
Dear Colleagues,

I presented my codifi cation of fi ve cycles of emotional abuse, the 
history of how this codifi cation developed, and various successful 
treatment options at the April 2006 NASW-MA Symposium.

In that workshop, I suggested that, in order to avoid burnout so 
common in the helping professions, attendees embrace their most 
unsettling and painful life experiences and will themselves to learn 
from them. I strongly believe that this determination and focus both 
promotes and enhances the energy to cope in diffi cult and traumat-
ic times and, at the same time, enriches personal and profession-
al depth and awareness.

I shared that a protracted divorce process, while my children were 
very young, led to my understanding of the necessity of dignity in 
coping with life’s unfairnesses, injustices, and betrayals. During 
this period I began to examine the differences between avoidable 
and unavoidable pain in a life process, and I realized a universal 
truth: the state of dignity begins with love. As my life stabilized, I 
also realized that most parents love their children to the very best 
of their abilities. However, despite good intentions, pervasive, in-
visible, and repetitive cycles of emotional abuse perpetuate in an 
untold number of families. In similar ways, well meaning family 
members, other than parents, and other important caretaker fi g-
ures in a child’s life also unknowingly may exhibit behaviors, reac-
tions and expectations that have a negative and damaging effect. I 
have seen clearly in my life and work how relentless cycles of emo-
tional abuse erode the development of dignity as well as the devel-
opmental coping skills that accompany its integration and contin-
uation.

The theoretical basis of my codifi cations, appears in a paper enti-
tled, “Cycles of Emotional Abuse: Treatment of Emotional Abuse in 
Time-Limited Group Psychotherapy” submitted to the International 
Journal of Group Psychotherapy for peer review. This journal is 
the offi cial publication of the American Group Psychotherapy 
Association. Also, please note that cases illustrated in this 
course fi rst appeared in my book, “Setting Your Self Free” pub-
lished by New Horizon Press in 2002, as did the self-administered
diagnostic tests.

The Legacy of Emotional Abuse
I have devoted the last 25 years of my professional life to formulat-
ing a theoretical base that elucidates the intergenerational perpetu-
ation of cycles of emotional abuse. In 1982, I began a 20 year jour-

nal exploring the preponderance of emotional abuse in my own life 
and in the life of my clients. These recordings led to an identifi ca-
tion and documentation of fi ve cycles of parental and caretaker be-
haviors that constitute emotional abuse. 
 
The fi ve cycles codifi ed—enmeshment, extreme overprotection 
and overindulgence, complete neglect, rage, and rejection/abandon-
ment—were fi rst published in Annals, the journal of the American 
Psychotherapy Association, in the Fall of 2002. In differing ways, 
each cycle entraps its victim in replicative or reactionary relation-
ships with family members, friends, teachers, employers, profes-
sional colleagues, and partners. Yet, within the brutality and appar-
ent hopelessness of each cycle of emotional abuse lie the seeds of 
regeneration and wholeness.

Social workers may believe they have an instinctive grip on the 
legacy of emotional abuse and its intergenerational victimization 
and impairment of intellectual and emotional growth. Yet many di-
rect practitioners lack the awareness of the predominance of emo-
tional abuse in so many areas of life; the theoretical structure to 
link symptom manifestations to specifi c types of emotional abuse; 
or the comprehensive spectrum that subsumes these types of emo-
tional abuse.

This is not surprising as emotional abuse is a form of psychological 
manipulation and acute victimization that gets considerably less at-
tention in professional therapeutic circles than its counterparts, sex-
ual abuse and physical abuse (Hart & Brassard, 1987; Kent, Waller, 
& Dagnan, 1999; Sidebotham, 2000). Examination of workshop 
topics and papers presented in myriad professional settings and 
conferences reveal this serious omission. Further, emotional abuse 
does not receive the press coverage that can accompany physical 
and sexual abuse. Simply put: it does not grab the headlines; it is 
invisible and diffi cult to document; and those who infl ict it or en-
dure it are usually in varying states of denial. 

When we question why emotional abuse has been excluded from 
widespread discussion we fi nd several possible explanations, be-
ginning with the facts that emotional abuse is diffi cult to defi ne 
and measure (O’Hagan, 1995), and that it is often of a covert na-
ture, with no visible scars to mark its impact but rather wounds 
that take, in some cases, decades to surface (Hamarman & Bernet, 
2000). Added to these intangibles is the transactional nature of 
this particular form of abuse; in Glaser’s words, “Whereas phys-
ical and sexual abuse are in the nature of events, neglect and emo-
tional abuse characterize the relationship between the caregiv-
ers and the child” (2004, p.98). Finally, emotional abuse may 
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elude detection and focus because of its very pervasiveness in 
so many lives, families, and community and societal institutions 
(Smullens, 2002a, 2002b). At least one recent study has found 
emotional abuse to be, in fact, the most prevalent form of abuse
(Sidebotham, 2000).  

It is generally accepted that emotional abuse is always involved 
in physical abuse and sexual abuse (Wolfe & McGee, 1994). For 
example, in one recent study, 90% of physically abused children 
had experienced emotional abuse as well (Claussen & Crittenden, 
1991). This has led some researchers to suggest that the concept 
of emotional abuse “clarifi es and unifi es the dynamics that under-
lie the destructive power of all forms of childhood abuse and ne-
glect” (Hart & Brassard, 1987, p. 161). In this context, it should 
be noted, however, that multiple types of abuse occurring simul-
taneously, or “multi-type maltreatment,” may in fact be the rule—
and that “pure” forms of maltreatment are atypical (Higgins & 
McCabe, 2000). My attempts to address emotional abuse on its 
own terms are not done for the sake of simplifying a complex phe-
nomenon; rather I concur with Mullen, Martin, Anderson, Romans 
& Herbison that, “Focusing exclusively on one form of abuse is to 
risk giving a spurious prominence to the chosen form of victimiza-
tion (1996, p. 8).”

The reason that this course will focus on emotional abuse as an in-
dependent entity is that when it is combined with other abuse types, 
an implicit hierarchy emerges where emotional abuse stands at the 
bottom (Melton & Davidson, 1987). For example, guidelines in 
place in the 1990s in the UK for the Child Protection Register stip-
ulated that the descriptive category of emotional abuse should be 
used only where it is the main or sole form of abuse. Otherwise 
a different, more well-established category, such as sexual abuse 
or physical abuse, should be used (Sidebotham, 2000). This hier-
archy obscures several important aspects, beginning with the fact 
that emotional abuse is a paramount form of victimization in its 
own right, and can be an accurate predictor of some future psy-
chopathologies in women—such as Irritable Bowl Disease (Ali, 
2000) and eating disorders (Kent, Waller, & Dagnan, 1999). A hi-
erarchy which places emotional abuse on the bottom in terms of 
importance, belies the interdependence of all types of abuse and 
also overlooks a factor not yet examined in the literature: It has 
been my clear impression from working with individuals, couples, 
families and groups that emotionally abusive patterns in relation-
ships will repeat as well as vary in passing generations, morphing 
into physical abuse, sexual abuse, and back into emotional abuse. 
The passing of generations alters the delicate balance of an emo-
tionally abusive relationship, especially if the abused partner has 
opportunities for growth outside of the nuclear and extended fam-
ily. Specifi cally, if an abused partner asks or insists that emotion-
al abuse stop, physical and sexual violence can result (Porcerelli, 
West, Binienda & Cogan, 2006).

The lack of awareness about emotional abuse is, however, slowly 
beginning to change. In 1997, the Journal of Emotional Abuse be-
gan its publication. Community organizations such as Philadelphia’s 
Sabbath of Domestic Peace address emotional as well as physi-
cal and sexual abuse. In their well circulated pamphlet “Making 
Changes, Bringing Hope” (1999, 2001, 2006) the toll of a constant 
state of humiliation, social isolation, and ridicule is emphasized. 
Further, documents such as the American Humane Fact Sheet state 

that those “who are constantly ignored, shamed, terrorized, or hu-
miliated suffer at least as much, if not more, than if they are physi-
cally assaulted” (2004, p.1).

The seeds for the recent reaction of the therapeutic community to 
the widespread nature and brutal quality of emotional abuse, were 
actually sown—albeit incompletely—almost two decades ago. In 
1987, the National Committee for the Prevention of Child Abuse 
created the following defi nition of emotional abuse:

Emotional abuse is a pattern of behavior that attacks a 
child’s emotional development and sense of self-worth. 
Emotional abuse includes excessive, aggressive or unrea-
sonable demands that place expectations on a child be-
yond his or her capacity. Constant criticizing, belittling, 
insulting, rejecting and teasing are some of the forms these 
verbal attacks can take. Emotional abuse also includes 
failure to provide the psychological nurturing necessary 
for a child’s psychological growth and development—pro-
viding no love, support or guidance (Cohn, 1987, p. 12).

This defi nition represents one of several attempts to clarify the phe-
nomenon of emotional abuse by grouping together different behav-
iors on the part of the caregiver; these have been more specifi cal-
ly codifi ed in the work of Garbarino, Guttman & Seeley, 1986; and 
Hamarman & Bernet, 2000. But this is only one half of the story: 
the action of neglect, for example, does not end when the neglected 
child grows up and leaves the household of his or her family of or-
igin. As clinicians know, sadness may develop and continue to be 
exacerbated as a previously abused individual experiences fear in 
the workplace, is unable to reach out to others either in a roman-
tic or platonic context, or chooses living conditions that further iso-
late himself or herself from the social mainstream. It is vital, there-
fore, to consider the ongoing realities of individuals who have been 
emotionally abused when attempting to create useful categories 
within the concept of emotional abuse. 

