
Working With Co-Dependency



 Somebody who can’t function from their innate self. 
 Instead they sacrifice personal needs, in order to try to 

meet the needs of others. 
 They make something or someone else more important 

than they are.
 They rely on a person, substance or process instead of 

having a healthy relationship with themselves.
 Broadly associated with the behaviours of someone whose 

actions and thoughts evolve around another person or 
thing.

What Is Co-Dependency?



 Evidence of correlation between parental emotional 
abuse and neglect / child sexual abuse / parental 
substance abuse *

 Childhood trauma foundationally responsible for 
dysfunctional adult relationships

 Effects adult adjustment **
 Codependent society?

CSA & Codependency



 Codependence is characterised by dependence on 
outer or external sources for self-worth and self-
definition.  This outer or external dependence, 
combined with unhealed childhood emotional 
wounds which get reactivated whenever an 
emotional “button” is pushed, cause the 
Codependent to live life in reaction to, give power 
over self-esteem to, outside sources.”  

 http://www.codependencerecovery.com/Codependency/emotional-abuse

Definitions



 People pleasing behaviours & poor personal 
boundaries.

 Self worth based on caretaking.
 Fear of being alone. 
 Denial of ones own desires or emotions.
 Feeling un-deserving of happiness. 
 Caring for and enabling someone who abuses drugs 

or alcohol.

What are the signs?



I am responsible for everybody.
I can fix people. 
I can’t trust people, they might hurt me.
My needs aren’t important. 
When I see others need help I have to help them.
I am not a worthwhile person
Its not ok to express negative feelings in my relationships I’m 
afraid if I do there with be an explosion.
We have to be perfect 

Co-dependent Beliefs



Critical Self 

Weak sense 
of self 

•Shame, guilt, fear, anxiety, low self 
esteem , depression 

•Dependency, intimacy, autonomy 
issues, so to compensate  they 
control, caretaking, addiction to 
regulate self and feelings, 
dysfunctional communication, 
denial of own needs and feelings 

The 2 elements of a CoD’s Self Make 
Up 



PERFECT SELF  

PERSONA – WHAT 
WE SHOW TO THE 

WORLD  

SHAME BASED  
CRITICAL SELF 

REAL SELF 

The layers of a co-dependent



Dangerous Liasons!



Karpman’s Drama Triangle

 Lets look at the role shifts 
between an alcoholic 
husband and his co-
dependent wife in the 
Karpman Drama Triangle.



 Rooted in childhood: 
 A child called upon to meet the needs of others will 

learn to suppress their own needs and become 
addicted to filling the caregiver role. 

 Where there is a reversal of the parent-child role* 
 Survivors of sexual abuse may never develop their 

own sense of sexual identity and will always be 
putting the needs of a partner first. 

What causes co-dependency



 Behind a CoD, there will be an Emotional Manipulator 
parent. 

 The EM sees the child as being there for them, an 
extension of their self.

 The child will right their wrongs. 
 The child is born with expectations and will be loved 

conditionally based on fulfilling these expectations.
 The child has to work out the conditions around how to 

please the EM – (Alice Millers gifted child) 
 The EM feels good when their child needs them.

Repression of original trauma.



 The child becomes hyper vigilant, avoids bad triggers, 
and staves off abandonment and anger, learning the 
conditions.

 The child is rewarded with caretaking from their 
parent.

 The child  is taking care of their parents.  The Trophy 
child. 

 The child becomes an expert in delaying its own 
needs and carries this through to adulthood.



 The EM cannot always have relationships with other 
adults, they might find they are always in conflict with 
others but then turn to the child to make them feel 
good. 

 The child in later life feels at ease with selfish or 
narcissist people, happy to sacrifice their own needs 
to make others happy. “Its needy to ask for what you 
want”

 The child bolsters their parents confidence.



 A CoD won’t necessarily talk about things that are 
troubling them. This is because they believe: 

 They are a failure
 They are not important
 They are unlovable 
 They don’t deserve to be happy 
 They are defective in some way.

Shame and the CoD 



 This is because they have always put themselves on 
hold, probably for an EM parent.

 They therefore don’t believe they matter or are 
worthy of love, respect or success.

 Shame can paralyse a CoD
 Chronic un-worthiness can result in depression, 

hopelessness and despair. 
 They can feel numb and disconnected.

