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Author’s Note

The stories shared in this book come from many sources. Some are composites that reflect common patterns I’ve encountered in my clients, while others are woven from conversations, shared experiences, or comments in response to a post. Names and identifying details have been changed. What unites them all is that each story is rooted in real experiences, real voices, and real lives.



Introduction

In my childhood home, there was a staircase that curved at the landing. If I stood on a high enough step, I could grab the upper railing and swing from it like a monkey. I liked to place a beanbag chair at the bottom and launch myself off, landing with a dramatic thud. I loved that split second where I felt light, almost weightless. It wasn’t just a game; it was how I moved through the world. My family still jokes about me as a kid, always laughing and saying, “Nicole bounced off the walls!” And it’s true. I was always in motion, always doing something, always begging someone to play with me.

From as early as I can remember, I carried this intense, unstoppable energy. It wasn’t something I learned; it just seemed to live within me. In childhood, before we’re told to sit still, to be quiet, not to take up too much space, we express ourselves with our whole being. I expressed myself by running, leaping, spinning, and flinging my body around. Physical motion was the only language I knew. Before I was taught who I should be, I just was.

To keep me busy, my parents signed me up for just about every structured activity they could find—art classes, dance, every sport imaginable. My mom used to joke that if there were eight days in a week, I would’ve had every one of them scheduled with different activities. These became channels for all that intensity, spaces where my movement and focus were not only allowed but celebrated. I was consistently praised for how “easily things came to me,” which made effort feel like evidence of inadequacy and struggle feel like failure. Over time, I learned to stick with the things I was good at, equating worth with performance rather than presence—a pattern that persisted into adulthood.

Even when my body was calm, my mind was never still. At night, I’d lie in bed worrying that my mom might fall asleep and never wake up. The same energy that showed up during the day as playful movement or constant activity became, in the quiet and darkness, a loop of anxious thoughts—my mind scanning for what might go wrong next. You could call this my nature. But you could also look at the environment I grew up in and begin to trace the connection between that restless drive in my body and the unspoken tension that lived in my childhood home.

I was the youngest in my family by many years—my sister was fifteen when I was born, and my brother was eighteen. My sister had serious health challenges throughout her early childhood and adolescence, which required constant medical attention and multiple major surgeries. Though I was too young to understand the details, the stress around her health shaped the emotional tone of our household. It wasn’t just her experience; it was a family experience. As a result, the energy in our home often felt tense, distracted, and preoccupied.

When my sister was eighteen, my family traveled to Cincinnati for one of the big surgeries. While I don’t have any memories of the trip itself, I’ve been told I was there, staying with them at the Ronald McDonald House. While I know my family tried to shelter me from what was happening as best they could—my mom and dad taking turns caring for me and my sister—I was still affected by what was taking place around me. I imagine what it must have felt like for me as a three-year-old: being surrounded by so much uncertainty, by adults who were understandably worried, and by an unspoken sense that something very serious was happening. The surgery was a success, but the emotional imprint of that time settled into me in ways I couldn’t name, only feel.

What I do remember is waiting for my mom at daycare. When I was four years old, she enrolled me in a half-day preschool program called Children’s Time Out, meant to help “socialize” me. But I didn’t adjust well. I spent much of my time hiding under tables, speaking to no one, and counting down the minutes until she came back. Which she always did every day, often arriving five minutes early. When dismissal time came, and I peeked out hoping to see her face, it was always there. Her consistent presence became an anchor for me. But one day, she wasn’t on time. I don’t know how late she actually was—maybe ten minutes, maybe thirty—but what I do remember is the panic. My immediate thought wasn’t that she had gotten stuck in traffic or lost track of time. I was certain she had died. My teacher probably had no idea I was scared. I didn’t cry. I didn’t say anything to anyone. But inside, my heart was racing. I was envisioning my mother’s death and worrying about what that would mean for me. That small moment says a lot about how I experienced the world as a young child. Another kid might have seen the delay as a few extra minutes to play. I went straight to loss, to fear, to finality.

A similar experience happened when I was around fourteen. One Christmas week, my family took a ski trip to the Poconos. On the day we arrived, my parents dropped me off at the mountain so I could ski for an hour or two while they went to check in. They told me to meet them outside the main lodge at 4 p.m., when the ski lifts closed for the day. When I showed up at the designated spot, they weren’t there. I waited five minutes, maybe less, before the same panic took over. I started running through the ski resort, scared and searching for a pay phone—this was before cell phones existed. I didn’t have a way to contact my parents at the rental, so I tried to call my best friend’s mom, the only other phone number I had memorized. I couldn’t enjoy the mountain, soaking in the snow, the freedom, the fun. I was spiraling into worst-case scenarios—convinced my whole family had been in a car accident, and I’d been left all alone.

On both occasions, of course, my parents were just late. Reasonably late. And when they finally showed up, they brushed off my panic: “What were you so worried about? It’s no big deal. We’re here now. You’re fine.”

