Belinda Thomas p148333
Heuristic Research 
Making sense of my experience of ‘fear of abandonment’ in relation to becoming an effective therapist 

This heuristics research paper will begin by explaining the concept of heuristic inquiry and briefly introduce the phenomena of fear of abandonment which is the focus of this study. A literature review will then follow focusing on abandonment and Bowlby’s (1969) Attachment theory to set the context of the subject. The methodology will be set out according to Moustakas’ (1990) 6 phases; initial engagement, immersion, incubation, illumination, explication, and creative synthesis, whilst including self-care ethics according the British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapists (BACP). An analysis of my personal data will be explored stating how I used a thematic approach and categorized key features that came to light. A creative synthesis of my research will include data collected from my extensive free writing, meditation exercises including non-dominant hand-writing tasks, music and poetry whilst exploring my self-awareness and bodily feelings in greater depth. I will discuss how my personal phenomena of fear of abandonment links to attachment theory and attempt to make sense of my discoveries. I will finally conclude by bringing together my research findings and highlight key aspects of my outcomes. 

 Heuristics is a qualitative research method based within the field of philosophy, that requires the self as researcher, to engage in an inquiring journey of self-discovery (Mihalache, 2019; Moustakas, 1990). The subject of study is a particular phenomenon that the researcher intuitively feels has affected their emotional and psychological development and strives to find the answer to by looking inward, known as indwelling, whilst attending to deep emotions, senses, and feelings (Mihalache, 2019; Moustakas, 1990; Sultan, 2020). The process of heuristic inquiry necessitates consistent focus and bravery even though it may cause personal discomfort, whilst requiring originality and imagination to find the missing pieces of a puzzle (Fox, 2018; Heaps, 2016; Moustakas, 1990). Fox, (2018); Moustakas, (1990 ) and Sultan, (2020) state that the systematic framework employed in heuristic research enables the researcher to decipher hidden meanings to personal life experiences that only the self can make sense of via tacit knowledge and intuition as language itself can only communicate in a superficial manner. Lonergan claims that to find inner resolve from a personal phenomenon, one must have personal experience to gain self-awareness and an understanding of bodily feelings by focusing on evocative images and immersing oneself in uncomfortable solitude (Heaps, 2016). Gendlin and Rogers’ empirical research denotes how bodily awareness or ‘felt sense’ enables one to gain inner knowledge which can not be gained or explained through cognition or language (Krycka, 2018; Mihalache, 2019; Moustakas, 1990). 

This research will focus on my own experience of fear of abandonment and how it has ‘unknowingly’ woven its way through the tapestry of my life. However, on closer inspection of the seemingly intricate image depicting my life, the design is an unfinished article, dotted with holes, missing threads and consists of imperfect edges that may unwittingly unravel if not attended to. My research will attempt to address the question ‘Why has my fear of abandonment unknowingly woven its way through my life?’. Bowlby, (2005) and Holmes, (1993) state the causal effects of fear of abandonment can be significant such as loss, traumatic events, the emotional unavailability of parents, bereavement of one or both parents, and abuse. However, Levy and Johnson, (2019) claim that fear of abandonment may also occur from something seemingly minor to others but the relevance to individuals is what makes it significant and can trigger fears of abandonment. The early years of childhood are crucial to emotional and psychological development as this is when patterns of behaviour are learnt which ultimately shape adult life, and future relationships (Bowlby, 2005; Holmes, 1993; Levy and Johnson, 2019). Bowlby, (2005) and Homes, (1993) state that although individuals subconsciously learn patterns of behaviour, choices effecting poor judgement of what constitutes healthy relationships, including appropriate romantic partners may not be evident until adulthood due to a lack of self-awareness. Life experiences that trigger fear of abandonment suffered at ages 3 and 7 are particularly significant to the development of children and potentially have long-lasting effects, often leading to numerous issues such as anxiety, insecurity, trust issues (Bowlby, 2005; Holmes, 1993; Gander, Sevecke and Buchheim, 2015). 

