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Acceptance or Avoidance.
Developing an understanding of the importance of good attachment and resiliency that helped me cope with domestic violence as a young adult to further my development as a Psychotherapist.


This assignment is a piece of research I have undertaken on myself during my second year as a postgraduate student studying to become a humanistic psychotherapist. Using the phenomenological method of heuristic enquiry, I will be focussing on a phenomenon identified through my practice work with clients, my role as a Social Prescriber, and during personal development sessions in university as part of my postgraduate studies. Exploring this topic will give me a deeper understanding and knowledge of myself as a therapist. 
The heuristic research topic I am going to explore is domestic violence and how I believe that good attachment styles as a child gave me the resiliency to withstand three years of abuse, physically, mentally, and emotionally.  
The period I am focussing on was from when I was aged seventeen to around twenty years old, where I became a young married mother with a new baby and was a victim of domestic violence. I felt I needed to explore this area as I do not identify myself with this time of my life, it is like it happened to someone else and not me. I do not see myself as a victim and very rarely talk about my experience, I sometimes even forget about this part of my life. This then led me to question whether I had accepted what had happened to me and moved on from it or was I using avoidance tactics to protect myself from it. 

When undertaking a research project, it is important to establish what the literature is saying. This paper will have a very brief outline of the literature as opposed to a literature review, identifying what is being said about the topic and the themes being explored. Having been a victim of domestic violence and using this as my research topic, I wanted to explore the impact it had on me and establish whether good attachment styles had given me the resilience to cope. I also questioned if I had accepted what had happened to me or had I been using avoidance tactics to protect myself from dealing with the hurt from it. 
The UK Government (2013) defined domestic violence and abuse as, 
“Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive or threatening behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are or have been intimate partners or family members regardless of gender or sexuality. This can encompass, but is not limited to, the following types of abuse: • psychological • physical • sexual • financial • emotional”
Controlling behaviour is explained as a range of acts that are designed to make an individual become dependent on their abuser by isolating them from their support network. This deprives them of their independence, limiting their resistance and means of escape, by regulating their everyday behaviour. Coercive behaviour is when a person performs a series of patterns and acts of assault and threats, humiliates and intimidates the victim alongside other forms of abuse designed to harm, punish, and frighten their victim (UK Government, 2013). 
I have for the purpose of this research attempted to define the definition of some key words and behaviours that emerged whilst doing my research, Attachment, Resilience, being heard. 
The first key word, attachment, is defined by Bowlby (1969) as a 
“Lasting psychological connectedness between human beings”
It is also described by McLeod (2017) as a deep, and enduring emotional bond between two people, where the closeness enables them to feel secure and safe in the presence of their attachment figure. 
It is suggested that being resilient is a trait where people are aware of situations and their own emotional response to the behaviour of those around them. Resilience is an understanding that life can sometimes present with challenges and that we are not always able to avoid these challenges or problems that life can throw at us, however we can remain open and flexible and willing to find ways to adapt to change. (Rogers, 1961, BACP 2016). 
Rogers (1961) Describes the power of having your story heard in a non-judgemental way. He explains when someone really hears you without judgement and without trying to “fix” you it feels good. He suggests it is then you can process your story and understand your emotional needs.

Although there is no ethical approval needed for this piece of work, ethical consideration needs to be taken with myself as the researcher and participant. I am abiding by The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP, 2016) who suggest that a counsellor must take responsibility for their own well-being, making use of supervision and personal therapy to explore anything that arises from undertaking this piece of work.

The method being used to undertake this research on myself is heuristic enquiry, using thematic analysis. Moustakas (1990) describes the heuristic research method as using six phases to comprise the basic research design. These phases include the initial engagement in the topic, followed by the immersion into the research topic and question. Then the incubation stage followed by the illumination stage, finally moving onto the explication and creative synthesis stages. This research project took approximately three months in total from the first stage of initial engagement to the writing of this paper.  
 