But I wasn’t fine. Not at four, and not at fourteen. I was alone with big, overwhelming feelings and fears that rushed in as soon as anything didn’t go as expected. I never found a way to ease my anxiety, so it grew with me. By my twenties, if I couldn’t reach a loved one, my first, and often only, thought was that something bad had happened. That reflex didn’t come out of nowhere. It came from growing up with a constant sense of crisis. Sometimes the crisis was real—a family member’s medical emergencies, or an unexpected financial burden. And even when it wasn’t, it felt that way. My parents lived in an ongoing state of stress, and because of that, they couldn’t tell the difference between a big problem and a small one. Being short one can of tomato paste for dinner, having misplaced a form for school, or running five minutes late could spark the same chaos as a true emergency. Living this way always left me bracing for something. A phone call or a siren triggered overwhelming feelings of fear that someone I loved was hurt. Our home was so unsettled that I carried that instability with me long after I left it. I startled easily, constantly felt on edge, and had no tools to calm myself down. In many ways, I was still carrying the fears of my younger self with me into adulthood. While I looked grown on the outside, inside I was still that little girl, terrified she wouldn’t survive without her parents.

Like all children, I found ways to cope with emotions I didn’t know how to handle. The energy that once led me to bounce off the walls I poured into sports, keeping my room meticulously organized, and excelling academically in school. But in still moments, especially as I got older, I started turning to other ways of managing my overwhelm. By thirteen, I was self-medicating. I became close with my sixteen-year-old neighbor and started spending time with her and her friends, drinking, getting high, doing anything I could to take the edge off. My parents, who had once been stricter with my much older brother and sister, seemed oblivious or in denial. One morning after I’d come home and been sick from drinking, my parents found the mess in the bathroom and blamed it on our family dog. In their eyes, I was getting straight A’s. I was the “perfect” child.” My life looked impressive from the outside, but it relied on ways of numbing emotions I didn’t know how to express.

Beneath it all, my inner child was running the show for decades. I grew into an overachieving perfectionist pursuing an advanced degree. I enrolled in every certification I could find, inside and outside of school. I worked as a research assistant, took on clinical work, and kept myself constantly busy. I lived in New York City—the city that never sleeps—and I didn’t, either. I worked hard, played hard, and filled every chance for quiet with distraction. I jumped from long-term relationship to long-term relationship. I was never alone, never at ease, and still never feeling truly connected or fulfilled.

My attention remained tethered to my family back home, and I was always consumed by their stress, and emotionally entangled in ways I couldn’t untangle. Yet I was alone in my overwhelm. On the outside, I seemed detached, sometimes maybe a little too detached. On the inside, I was screaming Help me while pushing everyone away. When something or someone real or meaningful tried to reach me, I rejected it. I didn’t know how to let love in. I didn’t know how to feel safe in moments of stillness. To most others I looked like I had it all together, but I was unraveling. Nobody could tell what was going on with me, because I didn’t show it. The only way my stress surfaced was through complaints and blame, finding fault especially with those closest to me. I grew to resent the needs and feelings of others, all the while expecting someone else to make me feel better. I was too deep in survival mode to recognize who I was or who I could connect with.

I’ve since realized that this is what happens when we don’t resolve what’s happening inside us. We adapt. We develop ways of functioning that help us survive, blend in, or succeed. But over time, these patterns only pull us further from who we really are. By the time I was thirty, it looked like this was just who I was—high-achieving, sharp-edged, maybe a little restless. But what others saw wasn’t my true Self. It was a reflection of an overwhelmed, under-supported inner child doing her best to cope.

During our childhoods, we construct an emotional home base—the automatic coping strategies and reactive behaviors that help us get through life’s challenges. This way of being—shaped or conditioned by experience—often follows us into adulthood. For me, it meant carrying the constant sense that something was wrong, that I had to stay alert, that it was all too much. For a long time, I didn’t know how to feel at home within myself; that period and the work that helped me find my way back inspired this book.

Lately, I have been thinking about the idea of home, and what it means to feel whole. No matter how many different directions we go in—physically, emotionally, intellectually, spiritually—no matter how curious we are, how far we wander, how many people and places and ideas we encounter—don’t we all want to feel centered, grounded, and like there is some immutable core to who we are and where we belong? I’ve been realizing how many of us yearn for a greater sense of belonging—in our relationships, communities, even within ourselves. What is it that separates us? What is it that creates the disconnection we feel in the course of everyday life, between who we are and how we act, what we think we want and how we feel, what we believe and how we are seen, or who we care about and how we connect with them?

Before the external world begins to shape our instincts, we exist in a state where we feel spontaneous and free, filled with wonder and awe, connected to our natural inclinations, creativity, and imagination. But as soon as we begin to explore our environment, we start picking up cues about how to belong, and with that awareness comes a slow disconnection from our natural wholeness. As children, we actively absorb objective concepts (stoves can be too hot to touch; a smile is a likely sign of friendliness), but we also continually absorb information that we don’t and even can’t consciously remember, like what was said to or about us, if and how we were soothed when upset, and whether we were given the opportunity to express ourselves. By the time we’re adults, we have synthesized all of this information—what we consciously learned and the deeper messages that were imprinted on our unconscious—to make sense of the world that surrounds us and to discern how we fit in it. Because this constructed perspective relies on the inner world of a time we mostly cannot recall, we end up filtering the experiences of our adult life through the lens of our often blurry past. At any number of moments throughout the day, we are pulled emotionally and behaviorally back in time as a part of us—our inner child—unexpectedly takes the stage, representing the childhood emotions and unmet needs that linger in our psyche, unaddressed and uncontained.