By presenting my own codifi cations which follow, I hope to pro-
vide subdivisions within the fi eld of study that can not only en-
hance understanding of damaging caregiver behaviors, but also can 
lead to clear identifi cation of developmental problems, their ramifi -
cations, and effective treatment plans and preventive opportunities.

Gaining a Foothold
When clients honestly attempt to assess their present and are either 
afraid to admit to themselves what they want out of life, or believe 
that they are good enough to have, or do know what they want, but 
cannot fi nd the strength and courage to pursue it, emotional abuse 
is very often the cause.

Those who experience this abuse, unless insight is developed and 
pain is understood, become either victim or tyrant (or their com-
bination.) Without realizing the harm done, they act out their bur-
ied confl icts on all personal, communal, professional and societal 
fronts. As generations pass, further, ever expanding cycles of emo-
tional abuse, that threaten the health of all concerned, are formed.

In emotionally abusive households one often fi nds a “he said-she 
said” situation, where the abuser denies and the abused affi rms 
what is actually going on. The abused are often children who have 
neither words nor perspective to communicate their pain. Over 



time abused children often use enormous energy to block out what 
happened to them. They also may look back, struggling to make 
sense of their feelings of inferiority and worthlessness in an at-
tempt to discover what feelings, attitudes and beliefs were encour-
aged or discredited in their youth. Try as they may they have great 
diffi culty doing so. Above all, they go to great lengths so that oth-
ers do not guess how badly they hurt and how crippled they feel. 
They believe that if they look and act as if all is well, their disguise 
will prevent further shame and humiliation. This relentless deter-
mination builds mounting walls of isolation and further erodes self 
esteem and confi dence, and thus, a dangerous, self-defeating pat-
tern continues.

In the victimization of cycles of emotional abuse, infection and 
subsequent scarring is on the inside. For instance, external appear-
ances alone do not publicly identify a highly educated father who 
bullies his wife and children; a wife who constantly manipulates 
her husband, with no regard for his well being; a charming and 
intelligent mother who does not understand the importance, the 
necessity, of allowing her child/children an opportunity to devel-
op autonomy; or a charismatic employer, board chair, or political 
leader who “rules” through fear and intimidation.

Emotional abuse robs one of an ability to dream, and to hope and 
plan that dreams can be realized. Further, and equally important, 
emotional abuse robs those who endure it of an ability to know 
how to fi nd other dreams when some are not within one’s grasp, 
are lost, or, as important, prove to be dreams that will become 
nightmares.

As a result of this malignant state of confusion, lack of confi dence 
and denial, presenting problems brought to the clinician are not de-
scribed by the client as emotional abuse. Behaviors include food 
issues such as anorexia and bulimia; excessive use of alcohol, nar-
cotics, or both; hypochondria; depression; suicidal ideation; sexual 
acting out; engaging in risky physical stunts or exploits; and ignor-
ing or undercutting relationships with promise, gravitating instead 
to highly destructive ones. These behaviors may manifest them-
selves as an immediate cry for help, may come to light periodical-
ly, or may present as a lingering and low-level chronic feeling of 
unhappiness.

The fi rst step toward treatment is to begin the slow process of cli-
ent identifi cation of one or more of the fi ve cycles of parental or 
caregiver behavior that constitutes emotional abuse (rage, enmesh-
ment, extreme overprotection and overindulgence, abandonment/
rejection, and complete neglect). Through a close evaluation of 
what individual clients present, some surprising connections about 
emotional abuse can be revealed. When the client begins to un-
derstand that his or her behavior is self-defeating, there is usual-
ly a realization in contrast to something. That something is usual-
ly a hope, a dream, a vision, one that, despite deep suffering, was 
never entirely lost.

For those who experienced emotional abuse, their voice of truth, 
the essence of who they are, as opposed to what their parents or 
caretakers willed them to be, or who they became as a result of ter-
ror, is buried within. In an effort to free it, I invite clients to take 
the following Emotional Abuse Inventory and discuss it with me; 
I have found this tool to be exceedingly helpful in recovering the 

hope, the dream, the vision.

The Emotional Abuse Inventory
Clients should fi nd a quiet, private place to take this diagnostic test. 
Figure 1. For each statement on the Emotional Abuse Inventory, 
the behaviors described should be evaluated as to whether the cli-
ent is prone to them some of the time, all of the time, or none of the 
time. Each one is an “I” statement, and clients are invited to pay 
close attention with what resonates for them, to above all, be hon-
est with themselves.

Oftentimes, the answer to a particular question in all the self-tests 
that follow will present itself intellectually. But just as frequent-
ly the answer can be intuited from the client’s anxiety level. They 
should be encouraged to notice their physical reactions: Do they 
feel like crying? Do they feel sad? Do they feel bitter? Do they feel 
angry? When they look in the mirror, what do their eyes tell them? 
What does their facial expression tell them?

To score this test, clients give themselves 2 points for every time 
they answered “frequently,” 1 point for every time they answered 
“sometimes,” and 0 points for every time they answered “never.” 
If their score is over 12 points, chances are very strong that during 
their childhood they have experienced emotional abuse.

The result of a higher-scoring Emotional Abuse Inventory can of-
ten be a springboard into the most serious discussion of emotion-
al abuse a client has to that point been capable of. They may ex-
perience extreme discomfort and anxiety at this point, feeling that 
emotional abuse is an ocean that surrounds them, a strong current 
against which they could never learn to swim.

What I have found useful at this juncture is to begin to isolate the 
relationships in which the emotional abuse was likely to have oc-
curred: whether via their parents, siblings, friendships, love rela-
tionships, work environments or community participation. Such 
an undertaking has to be qualifi ed, given the nature of family dy-
namics it is highly likely that emotional abuse has come from more 
than one source; in addition, as one of the goals of my work is to 
help clients see the ramifi cations and extent of the way emotion-
al abuse has played out in their own lives, such pinpointing of the 
exact sources of their personal legacy of emotional abuse may en-
courage them to isolate their pain in the locus of another individual.

Nevertheless, there is much to be gained from the traditional psy-
chotherapeutic practice and from taking an emotional abuse histo-
ry. Because of this I provide the following self-tests to my clients. 
Some may take all of them; others may gravitate toward taking 
only a few. I have found that taking these tests early on in our work 
together brings up much useful material, but this is not the only 
way to use them. Often clients may take the same diagnostic tool, 
such as the Emotional Abuse Inventory, a few years after taking 
it for the fi rst time. In this way they see that with their hard work 
their score has dropped considerably!

In the case of the sibling test, which follows, a client with a sibling 
or siblings should take the diagnostic for each sibling. In the case 
of the friendship self-test, which also follows, it will be useful for 
a client to take the diagnostic test when a specifi c friendship has 
been identifi ed as a possible theater for emotional abuse. Perhaps 



Self-Test for Emotional Abuse: Siblings

My sibling teases or makes fun of me.   0  0  0
I am happy when my sibling fails.    0  0  0
I idolize my sibling.     0  0  0
My sibling and I don’t see eye-to-eye.   0  0  0
I hide who I really am from my sibling.   0  0  0
I know which of us my mother likes better.   0  0  0
I know which of us my father like better.   0  0  0
I know which of us fits my parents’ model of the ideal child. 0  0  0
When I criticize my sibling and he or she cannot respond,

I feel like I have won a point.    0  0  0
I’m afraid to confide in my sibling.    0  0  0
What I say to my sibling makes its way to my parents.  0  0  0
Discussions with my siblings turn into arguments.  0  0  0

Frequently Sometimes Never

Figure 2.

The Emotional Abuse Inventory

I am self-centered, even when I don’t want to be.  0  0  0
I never think of myself.     0  0  0
I put myself in harm’s way.     0  0  0
I ask others to speak up for me.    0  0  0
I am unavailable to my other family members.   0  0  0
I can treat my friends carelessly.    0  0  0
I let my friends take advantage of me constantly.  0  0  0
I treat money like tap water.     0  0  0
I participate in meaningless activities.    0  0  0
I sulk, have quiet temper tantrums or moodiness.  0  0  0
I have irrational outbursts and attack others.   0  0  0
I make self-defeating choices in love, friendship and work. 0  0  0
I am unable to say NO to the wrong opportunities.  0  0  0
I am unable to say YES to the right opportunities.  0  0  0
When I am successful, I feel guilty.    0  0  0
Minor setbacks can look like catastrophes to me.  0  0  0
I can’t make decisions.     0  0  0
After making a decision, I always believe I made a mistake. 0  0  0
I try to control as much as I can in my present environment. 0  0  0
I lash out at my partner instead of communicating maturely. 0  0  0
I am somewhat elusive when it comes to intimate relationships. 0  0  0
The idea of commitment terrifies me.    0  0  0
I look for romantic partners who are unavailable.  0  0  0
I run like hell when a good opportunity in friendship,

love or work comes my way.    0  0  0
I make poor investment choices.    0  0  0
I rebel against authority figures.    0  0  0
I am sexually promiscuous.     0  0  0
My partner has a tendency to be cruel.   0  0  0
I think yelling is normal.     0  0  0

Frequently Sometimes Never

Figure 1.



the client will fi nd that similar repetitive problems exist between a 
friend (or lover) that exist with a sibling or with a parent. This in-
sight can lead to new awarenesses and new options about future 
changes in attitude, behavior, and relationships. 

In all of the tests that follow, the protocol is the same although the 
“breakpoint” score is different; I have noted this at the bottom un-
derneath the test.

