How Does My Experience of Parental Absence impact my development as a Counsellor? 
As part of the Masters Degree in Psychotherapeutic practice, I undertook this piece of Heuristic research.  This is a qualitative research method that aims to portray the meanings, qualities and essences of individual experiences (Moustakas, 1990).  This equates to myself, as researcher and participant, focusing inwards in to expand my knowledge by exploring a phenomenon.  As this method is reliant on the interpretation of the researcher of the phenomena, it falls within the REALM of hermeneutics (Edgar and Sedgwick, 2002).  Heuristic research appears to be influenced more specifically by Michael Polanyi’s argument that there is reliance on personal knowledge within any scientific enquiry (Given, 2008).  Credit is also given to Polanyi for the concepts of Tacit Knowledge, Intuition and Indwelling (Moustakas, 1990), which are key features of this method.  Moustakas went on to apply this method of research to the field of Psychotherapy.  This method of research appears to be a good fit with regards to the investigation of phenomena from a general point of view, as well as a psychotherapeutic view-point.

The phenomenon I chose to explore is parental absence.  This raises questions such as What is Parental Absence? What impact does this have on the Child in question?  While a definition of the act of parental absence may be simple to find, the felt experience of it will vary widely from person to person, the impact of the experience may result in positive ways as well as negative and the experience itself may affect the individual’s future life choices and relationships.  I chose to explore parental bsence as it is a phenomenon that has presented itself in my life in a number of ways, from being abandoned by my biological Father at the age of 2, being the parent of a child who has experienced parental absence and being involved in the lives of children who are under the care of my Mother and Stepfather as Registered Foster Carers, who have often experienced parental absence.  With this being such a prominent part of my life experience, I was keen to explore my thoughts, feelings and experiences of it before then exploring how my feelings and experience of parental absence compare with that of others.  While initially wondering what the answer to my title question might be, I found myself hypothesising that it had possibly left me for a prolonged period of time doubting my self-worth and self-belief, leaving me with the question of Am I good enough? That applied to most areas of my life, and often delayed or prevented me from doing things I really wanted to do.  I also felt that my personal experience of parental absence could give me a deeper understanding of some of the feelings of future clients who may have experienced it.  I also recognised how my experience of parental absence may cause me to experience countertransference.

The purpose of reviewing literature regarding parental absence was to be able to put my research in context by discovering what is generally understood by the term.  On searching for a general definition of parental absence I discovered an explanation (Wolf, 2020) that the term usually refers to the willfull choice of a parent to refuse financial, physical and emotional support of a child.  This simply translates to a parent not fulfilling their parental responsibilities and choosing to refrain from contact with their child.  It is suggested (goodtherapy.org, 2019) that a child experiencing parental abandonment can lead to abandonment fear later in life.  While it is considered typical for an individual to experience abandonment fear as an adult, if severe, it can negatively impact the development of that individual’s relationships.  
A TED Talk (Ballard, 2020) suggested that children with both parents in their lives are more likely to be emotionally, behaviourally, socially and educationally more prominent in the world.  Here it’s discussed some of the feelings and thoughts that the experience of an absent parent may force onto a child, such as do they love me? If they love me, why don’t they show it? Why aren’t they here in my life?  Children with an absent parent are more likely to develop a diminished world view of themselves and low self-esteem.  They are more likely to doubt whether they are able to achieve any goals that they set out to achieve.  Children with an absent parent are more likely to have behavioural issues, and more likely to develop mental health issues.  Children with an absent parent are also more likely to have a child out of wedlock, be more promiscuous, end up in prison or homeless.  A survey (Ballard, 2020) carried out asked what was the worst part of growing up with an absent parent found a prominent answer was guilt, the child feeling it was their fault.  In order to overcome any negative feelings that may arise from having an absent parent, if you can acknowledge that the parent did not give you the time and attention you longed for and verbalise it, it can give you a sense of empowerment, that you were not to blame, that the parent withholding that from you was to blame.  If you are able to acknowledge that your absent parent may not ever be what you wanted them to be, and stay firm on that thought, you may recognise you have more power than you ever gave yourself credit for.  Finally, if you can appreciate those who have been present in your life, you will be able to strengthen yourself.  A concept of being able to heal and move forward from the pain of the experience of an absent parent is forgiveness, if you are able to let go of that pain and forgive that parent for not being there, you are able to stand firm in the belief and knowledge that you have played your part in their relationship, and that it is at their discretion to play their part.  When this is the case, if that parent does not appropriately play their part in the relationship, you are able to have enough self-belief to recognise that this is not a reflection of you, but rather a reflection of them.
