Once you have a solid understanding of how your mother, father, or both have affected you, it’s time for the emotional but necessary part of accepting it and grieving what you didn’t get. You’ll be guided through the process of mourning the loss of the parental relationship that you needed as a child (and still need as an adult). This is about accepting what was and releasing what might have been. It may be useful to note that forgiveness doesn’t come into this (unless you want to work on that yourself, as a bonus step!). Acceptance and grief create space, increase capacity for deeper healing, and establish the foundation for the next stage.

	Healing: In the final section, we’ll start by focusing on the cornerstone of any emotionally healthy life: self-parenting. This is something emotionally healthy and independent people automatically do, but if you had emotionally immature parents, you’ll probably need to learn how to parent yourself well. You’ll learn how to tend to your nervous system, develop internal safety, and create a life that tends to your needs and well-being. You’ll also learn the skills of self-compassion, healthy boundaries, self-discipline, and self-nurture. By this stage, you will hopefully feel lighter, clearer, and with more awareness and conscious intention than when you started this book. We began by looking at the past and will end with our eyes on the future. This is where you’ll get clear on your values and use this to fuel a full life that’s in alignment with who you are. This includes improving your relationships so that you can benefit from close, healthy connections, which we all need to thrive. You’ll explore what a well-lived life means for you and start taking steps toward that.



Growing up with parents who are not emotionally aware turns childhood into a survival mission. I’m so sorry you had to go through that, and I’m honored and ready to be a small part of your process of reclaiming a sense of safety in the world and connection with yourself.

■■■■

Throughout the book, I refer to parent or parent(s) interchangeably, but everything that’s discussed can be applied to your mother only, or your father only, or to both. It can also be applied to stepparents, grandparents, or anyone who was a central guiding parental figure when you were growing up. I have used the terms ‘mother’ and ‘father’ throughout the book, but this is not designed to alienate those who were raised with two mothers or two fathers. All the information in the book can be applied regardless of the gender of your parents. I’m also aware that you may come to this book at various stages of relationship with your parent(s) now. Whether you are in daily contact with them, have no contact at all, have lost them through death, have occasional contact, or something in between, this book can help you heal. The focus is on your childhood years, and by understanding, grieving, and processing how your parents related to you when you were developing, much can be shifted and improved in your life now. So, without further ado, let’s get started by taking a look at the different types of emotionally immature parents.




PART I 
UNDERSTANDING




CHAPTER 1 
WHAT IS EMOTIONALLY IMMATURE PARENTING?

I looked out the car window, nervously waiting to be told whether I’d passed the test or not. After three tries, I’d finally done it! I’d passed my driving test and felt like I was about to burst with excitement. I got home and ran inside to tell my parents. It was the proudest I’d been of myself during my 19 years, and I instantly asked if I could drive my mum round the block. I drove for 10 seconds, before she screamed at me to stop and got out of the car saying, ‘I’m not going to be part of your first car crash, Sian.’

In that moment, I saw it clearly:


	Her instinct to protect herself was stronger than her desire to connect with me.

	Her personal anxieties carried more weight than her love for me.

	A lack of confidence in herself had become a lack of confidence in me (she didn’t see me as my own person and therefore projected her own self-doubt onto me).



This is one of many stories that spring to mind in which my parents’ needs, anxieties, past traumas, and projections got in the way of them being able to see me and connect with me as a child. I have no doubt you have many moments from your own childhood (that may come to mind or may simply be stored unconsciously) that left you feeling the unbalancing effects of emotionally immature parenting. Moments that made your childhood more confusing and difficult than it should have been. Moments that led you to reading this book.

It’s time to start making more sense of those moments so that they become less significant. As you read this book, it’s my hope that the moments in which your parents’ emotional immaturity negatively affected you lose their power, and that they become a small part of your story, rather than a main part of the plot. I hope that you get some distance from your childhood, so that it doesn’t affect your life now so much. One of the ways we will ultimately find this distance is by getting closer to your childhood, so that you can process it and consciously move away. Let’s start by getting clear on what emotionally immature parenting actually looks like. There isn’t one single trait that makes a parent emotionally immature, but below are the 10 most common types of emotionally immature parent. You might strongly recognize one or two, or find familiarity in them all. I hope these summaries will help you to get to know more about your parents, yourself, and your childhood.