The inner child is the name we give to the unconscious part of our mind that holds the most foundational aspects of our being—the parts that never had space to fully unfold as well as the joyful and expansive parts. Every one of us began life as an open, innocent being: connected, curious, safe in our body, and at ease in the world. We were naturally receptive to love, support, and co-creation with the people around us. Of course, that pure state of openness doesn’t last forever. Life happens. Our parents meet some of our needs and fail to meet others. We have successes and disappointments, joys and sorrows. In response, we adapt. Moments and influences that shaped us may not have looked dramatic from the outside, but they accumulated over time. And it’s our inner child that holds all the adaptations that occurred when our needs weren’t satisfied, when safety was uncertain, or when we were taught that certain emotions or traits were unacceptable. These early strategies—finding ways to calm ourselves, bracing against chaos, or holding on to connection at all costs—formed when our natural instincts were blocked, shamed, or ignored. As children, we are wired for survival. Adaptation is our only option.

Whenever we find a path to safety—hiding to avoid a loud argument, giving up an interest because a parent dismissed it, pretending our feelings weren’t hurt because our emotions weren’t respected—we store that pattern in our body. The next time a similar threat appears, our system remembers. These adaptations become the protective habits we carry into adulthood, including our learned ways of feeling okay in the face of stress. They surface when we’re overwhelmed in a crowded train station or facing a yelling, angry boss. These habits aren’t random; they come from somewhere. Like the way I couldn’t tell the difference between someone being a few minutes late and someone being in the hospital. To my nervous system, both felt like grave danger. As an adult, I often found myself reacting from the same place as that little girl—overwhelmed, uncertain, and afraid. That’s how our inner child shows up: not as a memory but as a felt experience still alive in our body. In those moments, I wasn’t being dramatic or unreasonable; I was emotionally flooded. My nervous system didn’t know the difference between a small stressor and a real threat. You don’t have to remember the fear; you relive it.

The more we repeat these responses, the more our brain strengthens the neural pathways that support them. Each time a thought, emotion, and action link together, our nervous system builds a connection—a familiar route for how to react, protect, or escape. Over time, these pathways become the basic programming of our inner child. We return to them anytime our mind or body unconsciously associates the present with something we once felt in the past, whether exciting, frightening, or heartbreaking.

This is why, as adults, we can feel emotionally unequipped in overwhelming moments, often regressing into behaviors that seem irrational or out of character. We may shut down, lash out, people-please, overreact, or self-sabotage because an old part of us is trying to get a need met the only way it knows how. In these reactive states, whether fleeting or chronic, it’s difficult to access the more joyful, open side of our inner child. That part becomes buried beneath our learned survival responses.

It’s within those responses that our inner child shows up—as the early parts of ourselves that are still reacting as they once did. In those moments, we’re responding from our primitive impulses—sometimes playful or joyful but also fearful, angry, or protective—driven by the emotions and reasoning of that child who never had the space and safety to develop a mature way of being. This inner child still carries the imprint of our earliest experiences, shaping how we move through the world and desperately longing to be seen, heard, and accepted.

That’s why understanding our inner child matters. Once we begin to access, listen to, and integrate this part of ourselves—meeting those childlike responses with compassion and curiosity—we create space for something new. We begin to reconnect with the vital parts of our inner world that hold joy, wonder, play, and our original instincts, even alongside our earliest wounds. From this place, we can respond to life as it’s happening instead of reliving the emotional residue of our past.

Over time, I’ve come to understand that home isn’t just a place; it’s a feeling. It’s the emotional atmosphere we return to again and again, whether it nourishes us or not. The stress and disconnection that defined my childhood didn’t just shape how I coped; they became what felt familiar. They became my blueprint for love, safety, and belonging. The protective behaviors I developed to survive those conditions? They felt like home too.

It’s no wonder, then, that so many of us carry these early adaptations into adulthood. Many of our childhood homes—regardless of how they looked from the outside—lacked the emotional safety, attunement, or support we truly needed. Parenting philosophies may have shifted dramatically over the years, but one truth remains: Most of us didn’t grow up with a consistent emotional presence. Whether our caregivers were controlling or permissive, distracted or overwhelmed, if there’s one thing my clinical experience has shown me, it’s this: Very few of us have an internal sense of home. Few of us were taught how to feel safe in our own bodies, or how to feel rooted within ourselves and our relationships. That lack—of steadiness, of connection—sends us spiraling into habits we can’t break. We feel disconnected from our own inner guidance, unsure of what we want or how we feel, frozen in inaction. And in that disconnection, we suffer. Other times, we swing to the opposite extreme and are consumed by emotion, needing everyone around us to feel how angry or hurt we are. This, too, is the voice of our inner child. It’s not just a part of us; it’s the part through which we first learned to survive, often without the guidance, support, or safety we desperately needed.

While we can’t rewrite the past, we can change the way we meet the needs of our inner child—the part of us that still holds our early emotional wounds and unmet longings. This process is called reparenting: the practice of giving yourself the nurturance, boundaries, and care you may not have received growing up. In this process, you’ll learn to soothe yourself instead of exploding, to notice when you’re uncomfortable and make a change, and to attend to the needs of your body and mind. By learning to show up for ourselves with consistency, compassion, and accountability, we begin to break dysfunctional habits and patterns that keep us stuck and to build the safety we’ve always needed from within. When we do this, we begin to live from a place that feels calm, clear, and connected. A home that no longer runs on fear.

