Chapter 6

The Roles We Learn to Play

When self-abandonment develops early in life, it often
shapes the role a person plays in their relationships. These
roles are not consciously chosen but emerge as the nervous
system discovers ways to maintain stability, reduce tension,
and preserve connection. What began as an adaptation has

slowly become an identity.

We begin describing ourselves in ways that reflect these

roles:

“I'm the one people come to for advice.”
“I'm the one who keeps everyone calm.”
“I'm the responsible one.”

“I'm the one who handles things.”

These identities can feel accurate and meaningful, but they

can also hide the emotional truth of who we'd rather be.

Below are five of the most common roles that develop when
someone learns early in life that maintaining connection

requires adapting their emotional selves. You may recognise



one of these patterns strongly, or you may see parts of

yourself in several of them.

The Five Roles of Self-Abandonment

1. The Peacekeeper

"If everyone is calm, | am safe.”

The Peacekeeper learns very early that conflict is dangerous
- not always physically dangerous, although sometimes it is -

but emotionally destabilising.

Raised in environments where anger, tension, or volatility
were present, their nervous system becomes wired to
instantly detect emotional disturbance. Harmony becomes
the currency of safety, so the Peacekeeper develops a very

specific skillset:

e smoothing over disagreements
e placating strong personalities

e swallowing their own reactions

e managing other people’s moods

e avoiding confrontation at all costs

Atfirst glance, the Peacekeeper appears emotionally mature,
they seem diplomatic, thoughtful, and calm. But every time

the Peacekeeper avoids conflict by sacrificing their own truth,



the message they're sending to themselves is: your feelings

are less important than keeping the peace.

Over time this becomes an internal rule. The Peacekeeper
stops expressing their emotions - they may even lose access
to their emotions entirely. What once protected them now

trapsthem in relationships where their inner world is invisible.

The tragedy of the Peacekeeper is that their greatest fear —
conflict — is also the doorway to authentic connection. But
because conflict was once associated with danger, they
learned to avoid it rather than navigate it. Harmony is

maintained but at the cost of their emotional needs.

2. The Over-Responsible One

"“If someone is unhappy, it must be my fault.”

This pattern develops when a child grows up around
emotionally unstable adults. Children become hyper-
attuned, like emotional barometers. They monitor tone of
voice, facial expressions, body language, and subtle shifts in
atmosphere. Their nervous system learns one essential

lesson: other people’s emotions are my responsibility.

The Over-Responsible One grows into the adult who absorbs
the emotional weight of every room. They feel compelled to

fix other people’s distress and struggle to tolerate others



being upset with them. They constantly ask themselves what
they did wrong, become excellent caretakers, anticipating
needs, soothing tensions, and solving problems that are not

theirs to solve.

Beneath their obvious capability lies the distorted belief that
their job is to manage the emotional lives of others. This
belief creates a constant background anxiety, and someone

else’s bad mood becomes evidence of their personal failure.

They feel guilty when someone is disappointed, hurt, angry,
or struggling - even when those emotions have nothing to do
with them. Relationships with the Over-Responsible One
become seriously unbalanced. They carry emotional burdens
that belong to others becoming the exhausted regulator of

the relationship.

When you believe, like the over-responsible one does, that
everyone's emotional state is partly your responsibility, rest

becomes impossible.

3. The Explainer

“If 1 explain enough, they will understand and believe
me.”

The Explainer is shaped by environments where their

experience was repeatedly dismissed, misunderstood,



disbelieved, or questioned. Their feelings were minimised;
they were accused of being dramatic, difficult, or wrong. In
believing themselves to be untrustworthy, they learn an

important strategy: justify everything.

As adults, Explainers instinctively over-communicate their
reasoning. They provide context, clarify intentions, soften
their statements, supply evidence, and walk others carefully
through their thinking to avoid being misjudged. What
appears to be strong communication is a pre-emptive

defence against rejection.

The Explainer fears something very specific: being
misunderstood and punished for it. They try to remove every
chance of misunderstanding before it can occur, but this
habit carries a hidden cost. When someone feels compelled
to over-explain themselves, they're unconsciously assuming
that their basic experience will not be believed on its own. In

other words, their feelings require justification.

Over time this erodes self-authority. Instead of simply saying:
| don't want to do that, the Explainer says: | don't want to do
that because I'm really tired and I've had a long day, and I've
been working on something important, and | just think | might

need some time to myself...



The explanation becomes a request for permission.

4. The Invisible One

“If | vanish, the danger passes.”

Where the Peacekeeper attempts to manage conflict, the
Invisible One avoids it entirely. This pattern develops when

emotional confrontation was overwhelming or unsafe.

As a child, expressing anger, disagreement, or hurt may have
led to punishment, ridicule, or emotional shutdown from
caregivers. The nervous system learned that engagement

was dangerous, so withdrawal became the safest option.

