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A Lamb before Slaughter at a Festival, (Anon Web Pic). 

 

Abstract:  

This paper will briefly look at the historical record of child abuse and the very 
late development of social and political protection of children and then turn its 
attention to childhood physical abuse. We investigate what is experienced by the 
child at the time of the abuse and how that manifests itself in adults, and the 
therapeutic relationship that aims to help those who have experienced this 
trauma. Using an Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) lens we explore the 
major elements of the therapeutic relationship and the role of therapist and 
client in that experience. 

 

 

Greek mythology tells us that child abuse has been around for a long time, with 

children being sacrificed, killed and neglected. Not only were the Gods against 

children but also their parents. Cronus, in one of the many versions of the Greek story, 

eats several of his own children (Graves, 1955, p. 39). See the photo on the next page 

of a gruesome painting of the event by Rubins by Francisco de Goya (1746-1828). In 

Sparta, children who were deemed to have a physical disability of some kind, as 

decreed by tribal elders, were  left to die of exposure (Friedrich, 1967, p. 639). 
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From ancient Greece to modern times there are examples of child abuse, especially of 

female infants, in multiple cultures and locations. Being born a female was, and in 

some places still is, a danger in itself.  Female infants in India and China were left to 

die in the past and more recently aborted.  In Yu-Lan, Han Fei Tzu wrote of Chinese 

children: "As to children, a father and mother when they produce a boy congratulate 

one another, but when they produce a girl they put it to death" (1952, p.327).  In the 

Middle East in pre-Islamic times being born female would bring shame upon the 

fathers and infant girls were frequently killed (Bowen, 2003, pp. 511-512).  

 

The ancient myths are often violent, but one doesn’t often think of nursery rhymes in 

the same way.  Violent nursery rhymes have been around from as early as 1665; see 

the final two lines of the nursery rhyme ‘Oranges and lemons….’(Opie & Opie, 1997, 

pp. 337-8). 

 

…Here comes a candle to light you to bed, 

And here comes a chopper to chop off your head! 

 

This suggests that children have always been at the mercy of their parents and other 

adults and that for some reason children are seen as less valuable and more like a 

disposable commodity. Whilst I am not suggesting that all parents have this attitude, I 

am suggesting that even one child who is abused or neglected is one too many and the 

legacy of those abuses reverberates in the person who was abused in some ways for 

the rest of their life.  

 

Social and legal protection of children is relatively recent. The National Child 

Protection Council was only established in Australia in 1991 (Price-Robertson & 

Bromfield, 2009). Disciplining children with corporal punishment was a matter for 

discussion as recently as 2002 (Holzer & Lamont, 2010).  Smacking children as a 

form of discipline and control is still a very contentious issue, however, that is not the 

focus of this paper. And, here we are in 2015, and still reported cases of physical 

abuse, and other types of child abuse and neglect in Australia continue to be high; see 

Table One: 
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Table 1 
 
Primary Substantiated Harm Types in Australian States and Territories, 2013-14 
	  
	  
Harm type NSW VIC QLD WA SA TAS ACT NT AUS  
 
Emotional 4,767 6,453 2,420 1,003 601 315 97 437 16,093 
Abuse 
 
Neglect 4,740 572 2,883 977 1,013 212 142 665 11,194 
 
Physical 2,686 2,927 1,040 480 367 114 33 259 7,906 
Abuse 
 
Sexual  2,881 1,443 342 603 208 57 14 33 5,581 
Abuse 
 
Total  15,074 11,395 6,685 3,053 2,109 712 1,394 1,394 40,844 

Source: Australian Institute of Health & Welfare (2015, p. 68).  

 

I would like to turn now to the issue of defining childhood physical abuse. There are 

many and varied descriptions that try to encapsulate the meaning of the phrase and I 

have selected a few that I find helpful in my work. 