This heuristics research paper will focus on my relationship with my absent father and the implications of my parents’ divorce on my inner child which have carried through to adulthood. I will elucidate as to how I have reached the conclusion that fear of abandonment has shaped my emotional and psychological development, highlighting how it makes me feel to have reached this ‘light bulb’ moment. The process that I have gone through that led me to this realisation and the memories it has evoked will also be addressed. The feelings of being overwhelmed at times and thinking that I’m damaged beyond repair but remembering I am working towards healing myself by engaging in personal therapy will be explored. I will discuss the realisation that whilst participating in personal therapy is effective, focusing my attention on the tapestry of my life has often been all consuming, exhausting, and painful. I will discuss Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory and denote how it expounds the significance of absent fathers and implications for their daughters future relationships and emotional and psychological development whilst also looking at attachment theory’s relevance to eating disorders as this is also pertinent to me. I will discuss how my anxiety developed as a result of fearing abandonment and how this phenomena has occurred in my life at different stages; my father’s absence and death, the death of my mother, poor choice of husband and subsequent divorce and my brother being missing for over a decade. I will also address how it has affected my parenting style and irrational fears about my sons and those close to me, dying.

Levy and Johnson (2019) purport that Bowlby’s (1969) Attachment Theory is an effective, integrative framework that gestates both normalised and disordered behaviour whilst also incorporating social and cognitive aspects. John Bowlby’s (1969) Attachment theory states that the early years in childhood are highly significant as internal working models of oneself and others, attitudes and the basis of identity are formed. Internal working models are innate to human beings and serve to protect them from the threat of danger whilst ensuring survival. Children with secure attachments develop strong bonds with their caregivers as their emotional and psychological needs are met and tend to grow into well balanced adults, capable of maintaining healthy relationships. However, Bowlby, (2005) and Holmes, (1993) claim that a lack of secure attachment to the main caregiver can result in a child growing up with emotional detachment, anxiety, and anger issues. According to Bowlby, (2005) and Gander, Sevecke and Buchheim, (2015) patterns of attachment can be stable whilst also altering over periods of time, affecting relationships formed and feelings about oneself. The onset of trauma, bereavement, physical, sexual, or emotional abuse can also influence a child’s attachment to their caregiver, however, ages 3 and 7 are significant ages regarding emotional and psychological development (Gander, Sevecke and Buchheim, 2015; Levy and Johnson, 2019). 

Bowlby, (2005), Holmes, (1993) and Levy and Johnson, (2019) state that the main distinguishing characteristics of attachment are; proximity of maintenance which regards the child’s need to be close to their caregiver, safe haven describes how the child considers their caregiver to be a person they can trust and rely on for comfort if they are confronted with fear or threat of danger and secure base refers to when the child chooses to explore their environment, safe in the knowledge that they can return to their caregiver if they feel insecure. The last characteristic is separation distress which highlights the anxiety the child suffers as a result of being separated from their caregiver (Bowlby, 2005; Holmes, 1993; Levy and Johnson, 2019). There are four types of attachment styles which children develop during their early years; secure, ambivalent, avoidant or disorganised which are life long lasting and influence the connections made between individuals and ultimately denotes the stability of relationships formed (Bowlby, 2005; Holmes, 1993; Levy and Johnson, 2019; Lonergan et al. 2020). However, Kelly, (2017) purports that although attachment styles are formed in a child’s early years, they are not fixed and life experiences such as bereavement, trauma and parental divorce can alter these styles as the child grows up. Interestingly, Nath (2016) argues that evidence suggests divorce is unrelated to attachment styles as parents may continue to care for their children and provide security even though they are no longer married. This evidence adds weight to the notion that although attachment styles may be formed during early childhood, they can also be affected by social, environmental, and genetic factors (Lonergan et al., 2020). 

This research paper will follow Moustakas, (1990) systematic framework, employing the 6 phases of methodology. The first step, initial engagement requires the researcher to ponder over intuitive thoughts and hunches as to what the main question may be. One may have clues at this point as to what the possible underlying phenomena is but nothing concrete to decipher. I began the initial engagement rather daunted by the prospect of having to focus my attention on so many attributes and weaknesses I knew had hampered me through out my life but have chosen to leave hidden amongst the intricate pattern of my life’s tapestry. I considered many questions such as why did I have such low self-esteem, lack confidence, not value myself? I spent weeks trying to find the big question that could possibly resolve my list of issues, already knowing the reason. It took time and a concentrated effort to keep digging until I realised ‘fear of rejection’ should also be on my list of issues. I continued my ponderances until I finally found my question, ‘why has my fear of abandonment affected me and my life choices?’ (without me realising I had this fear). I considered this to be a ‘light bulb’ moment as I have always considered myself so very fortunate to grow up secure in a loving family but have always felt like I have a hole in me due to the absence of my father. 