Self-Test for Emotional Abuse: Siblings
Figure 2. The sibling relationship represents in many ways our 
fi rst sharing experience with someone roughly in the same peer 
group. Siblings usually act toward one another in ways similar to 
how their parents treat them and each other. Envy, jealousy and ri-
valry between siblings are inevitable. However, when there isn’t 
enough mature love in a family, children may be forced to compete 
with one another, or act out against each other, in ways that cannot 
be reconciled. Children who are surrounded by constant sources of 
confl ict or by family members who demean them, who play favor-
ites or who cause friction in their lives in other ways, are by defi ni-
tion emotionally abused and regularly develop damaged relation-
ships with their brothers and sisters. Their “unfi nished emotional 
business” is regularly acted out in all areas of their lives, with ev-
eryone they meet who may feel important to their well being or 
whom they fear may threaten it. Their “judgment lens,” their abil-
ity to see clearly and assess potential positive and negative rela-
tionships, is severely skewed. Of course this observation is true of 
all damaged relationships in formative years, not only those with 
siblings.

To score this test, clients give themselves 2 points for every time 
they answered “frequently,” 1 point for every time they answered 
“sometimes,” and 0 points for every time they answered “never.” 
If their score is over 6 points, chances are very strong that during 
their childhood they have experienced emotional abuse.  

Self-Test for Emotional Abuse: Friendships
Figure 3. There is no joy in life greater to us than the people we 
love, whether those individuals are from our families of origin or 
from the families that we create for ourselves. Through our rela-
tionships with friends, we can create extended families, not neces-
sarily as substitutes for our families of origin, but simply to aug-
ment the living experience. These families we choose will share 
our times of happiness, give us strength in times of trouble, and 
create memories that forever enrich and inspire our lives.

Friendships, however, can bring pain as well as pleasure. Those 
friends who have proven to be unreliable, possessive, controlling 
or even abusive probably were treated this way by their parents or 
caretakers. Such individuals then later repeat the only pattern of 
behavior they know with others who are signifi cant in their lives.

To score this test, clients give themselves 2 points for every time 
they answered “frequently,” 1 point for every time they answered 
“sometimes,” and 0 points for every time they answered “never.” 
If their score is over 5 points, chances are very strong that during 
their childhood they have experienced emotional abuse. Chances 
are of course very strong as well that their “friend” (with friends 
like these, who needs enemies!) experienced emotional abuse as 
well, but I have found it more useful to stay with the client’s expe-

rience. They may fi nd that as they heal, this friend’s behavior starts 
to look different even if it itself hasn’t changed, of course, they 
could also fi nd themselves no longer friends with this individual!

Self-Tests for Emotional Abuse: Love Relation-
ships
Figure 4. In an adult client’s life, the practitioner fi nds that love re-
lationships are where the legacy of emotional abuse is expressed 
most profoundly. Love relationships: their intensity or dullness, 
their aching longevity or speed with which they fl ame out, their 
aptness or ill-suited quality, as they are such a complex phenome-
non, I have found that three multiple self-tests are useful, and in-
deed called for, instead of one overall or introductory self-test.

I give this fi rst test to establish some ground in the messages cli-
ents were given during formative years about the reason for love or 
the work of love relationships. Clients respond not so much from 
their own belief but from their formative experience, did they hear 
any of the following impairing messages spoken directly or im-
plied? I call this fi rst self-test the “Emotional Impairment Quiz.” 

To score this test, clients give themselves 2 points for every time 
they answered “frequently,” 1 point for every time they answered 
“sometimes,” and 0 points for every time they answered “never.” 
If their score is over 4 points, chances are very strong that during 
their childhood they have experienced emotional abuse.

Figure 5. This second test I call the “Teenage Sexuality Patterns 
Quiz.” It may come as little surprise that our fi rst genuine, if fl edg-
ling attempts at love relationships after we have reached puber-
ty are a treasure trove of information about how clients were ed-
ucated, or mis-educated in their childhoods. Many messages that 
may have remained dormant because not overtly challenged come 
to the foreground at this time and can cause either explicit strife 
or internalized guilt and repression, or both. The teenage years are 
often a period of time more easily remembered by clients than say 
their elementary school years. Therefore this self-test can be very 
helpful in uncovering materials for the therapy session.

To score this test, clients give themselves 2 points for every time 
they answered “frequently,” 1 point for every time they answered 
“sometimes,” and 0 points for every time they answered “never.” 
If their score is over 7 points, chances are very strong that during 
their childhood they have experienced emotional abuse.

Figure 6. The fi nal self-test I call the “Relationship Voice of Truth 
Quiz.” It helps clients evaluate their current relationship to deter-
mine the extent to which emotional abuse may have impacted ei-
ther their choice of partner or the way in which they interact with 
their partner.

In contrast to the previous self-tests, clients score themselves “pos-
itively” on the Relationship Voice of Truth Quiz. That is, they give 
themselves 2 points for every time they answered “frequently,” 1 
point for every time they answered “sometimes,” and 0 points for 
every time they answered “never.” If their score is over 11 points, 
they should be congratulated—they are well on their way to devel-
oping a lasting relationship!



Self-Test for Emotional Abuse: The Workplace
Figure 7. With the subtle threads of power and innuendo, the dy-
namic in some workplaces may closely mirror cycles of emotion-
al abuse experienced in childhood. The stakes are almost as high, 
without their livelihood our clients would not be able to care for 
themselves or their families. Many stay in nonproductive and 
emotionally abusive work situations long after they have outlived 
any possible fulfi llment or productivity. Why do clients, why do 
friends, why do we do this to ourselves? To a large extent, be-
yond earning the necessities, the answer lies in the continuity of 
the emotional abuse cycle or cycles that are familiar to us from 
childhood days.

To score this test, clients give themselves 2 points for every time 
they answered “frequently,” 1 point for every time they answered 
“sometimes,” and 0 points for every time they answered “never.” 
If their score is over 8 points, chances are very strong that during 
their childhood they have experienced emotional abuse.

The Mechanism of Abuse
Once a client has taken the diagnostic tests presented above, one 
or possibly several discussions about emotional abuse have now 
likely taken place. The transition from an emotional abuse histo-
ry to a more realistic understanding and awareness of behaviors in 
the present that result from cycles of emotional abuse entrenched 
in the fi rst fl oor of one’s emotional home develop at different rates 
depending on the client. I have found it very important for a practi-
tioner to have this grasp of the theoretical underpinnings of contin-
ued patterns of dysfunctional behaviors. For such clients, defi ned 
reality, will help to illuminate reasons for the painful or absent re-
lationships that usually mark the lives of those who are abused, 
emotionally and otherwise.

Psychology has long recognized an important fact about the nature 
of trauma, the compulsion of the human psyche to repeat traumatic 
events. However, it was not until 1920 that Sigmund Freud coined 
a term for the phenomenon: “repetition-compulsion.” Before that 
time, Freud had only posited a “pleasure-principle,” emphasizing 

the human priority of the 
pursuit of gratifi cation. 
In Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle, however, 
Freud paired Thanatos, 
the death-drive, with 
Eros, instincts of self-
preservation and sex-
ual gratifi cation. This 
death-drive allowed 
Freud to illuminate the 
human tendency toward 
destruction, including 
self-destruction: “The 
compulsion to repeat 
also recalls from the 
past experiences which 
include no possibility of 
pleasure, and which can 
never, even long ago, 
have brought satisfac-
tion even to instinctu-
al impulses which have 
since been repressed” 
(1920/1974, p. 20).

This dynamic is espe-
cially vivid in inter-
personal relationships. 
Psychotherapists have 
seen repeatedly that 
no sooner does a cli-
ent who is caught in a 
pattern of abuse fi nal-
ly end one relationship 
with a particularly hurt-
ful person than she or he 
chooses another “wolf,” 
even if the new partner 
does come in sheeps 
clothing. While Freud 

Self-Test for Emotional Abuse: Love Relationships

I’ll make your life effortless, painless and perfect—
if you don’t leave me.     0  0  0

No one can keep you as safe as I can.   0  0  0
No one can love you as much as I can.   0  0  0
No one will do more for you than I will.   0  0  0
Your primary job in life is to make me happy and

give me something to love for.    0  0  0
If you ever care for anyone more than you care for me,

my life will be meaningless.    0  0  0
I own you and can treat you any way I please.  0  0  0
You owe me everything.     0  0  0

Frequently Sometimes Never

Figure 4.

Self-Test for Emotional Abuse: Friendships

This person doesn’t let me talk about my problems.  0  0  0
When I am talking, this person interrupts with a story

about herself or himself.     0  0  0
This person lies to me.     0  0  0
This person arrives late for a meeting or cancels our

dates at the last minute.     0  0  0
This person criticizes me to others.    0  0  0
This person betrays my secrets.    0  0  0
This person does not accept what I say about how I am feeling. 0  0  0
This person make cutting remarks about my

appearance, feelings, etc.    0  0  0
This person holds grudges for longer than a day.  0  0  0
This person generalizes about my experiences or seems

to remember only the bad parts.    0  0  0
I feel that true self-expression on my part will cause

this friendship to explode.    0  0  0

Frequently Sometimes Never

Figure 3.



believed that individu-
als manifesting a repe-
tition-compulsion were 
doing so because they 
sought personal oblit-
eration, later research-
ers, while keeping the 
term repetition-com-
pulsion in use, have be-
gun to question whether 
such behavior is merely 
a habitual expression of 
one’s reality, i.e. some-
thing one does because 
it is all one knows, or 
whether there is, to 
amend the quote above 
slightly, some possi-
bility of pleasure. This 
“pleasure” may come in 
the form of healing old 
wounds, as in the case 
of individual or group 
therapy participants who 
break through stagnant 
patterns in the presence 
of the therapist and/or 
other group members 
(Smullens, 2002c.)