 

‘Generally, child physical abuse refers to the non-accidental use of 

physical force against a child that results in harm to the child. A parent 

does not have to intend to physically harm their child to have physically 

abused them (e.g., physical punishment that results in bruising would 

generally be considered physical abuse). Depending on the age and the 

nature of the behaviour, physical force that is likely to cause physical harm 

to the child may also be considered abusive (e.g., a situation in which a 

baby is shaken but not injured would still be considered physically 

abusive). Physically abusive behaviours include shoving, hitting, slapping, 

shaking, throwing, punching, kicking biting, burning, strangling and 

poisoning. The fabrication or induction of an illness by a parent or carer 

(previously known as Munchausen syndrome by proxy) is also considered 

physically abusive behaviour (Bromfield, 2005; World Health 

Organization [WHO], 2015). 
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Client A: I was on my own; only by chance was there another adult around 

to stop my mother from attempting to strangle or suffocate or gas me… My 

father just completely ignored me and let my mother treat me like a slave 

and when she was enraged there was nowhere to hide… I did what I had 

to do to survive. 

 

This client experienced gross physical abuse as she was growing up, along with 

emotional abuse, physical neglect, and emotional neglect.  It was deliberate and 

systematic, and in relaying her story to me initially she was quite detached as her 

way of coping. As the therapist, I found myself being somewhat overwhelmed 

by the brutality and torturous nature of her story and needed to work out a way 

that I could hold my feelings whilst being present for her. 

 

Another helpful definition when thinking of working with this type of client is: 

 ‘Physical abuse is generally defined as the presence of a non-accidential injury 

resulting from acts of commission by an adult (Kelly, 1983 quoted in 

Malinosky-Rummell & Hansen, 1993).  Malinosky-Rummell and Hansen 

continue with the breadth of their definition by stating that: ‘these acts are 

characterized by overt physical violence or excessive punishment (including 

poisoning and exposing to extreme heat or cold) and typically occur in discrete 

low-frequency episodes… and is accompanied by parental anger toward the 

child that is due to the child’s failure to meet parental demands.’ (Kelly, 1983; 

Abrams, 1981; Wolfe, 1988 in Malinosky-Rummell & Hansen 1993, p. 68). 

 

Client B: ‘I would have to get things perfect for my mum; if I didn’t then I 

knew what was coming… I lived in a constant state of fear… she would 

always wait until my father was out of the house… I hated Saturdays 

because my dad worked and it was just me and my mum’. 

 

As a child this client worked very hard to please and more importantly to placate 

his mother. His mother’s demands required him to get it perfect every time he 

performed a household task.  He was in a constant state of anxiety, waiting for 
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the next violent episode from his mother. I would also add that until recently he 

continued to work very hard to please his mother. 

 

Paivio and Shimp (1998), in the only Emotion Focused Therapy (EFT) article that 

focuses specifically on childhood physical abuse, say that ‘child abuse involves 

repeated exposure to interpersonal violence often in the context of early attachment 

relationships’ (pp. 211-212).  They quote Herman (1992) when describing some of the 

‘constellation of disturbances’ that occur as a result, which include alexithymia (an 

inability to experience and communicate feelings consciously), numbing avoidance, 

and an inability to regulate affect.  They borrow from Liem, O’Toole and James, to 

summarise: ‘The violation or dismissal of a child’s needs for safety and well-being 

results in issues of distrust, betrayal, powerlessness and negative self-esteem’ (1996, p. 

212). 

 

In subsequent work that focuses on complex trauma and encompasses all forms of 

childhood trauma, Paivio and Pascual-Leone (2010) propose that complex trauma 

involves repeated exposure to violence and betrayal of trust in relationships with 

attachment figures and can be especially devastating with long-term effects when 

experienced in childhood.  

 

Client C: I have avoided intimate relationships for most of my adult life, I 

was terrified that if someone got to really know me then they would see 

that I was just a mouldy shell and a horrid person. 

 

This client’s idea of herself is completely negative and she also has the idea that 

because of who she is in her view, ‘a horrid person’, that the abuse and neglect was 

because of her, rather than because of her dysfunctional, abusive parents. 