This book will guide you through that return. The journey may go deeper than you expect. Together, we’ll explore the environments and relationships that shaped your earliest sense of self. I’ll introduce what I call the Individual Development Model—a framework that offers a new lens for understanding the impact of your childhood—not just the moments you remember but also the relationships and experiences that left a lasting imprint beneath your awareness. From there, we’ll widen the view. We are all a product of our environment and are influenced by the stresses that forced us to adapt, the ancestors whose experiences live on in our genes, and the cultures that influenced our upbringing. You’ll begin to see how your story is braided with the stories that came before you—how family history, unspoken trauma, and ancestral patterns shape the beliefs you carry and the way you experience the world. Next, you’ll explore the wounds of your early experiences, and how you learned to cope with them by developing patterns of behavior—some that helped you, and some that are holding you back. And that’s where the healing begins, not by judging these reactions but by understanding where they came from and whether they reflect who we truly are.

For years, I’ve been devoted to helping people reclaim their healing—because in the end, only we can do this work for ourselves. Which is why I wrote this book for anyone who’s ever felt like they’re just getting by—showing up, pushing through, and doing what’s expected, yet never feeling at ease, always waiting for the next thing to go wrong. For anyone caught in the same painful cycles—entering relationships where they feel unseen, overworking to prove their worth, or people-pleasing to avoid conflict—only to end up resentful, invisible, and wondering why nothing ever changes. For anyone who carries unexplained stress in their bodies—headaches, jaw tension, stomach issues, fatigue, or chronic pain that no doctor can explain—sensing it’s tied to something deeper than a simple diagnosis. And for anyone who turns to coping habits that ease discomfort temporarily—scrolling, eating, drinking, exercising, or staying busy to avoid feeling—only to find that the stress, shame, and loneliness return again and again.

These are all survival strategies you learned long ago to keep yourself safe when your needs weren’t being met. The problem is, survival isn’t the same as living. What once protected you now keeps you stuck, small, and disconnected from who you really are.

We all carry emotional imprints from childhood. And unless we learn how to work with them, we’ll keep reacting to the present through the lens of the past, mistaking old pain for current danger. But it doesn’t have to stay that way. Once we see that our present-day struggles are rooted in painful early experiences, we can start to respond differently. That’s what this work offers: a new way forward. Reparenting is how you begin to give yourself what you didn’t receive: safety, care, and compassion. It’s how you release old survival patterns and rebuild an inner home—a place of safety, connection, and belonging—for the parts of you that never had one. It’s what helps you move from just surviving into living fully as the grounded, connected adult you were always meant to be.

This book will offer you tools and practices to create new patterns: ones that are more intentional, more flexible, and more aligned with who you truly are. We can’t change what happened in the past, but we can change how it lives within us. This change is real, and I know how overwhelming it can feel because I’ve lived it. I spent years in survival mode, unable to regulate, unsure how to feel safe in my body. It’s hard to break old habits—to sit with big emotions, to face yourself honestly, to try something new when survival mode is all you’ve ever known. For me, the shift began when I started giving myself what I had once needed from others. Over time, I rewired the patterns that kept me stuck and began to thrive. This is the power of reparenting.

So now, I’d like to invite you to look back with clarity, honor the ways you adapted, and release the strategies that keep you stuck. Reparenting gives us the capacity to feel safe in our own skin, to regulate our emotions instead of being ruled by them, to build relationships rooted in honesty and trust, and to finally experience a sense of belonging that isn’t dependent on others. It opens the door to choice, to joy, and to the freedom of responding to life in real time rather than repeating the past. This is how we begin to live more fully, with greater ease and connection to ourselves and to each other.

My hope is that this work helps you create lasting change in your life. The steps are clear, practical, and designed to be taken one small, manageable step at a time. I know from working within my global membership community, SelfHealers Circle, that time and energy ebb and flow, which is why the practices that are included in these chapters are meant to meet you where you are. You don’t have to do everything at once. You might read this book straight through and return to the practices later or pause and reflect as you go. You might dog-ear a section and come back to it when you’re ready. However you choose to move through these pages, the important thing is simply to begin. Try one small practice. See how you feel, then maybe try another. That’s how change happens, by meeting your inner child with presence and giving your nervous system a new experience of safety.

Before we begin exploring your past more deeply, I’d like to start with a gentle reflection to help you reconnect with who you were as a child, before the world told you who you needed to be.



PRACTICE
Inner Child Reflection



This is where the work begins: remembering the child you once were.


	Find a Photograph. Choose a picture of yourself as a child. If you don’t have one, simply bring to mind a clear image of your younger self—what you looked like, how you moved, the spark in your eyes.

	Create a Safe Space. Sit somewhere comfortable and quiet. Place the photo in front of you or hold it in your hands. Take three slow, deep breaths, feeling your body supported by the chair or ground beneath you.

	Meet Their Gaze. Look into the eyes of your younger self. Notice their innocence, their curiosity, and also the uncertainty or hurt they may have experienced. Allow yourself to really see them—not as a stranger but as you.

	Acknowledge Their Story. Whisper or write a few words of recognition:

	I see how hard it was for you.

	You were worthy of love then, and you still are now.

	You didn’t deserve the pain you felt.




	Offer Reassurance. Place one hand on your heart and one on your belly. With each inhale and exhale, repeat silently or aloud: I’ve got you now. Let this become a mantra of safety, a reminder that your adult self is here to care for the child within.

	Notice Your Body. Pay attention to sensations that arise: warmth in your chest, tightness in your throat, tears in your eyes. Don’t judge them—just notice. These are signs that your inner child is being remembered and felt.