Shame and the CoD 



 Shame can lead to taking excessive control, 
caretaking and dysfunctional, non assertive 
communication.

 It creates fears and anxieties that make relationships, 
especially intimate ones, difficult. 

 CoD’s are afraid to get close because they don’t 
believe they are worthy of love or that they’ll 
disappoint the other person.

Shame and the CoD



Shame 
2 theories 

Cognitive 

 Shame is self evaluation in 
reaction to another’s 
perception of you and your 
failing to meet rules and 
standards.

 This begins around 18-24 mths 
and requires self awareness.

Psychoanalytic Attachment 

 Based on the baby’s 
attachment to its mother or 
main care giver. When there is 
a disruption in the attachment 
an infant may feel unwanted or 
unacceptable as early as 2.5-3 
mths old.



 The CoD can either be in denial of someone else’s 
addiction. This is where they become the`enabler` to 
an alcoholic for example.

 Or they deny they are in an abusive relationship 
because they are dependent on that person.

 They can also deny their dependency on co-
dependency as it will be in their unconscious.

Denial and the CoD 



 The CoD  will worry  what other people think 
about them.

 They may worry  about being rejected or even 
succeeding.

 They find reasons not to get close to people 
unless they can rescue them as this takes away 
from intimacy and gives another reason for being 
in the relationship.

Fear and Anxiety and the CoD 



 They can’t be happy when others are sad.
 Its hard for a codependent to listen to someone else’s 

problem as they feel guilty if they don’t do 
something.

 Always saying sorry, taking responsibility for a 
negative feeling rather than feeling it which might 
help dissipate it.

Fear and Anxiety



 Because most CoD’s grew up with people who 
controlled them and had to meet their needs, they 
can be very controlling themselves.

 They may want to change their partner and see that 
as a right because they blame that person for their 
uphappiness. Like the partner `owes` them.

 eg. “if only Mark would get his drinking under control 
my life would be better”

An excessive need for control





 Therapy can:
 Help people understand why they overcompensate.
 Help a person identify codependent tendencies.
 Understand why the behaviours were adopted in the 

first place.
 Develop self compassion and transform old patterns.

Psychotherapy for Codependency



 Identifying the origins of trauma:
 Vital component in working with any client with CoD 

issues.
 Enables the client to understand themselves.
 Work with where the shame and the critical self 

derives from.
 Better understanding of the origins means greater 

self awareness and can start to promote self respect.

Behaviours to work on 



 Taking care of Self: 
 CoD’s  try so hard to please others that they lose their 

own identity and don’t know how to self care. 
Focusing on themselves can be scary. Starting small 
helps…don’t be blown about by every wind!

 Do things you like doing.  Get to know yourself.
 Say “No” to others sometimes.

Behaviours to work on



 Set boundaries in relationships:
 Let others know what you will and won’t do for them. 
 Make time for YOURSELF.
 Say No sometimes.
 Make sure your relationships are not lopsided with 

you doing all the running around after others.

Behaviours to work on 



 Let go of what you cannot control:
 You are not the boss of the world. You only frustrate 

and possibly even anger people by trying to control 
everything and everyone. No-one is so smart that 
they know what everyone should do. 

 This frees up lots of energy for other pursuits.
 You can then focus on YOURSELF.

Behaviours to work on



 Avoid situations that are not your responsibility:
 Codependent people are good at finding troubled 

people in difficult situations. And those people are 
drawn to codependents.

 The time spent helping them could be better spent on 
taking care of yourself.

 Gaining a healthy relationship with ourselves means 
our relationships with others are more healthy**.

Behaviours to work on



The Golden Rule of the Helping Professions:

“Do unto yourself as you would expect others to do unto themselves”
(Rosenberg, 2013: 148) 
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http://youtu.be/sy6xuI_28mk (Conference on Attachment Patterns and Co-dependency)
http://youtu.be/lh3Pq2JOSIU (Self love, Ross Rosenberg)
http://youtu.be/H-l5tpQpxGw (Codependency The Silent Epidemic, Lisa Romano)
http://www.codependencerecovery.com/Codependency/emotional-abuse

http://www.beeleaf.com/ (Institute for Contemporary Psychotherapy) offer short courses in 
working with codependency and trauma



Final note …