Some points raised in this TED talk are supported by Relate the relationship support organisation (relate.org.uk, 2015) here it discusses the importance of the present parent being open and supportive with the child experiencing parental absence for them to know that the absence of their parent is not their fault and that they are loved.  This parental absence can cause a child to feel rejected and unworthy, therefore encouraging the child to think positively about themselves can help build their self-esteem.  The suggestion (Ballard, 2020) that parental absence can increase likelihood of mental health issues is also mentioned in an article (Theodoritsi et al., 2018) where it’s suggested that parental absence may lead to a variety of mental health issues for the child such as depression, anxiety and externalizing disorders.  It has also been proposed (Henley, 1973) that parental absence can lead to a psychological condition called Abandoned child syndrome (ACS), however it is not currently recognised in the DSM-5 as a mental disorder (Ursano, 2008).  Symptoms of ACS can be prevalent throughout an individual’s life and can present as difficulties with intimacy, insecurity, people-pleasing behaviour, relationship sabotage and co-dependancy (Leonard, 2020).  
A study (Corval et al., 2017) that investigated the pre-conditions of Inhibited attachment disordered behaviour (IADB) found that participants who had experienced parental abandonment were more likely to experience IADB.  IADB presents as a difficulty in creating an attachment relationship with a parent/caregiver, and is also linked to persistent emotional and social issues.  A further study of individuals who experienced parental absence (East et al., 2017) found that its’ participants were left with memories of loss, disadvantage and poverty which for some, have continued throughout their lives.  An additional survey (Lacey et al., 2018) found that participants who had experienced parental absence were more likely to demonstrate behaviours that are risky to their health such as smoking and drinking alcohol from a young age.  In a study that looked at the impact of parental absence on children discovered that its participants displayed lower happiness and less fulfilment, it also found that parental absence has a detrimental effect on a child’s cognitive development (Wu & Zhang, 2017). 


The BACP Ethical Framework for Counselling Professions (2018) highlights the importance of ensuring our wellbeing as counsellors is suitably adequate to maintain the quality of our work.  Considering the emotional context of this research, there is opportunity for the researcher to experience distress, and this could possibly impact their therapeutic work.  In order to reduce this, I allowed sufficient spaces of time for self-care between the research and any therapeutic practice.  I also discussed with my clinical supervisor and my personal therapist that I was undertaking this research, which afforded me a space to safely explore any distress that may have arisen for me.  I feel that by undertaking these preventative measures, it allowed the process of the research to be completed in a more safe and ethical manner.  This heuristic research was undertaken in the form of personal observations and reflections expressed in a range of pieces of writing produced over the course of six weeks.  Writing these pieces was extremely beneficial to the research, as it drew my attention to thoughts and changes from differing perspectives, depending on my mood that day, allowing me to reflect on the phenomenon as a whole.  The entire experience of this research has felt incredibly therapeutic.