	Close with Connection. Thank your younger self for showing up. With each slow, deep inhale and exhale, repeat silently or aloud: “I’ve got you now.” If it feels right, place the photo somewhere visible—on your desk, beside your bed, or tucked in your journal—as a daily reminder that your healing begins with this relationship.



Deepen Your Practice. Take a few moments to explore the prompts below, writing your responses in a notebook or journal:


	What do I notice in my body as I look at this photo?

	What did this child most long to hear?

	How can I offer that message now, as an adult?

	What qualities—joy, creativity, sensitivity—do I see in this child that I want to honor today?





Starting here reminds you that healing is about reconnecting with the child who never stopped deserving love. This simple act of seeing, feeling, and speaking to your inner child lays the foundation for every other practice in this book.





Part One

Your Inner Child



1

Beyond Attachment Style

When I first started seeing clients in New York City, Aisha came to me after a string of heartbreaks, each one mirroring the last. In one session, she admitted, “My whole world revolved around my boyfriend. It’s embarrassing, but I put everything on hold to help him succeed. I loved him that much.”

I asked her, “Did he offer that kind of support in return?”

She shook her head. “No. He was always about himself. He didn’t even celebrate when I got the promotion I really wanted. I kept giving, but there was nothing coming back to me.”

I recalled a moment Aisha had shared in an earlier session. She was a child, trying to do homework in her bedroom, and her parents were fighting in the nearby living room. Afterward her father came into her room.

“I’m sorry you had to hear that,” he told her.

“It’s okay,” she reassured him.

“Your mom—I just keep trying and trying, but it’s never enough for her. Don’t you see I want us to have a happy family? Everything I do, I do for you!”

Aisha had offered this to me as evidence of how devoted her father was to her, but I saw him as asking her to soothe him, to be his emotional anchor. She had learned early on that her role was to care for others, even when no one attended to her feelings.

I said softly, “Do you see how your last relationship mirrors your relationship with your dad? There, too, you were focused on his needs, keeping him calm.”

She nodded. “Yeah … my dad and I were really close.”

I paused, hearing the resistance in her answer. It can be hard to question the foundations of a relationship you hold dear. “I know it’s a relationship that’s important to you. But is it also true that while you gave him care, he didn’t give that back? He loved you, and he told you that often, but did he ever ask what you needed?”

Aisha sat frozen, gripping her cardigan. “I’ve never thought about it like that … but it makes sense.”

“It does,” I said. “You learned early in life that love meant caretaking. And now, your adult self keeps reenacting that same story.” For the first time, Aisha was able to see her relationship struggles as the natural outcome of her past experiences as a little girl longing for love. Instead of shaming herself for what she once believed were personal failures, she could now begin to allow herself the compassion and care she had always deserved.

What Aisha and I both recognized in that moment, and what I’ve observed repeatedly with clients, friends, loved ones, and even within myself, is that our inner child is always with us. It holds the lessons we absorbed early on, determining how we move through the world today. Sometimes, we’re aware of these influences. We might tell our friends, “My parents hated noise, so I’ve always tried to be quiet,” or “I felt guilty about how hard my parents worked, so now I push myself to be completely independent,” or “My grandmother never celebrated my mom’s birthday, so my mom went all out for any occasion.”

For many of us, the connections aren’t so apparent. Sometimes we’re so focused on the most obvious ways we were influenced in our childhood—big issues like financial hardship or parental divorce—that we don’t notice more subtle forces we haven’t considered, like how our parents responded to our fears or whether they expressed curiosity about what mattered to us. And then there are some of us, like me, who only have access to a handful of childhood memories. Or we avoid reflecting on our early experiences altogether. Regardless of whether we’ve consciously explored where we came from, on a neurobiological level, those formative moments continue to influence how we think, feel, and relate. And the deeply ingrained habits and patterns that emerge from these experiences can feel immovable—like they are just a part of us.

Here’s the truth: Awareness is a necessary beginning, but by itself, it won’t create change. To truly shift long-standing patterns, you need to connect with the inner child that first learned them. That’s why we’re going to explore how your childhood shaped the way you relate to yourself and others, even if you don’t remember all the details, so you can begin to build a relationship with your inner child. From that foundation, you can then start to release the patterns that keep you stuck, embody the fullest expression of who you really are, and break the cycle for yourself and future generations.

It Begins with Attachment

To begin our exploration, it’s helpful to understand why these early experiences matter so much. Attachment theory is one of the most influential frameworks for understanding the long-lasting impact of our earliest relationships. Developed in the early twentieth century by British psychologist John Bowlby, attachment theory suggests that the bonds we form in early childhood serve as the basis for how we connect with and relate to others throughout life.

Bowlby himself was deeply shaped by his upbringing. He was born into an upper-middle-class family, his surgeon father was rarely home, and his mother spent just an hour or so a day with her young son, leaving him in the care of a nanny. When this beloved caregiver, who was a mother figure for Bowlby, departed suddenly, he was heartbroken. Soon after, at age seven, he was sent to boarding school, a common practice among families of his social class at that time. Reflecting back later, he would say, “I wouldn’t send a dog away to boarding school at that age.”1 By his own account, these early wounds fueled his lifelong quest to investigate attachment and its impacts.

