COPING STYLES THAT DON’T WORK FOR HEALTHY ADULTS
The coping styles that allowed you to survive situations as a child in which your needs were not met, may not serve you well or allow you to realize your goals as an adult.

Unhealthy Coping Behavior develop in childhood situations where core needs were not met (e.g., safety, validation) or abuse or trauma occurred. These coping modes are survival strategies that come from the primitive part of our brain – fight, flight or freeze.  Within the limits of the child’s world, detaching in some way to avoid the physical or emotional pain may be the only option. This detachment could take the form of dissociation (sort of like hiding in plain sight), not speaking up or expressing needs, using addictive self-soothing (e.g., video games, comfort foods). As adults avoidance often takes the form of avoiding interactions with people, avoiding getting close or involved (one example would be not getting involved in the therapy group). It can also take the form of Angry Protector – keeping others away with a wall of anger or being “bristly like a porcupine”. 

 As adults we have more options for getting our needs met and we have the power to express our feelings.  You can express your need directly and assertively, you can set limits with others, you can actively leave unsafe or abusive situations rather than staying and withdrawing passively (e.g., detaching or dissociating). However, our primitive brain does not know this – it sends the old signals to fight, flee or freeze automatically. These three responses are good for survival or emergency situations, but in day to day living they keep you stuck in the patterns of childhood and limit your life. Survival strategies are also exhausting – not meant for daily use or all of your energy is used up with protecting yourself and not living.  Survival strategies do not meet the requirements of adult life at work or at home or with friends. When you use survival strategies in everyday situations people also tend to see you as “over-reacting” and respond negatively. You can also be seen like the “boy who cried wolf” and not be taken seriously when you are in a severe crisis.
The good news is that It is possible to change and learn to over-ride your automatic survival responses.  The first step is to become aware of your automatic coping style. As you become aware of your automatic or usual response – the coping mode that is most often triggered – you can decide to access your Healthy Adult and consider other choices of action. You can develop a plan for the situations that frequently trigger unhealthy coping modes in you, so that you will be prepared next time. Then you can try the new coping plan and record the result. It is important to record good results from healthy coping as evidence that your Healthy Adult mode is capable and getting stronger. 

When you choose you have more real control and real power, not the illusion of power that maladaptive coping styles can give you.  For example, “not trying” as an effort to protect yourself from a sense of failure and rejection is an avoidance strategy that guarantees failure and often other negative consequences like being seen as lazy or unmotivated at work or even in treatment programs.

No one likes to have her feelings hurt or to be rejected in friendship or other relationships, but  people with BPD are particularly sensitive to these experiences. Unhealthy survival based reactions include:
· having an angry outburst and pushing the person who hurt you away (overcompensation)
· withdrawing and avoiding that person (avoidance)
· staying in the situation and becoming more and more hurt and frozen (compliant surrender)
· even “jumping on the bandwagon” of self-criticism (punitive parent).

An example of a Healthy Adult response would be to say “my feelings are hurt” . If the other person can respond in a healthy way then you know that this is a possibly safe person to befriend. If they respond in an unhealthy way – for example, they make fun of you and say you are a baby for feeling hurt or they say they don’t care – then you know this is a person to limit contact with. Expressing needs and feelings to others is one of the ways we can evaluate the people we choose to form relationships with. Unlike our childhoods in which we did not get to pick our family – as adults, much of the time we can choose. Even if it is a relationship where you have limited choice – like the hospital – you can still practice protecting yourself in assertive ways. If you stay with or reject a person as a friend or partner based upon childhood coping styles, you will be re-creating your unhappy childhood. 
It is important to become aware of your automatic responses to situations in which schema activation triggers an old coping style so that you have more choice of how to respond.  

YOUR NOTES FROM GROUP SESSION:  e.g., something you learned, an insight about yourself, your coping style, etc.
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