Weiss’s control-mastery theory owes much in its development 
to the theory of repetition-compulsion. Weiss, however, stipu-
lates three very important differences in his approach from that of 
Freud, one of which is of particular concern to the therapeutic per-
spective of this course. Characterizing Freud’s theory, Weiss says:

The unconscious repetitions in the transference of child-
hood experiences are regulated beyond the patient’s con-
trol by the pleasure principle and the repetition compul-
sion. These repetitions are intended unconsciously either 
to provide gratifi cations in relation to the therapist, or, by 
serving as transference resistances, to protect the uncon-
scious gratifi cations that the patient obtains in his psy-
chopathology (1993, p. 18).

According to Weiss, the way in which control mastery theory dif-
fers is:

The various repetitions in the transference of the patient’s 
childhood experiences are unconsciously purposeful. They 
are brought about by the patient for various purposes, 
one of which is to test his pathogenic beliefs (1993, p. 18).

The question centers on whether this testing is purposeful, or wheth-
er the unconscious has a plan as Weiss believes, or whether as in 
Wachtel’s work on “cyclical dynamics” the patterns of reinforce-
ment in our current relationships actually serve to lock our psy-
chopathologies into place (Wachtel, 1993). The resolution of the 
question answers in part the related question of whether a manifes-
tation of repetition–compulsion can be turned towards the positive.

One of the fi rst theorists to take issue with Freud’s view of repe-
tition-compulsion was Otto Rank. Rank was the only non-physi-
cian in Sigmund Freud’s 1906 select Viennese circle of followers, 
which also included William Stekel, Alfred Adler, Abraham Brill, 
Eugen Bleuler and Carl Jung, later joined by Sandor Ferenczi and 
Ernest Jones. But Freud and Rank had an ugly and traumatic break 
in their relationship. Rank believed that the separation process, not 
Oedipal rivalries and confl icts, was the primary obstacle to indi-
vidualization and autonomy. Rank was a sociologist and psycho-
analyst who believed that despite the pain and fear of life’s myriad 
separations, one could will oneself toward self-discovery and de-
velopment. Rank agreed that the likeness of an individual’s present 
reactions to those reactions engendered by earlier situations was 
“a problem of great theoretical and practical importance” (1996, 
p. 108). However, he denied that any such set of reactions could 
be a strict replication, since no two experiences are ever alike. He 
writes:

Another point Freud overlooks in his concept of the 
“compulsion to repetition” is that between the original 
and current experience—indeed, even during the orig-
inal experience, the ego undergoes a development that 
distinguishes the later reaction from the earlier one… It 
cannot be denied that the past, what has already been 
experienced, forms the human being, but this process is 
unintelligible if one considers only the experience and 
not the ego; which partly forms the experiences and re-
acts to them. (Rank, 1996, p. 103).

My own clinical observations lead me to believe that those who 

Teenage Sexuality Patterns Quiz

I have had sex with partners I did not love or|
did not even know well.    0  0  0

I pursued people very different from myself.   0  0  0
I had to make choices between my family

and my dating partners.    0  0  0
My parent or parents disapproved of the people

I chose to date.     0  0  0
My parents never spoke positively about those I

dated or my love relationships.    0  0  0
My parents never wanted to meet anyone I dated.  0  0  0
My parents expected my dates or love interests to

always be part of their world. They never expected
us to have time without them.    0  0  0

I had a series of short relationships, lasting perhaps
three months or less.     0  0  0

I stayed in a long-term relationship, well after it was
clear that it wasn’t working for me.   0  0  0

I remained dateless through high school and into college. 0  0  0
I stayed in bad relationships to rebel against my parents. 0  0  0
I left one or more people I cared about to please my parents. 0  0  0
I often think of someone I love who I left, because my

parent(s) disapproved of him or her.   0  0  0

Frequently Sometimes Never

Figure 5.



suffer return to familiar situations that cause further suffering 
because these situations are familiar, but also because they feel 
worthless and deserving of their abuse; this works in concert with 
the cultural milieu that Hart & Brassard have described where “a 
positive ideology of children as human beings in their own right 
has not been established” (1987, p. 162).

However, over thirty years of experience has also led me to con-
clude that avoidable pain is chosen with the hope that one can fi -
nally fi nd love and peace by remedying diffi cult situations, at long 
last “making it right.” Weiss states: “The therapeutic process is the 
process by which the patient works with the therapist at the task 
of disconfi rming his pathogenic beliefs” (1993, p. 9). For exam-
ple, in the case history of Benita which will soon follow, Benita’s 
relationship with the deceitful and dictatorial Eric provided hope 
for love, or at least acceptance, since what they shared, though 
enormously abusive, was such a stark divergence from the rela-
tionships Benita had known to that point. Such behavior, wheth-
er reactive or replicative, can manifest in every aspect of an emo-
tionally-abused individual’s life: in his or her relationships with 
parents, partners, siblings, children, in social and community in-
volvement, and in every type of organization, even those involving 
humanitarian efforts and objectives (Smullens, 2002a). Case histo-
ries that follow show, however, that pathologic beliefs can be dis-
confi rmed in the therapeutic environment. These cases suggest that 
repetition-compulsion might eventually become repetition-identi-
fi cation, and eventually freedom.

Five Cycles of Emotional Abuse
In my experience what makes it most diffi cult to work with clients 
successfully is the struggle to fi nd a common language in order to 
describe what went wrong and to fi nd a way to address the obvious 
problems optimistically. It is my opinion that this language has to be 
comfortable for the professional to use, but it also has to be accessi-
ble for the clients, in this way clients can be brought into the prob-
lem solving process. A common language can also facilitate more 
cooperation and coordination of treatment efforts across disciplines

.
In an attempt to bring this clarity and productive approach to the 
evaluation and healing of the repetition-compulsion present in 
emotional abuse, I have divided emotional abuse into fi ve cycles 
based not only on the original nature of the infl icted hurt, but de-
veloped through the behaviors that the abuse might manifest well 
into adulthood (Smullens, 2002a, 2002b). By presenting my own 
codifi cations which follow, I hope to provide subdivisions with-
in the fi eld of study that can enhance understanding of damaging 
caregiver behaviors, as well as lead to clear identifi cation of devel-
opmental problems; their ramifi cations; effective treatment plans 
and preventive opportunities, and richer, more meaningful collab-
oration among disciplines as indicated  

In treating cycles of emotional abuse, I use a combination of indi-
vidual and group psychotherapy, offering the latter as an option as 
soon as the client feels ready. Most clients who have endured emo-
tional abuse are at best ambivalent about participating in a group 
therapy experience. However, I encourage a discussion of this op-
portunity when I believe the progression from individual to group 
psychotherapy can be a positive one. A brief description of indi-
vidual and group therapy approaches in my practice can be found 
following the upcoming concentration on each of the fi ve cycles of 
emotional abuse. A more inclusive discussion of my group therapy 
model and use of an insight oriented fi ve step InnerSelf Dialogue 
process to alter behaviors and attitudes can be found in my pa-
per, “Developing An Emotional Sense of Direction: A Therapeutic 
Model for the Treatment of Emotional Abuse,” published in the 
Fall, 2003 Annals of the American Psychotherapy Association.

Within each category that follows I fi rst describe the cycle of emo-
tional abuse, then recount an actual client’s experience in therapy, 
changing only identifying data. Finally, I present some suggestions 
for how victims of a particular cycle can grow into survivors.  This 
structure will hopefully allow the reader to share the insights that I 
have seen attained and the growth of clients that I have witnessed 
during the therapeutic process.

The Emotional Abuse 
Cycle of Rage
“The urge to aggress is 
stronger than willpow-
er. Acts of maltreatment 
are totally irrational and 
are the results of uncon-
trollable urges: psycho-
logical violence results 
from a loss of control 
by the parent due to 
these urges.” (Gagne & 
Bouchard, 2004, p. 124) 
These words well de-
scribe the anger that can 
permeate a home and 
can frighten individu-
als so badly that it keeps 
them from thinking for 
themselves, from learn-
ing to trust their own 
judgments or creating 

Relationship Voice of Truth Quiz

I can be “me” with my life partner.    0  0  0
I can say “No.”      0  0  0
I can say “Yes.”      0  0  0
We can disagree, without my feeling desperate.  0  0  0
I am calm and relaxed when bringing up difficult topics.  0  0  0
I can be mildly critical without fear of the retaliation

of emotional abuse.     0  0  0
My growth and individuality are important.   0  0  0
We can have fun.      0  0  0
We are intimate and physically close.    0  0  0
I feel enough trust to be able to divulge what is

“really going on with me.”    0  0  0
My thoughts and ideas are important.   0  0  0
S/he treats me with respect in public.    0  0  0
S/he treats me with respect in private.   0  0  0
The thought of my partner makes me feel content.  0  0  0

Figure 6.

Frequently Sometimes Never



their own paths (Hamarman & Bernet, 2000). It can also leave vic-
tims ill-equipped to deal with the legitimate emotional reactions of 
others. The rages that are experienced by those abused in this cycle 
can create feelings of terror and helplessness, which in turn immo-
bilize emotionally abused individuals and render them helpless to 
express or assert themselves. They can also produce the opposite 
effect, one of replication; the following description (Ganzarain & 
Buchele, 1988) can be applied to the replication process in each of 
my fi ve categories: “Victims frequently identify themselves with 
their abusers, behaving like them vis-à-vis other helpless victims 
or adopting their abuser’s attitudes and values. This paradoxical 
development is an instance of the defense mechanism of ‘identifi -
cation with the aggressor’” (p. 38).