Bowlby’s work highlighted the unspoken language of attachment: the way a mother’s gaze, tone of voice, and touch help calm her child’s nervous system—a process now known as co-regulation. A caregiver’s ability to connect with a child begins with these nonverbal cues, which are absorbed and encoded in the part of the young child’s developing brain responsible for intuition, creativity, and emotional memory. When caregivers are emotionally in sync with children—a process known as attunement—it helps them learn to feel safe, confident, and resilient. But when attunement is inconsistent, unpredictable, or absent, the child may feel emotionally unstable. Without a sense of emotional safety, children often internalize the misattunement, forming the belief that something’s wrong with them, rather than recognizing a problem within their environment. These early relational experiences form our unconscious templates for love, trust, and belonging. They shape how we respond to our own needs, how we regulate our emotions, and how we understand our place in the world. This is why attunement is so important. When children don’t receive the comfort or support they need, as Bowlby observed, they often begin to ignore their own feelings and focus instead on how those around them feel. Over time, this outward focus can lead to anxiety about being left out, a sense of over-responsibility for others, or even shame around needing help themselves. These are exactly the kinds of behaviors we carry into adulthood. As Bowlby explained in his trilogy, Attachment and Loss (1969–1980), neglectful or inconsistent care can make children hypervigilant, priming them to detect even the subtlest signs of threat well into adulthood. What he understood intuitively was later confirmed by research showing that those with attachment trauma often misinterpret neutral facial expressions as threatening. In other words, our early relational experiences leave a deep imprint, forming the lens through which we view other people and the world around us.

In the 1970s, Bowlby began collaborating with American psychologist Mary Ainsworth. In their now well-known Strange Situation studies, they observed how infants responded to brief separations and reunions with their caregiver. Children between twelve and eighteen months old were placed in a playroom with their caregiver and encouraged to explore. After a short time, a stranger entered and spoke with the caregiver for a minute or two. Then the caregiver left the room, leaving the child alone with the stranger. A few minutes later, the caregiver returned and the stranger left. Researchers observed how the child explored the room with their caregiver present, how they reacted to the separation, how they responded to the unfamiliar adult, and how they greeted their caregiver upon return.

Findings from this research, along with follow-up studies, led psychologists to identify and agree upon the existence of four key attachment styles, each reflecting how early bonding experiences shape the way we relate to others and navigate emotional intimacy.

The most secure foundation develops when caregivers are warm, consistent, and responsive to our needs. As children, we feel safe to explore the world, knowing comfort and support are available upon our return. As adults, this secure attachment allows us to trust both ourselves and others. We can form lasting relationships, express our needs without fear, and regulate our emotions during times of stress or conflict. Even people with secure attachment still have an inner child. The difference is that their inner child feels seen, soothed, and supported—so its needs don’t overwhelm the adult self. That’s ultimately the goal of reparenting: to become more secure by learning to tune in to ourselves, stay in touch with our needs, and respond with care. In this way, reparenting helps us move closer to the kind of self-trust and emotional balance that secure attachment naturally provides.

The other three attachment styles—avoidant, anxious, and disorganized—are forms of insecure attachment. Insecure attachment signals unmet needs from childhood, like safety, steadiness, or attunement. And reparenting gives us the opportunity to meet those needs now, as adults. We do this by first noticing how our attachment patterns still play out and choosing to respond in new ways that build inner trust and stability. This is what allows us to shift from old survival strategies into a more secure way of relating to ourselves and to others.

Avoidant attachment develops when caregivers are emotionally distant, unresponsive, or dismissive. In response, we learn to depend on ourselves, suppressing our emotional needs because closeness feels unsafe or unreliable. As adults, we end up valuing independence over connection, finding vulnerability uncomfortable and struggling with commitment or asking for help. While avoidant attachment pulls us away from closeness, anxious attachment pulls us toward it. It develops when caregivers are inconsistent—sometimes nurturing, other times withdrawn or overwhelmed—and leaves us hyperaware of emotional shifts, constantly scanning for signs of connection or rejection. In adulthood, this can lead to clinginess, a constant need for reassurance, and a persistent fear of abandonment, often leaving us feeling like we give more than we receive, especially in romantic relationships. And finally, disorganized attachment emerges when caregivers are frightening, abusive, or highly unpredictable. We grow up fearing the very people we depend on, creating a deep inner conflict. We end up craving closeness but distrusting intimacy, caught in a painful cycle of pulling others close and then pushing them away. Relationships feel chaotic, and our emotions feel overwhelming and hard to manage. As with all attachment styles, these patterns trace back to the emotional availability and responsiveness of our early caregivers—the foundation that shapes how we attach and relate in the present.

Though widely accepted now, Bowlby’s ideas were revolutionary for his time and often dismissed by a society that paid little attention to children’s emotional development. It wasn’t until after his death in the early 1990s that other pioneers built on his visionary work. One of them was American psychologist Jeffrey Young, the creator of Schema Therapy, with whom I had the honor of training during my PhD program. Working with clients facing depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and complex trauma, Young expanded attachment theory by identifying what he called schemas, or deep, negative thought patterns that form when a child’s core attachment needs aren’t met. For example, a child who experiences loss, separation, or neglect might develop an abandonment schema, always anticipating that others will leave them. These early beliefs can have lasting influence, though Young reminded us they’re not permanent. When we recognize and reframe these schemas, we begin to build healthier ways of coping and connecting. While schema therapy offers valuable insight, it doesn’t fully address the role our body plays in our healing. So now we’ll take a holistic approach to reparenting that works with your body and your mind to help you break old patterns that have been ingrained over time.