 

Some other important markers or cues that the client may exhibit or hide include the 

following: they are always on guard and hypervigilant, always alert for possible 

danger and always watching the therapist; they are often fragmented and keep the 

wounded, hurt part of themselves carefully tucked away; one of their main primary 

emotions is fear – that is – fear of actual death (Webster, 2011c).  Here I need to make 

a distinction between childhood physical abuse and other childhood abuses.  In my 
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experience as a therapist, I have noticed that adults who have suffered childhood 

trauma of sexual abuse or emotional abuse may feel like they want to die; adults who 

have suffered childhood physical abuse live with the fear/terror that they actually will 

die. (Webster, 2011c).  Thus I consider that the therapist needs to be aware of these 

two distinct responses and take a different approach depending on the type of abuse 

the client has experienced. 

 

In an article by Perry there is a profound statement that ‘children are not resilient, 

rather children are malleable’ (1997, p. 124). He goes on to speak about how human 

behaviour is modified by experience.  Thus when a child knows that certain behaviour, 

like completing a housework task incorrectly or doing something that displeases the 

abusive parent, they go out of their way to correct and modify their behaviour.  At the 

Institute of Emotionally Focused Therapy (IEFT) this modified behaviour whether 

played out as an adult or exhibited as a child would be called the responding child 

aspect of the inner child (Webster, 2011a, pp. 199-208). 

 

Bradshaw (2005, p. 69) also speaks of the responding child, athough he doesn’t use 

the term ‘responding child’, when he says ‘the person develops in such a way that they 

reveal only what is expected of them’. Abrams (1990, p. 20, quoted by Webster, 2011a, 

p. 201) writes similarly to Bradshaw; ‘Many children sacrifice themselves to their 

parents’ needs…’. 

 

In working with adults who have been physically abused as children, changing 

behaviour requires that they re-experience childhood events to provide a 

corrective behaviour (Greenberg & Paivio, 1997, pp. 200-201). 

 

Understanding how re-experiencing work fits with EFT is based in Greenberg’s (2011, 

p. 4) premise that for enduring change there needs to be emotional change, and for 

lasting emotional change to occur there needs to be a re-experiencing and reprocessing 

of the maladaptive emotions that drive our behaviours and thinking. Mercer (2011, p. 

174) states, ‘[t]he term “regression” refers to events in which an individual changes 

from his or her present level of maturity and regains mental and behavioural 

characteristics shown at an earlier point in development’. It is this writer’s view that 

Greenberg, Paivio and their colleagues, who make no mention of regression, are 
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missing an essential step that happens during reprocessing. It may be that they are 

calling it by some other term, or are not acknowledging that their clients are regressed 

when they are re-experiencing.  

 

Greenberg & Paivio (1997) talk about maladaptive fear and the ‘uniquely EFT 

approach in evoking and exploring the immediate experience of complex fears’ (p. 

200). They suggest that ‘most therapeutic work with fear and anxiety helps clients to 

deal and regulate the under-regulated fear’ (p. 200). They go on to say that this differs 

from working with adaptive fear that ‘simply needs acknowledging and accessing the 

adaptive flight action and the need to find safety’.  I agree with Greenberg when he 

says there is adaptive fear.  However, I would challenge Greenberg’s notion of 

‘simply accessing’ and suggest that it is not a simple process at all. It involves 

regressing the client to the time or times that the physical abuse happened, walking 

with them through the event/s many times over and making the symbolic inner child 

safe from the physical attacks, thus re-experiencing and reprocessing in a safe 

environment their emotional experiences. 

 

Client B. When telling the story of a physical assault as an adult, he 

spontaneously regressed to being a 10 year old boy looking at the marks 

on his face, where he had been slapped.  I asked him what was happening? 

He said, “I am that little boy, and I can feel the marks on my face” (as he 

put his hand up to his face as if feeling the pain of the hits).  He was very, 

very afraid. 

  

Paivio & Pascual-Leone (2010) propose that ‘traumatic memories….are implicit, 

behavioural and somatic…and have been left unintegrated with other life experiences’ 

(pp. 19-20) Paivio (2010) goes on to suggest that for healing to occur the client needs 

to re-experience and then reprocess past events.  This is a similar idea to that of 

Rogers who speaks of positive self-regard and what happens when we don’t have it. 