THE 10 TYPES OF EMOTIONALLY IMMATURE PARENT

1. The ‘Do It My Way’ Parent

This was very nearly the ‘I know what’s best for you’ parent. This parent tends to live with the belief that there is a ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ way to do and be and live. They typically live by these rules themselves because it feels safest for them and gives them the illusion of control (and they often confuse control with security). The point at which it becomes emotionally immature parenting is when they attempt to enforce these rigid rules on their children, often long into adulthood. They will likely use emotions like disappointment, shame, and anger to try to put their children off making ‘wrong’ decisions and to steer them toward their definition of a well-lived life. This undermines the capacity of their child to live their life in the way they want to as an adult. A healthy parent-child relationship requires a bit of flexibility and an understanding that the child is an autonomous, separate person, which this parent doesn’t fully grasp.

What’s Underneath It All?

At the core, this is a person who finds it very difficult to not be in control and who fears being abandoned. Trying to exert control (over themselves and other people) and keep their children close is their way of managing their anxiety. This likely stems from either not having enough autonomy themselves as a child and teenager, or having too much responsibility too soon, meaning they didn’t have enough protection from the adults around them as a child, creating deep-rooted anxiety. This type of parent needs their worldview reinforced. They crave reassurance that the way they have chosen to live is correct and they do this by making it the only option and trying to eliminate their children’s attempts to do things differently. When their toddler, teenager, or adult child chooses to do something that sits outside of their parameters of what is right and what is wrong, it feels like a personal attack on how they have chosen to live their lives.

2. The ‘On the Defense’ Parent

This is a highly reactive parenting dynamic in which, as their child, you can easily say or do the wrong thing and end up in a confusing argument, having to defend yourself, which becomes a common and tiring cycle. These parents are quick to misinterpret communication (from those close to them) as a threat or criticism, which makes them reactive and defensive. The ‘on the defense’ parent feels easily criticized and doesn’t take feedback of any kind very well. You would likely have had to walk around on eggshells to avoid them blowing up, and may have become good at reading people’s moods and facial expressions as a way of managing the relationship with your parent. The unpredictability of this dynamic can mean your childhood was lived in a fight-or-flight state, as you had to stay on high alert most of the time. It is very unlikely that they would ever have apologized to you, even when you absolutely deserved an apology.

Play, fun, and silliness aren’t really part of the deal here. It’s unlikely the ‘on the defense’ parent would have been able to spend much time relaxing with you or having fun, making it hard to bond with one another.

What’s Underneath It All?

This is parenting in fight-or-flight mode, the result of a dysregulated nervous system that is constantly scanning for threat and viewing relationships (including those with their children) through the lens of attack and defense. This is likely a trauma response to their own childhood or past experiences – experiences that left them feeling emotionally unsafe around people and particularly sensitive to criticism. Their childhood likely led them to believe that people can hurt them and that they need to preempt this and keep people (including their children) at a distance.

3. The ‘Be on My Side Please’ Parent

Having a child who agrees and never challenges them is what this parent requires to be OK. There is a tendency for this type of emotionally immature parent to slip into victimhood or martyrdom. You probably had the sense that they would get upset easily and were too sensitive to take the weight of you and your needs and boundaries. Their need to be constantly supported and never challenged makes it difficult to be yourself in this relationship. This type of parent can be triggered by something as simple as you disagreeing with them, which will hurt them and precipitate their disapproval, withdrawal, or sadness, making it impossible to set boundaries for fear of upsetting them. However, it might also have been seen when your parents were arguing with each other and the ‘be on my side please’ parent inappropriately tried to enlist your support. It’s easy to feel sorry for the ‘be on my side please’ parent and it can be hard to acknowledge and prioritize your own feelings because you would have become used to protecting their feelings, making it a particularly tricky dynamic to heal from.

What’s Underneath It All?

This is codependency 101, stemming from a lack of a sense of self which leaves a gap that this person looks to other people to fill. (For more on codependency.) The ‘be on my side please’ parent has learned to sacrifice their own needs and boundaries for other people, and they expect the same in return. They have a fear of abandonment and a deep need to be understood, accepted, and unconditionally loved by everyone (though this is really what a child needs from their parent, rather than the other way around). This is likely because they didn’t get enough unconditional love and acceptance from their own parents, meaning that these needs have persisted in an intense way into adulthood. They may have consciously or unconsciously viewed having a child as a way to ensure they have an ally and constant form of support.