Healing our attachment wounds requires us to return to the language in which they were formed: relational presence. The way someone looks at us, speaks to us, and helps us settle teaches our brain what it feels like to be safe and secure. If we didn’t grow up with the ability to calm ourselves or feel grounded, we can learn it. Through tone, gaze, co-regulation, and emotional attunement, we slowly begin to reshape our inner world.

Real change happens when we allow ourselves to feel, name, and remain present with all our emotions, offering our inner child the understanding and care we may have always longed for but never consistently received.

Attachment Is the Root of Joy and Suffering

We are all biologically driven to seek love, comfort, and connection from the attachment figures in our lives. But when those needs aren’t met in childhood and we don’t learn how to regulate our emotions or soothe ourselves in healthy ways, we develop other coping mechanisms to get by, often reverting to behaviors that might be immature or childish.

Early in my clinical training, I started to realize these coping patterns aren’t random; they’re rooted in our early relational dynamics. As I sought to better understand how our early years shaped us, I had the privilege of working with Miriam Steele and Howard Steele, founders of the Center for Attachment Research at the New School for Social Research and recipients of the Bowlby-Ainsworth Award for their contributions to attachment theory. Under their mentorship, I studied mother–infant interactions and wrote my dissertation on how a mother’s emotional state directly influences her baby’s ability to self-regulate.

At the same time, I was gaining hands-on experience in clinical settings, where I began to witness how these early attachment patterns show up later in life. As part of my training, I worked at Beth Israel’s inpatient rehabilitation center for substance use disorders. There, I led groups where participants shared their feelings, examined their habits, and explored their relationships. Over and over, I saw the same underlying thread: Unresolved attachment wounds lay at the heart of so many patients’ stories. While their struggle with alcohol or drugs may have brought them into treatment, many had turned to addictive substances as a way to soothe a nervous system hijacked by deep-rooted wounds—early attachment disruptions, unprocessed trauma, and chronic shame—all of which we’ll explore more deeply in later chapters. Research now supports these clinical patterns: Individuals with insecure attachment styles are significantly more vulnerable to addiction.2

And my own work continued to confirm this connection. After years of running inpatient groups, I transitioned into private practice in Philadelphia. My clients came in with a range of concerns, from their relationships, to anxiety, to trauma, but at the root of most issues was an unspoken question: Am I worthy of love? Many carried deep-rooted shame, feeling somehow broken or not good enough. They weren’t just seeking answers; though few of them would have framed it this way, I came to recognize that they were seeking safety. What I started to see firsthand was that our longing to be seen, accepted, and affirmed—our need for secure attachment—stays with us for life.

I saw this clearly in Jasmine, forty-two, who came to me with a diagnosis of schizophrenia and bipolar disorder. She often appeared a bit scattered, with crumbs on her shirt and an overflowing purse. But she always knew exactly what she wanted to explore during our session—a conversation she’d had with her mother or a thought she’d had about what we’d talked about in the previous session. It gradually became clear that her most persistent struggles stemmed from deeply insecure attachments. Jasmine grew up without consistent emotional attunement. Her father left the home when she was seven, and she described her mother as being emotionally cold and perpetually critical. Jasmine often tried to provoke emotional engagement—sometimes even calling her mother during our sessions in an attempt to be heard—but the calls always ended in conflict. She spoke of self-hate, risky sexual encounters, and substance use, all of which I came to understand as survival strategies rooted in a desperate yearning for connection. Her repeated requests for me to speak with her mother were driven by her deep longing to be seen and loved. Her rage masked a wounded inner child who had long been abandoned by her father and unseen by her mother. Jasmine’s mental health struggles were not just symptoms of a diagnosis but also expressions of a disorganized and unmet need for safe, relational connection.

I saw this same theme play out in very different circumstances with Aaron, twenty-four, a gifted athlete who came from a financially privileged background. He was put together, with an air of accomplishment and power. He brought great focus to our sessions—with a notebook always in hand, he was ready to solve his problems. But his emotional foundation was far from stable. When he was still quite young, his father had been caught mismanaging funds at his job. Although he was never convicted of a crime, this was a massive blow to the family financially and emotionally. Under public scrutiny, his father lost his job, and the entire family system unraveled. His mother fell into a depression, rendering both parents emotionally unavailable. Aaron, left to deal with the mounting stress on his own, did what he had always done. He performed, pushed forward, and remained stoic. But when a shoulder injury ended his athletic career, and he was prescribed OxyContin, he described the medication as the first thing that made him feel calm, revealing to me just how much tension he had been carrying beneath the surface, even in the midst of high performance. Over time the relief that the medication gave him turned into dependence. Underneath it all, Aaron’s substance use was a way to manage the emotional pain of a fractured attachment that couldn’t yet hold the weight of grief, lost identity, or raw emotion. Like many, he hadn’t been taught how to process emotions, only to suppress them.

Another client who reinforced my observations about attachment was Joon, a twenty-one-year-old student at an Ivy League school who came to me with intense social anxiety. He excelled academically, but was isolated, ashamed of his emotions, and deeply unsure of his worth. This was reflected in his timidity. He dressed in muted colors, spoke softly, and had noticeably low energy. He reported that he was struggling with depression. Joon had grown up in a high-achieving immigrant household where he had received little emotional validation. When he tried to open up to his mom about his issues with his friends, she dismissed his feelings, saying, “You shouldn’t be worrying about that. You should be studying.” Later, after finding a note from a woman that hinted at his father’s affair, Joon confronted him and was met with rage, then silence. These key moments—dismissal, deflection, disconnection—shaped Joon’s internal model of relationships. He learned that emotions were irrelevant, and that connection came at the cost of rejection or shame. Though he had achieved his family’s dream, he felt hollow inside. His anxious and avoidant attachment patterns made intimacy feel unsafe, and he was unable to connect deeply with others.