 

…[what] we value is positive self-regard, that is, self-esteem, self-worth, a 

positive self-image. We achieve this positive self-regard by experiencing 

the positive regard others show us over our years of growing up. Without 
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this self-regard, we feel small and helpless, and again we fail to become all 

that we can be! (Rogers, 1951). 

 

In order to re-experience and reprocess past events we need to understand the 

nature of the original experience and the roles that parents and children play in 

those experiences.  Thus Carl Rogers (1951) speaks of the influence of parents 

in relation to the child’s ability to have a positive self-image and self-regard, and 

that without them the child feels helpless and small. Winnicott (1978, p. 20 in 

Webster, 2011, p. 23) takes this idea further and proposes that it is in the womb 

that a person feels and experiences both pleasant and unpleasant.  Webster (2011, 

p. 23) suggests that ‘by the time we are born we are already responding to 

another person, the mother person’. And, as this child grows, they are also 

relating and responding to other significant people, fathers and siblings. Up to 

the 1980s it was common for many families to include grandparents, aunts, and 

uncles in the immediate family environment in an ongoing way. 

 

Whilst Johnson (2002) focuses on attachment and interdependence, Greenberg 

and Goldman (2008) and Greenberg (2011) have developed a more in-depth 

theory around both attachment and identity and Webster’s (2001b) research on 

emotional signatures  sits alongside Greenberg’s work.  

 

Webster (2011a) supports Greenberg’s theory (Greenberg & Paivio 1997, pp. 33-34) 

with the idea that people are shaped by their environment and the people who surround 

them in the society in which they live.  Most children are surrounded by a caregiver or 

adult person/s; sometimes a mother and/or father. What is important to note here, is 

that in order to relate authentically and to have positive self-regard, the person needs a 

nurturing, loving and accepting environment to allow their true self to flourish.  If this 

environment is not available, then the child develops a strong inner critic  (Webster, 

2011a) and responding child that protects them and helps them to survive. Their 

nurturing aspect is not easily available to them, but this same protective aspect hinders 

them and limits them in being authentic. 

 

In the same way that we are working towards our clients having a positive self-regard 

and self-image, we ourselves need to be working towards that end goal for ourselves.  
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We also need to know ourselves, understanding how we react and respond to different 

clients. Kahn (1997) suggests that as therapists ‘we want to be objective and neutral… 

and to keep our desires and anxiety out of our work’.  Fortunately he goes on to say 

‘that it is simply not true that there is one person in this room doing transference and 

one maintaining a firm grip on objective reality’.  If, as Paivio and Pascual-Leonie 

states, the therapeutic relationship is one half of the work, that the therapeutic 

relationship is important in a client’s ability to change and is a ‘universal change factor 

in therapy, including therapy for child abuse’ (Paivio and Pascual-Leonie, 2001, pp. 

433-434), then we as therapists need to be real. However, whilst Paivio and Pascual-

Leonie (2010, pp. 103-126) have an entire chapter on ‘Cultivating the Alliance’ there 

is little said there about being real in the therapy relationship. 

 

Webster (2011a, pp. 263-264) does speak about ‘being real in relationship’.  This 

includes showing how we feel and showing our reactions to what the client has 

experienced. Shadley (2000; quoted in Webster 2011) outlines four different types of 

self-disclosure that are important aspects to being real in the therapeutic relationship.  

These include the therapist using self-disclosure about some personal matter that 

relates to the client’s experience, but always in a controlled way and always limited to 

the past; and the therapist reacting in a variety of ways to show the client that they are 

listening to them and are in the same space as them, sometimes verbally and 

sometimes with a gesture. This latter activity goes together with the therapist giving 

some feedback out of their reflection to the client, feedback that provides a point of 

view to the client.  The therapist must always be careful to limit the extent of their 

self-disclosure – sessions are always about the client.  This does not mean that the 

therapist is holding back, that they are not there, or present. ‘We are providing them 

with an experience of someone being fully there for them’. (Webster, 2011, p. 266). 

