Full Catastrophe Living:

Lesson from Trauma Work with Families
of Adolescents and Emerging Adults r

How Did This Happen, Anyway?

Families come to the decision to seek treatment by any
number of paths, but what they allhave in common s the
felt experience of contending with something above and
beyond the ordinary course of things. If you're reading
this, your family has likely gone through (or is currently
going through) something unusually stressful, hard to
manage and disruptive to your lives. You are seeking
help, undertaking or preparing to undertake some kind
of intervention or treatment. The more intensive the
treatment being considered, the more likely you are
reckoning with something extraordinary, unexpected,
unplanned and unpredictable. Like losing your balance
on a skateboard, you reach out, twist and even flail to
recover your bearings. When the extraordinary, off-
kilter, out-of-balance and not-what’s-supposed-to-be-
happening circumstances persist over weeks, months,
or even longer, one’s previous faith in a just, orderly and
predictable world no longer seems tenable. Instead you
and your family have to contend with a new normal,
one fraught with confusion, disorientation, uncertainty
and anxiety.

Why Do I Feel So Helpless When I'm Trying
as Hard as I Can?

Parents who have been seeking help over time often feel
abandoned, dismissed, neglected and even betrayed by
thehealthcare system. This disheartening experience can
lead parents to become mistrusting, self-protective and
guarded with healthcare professionals; not to mention
impatient, fearful, defensive and demoralized. It's
common for families in this circumstance to experience
feelings of helplessness and a corresponding loss of
control. Parents find they have little or no leverage
to restore order and balance. Previous “solutions” no
longer seem to work or may even make things worse.
Parental authority has been compromised or damaged
in some way, so that things cannot be “set right” by
simple declaration or some other straightforward
parental action. In some families, a kind of learned
helplessness takes over, and it becomes harder to tell
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whether parental authority has been neutralized or
merely abandoned, parental control fought for and
lost or surrendered without a struggle. Even in those
families, parents usually experience something like
helpless futility and a corresponding loss of personal
agency and effectiveness.

Recognizing Hidden Grief and Loss

Another characteristic of families with an emerging
adult in intensive treatment is exposure to loss. These
losses accrue over time, especially for parents, and
include the loss of the wished-for parenting experience
and the wished-for family; the loss of confidence in
a safe, predictable future; the loss of faith in a just,
predictable and secure world; the loss of control and
personal agency (described above); loss of health; loss
of financial security and predictability. Some of these
losses are obvious and shared explicitly by members
of the family. However, in many families, the losses
are more implicit and harder to recognize as such,
even as family members experience their downward
emotional tug. Telltale signs of hidden grief include
anxiety, fatigue, irritability, sadness, and even somatic
symptoms that don’t have a clear medical cause. In
addition to these emotional markers of grief and
loss, there are relational impacts that affect parents’
connections with others outside the family, especially
when parenting struggles within the family seem too
private, too complicated and/or too painful to talk about
with others. As a result, family members may suffer
a loss of positive connection with significant others
(within and outside the immediate family). The implicit
losses here include the loss of family togetherness,
pride and social support (relational health).
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Pathways Toward Repair, Renewal and
Recovery

One of the consistent themes in the trauma recovery
literature is the importance of making sense of what
happened. The simple act of making meaningful sense
out of a distressing life event is much more difficult, yet
no less important, when that event is a complex and
Making
sense of the unexpected, the terrifying and the forever-

ongoing family struggle with mental illness.

changed means constructing a meaningful narrative
of what happened, how things unfolded, and how
people in the family reacted to these events and to each
other. As you develop your own story or perspective
about your own family crisis, try to make room for the
complexity and multiplicity of experience of everyone
in your family. It's more helpful, for example, if your
perspective is developmentally sensitive, reflecting
differences in age, maturity and neurodevelopmental
capability of family members. A family narrative or
perspective that allows for different points of view
becomes a narrative that can be told and “owned” by
everyone, with compassion and integrity.

To recover a sense of control and agency, try to
recognize and accept the limits of your personal
authority and influence to “make everything better”
and “fix the problem.” It's usually helpful to think
about your parental role as supportive rather than
directive, as your Emerging Adult begins to (re)build
or strengthen their own capabilities for more successful
independent functioning. Establishing boundaries and
limits with resources you control (including financial
support) can help you and your Emerging Adult avoid
becoming mired in power struggles over who has (or
should have) control over their own behavior and
choices (hint: it's NOT you).

The process of recovery also entails developing new,
improved ways of communicating about feelings
within the family. At Yellowbrick, we repeatedly
find that opening up constructive dialogue about
emotional experience within the family, especially
between Emerging Adult and parents, can become a
welcome alternative to the expression of those feelings
in symptomatic, risky or self-defeating behavior. Many
parents tell us that they find valuable support through
their own involvement in therapy, and with resource
and support groups such as NAML

Although it may not feel especially pleasant or welcome
in the moment, setting boundaries and opening up
communication about emotional experience are two
powerful ways of strengthening supportive connections
with your Emerging Adult. You may find other
pathways to connection and growth in the process of
navigating these issues together, which in turn help

speed the recovery process for the entire family.

Finally, as veteran Yellowbrick parents often remind
us, it's important to seek and invest in supportive
connections outside the family, including with other
parents and families in treatment. Recreational and
respite activities help to restore some needed balance
in lives that can otherwise feel entirely dominated by
These
connections help build and strengthen needed social

the sometimes-draining work of treatment.

support, which turns out to be a vital ingredient in the
recovery process (social support is consistently linked
to better outcomes for both individuals and families in
trauma recovery).
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