The research started with me identifying the topic I would like to explore. To do this I wanted to establish an area within me that I was reluctant to explore or a time in my life I had not talked about during my five years as a Counselling student. I felt this new topic would enable me to continue to develop and explore potentially difficult areas prior to my qualifying whilst in a safe context of university study.  I struggled to find an area to study until an identity task grid enabled me to focus on what I personally value as important in life and what these values provide me with and allow me to do. We had to write a series of words which were then connected to make one final word, my final word was happiness, which I expanded to happiness in my life. I recognised this had been missing during the three-year period of domestic abuse. 
I then thought about the clients I would be working with as a therapist and my patients from my Social Prescriber role and the possible issues they could present with. Many of these patients come from working class backgrounds that are, sometimes, deprived and have historical issues, many of which are linked to domestic violence. This was when I realised that being a victim of domestic violence in my late teenage years, meant I could identify with this topic area. When I say realised that is how it was, because even though that period in my life lasted for three years, I do not actually identify myself with that person. I do not see myself as a victim and I did not think that this had left me with any long-term effects. Further study of this topic would help me to better understand my own acceptance or avoidance tactics and in turn use that to inform my practice with individuals facing similar issues. 
The next stage was to reflect on my personal experience and the effect it had on me. I had many discussions about my experience with my husband. We talked more in depth about this topic than ever before. We took long walks away from home taking time to discuss this previously undiscussed topic, which I found helpful.  The topic had been out of bounds at home during the early years of our relationship as my husband felt it was not something he could cope with hearing. This he said was because he felt a protectiveness over me, and hearing details of the situation was just too much until now. We learned so much about each other during these talks and I am sure he was quite shocked and saddened by some of the experiences I shared. 
Once I had started discussing my experiences verbally, I found it easier to write about them. I started journaling the events and feelings of the past and it became a therapeutic process.  It provided me with insight into my thoughts and feelings for a time where up until recently I had no intention of exploring. 
A turning point for me was during the incubation stage. We were in a personal development session in university, and we had a discussion around our identity grids. I spoke out for the first time about my experience with domestic violence. My lecturer made a comment on how when discussing this time in my life, I appeared to be emotionless. She recognised that while I was describing my experience, she felt very sad and found what I was saying painful to hear. She questioned how I was feeling, and I responded that I felt nothing.  It was at this point that I questioned myself and whether I have accepted what happened to me or used avoidance tactics around it. 
 The writing stage provided a large amount of primary data and enabled exploration of areas of myself that I did not recognise.  I then undertook a thematic analysis of the data to develop key themes.  The thematic coding identified attachment, resiliency and being heard. 
I could clearly see from my writing that good attachment during my younger years was fundamental in the person I am today. I identified the “attachment” theme due to areas in my data collection where I talked about family and the importance of it in my childhood and throughout my adult years. My relationship with my dad emerged many times and how he was my rock and protector.  When he died, ten years on from the abusive situation, I had feelings of loss and abandonment. This new understanding of attachment helped me to see why I had chosen to discuss this research topic with my husband.  At the time that my father died, my relationship with my husband (fiancée) changed.  He became my protector and rock. 
I found resiliency or words connected to it throughout my data. I journaled about my need, at the time, to keep what was happening a secret.  From my journaling, I could see that by keeping the abuse a secret had been a way to deny the reality of the abuse.  It was only when I started to disclose the abuse that it became more of a reality to me. The secrecy enabled me to avoid both the topic and any subsequent action. 
Finally, the third theme identified was the importance of being believed and having my story heard.  This I felt was of huge importance to me as a victim, as often this is something that did not happen. Whilst exploring my inner most thoughts, I could identify points when I felt I was not heard or had not been believed. I had lost my independence, my voice, and my identity for that three-year period where nothing I said was of any importance in my relationship. I learned to stay quiet because that made my life easier and more manageable at home.  It meant that there was an element of secrecy but also of silence however there appeared to be a connection to my early childhood experiences that enabled me to cope with the abuse. The self-belief my family had instilled in me throughout my childhood gave me the resiliency to cope with this very difficult period in my life even though it was all held inside of me. 