 

Client C: Its like you are showing me how to be in a real relationship, that 

you like me and you are giving me all this attention, just for me.  It makes 

me feel special. 

 

If we are being real and nurturing in the therapeutic relationship then we also need to 

accept responsibility when we get it wrong.  And, if the client is unable to say ‘I didn’t 

like how you said that’ or, ‘I feel like you went somewhere and were not with me’, 



Like Lambs to the Slaughter: Childhood Physical Abuse and the Therapeutic Relationship. 

	  

© Tidswell, T. 2015.  EFT-Online, First edition, Volume 1, No.1, October 2015 

	  
12	  

then we need to be able to ask how the client felt when we said this or that.  Even 

more important is the ability to apologise when we do get it wrong, or miss the mark 

in some way. This is even more important when working with  physical abuse clients, 

those who always think it is their fault. 

 

Client A: I was blown away when you said, ‘I’m sorry if what I said hurt 

you, that was not my intention, I apologise’…. No-one ever apologised to 

me like that, in a caring way, like you really meant it.  I could feel you’re 

sorry. 

 

Whilst we can be real and caring and nurturing in the therapy room, the ultimate goal 

is for our clients to be able to do that for themselves, for them to have positive self-

regard and positive self-image. The relationship between therapist and client underpins 

the therapy; the client’s positive relationship to themselves and others is the goal for 

the client and the healing of the childhood wounds. 

 

In a more recent article, ‘The Therapeutic Relationship in Emotion Focused Therapy’, 

Greenberg (2014) speaks of the relationship as therapeutic in and of itself. He suggests 

that the therapeutic relationship can create an environment for change, and thus it can 

be internalised by the client and promotes healing. It is a place where therapist and 

client can meet, in a space for clients to process emotions safely. Greenberg suggests 

that the therapist can be fully present to the client in this way, by being ‘completely in 

the moment physically, emotionally, cognitively and spiritually’ (Greenberg & Geller, 

2012, p. 52). 

 

For me, this notion of what is real, that the client is journeying towards is best summed 

up in a passage from the book, The Velveteen Rabbit, (Williams, 1922) that I have 

used with two clients for whom this book was special: 

 

From "The Velveteen Rabbit" by Margery Williams  

"What is REAL?" asked the Rabbit one day, when they were lying side by 

side near the nursery fender, before Nana came to tidy the room. "Does it 

mean having things that buzz inside you and a stick-out handle?"  
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"Real isn't how you are made," said the Skin Horse. "It's a thing that 

happens to you. When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to 

play with, but REALLY loves you, then you become Real."  

 

"Does it hurt?" asked the Rabbit.  

"Sometimes," said the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful. "When you 

are Real you don't mind being hurt."  

"Does it happen all at once, like being wound up," he asked, "or bit by 

bit?"  

 

"It doesn't happen all at once," said the Skin Horse. "You become. It takes 

a long time. That's why it doesn't happen often to people who break easily, 

or have sharp edges, or who have to be carefully kept. Generally, by the 

time you are Real, most of your hair has been loved off, and your eyes 

drop out and you get loose in the joints and very shabby. But these things 

don't matter at all, because once you are Real you can't be ugly, except to 

people who don't understand."  

 

This section speaks about what it is to be real.  It is not about being perfect, or getting 

it right.  It is about being able to celebrate the little moves, and being able to fully 

experience the feelings and wail and rage as necessary; it is about being able to ask for 

help when you are in a dark place. The process of becoming real also leaves marks on 

me as the therapist; I become a little more worn, with loose joints and softer edges. It 

is a process that takes time. It is about learning to be accepting of all the aspects of 

one’s self. This is the essence of having a positive and authentic relationship with 

oneself.  

 

I began this paper with a brief history that highlighted the fact that for so long children 

have been physically abused and neglected while societies and political systems took 

little or no account of them. By contrast, EFT, and in particular the theoretical 

framework of the IEFT, invites the child into the centre of its process, no matter how 

wounded or how horrific their experiences have been.  Returning to that space of the 

child, within the respectful and nurturing relationship with the therapist, the client can 

heal those wounds and become integrated and whole. 
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