The Emotional Abuse Cycle of Rage: Celeste’s Story
Although I have codifi ed emotional abuse into fi ve distinct cycles, 
in reality there is a good deal of interconnection between cycles, 
as we will see in the following case history of Celeste, which has 
the rejection/abandonment cycle embedded into a more overt ex-
ample of the cycle of rage.

Celeste’s mother was a classic illustration of rage: angry, cynical 
and bitter. She felt she had “married down” and treated her husband 
as if he were a chair to sit on or a living paycheck. Meanwhile, her 
ambitions for her children were almost as sky high as her daugh-
ter’s name: they were to be stars, in fact “celestial.” She expect-
ed her children to become fi ercely ambitious as well as ruthless 
and taught them her full arsenal of verbally abusive maneuvers to 
complement their drives. Celeste’s mother taught her children that 
winning was everything and that it was fi ne to stab people in the 
back to get what they wanted. She also taught them how to be ex-
ceptionally charming. This was easy as they were bright, well-read 
and cultivated.

If Celeste questioned her mother’s tactics or her values, as pun-
ishment her moth-
er screamed at her for 
days on end, labeling 
Celeste an ungrateful 
bitch. Then she would 
retreat into her room, 
not speaking to Celeste 
for days, embedding the 
rejection/abandonment 
cycle into her daughter’s 
pattern of coping with 
life, until Celeste apolo-
gized for, “being unkind 
to Mommy, who wants 
only the best for me.”

Celeste’s father had a 
very good heart and, 
though cowed by his 
wife’s rage, he reached 
out to Celeste, his fa-
vorite child. Celeste re-
mained angry with her 
mother for what her an-
ger did to everyone in 

the family, but she was fearful of ever expressing that fact.

In time Celeste married a man who was as ambitious, charming 
and backstabbing as her mother. Like Celeste, he was raised in a 
home with constant anger, withdrawal patterns and the demand for 
success at all costs. Without realizing it, Celeste acted out her an-
ger toward her mother and her husband on her friends, a wonder-
ful circle of interesting people. However, any time one of them re-
vealed pain or diffi culty, Celeste took secret delight in ridiculing 
the person behind his or her back, even as she pretended to be so-
licitous. If anyone told her she was hurtful, her anger took the in-
grained and familiar form of lashing out, followed by passive-ag-
gressive withdrawal.

The healthy parts of Celeste’s personality, nurtured by her father’s 
love, acknowledged in therapy that her friends expressed up-
set with her, because they cared about the future of their relation-
ships. But another part of Celeste took great delight in tormenting 
them—waiting until she had a solid political position, then attack-
ing her friends, sometimes in public. The healthy individuals, the 
ones with the most self-esteem and no need or desire for emotion-
al abuse in their lives, abandoned this “friendship.” One by one 
Celeste’s friends slipped away, until the only ones remaining in 
Celeste’s life were those seduced by her charm or those acquaintanc-
es and professional contacts that depended on her and feared her.

Right around the time that Celeste came to see me, a man who 
works in her law fi rm but who had no knowledge of our thera-
peutic relationship, described Celeste’s fortieth birthday party as 
“One of the saddest things I have ever seen: The only people there 
were her employees and a trickle of angry-looking friends. Toasts 
by employees were bland and nondescript. Those by friends were 
just plain mean.”

How could Celeste gain a better understanding of how her past cy-

Self-Test for Emotional Abuse: The Workplace

I wish I were doing something else.    0  0  0
When I think about going to work, I feel vaguely sick.  0  0  0
Nothing I do is good enough for my boss.   0  0  0
Nothing I do is good enough to meet my own standards. 0  0  0
I feel sometimes like I am about to get fired, though

there is really no reason to feel that way.   0  0  0
My coworkers and I struggle against each other

for the boss’s approval.     0  0  0
My coworkers and I are not enthusiastic about our work. 0  0  0
At work, there is only one right way to do things.  0  0  0
I fantasize about leaving my job, even though I don’t feel I can. 0  0  0
I am disappointed by how my boss responds to my work. 0  0  0
My coworkers and I keep each other from achieving our goals. 0  0  0
I am jealous of other people’s working environments.  0  0  0
I am not satisfied by my own achievements.   0  0  0
I feel incompetent.      0  0  0
My boss mistreats me as did my mother.   0  0  0
My boss mistreats me as did my father.   0  0  0

Frequently Sometimes Never

Figure 7.



cle of emotional abuse impinged on her adult reactions and choic-
es? The fi rst thing that she needed to do was to put an internal 
check on her behavior when acting out. Such clients are prone to 
angry outbursts, as their own rage bubbles up and eventually ex-
plodes. Anger management seminars can be very useful in deal-
ing with this problem, as can a reconstructed attitude, one where 
clients identify that they are angry, and then learn to assure them-
selves that they can handle their own feelings. To achieve this psy-
chological perspective, we can explore the following questions 
with them when their rage bubbles up: What is making you an-
gry? What has the other person done? What are the general cir-
cumstances that the two of you are in? With these recognitions 
come choices. Without burying the anger or exploding into volca-
nic rhetoric, clients can learn a third approach: to resolve to stand 
their ground and speak for themselves about their truths. Victims 
of the emotional abuse cycle of rage need to be convinced that this 
is actually the best way for them to be heard. They may well fear 
that if their words don’t have violence or great power they will not 
have meaning or be taken seriously. Social workers can help them 
to know that this is surely not the case.

As a parallel to this, a victim of the emotional abuse cycle of rage 
may not know how to ask for what they really want. They may 
have great diffi culty validating their needs, become frightened eas-
ily with a quick “startle response” and be terrifi ed of their own 
uncontrollable temper. It is likely that they live with a feeling of 
doom that the world or a situation will turn against them abrupt-
ly, through no fault of their own. They also may have developed a 
hardened shell which prevents them from taking personal respon-
sibility for the life situations they have created out of their legacy 
of rageful abuse.

When victims of the abuse cycle of rage do come to some under-
standing of the hurt infl icted upon them, they can become over-
whelmingly vulnerable. They might then fi nd it useful to fi nd a 
room with a door that locks and sit down in it alone, telling them-
selves that they are safe, that no one can come in without their per-
mission. They should be encouraged to stay there, past when the 
novelty has worn off, breathing deeply and really feeling that they 
are alone, safe and no one can hurt them. They can then begin to 
learn how to carry this room with them when they do choose to 
leave, as a place inside of them that then can return to whenev-
er they want.

The Emotional Abuse Cycle of Enmeshment
This cycle takes place in a family with a spoken or unspoken ex-
pectation that everyone needs to be together all of the time. There 
is no place for a closed door for privacy, for individual thoughts. 
The family is expected to be one enormous entity with no boundar-
ies separating one from the other. Joint interests are mandated for 
the emotional security and safety of those in charge, whether they 
are parents or other caregivers. “The parent wants to see the child 
succeed in order to take credit for it or to experience that success 
through the child” (Gagne & Bouchard, 2004, p. 124). Those out-
side of the family unit are treated as outsiders. Enmeshment leaves 
an individual unable to feel and function like a whole and sepa-
rate person or to choose other whole people with whom to devel-
op meaningful friendships, to work with effectively, or to love in-
timately. Even if professional and fi nancial success occurs, true 
intimacy exists only with blood family members. This is the par-

adox of the enmeshment cycle of emotional abuse: that so much 
“closeness” actually transpires within the context of isolation, as 
Hamarman & Bernet, 2000, have termed this category.

The cycle of enmeshment is one of the hardest to detect, and since 
emotional abuse is itself hard to detect, victims of this cycle get 
a “double-whammy.” What appears as love or perhaps unusu-
al closeness between family members is, on closer inspection, a 
round of games, traps, and irritation. Individuals who have been 
victims of enmeshment  may feel that separating from their family 
of origin or, by extension, from an unhealthy love relationship or 
work experience will literally result in their death.

The Emotional Abuse Cycle of Enmeshment: Lionel’s Story
My client, Lionel, is in his mid-forties. Lionel grew up in what he 
described as: “An unusually close family; we always took vaca-
tions together, even until I was in my late twenties. Friendships 
with other boys and, later, girls were to be kept to a minimum: My 
mother was very strict about how long I was on the phone and with 
whom. And dating was a whole other story…

“But my relationship with my sister, Ellen (six years younger than 
Lionel), was always supposed to be special. And sometimes it was. 
But as the years went on I felt like I was constantly breaking her 
fall: taking care of her in a way that a father would, or a lover, more 
than an older brother.

“I lived with Ellen when she graduated from college. She was 
twenty-one and I was twenty-seven. Neither of us was dating any-
body, because in a way we didn’t have to, we had each other to talk 
to, to go with to places like the movies or restaurants. I guess you 
could say we were dating each other in a way.

“Then I met Karen, who turned out to be my soul mate. We started 
dating and later wanted to move in together, but both my parents 
and my sister made me feel guilty and said that I couldn’t leave 
Ellen alone to fend for herself, that I was abandoning her.

One of the hardest things I have ever had to do was move out.”
Even after Lionel moved out, his problems with his sister were not 
resolved: When Lionel and Karen saw Ellen (and Rich, the boy-
friend she had since acquired) Ellen maneuvered it so that she sat 
next to Lionel at dinner. Or she called Lionel and Karen’s apart-
ment at inappropriate times, like 1:30 AM, to discuss what the sib-
lings were going to do about some minor family crisis. Ellen’s 
focus, remaining on the nuclear family in which she and Lionel 
had grown up, became stifl ing to Lionel. Eventually he had to tell 
Ellen, in as direct terms as he and I could devise, to stop contact-
ing him. Lionel’s assertion was calming to Karen, who had begun 
to dread the kind of sibling situation in which she was smack in 
the middle.