I feel it is important to give some background on my story so the reader can understand a little of what my life was like back then. My area of research starts when I was seventeen years old, very naïve and sheltered, I was pregnant, and newly married. When my parents were told I was pregnant, they and my extended family had begged me to not get married and to stay home with them to bring up my baby. His parents suggested I get a termination, something I would not even consider. However, being a know-it-all teenager, I had insisted and threatened until both my parents agreed to sign the consent form for me to get married. I recognise now that this was playing straight into my then boyfriend’s hands. 
Right from the start, something did not feel right in this relationship, however, being young and innocent I did not recognise any of the warning signs. The abuse started almost instantly.  It was subtle at first, being emotional and verbal, commenting about how I did things at home that never seemed to be quite right. It was not until our daughter was born that things started to escalate.  Comments turned quickly to my appearance and the baby weight I was still carrying. Then came the complaints if friends wanted to visit.  He now had full control, threatening to take my baby away from me if I ever tried to leave. Before long he was trying to control every aspect of my life. I recognise now that his intention was to make me totally dependent on him by isolating me from my family and friends. My friends soon stopped coming to visit as he was often rude to them or they could sense there was something wrong so never really stayed long. However, where he did struggle to sever ties was with my family. I had a bond with them that was strong. I knew I was in trouble but being young I had no idea about how to get myself out of the situation. I was afraid to tell my family or friends what was going on because of the threats he had made. I felt lost and completely hopeless, and I could feel my life slipping away from me. 
Having done my primary research and identifying my themes I picked out some areas I feel are important to highlight. In terms of attachment, I picked out some key components. The way he would not let me go out with friends, or have them over to visit, his excuse for this was “I just want to spend as much time with you as possible”. Yet his friends could visit, he wanted us to make “new couples’ friends” but of course these couples were his friends and their partners. He desperately tried to come between myself and my family, however, we lived opposite them and they were the main childcare support for our baby for me to work. We would often be invited on days out with my parents and siblings, he would refuse to come, and I would go along with my daughter anyway and pay the price on return. This was a small price to pay to keep the ties intact. I was determined not to lose the relationship I had with my family. 
Resiliency was something I had to have to endure this relationship. When you are being verbally abused there comes a point where you detach yourself from it as a coping mechanism. One occasion has always stuck in my mind where I was locked in a small bathroom and he was stood in front of the closed door to block my exit. He spent half an hour telling me I was fat and ugly; that he did not even like the way I looked and how I disgusted him with my miserable face. He said that I was an embarrassment to him in front of his family and friends. “You could never leave me anyway no matter what because who would even look at you, no one else would ever put up with you”. The abuse went on and on, replicating the bathroom incident I have described.  To protect myself from this, I mentally left the space. I would sit there looking at him with hollow eyes and pretending to be present. However, in my head I was somewhere far away, somewhere in the future where I had worked a way out of my current situation. I would sit there physically present but, in my head, I would repeat to myself, that what he was saying was untrue, a lie and that he must be wrong. No one else ever told me I am ugly and useless. I am not a bad person. I am loved by my family and friends. I would remind myself that this is not how men behave. My father never even raised his voice to me, and he worshiped the ground I walked on. I would sit there imagining what it would be like to be with someone who really loved me for who I was and did not try to beat me down to something I was not. I would tell myself to leave and there were better things for me. However, as much as I say that you block it out, it seeps in and before you know doubt enters. I am ugly. I am disgusting and will I ever be free from this torture. 
I started to think if only I could tell someone, but then the shame would appear, I was embarrassed that I had got myself into this situation. I felt so stupid and blind. I felt guilty that I had gone to such lengths to be allowed to marry this man who was hell bent on ruining my life. 
I decided to go to his mother and tell her, surely, she would understand, after all she went through this with his dad and being his mum, she would be able to put a stop to his behaviour. She assured me she would talk to him. I was relieved I had asked for help and was finally getting it. How wrong I was. She did talk to him, but it only made things worse for me. His mother then suggested I stop antagonising him and did not aggravate his temper.  That is when I decided it was pointless and stopped talking about it or asking for help. 
The turning point came for me when my three-year-old daughter saved me. The night before had been particularly bad. My friend was visiting while he was in work, we were sat chatting when my daughter openly and innocently said “Daddy smashed the phone over Mammy’s head last night.” There it was, out there in the open. I stood still like a rabbit trapped in the headlights of a car. My friend looking at me in disbelief. I was absolutely mortified and ashamed of what I was letting happen to me. I swore my friend to secrecy, even though she wanted to help. I knew she did not understand any of it. How could she? We were only nineteen. She was a young carefree nineteen and I, in comparison, felt middle aged with nothing to look forward to apart from a life of misery. Part of me was relieved that I now had one person who knew what was happening. Could I dare to start dreaming again of a life away from here? 
It was my daughter who had inadvertently saved me. I was concerned that I now had to do something to save someone other than myself. I kept thinking that she is going to school soon and did I really want to risk her telling her teachers or friends about this.  I realised that she was growing up in an environment where she thought this behaviour was the norm, behaviour I had never had to see whilst growing up. I vowed that the next time it happened I was leaving. 
I did not have to wait long.  Two nights later I came home from work to a war zone. I was thrown around, shouted at, kicked, punched, and had boiling coffee thrown over me. I walked calmly across the room picked up my daughter and my house keys and walked through the door, clothes ripped and coffee dripping from my hair, never to return to that situation again. I went to my parents’ home which was across the road. 
My parents were amazing. My mother reacted passionately, she wanted to go over there and “Kill him.” But, as usual, it was my dad, my rock and my protector who responded in a calm and reassuring manner. He looked at me and asked what I wanted. I think this was probably one of the only times I had cried in the last three years. I knew I had my dad by my side holding me up and I felt like I was finally able to take some control back over my life. I was owning my situation and I was home, back where I belonged, safe with my family. 
The police came but refused to take my statement. They told me that all too often they came out to victims of domestic violence, took a statement, and started proceedings to prosecute to then be contacted by the victim to say they were returning home and wanted to drop all charges. They told me it was a waste of resources and paperwork that would only end up being destroyed. I did not change my mind. They took a statement a few days later and he was prosecuted for causing actual bodily harm to me. It was in the local news papers and everyone in my village now knew I was a victim. This was something I did not want; in my head I was ashamed I had let it happen and even more worried that people would not believe me. 