The second phase, immersion is a period when the researcher spends time deep in thought with the question, allowing vulnerability and confusion to take over ones entire being. From each waking moment until the lights go out and beyond, one must focus on the question and connect with the experience, relating it to ones wider circle of work, friends, and everything in between. I found myself looking at passing people, wondering if they too had similar feelings of fear of abandonment. Although the realisation that I had carried this fear for nearly 50 years was originally difficult to shine a light on, there was almost a lifting of shadows as I slowly began to shift my initial abhorrent feelings towards this new ‘thing’ in my life. I befriended it and began to accept it. This period is followed by incubation, a time for allowing the question and all its shadow friends and memories to grow and develop and take shape without focused attention. Growth continues, allowing the inner tacit dimensions to reach out and rise up, enabling a new understanding of the phenomena to take hold and become complete. The phase of illumination denotes a period of being open to new tacit knowledge and bringing forward the subconscious into ones self-awareness. There is an element of discovery as one seeks deeper knowledge, considering morals, values and beliefs of self and others. 

The subsequent process of explication requires the researcher to make sense of the new discoveries, and this is where I looked at the individual threads of my life’s tapestry. I particularly made use of focusing and indwelling as I tried to fill the holes as understanding of my unique experiences began to make sense. The final phase is known as creative synthesis and pertains to the bringing together of my findings and sense-making that has controlled my waking hours over the last 2 months. It is a time to discard my old tapestry and exhibit the newly restored article by creatively explaining my process of thoughts, feelings, senses, fears, and bodily feelings. During this process, I have taken heed of the BACP’s ethical guidance regarding self-care by ensuring I took time away from research when I felt drained and overwhelmed. According to the BACP, being aware of my own emotional needs is paramount to ensure my mental fitness. I have made good use of personal therapy and found the sessions very useful to help deal with an overspill of emotions and thoughts. 

I began thinking about the phenomena I would base this research paper on nearly 2 months ago and have found it to be the main focus of every waking minute for approximately 6 weeks. I had a hunch as to what the main focus would be and set about freely writing about my childhood to encourage my hidden memories, thoughts, and feelings to wake up from their deep slumber. I have collated nearly 70 pages from free writing, poetry, drawings, meditation notes, non-dominant hand-writing exercise and one significant song, into 3 main categories; thoughts and feelings, bodily feelings, and memories, to help make sense of my ponderances. These themes were clear to categorize, however, analysing the contents of these groups was a much harder task. Throughout this research I have felt as if a large mirror was being held in front of me 24 hours a day with a flashing neon sign at the top, ‘SO……. THIS IS ME. WHAT A MESS!’. However, the process has been very therapeutic, almost a deep cleansing and now that it is coming to an end I feel confident that I will continue to carry out the process for my own benefit and to enhance my work and effectiveness as a future counsellor. 

The first category, thoughts and feelings contained the largest amount of data, as I expected. Even though I wrote many pages of free-writing and poetry, data collected from a song from childhood was particularly striking and emotive. The one significant song, in fact the first record I bought was entitled ‘Nobody’s Child’ by Karen Young, which encompasses the overarching feel of the category. Key words associated with being lost and alone, not good enough and empty, sum up the total of 36 words I recorded when listening to this song as an adult. Focal lines from the song that have always stuck in my mind are ‘no daddy’s smile’, ‘nobody wants me’, ‘I’m nobody’s child’. These words still hurt me today and even though I cannot remember my exact thoughts as a child, I believe for this song to have been my first record ever bought, it must have been very meaningful to me. I will also use this song to discuss the second category, bodily feelings, as hearing it was a particular emotive experience. In fact, I would choose to swap the phrase’ hearing it’ for ‘feeling it’. I was extremely aware of being moved to tears, feeling a tightness in my chest and a tornado in my tummy. My fingers, arms and legs felt heavy and I had a tightness, burning sensation in my throat. I recorded my bodily feelings throughout the course of this research, whilst reading new material, free writing, drawing, and writing poetry, always recording a rumbling or cramping feeling in my tummy and pressure on my chest. However, although the writing and sketching exercises helped to bring memories and emotions from my subconscious into my awareness, the music really seemed to be the most powerful source of energy that I felt. I was instantly transported back to childhood, feeling such desperate sadness for the loss of my father, complete emptiness, and a constant ache to feel his love. 