During recent months, I had used personal therapy as a space to explore my feelings towards the absence of my Father, by doing so, I noticed a change in how I was emotionally responding to the subject.  In noticing this change, it felt like this could be a fitting phenomenon to explore this change, thus begun my initial engagement.  During the Immersion stage of my research, the emotions triggered by it were intense and varied.  I found myself reflecting on emotions of self-doubt of my younger self, reliving vulnerable and uncomfortable moments from my past, while also feeling contentment at the development and change I have experienced which has positively impacted my life.  There were moments of feelings of acceptance, and other moments of feeling lost and left without answers.  It caused me to re-visit those previous feelings and question of am I good enough?  During the incubation phase of research, I was able to begin recognising that the uncomfortable emotions and questions that had arisen during immersion were no longer as significant a part of my life, as if they were, I would not be where I am now.  This led into the illumination phase, at this time I discovered that being supported by other positive relationships in my life, and exploration of past feelings of abandonment and unworthiness in personal therapy, had allowed me to gain the insight that the absence of my Father was not a negative reflection of me, if I was unworthy of love and attention, I would not have the other positive relationships in my life that I do.  I was able to learn to understand and accept that the absence of my Father was in fact due to his personal issues, that caused him to be unable to be what I wanted him to be.  Once I was able to see that he was unable to fulfil this role rather than chose not to, it became possible for me to forgive him.  By having this experience of feeling resentment, anger and shame initially at the absence of my Father and being able to process the experience and feel a shift in myself into acceptance, forgiveness and contentment, it has allowed me to have a shared understanding of other’s feelings with regards to parental absence, regardless of what state of emotion it may currently present for them. During the explication phase, I was able to consider further exploration, understanding why I have felt the way I have felt at different times, understanding what this change in my life means for my future, and the balance of the less frequent moments of self-doubt with the increased moments of self-belief I now experience, and the uncertainty experiencing both of these feelings can cause.  During the creative synthesis phase of my research, I expressed what I had discovered through this research in a written piece that demonstrates the knowledge and awareness I have gained during this experience.  


I sit and wonder ‘where do I begin?’ Knowing the vast range of emotions connected with my experience of parental absence, it feels a little overwhelming.  I deliberate with myself, maybe at the beginning, when my Father initially departed…but this does not sit right with me, and I feel myself drawn to my 15 year old self. I wonder why this age is what I’m first drawn to.  I close my eyes, and am once again that 15 year old girl.  This was a difficult time.  Not having my Father as a part of my life, I have questions about who I am and where I came from.  I am feeling confused and curious, yet overwhelmingly hesitant to seek the answers I feel I need.  Where does this hesitance come from? I feel there are 2 answers, fear of not liking the answers I may get and fear of raising a subject with family members that I know causes tension and discomfort.  The fear of upsetting others was the overriding issue.  This fear and not getting what I needed, led to frustration.  This frustration led to a strain on the relationship with my Mother, I felt angry that I was not getting answers from her, even though she could not give me them as I had never asked.  This strained relationship resulted in me demonstrating rebellious behaviour, drinking alcohol underage, forming a relationship with a boy against my Mother’s wishes, lying to my Mother about where I was, who I was with and what I was doing to name a few.  The constant battleground with my Mother led me to fantasize what an alternative life would be like with my Father.  I would build a picture of him in my mind and write about it in my diary, where I would have a happier, more free existence, causing anger to grow at a lack of a relationship with my Father, but placing blame at my Mother’s feet for keeping me away from him, rather than anger at him for not being present in my life. I recognise that I was instantly drawn to this time in my life as this was what I consider to be the most challenging part of the whole experience, and the part that I hold a lot of regret over.