The good attachment style I had formed from a baby and growing up with my family shows clearly even before the marriage. The statement my family made about staying with them and bringing up my baby at home with their support. It was this attachment and secure up bringing that enabled me to leave the marriage and my abuser safe in the knowledge that my family would be there. However, it took three years of abuse for me to dig deep and finally ask for help. Throughout my data my father featured most prominently for me as my protector, and I do wonder whether if he had not been there during that time, would things be different now and would I have felt strong enough to leave? I also found during the discussion and reflection time that losing my father in my late twenties had strengthened the attachment with my then fiancé. This is in keeping with Bowlby’s theory of a good attachment style as a child enabling us to form new secure attachments throughout life. 
If I were able to use avoidance as a coping mechanism from the abuse and block it out, how do I know that this is not happening now? I wonder if I could be using avoidance tactics now to save myself the pain caused by my abuse. Could I be blocking this part of my life out, I already stated I can not describe in detail many parts of my abuse as I do not remember being there or recognising myself as a part of it. However, the alternative is, and in my opinion most probable that I have accepted my abuse for what it is, a part of my life that I endured which has enabled me to show strength and determination throughout my life. I truly believe that the experience I went through has helped shape the person I am today. 
It could be suggested that I have accepted what happened and that it had no adverse effect as I now have a perfectly healthy relationship with my husband. I trust him implicitly, and it was him I turned to when I wanted to explore this part of my life suggests I have a good secure attachment style with him. 
Having researched my personal experience, it has helped me understand my patients I work with better. I regard myself as being lucky as many of my patients do not have the support network I had around me. Most have been brought up in homes where domestic violence is occurring so know no different. This was apparent in my story as my ex-husband had been brought up in a home where domestic violence often occurred. To him and many of my patients this is how life is. 
There are connections to my feeling of being unheard and keeping silent about what was happening because of not being believed or listened to. I think the reaction I received from the police plays a big part in my silence. However, this would never happen today. Back in 1994 domestic violence was seen as private and something that happened behind closed doors. Often resulting in the victim’s word against the abusers. The new laws set out by the Government (2013) gives the police the authority to act and there is far more awareness around domestic abuse. Having undertaken this research, it has given me a greater sense of being heard, my husband and university cohort have shown me respect and listened to me with kindness throughout. Being able to tell one’s story whether to family, friends or your therapist and having them acknowledging it is sometimes all we need to heal. 

In conclusion to my initial question of this heuristic research project “avoidance or acceptance?” it has been difficult to determine implicitly whether I have accepted what happened to me or that I have avoided the situation by keeping my silence. Although most of the evidence suggests an acceptance of my situation, as there are clear reasons why I have kept silent, I cannot be sure of acceptance without further investigations. Therefore, the findings for this research have been recorded as inconclusive. I have however recognised that I can openly and honestly discuss this period in my life, without it affecting me. This is something that I strongly believed would never happen. This would imply that my experience of abuse is not going to affect me as a therapist or hinder any work I undertake around domestic violence with future clients. 
I strongly believe that good attachment as a child made me resilient enough to endure what I went through. I had never seen a man hit a woman before and therefore knew this was not how life should be. In answer to the question from my lecturer that helped me to choose this research topic, no I do not feel sad when I talk about that period of my life, I feel strong and proud of myself now. What does make me sad is the many individuals who are in this situation and do not have the support network around them to give them the strength to escape from their situation and the belief that this is wrong. Not recognising that they are worthy of happiness and independence, that makes me sad. 
As with all research questions, there are areas for further research. This exploration has highlighted to me key areas that I could explore in more depth to further develop my understanding of my experience and the experiences of the clients and patients I work with. 
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