Memories was an interesting category to analyse as I am a visual thinker and can see past experiences clearly. I can vividly see my father being violent and shouting although these incidents happened over 40 years ago. I am able to immerse myself in the experience and be aware of thoughts, feelings, and bodily feelings as if I am experiencing it for the first time. I can hear my father’s loud, booming voice, see the redness of his face, and feel the anger seeping out of his every pore. As I write this now, I have a tense feeling in my tummy, pressure in my chest and numbness in my arms and legs. The words ‘terrified’ and ‘petrified’ leap about in my mind in a state of panic and I can visualise me as a 3 year old standing stock still, too frightened to move. However, what seems almost unfathomable to me is how I also have such wonderful memories of him where I can still feel his love, wrapped around me like a weighted blanket, keeping me safe. His big strong hands and me, holding on tight, never wanting to let go. Analysis of all my data but particularly the memories category enables me to clearly see the paradox of my father. This process has helped me to make sense of my fear of abandonment; to understand where this phenomenon stems from, why I have allowed negative self-thoughts dictate I am not worthy of love and why it influenced my choice of a marital partner. 

Initially, I felt uncomfortable when I realised that attachment theory was relevant to me as I’ve always considered myself to have been very fortunate to have felt secure and safe due to a deep bond with my mother and brothers. I felt unnerved and vulnerable whilst reading and digesting research material as I began to realise the relevance of it but also resignation to the fact that the absence of my father would clearly have affected my life. Why wouldn’t it? I was abandoned. I have attachment issues. It feels empowering to say this at this stage of the heuristic research. Acceptance has begun and I am aware of feeling much lighter than I did at the beginning of the process. Meditation has been a powerful and enlightening tool to help bring ‘felt senses’ and emotions in to my conscious, although painful. One particular meditation exercise involved having to look into the eyes of a photograph of myself as a child and then write words or phrases that came to mind. Analysing these key words was initially difficult as I felt very sad seeing my inner feelings in print, bold and unerasable. They were written in ink, unable to be rubbed away, packed away into the deep, dark hole where they used to belong. Seeing these words forced me to focus on them, consider them and what they meant to me as a child. I was very aware of my bodily feelings during and after this exercise and encouraged myself to sit with these feelings, acknowledge them and accept that they are a part of me. These words do not define me as I feel more whole today than in years gone by, however, I choose to accept them for they have moulded me, although no longer dominate my psyche.