My thoughts then skip forward 3 years to my 18th birthday when I received a letter from my Father.  I felt anxious, not knowing what it would say, and worried that other family members may expect me to disclose what the letter says when I may not be comfortable to do so.  On reading the letter, a change happened within myself.  The letter was short, filled with excuses and lies with regards to why he hadn’t been a part of my life, and ended with an expectation for me to make the next step to rebuild our relationship.  The emotions from this were mixed, I was angry at his lies and excuses, offended that he would think I would believe them.  I felt disappointed that after 16 years, a singular notepad sheet of paper was all he had to say to me. However, there was also an underlying feeling of ‘maybe I am good enough if he does want to be in my life’.  The expectation for me to make the next step in rebuilding our relationship filled me with anger, why is this? I believe I felt that I wanted him to do everything to rebuild our relationship, that he owed me this after being absent so long, almost an act of punishment.  I decided then to reach out and make contact as he had hoped I would, but that I was doing it for myself, to get what I needed from him.  I made the telephone call, and was met with a casual ‘Hi, are you ok?’  This simple greeting fuelled an anger in me that I had not expected.  I was able to tell him that I was not okay, had he not realised the impact he had had on my life? The feelings of unworthiness, rejection, confusion.  Did he realise I knew his ‘reasons’ for not being in my life were lies and excuses? Did he think it was acceptable to sign the letter ‘Love Daddy’ when this was not a name I ever had the opportunity to call him.  This was quickly met with a response of ‘if that’s how you feel, we’ll leave it at that’.  The result of this phonecall was a sense of pride that I had been brave enough to make that call, and actually tell him how I felt, a sense of anger that he couldn’t acknowledge that he was to blame for his actions and not being a part of my life and appeared to not be willing to fight for me, a sense of sadness that the possibility of a relationship with my Father was gone, a sense of frustration that I still felt I was missing so many answers, but a sense of relief that I had been able to establish an answer to one question, that I had no siblings that I was unaware of.  The change that happened within me following this, was that while the feelings of ‘why am I not enough for him?’ were very much still present, the anger I felt regarding my experience was no longer placed at my Mother’s feet, but was placed at his, and this allowed the relationship with my Mother to heal and progress.
Then came another jump in time to my mid-twenties, by now I was married and started my own family.  Much of the previous anger had gone by this point, while I had no clear explanation as to why, other than simple acceptance of ‘this is how it is’.  This anger I noticed was now being replaced with pity.  I looked around me and saw my wonderful children, and felt sorry for my Father that he was living a lonely existence, when if his life choices had been different, he would have had a daughter and grandchildren in his life.  However, those feelings of self-doubt and unworthiness would still reappear and cause incredible vulnerability, incredibly similar to the feelings experienced throughout my childhood and adolescence. 
My wonderings then brought me to recent months, when I began to explore in personal therapy my feelings around the absence of my Father.  Through exploration here, while a lot of my anger had seemed to subside and be replaced by pity, that anger was still underneath the surface.  On discussing my Father’s actions and the causes behind them, it became apparent that his lack of presence in my life had been due to an inability to do so, that his addiction issues had not allowed him to make choices in life that an individual would usually be able to make.  This realisation was enlightening, as it enabled me to forgive him.  Forgiving my Father felt as though a huge weight had been lifted from my shoulders, not only the release of the anger I had harboured for many years, but also the freeing new knowledge and understanding that his absence during my life had not been because I was not wanted or loved.  This new insight finally allowed me to have a greater sense of self-worth.
Getting to this stage of my journey, it felt like the right time to look back at my early childhood.  Feeling emotions and not really understanding why.  Feeling unable to ask questions or mention his name, causing me to remain silent.  This silence on that topic having a knock-on effect on other areas of my life, and then being labelled a shy and quiet child.  The lack of conversation about what happened not allowing me to know that it was not my fault that he was no longer present, and that I was worthy of love and attention having a huge impact on my self-belief.  
Recognising the extent of the impact on my self-belief drew me to revisit my early twenties, at a point where I remember expressing an interest in work of a therapeutic nature by applying to do voluntary counsellor work with Childline.  I declined an interview for the position due to the feeling of I won’t be good enough.  
Had I not decided to pursue this experience for my heuristic research, I probably would not have taken the time to look at my experience of parental absence as a whole, with all of the varying emotions and impacts that it has had on me at different stages of my life.  While my process was not linear, and jumped around from age to age, it helped me to gain understanding of who I am now and how I have got to this stage.  It has also allowed me to understand why I have reacted in ways that I have, and helped me to realise that although it has been at times a painful path, it has further strengthened my self-esteem and my desire to achieve things that matter to me.