Over time, as Lionel and I worked together, Lionel and Ellen did 
manage to evolve a way of talking constructively to one another. It 
began with a period of no communication at all; a “time out” be-
tween the two siblings. I have found that when I recommend a time 
out, those from an enmeshed home who have grown to rely on 
each other too much learn an appropriate respect for boundaries.  

Ellen was delighted when Lionel and she resumed contact. The 



separation helped Lionel to recognize and end a fl irtation with 
his sister of which he was unaware. Ellen was more able, though 
somewhat grudgingly at fi rst, to respect Lionel’s space and his re-
lationship with Karen. Moreover, her relationship with Rich be-
gan to grow. Both Ellen and Lionel felt free, truly free, for the fi rst 
time in their lives.

If you think an individual has been a victim of the cycle of en-
meshment, you can ask some of the following questions: Are you 
demanding that others fi ll holes in you that have been left by not 
enough love, or the denial of permission to defi ne your own self? 
If so, why do you feel you have the right to demand this? What do 
you have to lose by allowing others to be whole and free?

Such a client might be advised to plan one step of freedom: take 
a trip, take a course at a local high school, some new experience 
which enriches them and that they do alone. The reason that I ad-
vise clients who suffer from the cycle of enmeshment to tell no one 
in their immediate environment of new found freedoms of expres-
sion is not to encourage them to hold onto an unhealthy secret. It is 
instead to encourage them to begin to carve out an area that is just 
theirs—and theirs alone! And to help them to know that they have 
this right of free, unfettered expression. Once they know and ex-
perience this profoundly new ability, they will begin to be ready to 
share with others who also know this importance. And it will be far 
easier to fi nd such life experiences.

Another exercise I use is to place the name of an important person 
in the client’s life whom they feel imprisons them (mother, father, 
sister, brother, boss, husband, wife, co-worker, friend) at the top of 
a sheet of paper. Clients then are advised to answer the following
questions, noting their physical reactions as well as their emotion-
al and mental ones:

Why do you think ______holds you so tightly bound to 
him or her?
What purpose/purposes does it serve?
How do you think he/she feels about your independence? 
Your individuality?  Your success?
What price are you allowing him/her to extract from you?
Why?

Clients who are recovering from the emotional abuse cycle of 
enmeshment do not have to burn bridges or unnecessarily de-
stroy relationships in order to become a whole individual person. 
Nevertheless, relationships without proper boundaries and healthy  
respect are paralyzing affairs that do not lead to an individual’s 
manifesting his or her truest potential.

The Emotional Abuse Cycle of Rejection/Abandonment
When victims of this cycle of emotional abuse express an opinion 
that his or her parents or caregivers do not agree with, they with-
draw their love, leaving the individual feeling isolated and terrifi ed 
to think independently (Weiss, 1993). Only if the abused agrees 
with his or her parents or caretakers completely and sees every-
thing through their eyes, will love be consistently shown, as we 
saw in the case of Celeste above. Rohner (1986) concludes that 
effects related to this cycle, may be expected to include emotion-
al unresponsiveness, hostility or aggression, poor self-esteem and 
emotional instability.

•

•
•

•
•

Understandably, those enduring this cycle learn to view love and 
control as one and the same, as a weapon, and trust neither; which 
leaves them clinging, forever fearful of loss, or rejecting people 
who can offer fulfi llment, growth, contentment. Victims of this cy-
cle need to assess whether they have been drawn into intimate re-
lationships that replicate their past, or if they are with those they 
can speak their minds to honestly. If every opinion expressed leads 
the other, be the person’s boss, lover or friend, to withdraw from 
the conversation or become hostile, argumentative, or dictatorial, 
is this really a relationship that is worthy of continuation?

Clients who embody this cycle will often “test” their therapist by 
alternating between fl attery and praise and expressions of righ-
teous indignation and disappointment over minor or imaginary 
infractions (Weiss, 1993). Those who withdraw from others as a 
means of control are usually very afraid of revealing deep feel-
ings of shame. By rejecting and abandoning others, they convince 
themselves that others have wronged them. If someone has been 
a victim of this cycle they can be encouraged by those they work 
with to practice new ways of communicating during sessions. In 
this way they can experience a part of their birthright that they 
have been denied, they are entitled to their individual opinions, in-
sights, needs, and desires, and they need no one’s permission to ex-
ert this right.

The Emotional Abuse Cycle of Rejection/Abandonment: 
Benita’s Story
A talented writer and published poet, Benita grew up with a re-
jecting father and an emotionally unavailable mother. Before she 
reached the age of twenty-one, both of her parents died in a car ac-
cident. She married the next year. When Benita fi rst came to see 
me she was so traumatized she could not speak. Instead, I asked 
her to put her problems on paper. This is what she wrote:

“My husband is a very handsome man with classic good looks. He 
charms everyone. When we fi rst fell in love, my husband told me 
he loved me so much he’d kill me before he’d let me go. His in-
tensity, his need for me, made me feel safe. I have come to realize, 
however, that Eric’s words have nothing to do with love, every-
thing to do with control and power and that I’m anything but safe.

“When we fi rst started dating, Eric seemed calm, kind, patient and 
sophisticated. Educated abroad and well-traveled, he had a wealth 
of knowledge that fascinated me. He courted me intensely and I 
loved what I saw as our compatible interests. But as soon as we 
married, he stopped sharing his interests with me. He became dic-
tatorial and deceitful, starting with small invasions of privacy. He 
repeatedly opened my mail and, if I questioned why, he would 
ask, ‘Do you have something to hide?’ Always, a terrible argu-
ment followed and he would stop talking to me. To keep the peace, 
I learned to keep quiet.

“Looking back now, it seems my marriage was doomed from the 
start. My husband had been raised to fi nd a wife who came from a 
poor family; his mother told him, ‘If she has money, you won’t be 
able to control her. If she’s poor, you’ll be in charge, especially af-
ter the children come.’

“At fi rst, I found our arguments impossible to bear. To keep peace, 
to make things right, I continually said I was wrong and apologized. 



If I didn’t, he would be silent or absent for 
hours or days. But lately I feel unable to 
continue this charade. I’m tired of being
made to feel crazy every time we have a 
disagreement. I’ve begun to stand up to 
him and in response; Eric attacks me for at-
tempting to change what he calls the ‘con-
tract’ of our marriage.

“About two weeks ago, my close friend was 
visiting. As we chatted, Janet said some-
thing that stunned me: ‘You and your hus-
band are completely incompatible. I think 
you should leave him.’

“‘What are you talking about?’ I asked, 
shocked by her words. Janet and I have 
never even discussed my husband. I just 
assumed that she was charmed by him like 
everyone else I know.

“‘I need him,’ I said. ‘We have six-month-
old twin boys. My parents are dead. I’d be 
lost without him.”

“‘And that’s just where he wants you,’ 
Janet responded, ‘feeling helpless and de-
pendent. You have to toughen up.’

“Then, three days ago, my housekeeper 
asked to speak with me.
“‘I don’t know how to tell you this…,’ she 
began.

“‘Yes?  What is it?’
“‘The night you spent in the hospital when 
the boys were terribly ill…well, something 
happened here.’

“‘What? What happened?”

“‘I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you, but 
your husband had someone here—a wom-
an, in your bed.’

“That night, I confronted Eric. He told me 
I was crazy and then started packing a bag. 
He said he’s going out of town for a week. 
He won’t tell me where or how to reach 
him. Since that night I have felt unable to 
eat or even swallow—that’s why I called 
your offi ce.”

As we’ve discussed, those experiencing the 
cycle of rejection/abandonment learned in 
childhood that they could not have a feel-
ing, need, opinion or direction that their 
parents did not approve of. If they said 
something their parents didn’t like, the re-
sult was a withdrawal of love, their physi-

cal presence or both. Obviously, this leads 
individuals to fear any semblance of fulfi ll-
ing intimate relationships.

What victims of this particular cycle of 
emotional abuse need more than anything 
is to seek out a relationship with someone 
who will be there on whatever relationship 
level they can fi nd comfortable. Ideally, 
this will be someone who will appreciate 
good intentions. Volunteering at a hospital 
is a wonderful example, as some patients 
will really appreciate their being there and 
will tell them so. Some patients may be an-
gry about their own lives and illnesses and 
may lash out and refuse contact with them, 
but this, too, is good practice; practice in 
withstanding rejection, and in understand-
ing that these individuals’ acting out has 
nothing to do with the client personally.

Those suffering from rejection/abandon-
ment might make a list of people in their 
lives with whom they have fl edgling rela-
tionships or associations. If these relation-
ships never seem to go anywhere, look at 
these situations a little more deeply. Was 
the client afraid of getting comfortable with 
these people when things really might have 
been all right? Was the client so afraid of 
abandonment that he/she abandoned the 
other before the other had a chance to re-
ject?

The Emotional Abuse Cycle of Com-
plete Neglect
In this emotional abuse cycle no one was 
there for the abused, ever. This cycle is 
called “ignoring” by Hamarman & Bernet 
(2000) and includes a deprivation of essen-
tial stimulation and responsiveness. The 
child’s basic needs like food and cloth-
ing may have been met but there was nev-
er a feeling of emotional closeness or any 
substantive conversations. Alternately, 
Kent, Waller & Dagnan defi ne this cycle 
as: “Experiences of loneliness, feeling un-
wanted, being of no interest to others, and 
feeling largely responsible for one’s needs” 
(1999, p.162.). This cycle is in many ways 
an extension and an extreme case of the 
previous cycle: rejection/abandonment. 
Like rejection and abandonment, the cycle 
of complete neglect leaves an abused indi-
vidual fearful and often isolated and alone, 
but without any confi dence whatsoever to 
reach out.