Anxiety, not good enough, lost, alone, empty, don’t fit in, missing part, a hole, perfection, mistrust, appeasement, letting people down, not worthy, nothing to say of any importance or interest, lacking confidence, fear of being left, enjoying loneliness?, being alone, seeking approval, PAIN, divorce, shame, guilt, stifled emotions, internalization, inward, introvert, introjections. 
Non-dominant hand-writing exercise
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I followed a meditation exercise incorporating the use of both my dominant hand, representing the adult and non-dominant hand, my inner child. I began by writing with my non-dominant hand about what motivated me to study psychotherapy and continued using my dominant hand to explain how I felt during this process.  I noticed how childish and foolish I felt, whilst being frustrated that my handwriting was messy and often illegible. I then replied to my adult, using my dominant hand. Although it was difficult to decipher after the exercise, I wrote that it was okay to not always be in control, not to be perfect even when you have tried hard.  I continued by using my inner child, or non-dominant hand to say that “it felt painful and I felt ashamed”. My adult replied by saying “please don’t feel any pain or shame. You have done nothing wrong. You are an innocent child, full of love and happiness, vulnerable and innocent”. This evoked feelings of sadness and a feeling of movement towards tears, although none flowed. I continued the exercise which required me to focus on a photo of myself aged two. It was an emotional experience. I focused on the photo for several minutes whilst concentrating on my breathing and then wrote the following Haiku:
I look in your eyes
And remember your felt joy
Your soul still shines bright
The photograph made me wonder if this was a period in my life that was trauma free due to my sweet smile, although I know that I would have witnessed domestic violence and emotional neglect from my father. It strikes me as desperately sad how a child so young was already being emotionally and psychologically shaped. When I look into my two-year-old eyes, I wonder what they witnessed and wish I could visualise the images to help understand the complexity of emotions I was feeling. I can’t help but wonder how my 2-year-old self was feeling when this photo was taken, and what emotional pain was being masked? I also wonder, if I were a child growing up in today’s society, would I have been affected the same way by my father’s abandonment? As a child growing up in the 1970’s, being from a family of divorced parents and having an absent father although not uncommon, definitely had a certain stigma attached. I was made to feel different, pitied, and unloved. Children’s mental well-being was not a concern unlike in today’s society. Would my emotional and psychological development have been enhanced by the therapeutic care found in schools and society as a whole? Fortunately, as a child, I practised self-care exercises regularly without realising that is what they were. I journaled, wrote poetry, wrote songs, played the guitar and keyboard, danced, and interacted with my cuddly toys as if they were alive. Brisola and Curry, (2015), Fox, (2018), Galvin, (2019) and Norton, (2017) suggest that these are all effective methods of expressing emotions, increasing self-awareness of inner thoughts and feelings, and improving general well-being. 

The research conducted by myself into fear of abandonment and attachment theory clearly set the context of this heuristic inquiry whilst encapsulating my inner most thoughts and feelings regarding my father’s absence from my life. By applying Moustakas’s (1990) systematic framework to my research I have been able to grasp new knowledge and spend time focusing and indwelling on a phenomena that has affected my emotional and psychological development and relationships. Utilization of the methodology’s 6 phases enabled my phenomena to rise up from the darkness of my subconscious, seep into my self-awareness and dominant my soul, enabling me to make sense of my life experiences.  Analysing the data collected from my personal musings, I have gained a greater insight into the powerfulness of my bodily awareness and realize how recognizing my bodily feelings is essential to making sense of my thoughts and feelings. This was a difficult task, often overwhelming but I have learnt that acceptance is one of the greatest gifts you can give yourself. I particularly enjoyed engaging with the creative tasks and was surprised at how intense and evocative the exercises were. Analysing the data produced by the song, ‘Nobody’s Child’ was the most poignant but enriching exercise, inducing overwhelming bodily feelings that proved to be most beneficial in connecting with my inner child, thoughts, and feelings. I have also learnt that by understanding and making sense of the emotional damage caused by my fathers absence, my negative self-image and life choices were inevitable at that time in my life. Although the absence of my father and his subsequence death, the death of my dear mother, abusive ex-husband and divorce and brother being missing for the last 10 years, have thrown up feelings of abandonment at different periods in my life and resulted in my development of a distorted body and self-image evident in the eating disorder I developed, I feel much stronger now and have a better understanding of myself. Engaging in self-acceptance and forgiveness is essential to continue moving forward, to which I am committed. 

Reflecting back to the beginning of this research paper, I feel I am closer to coming to terms with my fear of abandonment and attachment issues. Focusing and indwelling have been key to being able to reach my subconscious feelings and senses and bring them into my conscious awareness. Free writing, poetry and meditation have successfully enabled me to engage with my hidden, inner child and been effective tools used to evoke memories and feelings. Digging down deeper into the ‘felt sense’ has been evocative and at times overwhelming, conjuring up images of being buried alive. Part of me wanting to stay buried, in the dark, alone. Although life would not have been possible, it somehow feels as if life would have been easier, simpler, and pain-free to live in a deep, dark, enveloping hole. Engaging in personal therapy and personal development, especially within the previous 2 months, has been key to the shift in how I feel about myself. Although this process has been uncomfortable and painful at times, I have gained a much deeper self-awareness of my inner child and am delighted to have been able to strengthen the unravelling threads and fill in the holes of my tapestry of life. Restoration is finally well under way and there is plenty of space to add more designs to the reinforced intricate yet colourful portrayal of my life’s tapestry. 4321
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