
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



FOUR WAYS TO CONTACT 
YOUR INNER CHILD 
 
v DIALOGUING BETWEEN DOMINANT 

AND NON-DOMINANT HANDWRITING 
 

In this technique, one asks 
questions of the inner child by 
writing with the dominant hand 
and answering in the non-
dominant hand.  Using crayons 
and large sheets o f paper invites 
a more natural and energetic 
response. Asking direct questions 
about immediate feelings and 
bodily sensations (“Why are you 
so sad today?”, “What’s making 
us feel so nervous?” “Do you 
know anything about this awful 
headache?”) is much more 
effective than making intellectual, 
analytical inquiries about one’s 
past. It’s important not to stop if 
you feel awkward and 
embarrassed. Such feelings are 
usually the first signs of contact 
with the authentic inner-child 
voice. 

 
 
v DRAWING A PICTURE OF YOUR INNER-

CHILD 
 

Again, this should be dome with 
the non-dominant hand using any 
kind of art materials. Lucia 
Capacchione suggests preparing 
for the drawing by visualizing a 
safe and comfortable place where 
you can imagine meeting yourself 
as a child before beginning to 
draw. Then, “take your time and 
let this drawing unfold from your 
inner child. Do not plan it or try to 
picture the outcome in advance. It 
may feel awkward and slow. Just 
be patient.” Afterward, it may be 
helpful to describe your inner child 
picture, or record your reactions to 
it, in your journal. 

 
v SENTENCE-COMPLETION EXERCISES 
 

This technique from Los Angeles 
psychologist Nathaniel Branden 
requires the completion of 
sentence fragments that evoke 
childhood memories. If possible, 
prepare for the exercise by 
looking photos of yourself as a 
young child. Then writing in a  

 

Left-handed Pamela protests: No I’m not, I want to be well. Surprised by her         
inner child’s defiance, right-handed Pamela replies more gently: What can I 
do for you? 

Let me talk to you. I miss you and I need you so much. You’ve been very 
mean to me for so long. I’m so sad. I just feel so dirty like in my lungs. They 
hurt so much. My eyes feel weak and lonely, itch and my holes in my head are 
plugged with milk. I don’t like milk. 

This scrawling ends with tears that sting Pamela’s eyes, as the ancient 
feelings of abandonment well up in full force. At the same time, she is 
beginning to realize that the vulnerable voice of her awkward hand is really 
reaching for her – the adult Pamela – and that she may be able to provide 
some balm for the wounds of her little, long-silent self. She writes: 

Do you feel better? I’m so sorry, my baby, for all of this. I didn’t know. I 
didn’t have any idea how you felt. 

I still want my mommy. Give her back. 
Putting the pen down, Pamela gives in to a torrent of tears, allowing long-

suppressed grief and bitterness to rush into awareness, too rapidly to be noted 
in either hand. For the next several days she lives with similar rushes of deep 
feeling and continues to dialogue with her child voice, offering compassion 
and reassurance from her adult side. Soon the intensity of the dialogue lessens 
– and so do Pamela’s allergies. Within a few weeks, they have vanished for 
good. 
 

This true story – adapted from Santa Monica art therapist Lucia 
Capacchione’s book The Power of Your Other Hand – is one of countless 
thousands that have come out of the self-help movement known as inner child 
work. The inner child as a psychological concept dates back at least as far as 
the writings of C.G. Jung. In recent decades it was first articulated by Hugh 
Missildine’s 1963 book Your Inner Child of the Past and further clarified 
during the ‘70s in the psychological system known as Transactional Analysis. 
By the early ‘80s the concept had become a central metaphor for the many 
thousands of people in support and healing groups who were self-identified as 
“adult children” of addicted or dysfunctional parents. 

Maryland physician Charles L. Whitfield started the current popular wave 
of inner child studies with his 1987 book Healing the Child Within, followed 
closely by Homecoming: Reclaiming and Championing Your Inner Child  by 
Houston-based counselor and teacher John Bradshaw, who is also a frequent 
presenter on PBS TV. A comprehensive anthology of perspectives on inner 
child work, Reclaiming the Inner Child, appeared last year, and this year has 

seen the publication of yet another 
major contribution, Recovery of Your 
Inner Child by Capacchione, who, 
like Bradshaw and scores of lesser-
know counselors, leads workshop 
nationwide. Although the movement 
has met with some criticism from 
psychologists and disparagement 
from the mainstream press (“Making 
It All Feel Better” ran the headline of 
a Newsweek article covering both 
Bradshaw’s work and Robert Bly’s 
mythopoetic men’s movement), the 
growing popularity of inner child 
work shows no signs of abating. 
Proponents claim the work can have a 
variety of benefits: near-miraculous 
healing of chronic physiological 
ailments, as in Pamela’s case history; 
understanding and release of 
addictive & codependent  behaviors; 

