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•	 Submissiveness – ‘keeping your head down’, being passive and not asserting yourself 

•	 Hypervigilance – trying to spot external threats as quickly as possible, so that they can be  
dealt with

•	 Seeking reassurance from, or closeness with, others.

Protective strategies to manage internal fears 

•	 Suppression of feelings or emotions (trying not to ‘feel’ difficult things)

•	 Striving to succeed to feel like we are worthy (e.g. trying to achieve/be the best)

•	 Self-criticism – we can beat ourselves up for things we don’t like about ourselves (for example,  
as a way of trying to improve ourselves)

•	 Try to connect with others/be closer to others, to reduce feelings of aloneness.

Worksheet 4.3: Safety and protective strategies

Emma’s safety and protective strategies My safety and protective strategies

After identifying her key fears and threats, we 
went on to outline ways that Emma had helped 
to protect herself from these. 

To protect herself from her external fears that 
others could not be trusted, that others would 
reject her, and that others would look down on 
her/be critical, Emma reported: 

• Keeping my distance from others

• Keeping on guard and vigilant of what
others might do/think

• Trying to please other people so they won’t
hurt or reject me.

Whilst holding in mind the key external fears 
and threats you noted down in Worksheet 4.2 
(page 52), what are the protective strategies you 
use to keep yourself safe from your fears?

My safety strategies to protect against external 
fears are:
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To protect herself from her internal fears of 
not being good enough, having overwhelming 
emotions, and feeling alone, Emma identified: 

• Trying not to strive or push myself, for fear
that I’ll fail if I did

• Suppressing and keeping my feelings to
myself

• Using food and alcohol as a way to not feel
distress.

Now, have a read through what you noted down 
for internal fears in Worksheet 4.2. Given this, 
how do you protect yourself from these? 

Step 4:  Exploring whether there are any unintended consequences of the safety 

strategies you often use

Step 4 is about trying to acknowledge and explore how, whilst often helpful to a certain 
extent (or often when used in the short term), our protective strategies can lead to some 
unintended or unpleasant consequences – a bit like downsides or side effects. One of the key 
things here is to understand and appreciate that these consequences are unintended. What 
we mean here is that, when we started to use our protective strategies (which for some of 
us could have been many, many years ago!), it’s unlikely that we knew that by doing so, 
these would lead to difficulties down the line. Rather, we used them because on one level, 
they helped to reduce the distress related to our external and internal fears. Moreover, it is 
unlikely that we chose these strategies consciously – we probably didn’t say: ‘Now that I’ve 
turned fifteen, I’ve decided that I’m going to start suppressing my feelings, as this will help 
to block out my painful emotions’! The reality is that these protective strategies develop over 
time and are rarely consciously ‘chosen’; rather, we may become conscious of them later on 
in life, often when they no longer work.
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