The Invisible One learned to shut down during conflict,
emotionally detach, withdraw physically and psychologically,
go silent, and avoid difficult conversations altogether. This
pattern often resembles what we've come to recognise as
‘the freeze response.’ The body and mind simply leave the
circumstances or conversation. | call this the 4-Dees -

dissociation, detachment, disconnection and denial.

To outsiders, the Invisible One may appear calm or
indifferent but internally they are overwhelmed. Thoughts

scramble, words disappear. The nervous system is flooded.



The safest move is to shut down. Later - often hours or days -
clarity returns. They think of everything they wish they'd said

but in the moment, the nervous system chose survival.

The tragedy of this pattern is that silence can easily be
misinterpreted. People may assume the Invisible One is
disinterested, emotionally cold, or avoidant when, in reality,
the Invisible One is experiencing a protective shutdown. They
are not unwilling to engage, their nervous system simply

never learned how to stay present inside conflict.

5. The Performer

“If I'm useful, I'll be valued.”

The Performer learns that love, approval, and attention are
linked to what they give. Perhaps they were praised for
achievements, relied upon for practical support, or became
the capable one in a chaotic household. Whatever the origin,
the Performer internalises a powerful belief that: my worth

comes from what | do for others.

They become productive, available, reliable, helpful, and
indispensable. They solve problems, deliver results, and carry
responsibilities others avoid. They become the one

everybody depends on.



Externally this looks impressive, but internally the Performer
becomes aware of a frightening truth: who am | if | stop being

useful?

Rest becomes uncomfortable. Receiving support feels
unnatural. Relationships may feel safest when they are co-
dependent. Over time, the Performer may attract people who
rely heavily on them, but who, ultimately, take advantage of
their reliability. The Performer becomes exhausted but
struggles to stop. Their usefulness has become intertwined
with their identity. If usefulness disappears, the Performer

fears that love might disappear too.
The Core Pattern Beneath All Five

Despite their differences, all five patterns share the same
underlying mechanism: harmonious connection is prioritised
over self-expression. The child learned that staying

connected required:

e smoothing conflict

® managing emotions

e explaining themselves
e disappearing

e performing usefulness



Back then these strategies worked. They protected
attachment, but they did so by teaching the nervous system
a painful rule: | must leave myself behind in order to stay

connected.
That is self-abandonment.
The Turning Point

Healing does not mean rejecting these patterns entirely, after

all, each one holds genuine strengths:

e Peacekeepers understand harmony.

e Over-Responsible Ones are deeply empathetic.

e Explainers are articulate and thoughtful.

e Invisible Ones are perceptive and sensitive to emotional
threat.

e Performers are capable and dependable.

The task is not to erase these qualities but to remove the self-

abandonment element inside each of them.

e The Peacekeeper learns to tolerate conflict.
e The Over-Responsible One learns emotional boundaries.
e The Explainer learns that feelings don't require defence.

e The Invisible One learns to remain present in discomfort.



e The Performer learns that worth exists without usefulness.

Slowly a new internal rule can replace the old one: emotional
connection does not require me to leave my needs
behind.

Understanding These Roles

None of these roles are inherently negative. Each one
developed as a way of navigating relationships and
maintaining connection. The difficulty arises when the role
becomes rigid. When someone feels that they must always
be the helper, the strong one, the peacekeeper, or the
performer, their ability to express other parts of themselves

becomes limited.

Recognising a role you've played can be an important step
towards change. Once you see the role clearly, you begin to
realise that you are not the role; the role is simply a pattern
your nervous system learned. As we now know, loops can be
broken and patterns changed. What has been learned can be

unlearned and replaced with more empowered knowledge.

You can remain supportive without carrying all the
emotional weight. You can be responsible without feeling

responsible for everyone. You can maintain harmony



without silencing your voice. You can care deeply about

others while still including yourself in the conversation.

Recognising the roles you learned to adopt creates the
opportunity to move through your connections with others

with greater flexibility and balance.



Reflection Exercise

Which Role Feels Familiar?

Review the roles described earlier.

Which one feels most familiar to you?

What behaviours or habits make you recognise yourself in

this role?

When did you first notice yourself behaving this way?

Try to think about early experiences where this role may have

begun.




How has this role helped you in your relationships?

What has this role cost you?

For example:

e emotional exhaustion
e difficulty expressing your needs
e feeling responsible for others

e feeling unseen



Final Reflection

If this role were slightly less dominant in your life, what might

change?

Recognising the roles we play does not mean rejecting them
completely - after all, these patterns once helped maintain
connection and stability. But understanding them allows you
to loosen their grip and begin creating relationships where

your needs, feelings, and voice are included as well.