If I firstly look at what I was initially drawn to, my 15 year old self, I can recognise many of my behavioural traits at this time are similar to those mentioned (Ballard, 2020) (Lacey et al., 2018) in the literature reviewed.  At this point I was demonstrating behavioural issues.  The information shared (relate.org.uk, 2015) on the importance of openness between the present parent and the child also speaks to me regarding some of the emotions that were occurring at this time.  There was a significant lack of openness with regards to my Father being absent, the topic was uncomfortable and taboo within the family.  This left me with a lot of uncertainty as to why he was absent, and did cause my self-esteem to decline.  It had caused me to feel unwanted and unloved by one of the people who was meant to want and love you unconditionally.  It opens the debate would more openness on the departure of my Father have reduced or removed these feelings and possibly prevented these rebellious behaviours? I feel the answer is yes, as previously mentioned at the age of 18 when I had begun to get some answers about my Fathers absence, there was a shift in the anger I felt towards my mother, if this anger hadn’t been present to begin with, it’s possible that I would not have acted in a risky and rebellious way.  At this time in my life I was deeply unhappy which supports the findings (Wu & Zhang, 2017) of the emotional impact parental absence can have.
Reflecting on (Ballard, 2020) my experience at the age of 18 of having the opportunity to vocalise to my Father my feelings of hurt was a hugely empowering moment for me, it allowed me to stand up and be heard for what felt like the first time, a release of heaviness, finally starting to believe the credibility of my own voice and gave way for the relationship with my Mother to repair and grow.  Moving forward to more recently and my exploration in personal therapy, allowing me to move into forgiveness and understanding of my Father’s own difficulties making him unable rather than unwilling to be a part of my life has significantly increased my self-belief, which in turn has impacted my ability to be able to believe I can achieve any goals I may have, which supports (Ballard, 2020) the suggestion of forgiveness giving you power.
While considering my experience of parental absence and its’ impact on me and reflecting on the literature reviewed, although never having sought medical advice, the suggestion (Theodoritisi et al., 2018) that parental absence can negatively impact an individual’s mental health supported (Henley, 1973) by the suggestion that it can lead to ACS, which has symptoms such as insecurity and people-pleasing behaviour (Leonard, 2020) resonates deeply with so much of my felt experience and has given me new insight into why I feel the way I do.


On looking at my research question prior to undertaking the research, my answer was what I consider to be narrow and simplistic, that having had personal experience of this would afford me a deeper understanding of an issue that many of my future clients may be dealing with.  Participating in this research, has widened my view significantly of how this experience has impacted me as an individual, but also my development as a Counsellor.  Immersing myself in the experience and reviewing the literature has allowed me to gain new insight to the process I have been through.  Being able to see that my experience of low self-esteem and self-belief, feelings such as anger, the impacts on other relationships in my life, learning to forgive and the healing that can come from this.  The experience of parental absence with the added new knowledge from the heuristic research means that I have developed a deeper understanding of not just the emotion behind the experience, but of the process of healing from the experience.  This development could be massively beneficial in my ability to support future clients through the same process.  I also feel that by gaining a deeper understanding of my experience of parental absence has given me a clearer view of who I am as an individual, and with the nature of therapeutic work being massively reliant on being authentic and congruent, this development in understanding of myself, can only lead to a positive development as a counsellor.  By exploring and processing the experience of parental absence, I have had first hand experience of being a person who struggled with self-worth, which went as far as to hinder past opportunities at pursuing a career in therapeutic work, however through exploration and process, I have been able to strengthen my self-belief and overcome one of the linked impacts of parental absence, difficulty in believing in my ability to achieve my goals, my goal of becoming a Counsellor is now becoming a reality.  I feel that my experience and exploration has also allowed me to develop as a Counsellor not only of clients who may have experienced the absence of their own parent, but also clients’ who may be experiencing parenting a child who is experiencing the absence of another parent, being able to guide and support them through this process.  


  