4. The ‘Parenting Is Such an Inconvenience’ Parent

Parenting is hard work. It requires a lot of your energy and resources and is full of practical and emotional challenges, which it is perfectly healthy to acknowledge. However, this type of emotionally immature parent makes this their focus and makes sure that their child knows that parenting them is hard work. Their belief that being a parent is getting in the way of their life can lead to various dynamics including:


	being resentful of their child

	expecting their child to be endlessly grateful to them

	being dismissive of their child’s feelings as they stay consumed with their own



This type of parent focuses on how difficult it is to be a parent, while overlooking how difficult it feels to be their child! You would likely have been made to feel like you are difficult, in the way, and hard work, and there would have been a clear or subtle expectation for you to be grateful and to make your parents’ life easier as much as you could. There is often a sense that the parent is a martyr in this dynamic, feeling hard done by and in a permanent state of struggle.

What’s Underneath It All?

Focusing on the difficult parts of their life has become automatic for this type of parent and they likely have low stress tolerance after experiencing too much stress early in life, or for long periods of time. They may live life in the position of a victim, and may well have been a victim of abuse or trauma as a child. As a result, they have developed an identity related to hardship, struggle, and adversity. They are constantly dissatisfied and often pull the people around them into that feeling of dissatisfaction. The ‘parenting is such an inconvenience’ parent can also result from a lack of support and access to the resources (time, money, education) and opportunities that they need. This style of parenting can also be triggered by them not having had the chance to live their pre-parenting life the way they wanted to, perhaps due to having to cope with their own family dysfunction, becoming a parent at a young age, or spending time grieving, dealing with trauma, or experiencing illness.

5. The ‘Everything’s Fine’ Parent

This is a parent who can’t cope with or understand difficult emotions (such as anger, sadness, and anxiety) in themselves or their children. They tend to minimize, ignore, or dismiss problems and issues that their children might have. Their unconscious desire is to have a home that is full of positive or neutral emotions only, and this can lead to pockets of denial and a



	‘Let’s just calm down.’

	‘You’re being very dramatic.’

	‘I’m so glad I never have to worry about you.’

	‘You’re fine.’

	‘Stop making a fuss.’

	‘You’re making a big deal of this; you’ll be fine.’




What’s Underneath It All?


6. The ‘Not That Interested’ Parent


What’s Underneath It All?


7. The ‘Bully’ Parent


What’s Underneath It All?


8. The ‘Showing Their Feelings Without Dealing with Their Feelings’ Parent


What’s Underneath It All?


9. The ‘I Need to Be Needed’ Parent


What’s Underneath It All?


10. The ‘You’re Not Good Enough’ Parent






What’s Underneath It All?


THE CORE OF EMOTIONALLY IMMATURE PARENTING




	The parent’s emotional needs are front and center of the relationship.

	The parent is unable to meet your emotional needs or is overwhelmed by your emotions.

	You have to parent them in some way.

	They can’t hear what you say or validate how you feel.

	The parent’s boundaries are either too loose (they overshare or intrude in your life) or too rigid (they are very strict and uncompromising). Or a mixture of the two.



WHAT IS EMOTIONALLY MATURE PARENTING?



	takes responsibility for themselves, their problems, and their feelings, and doesn’t blame their children or other people for their issues

	parents with an awareness of how emotions work and how their children might be feeling, rather than just focusing on how they are behaving

	recognizes their child as a separate, autonomous individual with their own wants, needs, and sense of self

	actively works on resolving their own trauma and is committed to trying to stay as mentally healthy as they can

	doesn’t depend on their child for comfort, companionship, reassurance, or validation

	apologizes when they are in the wrong










MOVING FORWARD



	The ‘do it my way’ parent

	The ‘on the defense’ parent

	The ‘be on my side please’ parent

	The ‘parenting is such an inconvenience’ parent

	The ‘everything’s fine’ parent

	The ‘not that interested’ parent

	The ‘bully’ parent

	The ‘showing their feelings without dealing with their feelings’ parent

	The ‘I need to be needed’ parent

	The ‘you’re not good enough’ parent





	– Which of the parenting types do you recognize most in your mother?

	– Which of the parenting types do you recognize most in your father?

	– Write down 3–5 new things that occurred to you about your parents or your childhood while reading this chapter.
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