This cycle is desperately painful, and in-
dividuals who have suffered from it must 

bring into their lives people who are kind 
and caring. Yet because of the nature of 
the abuse, these individuals have probably 
avoided intimate relationships most of all. 
Chances are strong that when quality love 
was offered, by a friend, partner, or com-
munity member, it simply wasn’t recog-
nized for what it was. And it was either ig-
nored or rebuffed.

The Emotional Abuse Cycle of Com-
plete Neglect: April’s Story
April’s parents neglected her in favor of 
their other daughter Catherine in part be-
cause April received the skin coloration of 
the two girls’ paternal grandmother, who 
was hated by both her son and daughter-
in-law. In addition, Catherine was long-
legged and athletic, a gifted pianist with a 
beautiful singing voice—all crucial quali-
ties to parents who were climbing the so-
cial ladder and denying their pasts. April, 
on the other hand, had hair that was, in her 
mother’s words, “dirty, ugly, and unruly.” 
She was ignored at meals and comforted 
herself with books at bedtime. By the time 
April was six she understood the concept 
of hate and verbalized that her parents hat-
ed her. Desperate to feel wanted she com-
pulsively reached out to her sister, a pat-
tern that continued until the day that April, 
age 12, begged Catherine to invite her to 
accompany her and their mother to a fash-
ion luncheon. On the schoolyard Catherine 
screamed out for all to hear: “Can’t you 
see that I hate you as much as Mom and 
Dad do! Get away from me! Just having 
you near me makes me feel ugly, like you.” 
That weekend April attempted suicide.

I met April a few years after these events. 
She had been hospitalized following her 
suicide attempt, and had eventually come 
to be adopted by foster parents. Although 
April had been in individual therapy since 
that time, she was referred to me for group 
therapy because she was painfully shy and 
withdrawn. April and I had a very positive 
fi rst meeting, and although she was reluc-
tant to enter a group, she said she was will-
ing to try. I chose one where I knew cer-
tain members would be most respectful of 
her extreme sensitivity. (There are usual-
ly three or four time-limited groups in my 
practice at any one time; clients sometimes 
join after the group’s beginning, which 
was the case with April.) April did not say 
anything for the fi rst several meetings, ei-
ther about herself or in response to the sto-
ries of the others. However, after a month 



she started interacting with the group through brief verbal expres-
sions and changes in affect (laughter, sighs, etc.) Group therapy 
became practice in how to live in the world that her parents and 
sister had cruelly withheld from her. By the conclusion of her fi rst 
group experience (nine months), April was able to share some de-
gree of emotion and allow for some closeness. We worked togeth-
er in group therapy for seven more years, with April entering a 
new group each year. The inevitability of each group’s ending pro-
pelled April to share more and more of her life with her colleagues 
in group. Their compassion healed her. April is now happily mar-
ried, a nurse, and the mother of two.

As we can see from this case history, the cycle of complete neglect 
is desperately painful. Those who have suffered from it must bring 
into their lives people who are kind and caring as a replacement for 
the parents who gave and cared so little, if at all. They must speak 
to themselves every day about deserving to be cared for and treat-
ed with respect by those who are capable of this quality of mutu-
al respect. It may help if they fi nd a mantra that expresses this and 
paste in on their bedroom or bathroom mirrors.

Those who have suffered complete neglect must keep their eyes 
open and reach out to people who are capable of kind, quality in-
teraction. It maybe diffi cult, because they are used to overlooking 
those people due to their belief that they are not worthy enough to 
join them in relaxing, harmonious, caring human discourse. When 
they do encounter positive people either at their workplace or by 
joining a book club, a cooking class or discussion group, they often 
remark on the sheer fun that other people, the right people, can be.

But there may be victims of this emotional abuse cycle who are not 
ready for extensive human contact. For these individuals I recom-
mend getting a pet or a plant to nurture. Such an activity is a good 
place to begin. By participating in helping another living organism 
to grow, they stimulate their own growth at the same time. At last 
they are on the path of realizing what a glorious thing it is to give.

The Emotional Abuse Cycle of Extreme Overprotection and 
Overindulgence
When I fi rst identifi ed this cycle in 2002, I called it “Extreme 
Overprotection” (Smullens, 2002a, 2002b). I now see this cycle 
more clearly identifi ed by the fuller term above. This cycle of emo-
tional abuse involves the parental compulsion to protect children 
from all the diffi culties of life, and often lavish them with too much 
of everything. This parental practice “functions to emulate or to 
protect the child against harmful infl uences that are liable to inter-
fere with his or her success” (Gagne & Bouchard, 2004, p. 124). 
Children caught in this cycle do not learn how to face life’s real-
ities, and in doing so, be strengthened. The result is adults, often 
well-educated and accomplished, who feel crippled without con-
stant parental support and indulgence. Like those who have been 
victims of enmeshment, those who have been overprotected in an 
extreme fashion fear that any normal separation process will mean 
death; the death of their parents as well as their own death. This 
leaves them feeling (regardless of their academic or professional 
accomplishments) that they cannot handle their world suffi cient-
ly and that no one can ever be allowed to become as important to 
them or help them as much as their parents. As in enmeshment, 
as their parents age or after their deaths, their suffocating “loyal-
ties” (and the demands that accompany them) are shifted to their 

partners, siblings, children, friends, employees and co-workers 
(Smullens, 2002b).

Extreme parental overprotection smothers a child just when they 
are at an age to express their individuality and seek a measure of in-
dependence. Crippling messages are received such as: I must live to 
satisfy my parents; I am the center of my parents’ lives and happi-
ness; without them to care for me, I won’t be able to handle my life.

The Emotional Abuse Cycle of Extreme Overprotection and 
Overindulgence: Nathan’s Story
An attractive and highly successful lawyer, Nathan, aged forty 
when we met, had parents who cushioned his road and lived to re-
spond to his every demand. This, of course, was a long standing 
pattern, and resulted in his mother and father acting more like ser-
vants than human beings. By focusing only on Nathan and his nev-
er-ending whims, they crippled their son, keeping him from the 
ability to develop mature relationships, and hid from their own fes-
tering problem.

Nathan consulted me because he was unable to develop any inti-
mate relationships, in his words, “beyond what I adore with my 
parents.” He shared his fear, more precisely his terror, that his par-
ents were aging, and he didn’t believe that anyone he met could do 
as much for him as they had ever done and continued to do. He also 
described a feeling of loneliness. Throughout all of his professional 
honors and successes in life it was his mother and not his wife who 
was by his side, with his father close behind. This left Nathan the 
consummate playboy, selecting only “gorgeous” women in their 
20s for one night stands.

Individuals who suffer from extreme overprotection and overin-
dulgence often suffer from empathic failure, as their entire house-
hold while growing up has revolved around them. In his work with 
his therapeutic group Nathan displayed great insight when it came 
to other people. He was capable of listening and of asking prob-
ing yet appropriate questions. It was only when the subject came 
around to him that he either froze or gave answers that were ruth-
less and brutal. When Nathan was told that his means of response 
was not acceptable and that his colleagues in group expected him 
to look more deeply into the reasons for his unkind and mean-spir-
ited expressions, he became very angry and left the group before 
the mid-point. A subsequent telephone call and letter from me went 
unanswered.

This example is by no means a suggestion that clients who may fi t 
the prototype of extreme overprotection cannot succeed in group 
therapy, but merely to illustrate the mechanism by which a client’s 
own intentions to confront his or her emotional abuse cycle can 
break down. In fact, in my experience, clients who suffer from ex-
treme overprotection and overindulgence are more than likely to 
fl ourish in a world of freer decision-making, once they have made 
a true commitment to the group and themselves. In fact, this is pre-
cisely what happened with Nathan. His mother died a year and a 
half after he left group therapy. Bereft and terrifi ed, he came into 
a new group determined to confront his demons, fearing, in his 
words, “If I do not, my mother will take me to the grave with her.” 
Nathan worked in three subsequent groups. A breakthrough hap-
pened in the second group when a colleague told him she felt very 
sad because of all that he had missed. Allowing her genuine con-



cern to reach him, he wept uncontrolla-
bly. Soon after this he began to date in a 
new and responsive way, and a year later 
he married a widow, a few years young-
er than he, with two latency aged children. 

The abuse cycle of extreme overprotection 
and overindulgence is diffi cult to change 
because it involves parents who believe that 
their smothering and desire to live through 
their children is the deepest expression of 
love possible and children who are used 
to this expression and dependent upon it. 
Children of overprotective parents are used 
to parents who will do all they can to spare 
them from life’s inevitable. They are used 
to it, and though deep down they fi nd it suf-
focating, they are terrifi ed to give it up. Yet, 
in the end these children have had the road 
too cushioned for them. They have grown 
to rely on and look forward to overprotec-
tion and overindulgence, and are incapaci-
tated when it comes to handling life’s dis-
appointments or developing the confi dence 
to make mistakes, learn from them, and 
move on.

A wonderful exercise for victims of this 
cycle of abuse is to do something that 
makes them happy and that they can ac-
complish all by themselves. It could be an 
activity like going for a hike, or going to 
see a singer-songwriter at the local con-
cert hall. The challenge should come not 
from the diffi culty of the activity but in be-
ing the only one that they can rely on. A 
good exercise is to go out to dinner alone 
before the concert, negotiate the parking 
and the directions, and determine the tim-
ing of the entire evening by themselves.