An individual diagnosed with schizophrenia, someone struggling with substance use, and an Ivy League student may seem, on the surface, to have nothing in common. But beneath their unique life stories, I saw the same theme: Early attachment wounds don’t just fade but instead follow us into adulthood, shaping how we trust, cope, connect, and relate, forming our very sense of self. This is how our inner child shows up—in the habits and patterns that we carry from childhood and reactions that are too big or too small for the moment. Whatever the source, when our inner child’s needs are unaddressed, they result in cycles of undesired and often dysfunctional behavior. This is where reparenting becomes essential. It gives us the awareness and tools to break these cycles and develop







PRACTICE
Attachment Timeline





	Create a Horizontal Timeline. Start by drawing a line across a page, from left to right. On the far left, mark the beginning of your life (birth), and on the far right, your current age. You can divide the timeline into developmental phases, such as early childhood, school age, adolescence, and adulthood, or you can mark specific years, milestones, or ages based on what you remember.

	Plot Significant Attachment Moments. Now begin noting moments along your timeline that involved your primary caregivers (biological or adoptive parents, grandparents, guardians, or other adults who played a caregiving role). These moments don’t have to be dramatic and are often everyday experiences, like being dismissed when you were upset or only noticed when you achieved something. Include a mix of both joyful and painful experiences, such as:

	Moments of connection, warmth, attunement, or support

	Times of separation—starting school, moving, hospitalization, divorce, or death

	Experiences of conflict, rejection, emotional neglect, or inconsistent care




	Add Emotional Responses and Coping Strategies. Beneath or beside each event, write a few notes about:

	How you felt (e.g., comforted, afraid, angry, alone, safe, invisible)

	What you did to cope (e.g., shut down, tried to be perfect, became overly self-reliant, clung to others, turned to food for comfort)

	Whether you felt seen, soothed, or supported, or if your feelings were dismissed or misunderstood




	Look for Patterns. Once you’ve filled out your timeline, take a step back and observe:

	What emotional themes or patterns show up repeatedly?

	How did you learn to relate to closeness, vulnerability, or independence?

	What roles did you take on (the helper, the quiet one, the achiever, the caretaker) to feel safe, loved, or in control?







	What was your relationship like with each parent or caregiver? Which parent (or adult) felt safest to you, and why?

	How did you feel most often in those relationships? Which emotions were welcome, and which felt dangerous or unacceptable?

	How did experiences of loss, absence, or separation shape the way you learned to trust others or yourself?

	When you were upset as a child, how did you respond—and who (if anyone) came to comfort you?











PRACTICE
Letter to Your Inner Child





	Write a Nurturing Letter. Take a few moments to explore the prompts below, writing your responses in a notebook or journal.

	How did I express my emotions as a child?

	What parts of me were silenced, shamed, or hidden?

	What brought me joy or made me feel most like myself as a child?

	Who might I have been if I had been nurtured, protected, and emotionally attuned to?








	What they should have received but didn’t, like soothing, support, or consistent presence.

	What they did receive, even if small, like a moment of joy, connection, or strength.

	A reminder that their feelings and needs were always valid, even if the adults around them couldn’t meet them.




	Write a Truth-Telling Letter. When you feel ready, write a second letter. This time, imagine your inner child has the safety and courage to speak directly to the person (or people) who caused harm, withheld care, or made them feel unseen. Allow yourself to be raw and uncensored without worrying about grammar or making sense. Use short phrases, images, or any form of expression that feels natural. You might write:

	What I needed from you and didn’t receive …

	The ways you made me feel unsafe, unseen, or unworthy …

	What I want you to know about me now …













Our Imperfect Parents










Emotionally Immature Parents



















Parentification






	Instrumental parentification happens when a child is expected to perform tasks beyond their age, like cooking, cleaning, paying bills, or taking care of siblings.

	Emotional parentification occurs when a child becomes the therapist, confidant, or emotional support for a parent, listening to adult problems, absorbing their emotional pain, or managing conflict within their relationships or the home in general.











PRACTICE
Relationship Reflection Map





	Map Your Relationships. Take a blank page and write “Me” in the center. Around it, write the names (or initials) of your early caregivers and three to five of your most important relationships. Next to each name, add the role you played—such as Peacemaker, Invisible, Helper, Performer, or Troublemaker.

	Explore Each Connection. Next to each person, note:

	How you felt most often (safe, anxious, drained, dismissed)

	What you feared most (abandonment, rejection, not being enough)

	How you responded to conflict (withdrew, chased, people-pleased, froze, got reactive)

	Which needs went unmet (validation, safety, consistency, freedom to express yourself)




	Notice the Patterns. Step back and look at your map. Circle the roles, fears, or feelings that repeat. Ask yourself:

	Do I tend to chase closeness or avoid it?

	Do I silence myself to keep the peace?

	Do I lose track of my own needs?




	Reframe with Compassion. Choose one role or pattern that feels strongest right now. Ask yourself:

	When did I first learn this habit or pattern?

	How has it helped me?

	Where is it limiting me now?
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