With successes in this type of exercise, the 
client can be encouraged to move on, with 
the same spirit of adventure, to another area 
of life where the stakes are higher.

They can use the same spirit of indepen-
dence to tackle a diet or an exercise pro-
gram. Eventually, I have seen these small 
triumphs build up and result in a landslide-
like shifting of career choices and dating 
patterns. Often individuals in this cycle 
come to realize that what they have been 
protected from is far less dangerous, and 
far more interesting, than they had previ-
ously believed.

Use of the Cycles in Individual 
Therapy

By now it should be clear that serious com-
munication, intimacy, and control prob-
lems in relationships which are routinely 
addressed in therapy almost always ema-
nate from one or a combination of perpetu-
ating cycles of emotional abuse. A didactic 
understanding of the cycles of emotional 
abuse is important, not only for the prac-
titioner, but for the client as well, as such 
knowledge often alleviates the extreme 
anxiety that impedes intensive psychother-
apy.

When a client consults me for psychother-
apy I invite him or her to frame the pre-
senting problem in the form of a question.  
“Can I make my relationship with my par-
ents, partner, son, daughter, in-law, employ-
er, etc. more positive?” “Is it possible to 
fi nd out why extramarital affairs have been 
necessary?” “I have never been happy, why 
is that?” “I have repeated confl ict with my 
boss and others in positions of authority, 
what does that say about me?” I tell clients 
that in time they will begin to understand 
how the cycles of abuse in their formative 
years have led to their feelings of confu-
sion expressed in their questions.With in-
sight they will see what cycles or combina-
tion of cycles have deterred their directions 
and opportunities for fulfi llment in friend-
ship, work, and love, and in this way begin 
the process of setting themselves free.

Use of the Cycles in Group 
Therapy
When the codifi cations above are used 
to construct a group, clients are placed in 
groups with others who will remind them 
of those they have lost, are estranged from, 
or are having ongoing diffi culty with. The 
group therapy setting is designed to offer 
clients the opportunity both to understand 
and to heal. They are encouraged to say ex-
actly what is on their minds. However, the 
expectation is to understand, identify, and 
feel anger, rage, hostility and hatred—and 
to express it, but not to act it out through 
ugly tantrum explosions or the silent kind 
of tantrum, sulking. In this way the group 
works toward self respect and mutual re-
spect in interactions. Often assignments 
discussed in earlier sections of this paper 
are suggested. In time, clients grow more 
comfortable understanding and discuss-
ing the impact of the cycles of abuse they 
have endured on their self-image and con-
fi dence. And they take pride in seeing the 
changes in themselves and their group col-
leagues. Experiencing an environment rich 

with relationships with others who care 
about them will help them fi nd this quali-
ty of activity, communication and respect 
in the world outside of the treatment room. 
In a setting offering kindness and com-
passion clients become able to develop an 
“emotional sense of direction” (Smullens, 
2002c).

Conclusion
Emotional abuse is a cycle: a pattern that 
repeats for generations, a form that remains 
the same, while the content of the specifi c 
individual changes over time. Until clients 
are able to recognize and understand their 
destructive and repetitive behavior, those 
who endured emotional abuse as children 
seek it out instinctively again and again in 
all facets of their lives. Or, they become 
skilled abusers, who have taken the pain, 
rage and hurt experienced in childhood and 
projected it into the world outside them.

Often those propagating emotional abuse 
are oblivious to the negativity and severi-
ty of their action; they may be, and proba-
bly are, simply replicating their own expe-
rience in childhood. They instinctively fi nd 
their victims and proceed to push the but-
tons of those susceptible to their message 
and behaviors. Endurers of such abuse in-
ternalize their reactions, becoming in time 
physically or emotionally ill, or they may 
scapegoat others in abusive retaliation.

But just as a cycle continues, it can also be 
broken. From my clinical experience, I have 
seen literally thousands of people turn their 
lives around by accepting the life story into 
which they were born, and then achieve the 
determination to rewrite a present and fu-
ture that affi rm a sense of dignity denied 
them in their childhood. Through this pro-
cess, clients learn to assert themselves, fi nd 
and maintain satisfying love and work re-
lationships and develop a chosen commu-
nity that sustains them. These relationships 
in turn empower clients to break free of the 
victimization of familiar, repetitive cycles 
of abuse and claim a life based on self-re-
spect and an emerging ability to choose 
relationships worthy of mutual respect.

Postscript: What is not Emo-
tional Abuse
Often parents who read material on emo-
tional abuse become frightened that even 
their smallest insensitivities may be abu-
sive to their children, fearing that they 



have strayed into one of the fi ve cycles 
with an offhand word, intonation, or ac-
tion. The cycles described above that con-
stitute abuse, however, are consistent and 
unyielding. Parents are, after all, human 
and have “off days.” Each of us is, at times, 
hurtful to those dear to us. But in fortunate 
homes, there is not a predominance of one 
or more cycle. I have developed the Parent 
Empathy Guide, which helps parents to as-
sess their own parenting skills and philoso-
phies, and hold onto important guidelines. 
This guide is based on the one introduced 
as a medical school teaching guide by 
Thomas J. Nasca, M.D., Dean of Thomas 
Jefferson Medical College, and I am indebt-
ed to him for his keen insights. Dr. Nasca’s 
guide is entitled “The Jefferson Scale of 
Physician Empathy: An Opportunity for 
Self-Assessment and Self-Refl ection.” 
The Parent Empathy Guide follows:

I try to put myself in my chil-
dren’s shoes when caring for 
them.
I try to understand my children’s 
feelings and give them a sense of 
validation.
I try to understand what is going 
on in their minds by paying atten-
tion and really caring about what 
they say, what they ask of me, and 
their non-verbal clues and body 
language.
I let myself be touched by what 
my children are going through, 
but I’m still able to see them as 
people separate from me.
I know a good sense of humor is 
important.
I can put aside my own projects 
and activities if my child needs 
me.
Still, I know it’s important to have 
my own life.
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Emotional Abuse
Post-Test Questions for 1.5 CEs

Please circle the correct answer(s) for each question. All answers come from the preceding article.

1. According to Weiss, a difference between control mastery and repeti-
tion compulsion is:

Repetitions of a client’s childhood experiences are habitual 
expressions of one’s reality.
Repetitions of a client’s childhood experiences are due to his or 
her current relationships which lock psychopathologies into place.
Repetitions of a client’s childhood experiences are purposefully 
brought about by them to test pathogenic beliefs.
Repetitions of a client’s childhood experiences exist because of 
the death-drive, or the human tendency toward self-destruction.

2.  According to Higgins & McCabe, what is the most prevalent form of 
abuse?

Emotional abuse
Sexual abuse
Physical abuse
Multi-type maltreatment

3.  A client who reports being fearful, isolated and lacking confi dence has 
probably experienced which cycle of emotional abuse?

Enmeshment
Rage
Rejection/Abandonment
Complete Neglect

4.  If a client had joint interests with her family mandated in childhood, 
which cycle of emotional abuse did she experience?

Enmeshment
Extreme Overprotection and Overindulgence
Rage
Rejection/Abandonment

5.  Rank broke with Freud in part because he considered the following a 
primary obstacle to individualization and autonomy:

The compulsion of the human psyche to repeat traumatic events
Oedipal rivalries and confl icts
Physical or sexual abuse, and to a considerably lesser degree, 
emotional abuse
The separation process

6.  Individuals who are often well-educated and accomplished, may none-
theless suffer from this cycle, where they feel crippled without paren-
tal support:

Enmeshment
Extreme Overprotection and Overindulgence
Rejection/Abandonment
Rage

7.  Survivors of which cycles of emotional abuse need most to cultivate 
a sense of adventure through activities that they can accomplish on 
their own:

Rage, and Rejection/Abandonment
Enmeshment, and Rage
Complete Neglect, and Rejection/Abandonment
Extreme Overprotection, and Enmeshment

a)

b)

c)

d)

a)
b)
c)
d)

a)
b)
c)
d)

a)
b)
c)
d)

a)
b)
c)

d)

a)
b)
c)
d)

a)
b)
c)
d)

8.  Emotional abuse has remained largely hidden from the public eye be-
cause of all the following reasons, except:

Emotional abuse leaves no physical scars to mark its impact
Emotional abuse is experienced largely through relationships 
rather than events
Emotional abuse has not been the focus
of recent study
Emotional abuse is so pervasive

9.  Which of the following behaviors does not constitute abuse:
Separating from a child to view them as a distinct individual
Inability to put aside personal projects to attend to a child’s 
needs
Constant criticizing or belittling of a child
Placing unreasonable expectations and demands on a child

10.  Which cycle of emotional abuse is prone to view love and control as 
one and the same thing:

Rage
Enmeshment
Complete Neglect
Rejection/Abandonment

11.  The cycle of enmeshment is one of the hardest to detect.
True
False

12.  Survivors of which cycle of emotional abuse have probably avoided 
intimate relationships most of all?

Rage
Complete Neglect
Rejection/Abandonment
Extreme Overprotection and Overindulgence

13.  For roughly how many years has emotional abuse been the focus of 
academic study and codifi cation?

100
50
20
10

14.  In the Emotional Abuse Inventory, a breakpoint score of over 6 points 
indicates probable childhood abuse.

True
False

15.  According to the text, case histories show that repetition-compulsion 
can become:

Repetition-organization
Repetition-identifi cation
Repetition-acceptance
Repetition-refusal

a)
b)

c)

d)

a)
b)

c)
d)

a)
b)
c)
d)

a)
b)

a)
b)
c)
d)

a)
b)
c)
d)

a)
b)

a)
b)
c)
d)
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