 



 
 
relief from chronic anxiety, anger, 
resentment; an increased capacity to express 
feelings and communicate in intimate 
relationships; and recovery of childlike 
spontaneity, creativity and joy. Given such 
wide-ranging positive results, one could 
imagine that the application of inner-child 
work in schools, prisons and mental health 
clinics might have an immediate beneficial 
effect on school performance, crime 
prevention, and general psychological well-
being, at a fraction of the cost of more 
formal therapies. 
While the analysis and resolution of 
childhood traumas is important to virtually every psychotherapy, inner child 
work is distinguished by its directness simplicity, and abundance of hands-
on, self-help techniques. By recognizing and affirming the inner child as  an 
ongoing subpersonality that still “lives” within the adult, the gut-level 
reality of early life is brought into present awareness with an often stunning 
impact. This occurs because the various forms of inner child work place 
emphasis less on analytic thinking than on direct contact with buried 
feelings and bodily sensations. 
 “I believe that feelings are primary for us all,” says John Bradshaw, 
“partly because the limbic brain develops before the neocortex. Therapists 
have been putting things ass-backward, thinking that if you analyze and 
discuss your problems you can fix them. But it just doesn’t work if you 
have a lot of repressed emotion. So what we do in my workshops is ‘allow 
people to feel.’ Every exercise  I present is geared toward giving people the 
safety to feel.” 
 Even with safety, most adults have tremendous resistance to revisiting 
the vulnerable feelings of childhood. Suzanne Simon of Hadley, 
Massachusetts, was no stranger to introspection when her counselor 
suggested she find a doll to “ connect” with as a means of healing her inner 
child. Already a well-travelled workshop leader and support-group 
facilitator fro incest survivors, Simon was nonetheless cold to her 
counselor’s suggestion – even after she was coincidentally given a doll a 
couple of weeks later. 
 “At 42,” says Simon, “I didn’t want to play with a doll. Every time my 
counselor asked if I’d connected with my doll yet, I’d say no. Every once in 
a while I’d walk by and poke it in the stomach and say ‘Hi,’ feeling 
completely ridiculous just doing that. 
 “One day, though, I was really hurting and feeling quite sad,” Simon 
recalls. “Sitting in the same room as my doll, I picked her up without 
thinking and held her next to me, stroking her hair and feeling comforted 
somehow. I found myself talking out loud to her, saying things like, ‘It’s 
going to be OK. Don’t worry, you’re all right. I’m here with you.’ I started 
to feel better doing this, but I didn’t recognize the process until I saw my 
counselor a few days later and told her what happened. She said, ‘That, my 
dear, is healing your inner child.’” Simon now authors the column “You 
and Your Inner Child” for the recovery magazine Changes and is co-author 
with her husband, Sidney, of Forgiveness: How to Make Peace With Your 
Past and Get On With Your Life (Warner). 
 Reaching inward to accept the child we carry is only half the story, 
however; it’s also necessary to allow its voice to speak. For adults who like 
to think they know who they are, the recognition that their personality 
contains more than one distinct voice may be jarring. Along with her 
husband, Hal Stone, Sindra Winkelman leads workshops in a self-discovery 
method they call “voice dialogue,” in which participants are encouraged to 
become aware of their various emotional patterns as a collection of distinct 

fashion in a notebook, create 
six to 10 endings for 
sentences such as those 
below. The method, says 
Branden, is to work “as rapidly 
and as unself-critically as you 
can, ‘inventing ‘ when the 
need to keep the momentum 
going.” The material that 
results will eventually reveal 
the emotional state and 
primary concerns of your 
inner child, which may be 
explored further in therapy, 
journal writing, or other kinds 
or exercises. Sample 
sentence fragments: 

 
• When I was five (or 10) 

yeas old… 
• If I recall how my body felt 

when I was very young… 
• If the child in me could 

speak, s/he might say… 
• One of the things I had to 

do as a child to survive 
was… 

• I suspect I am operating out 
of my child-self when… 

• If I were to listen to the 
things my inner child 
needs to tell me… 

 
 

v     WRITING THE MYTHOF YOUR 
CHILDHOOD 

    
     Translating the people and 
events of your early years into the 
characters and plot of a myth or 
fable allows you to “to get around 
your rational, thinking brain,” as 
John Bradshaw says, and create 
a whole, feeling-based portrait of 
your personal history. Your inner 
child serves as the hero or 
heroine of the story. Bradshaw 
suggests beginning your myth wit 
the events that created your most 
significant “spiritual wound” in 
childhood, and progressing to the 
later, life-damaging effects of that 
wound. Imagining and writing 
down in mythical terms how the 
wound is healed, or how your hero 
or heroine triumphs, may you give 
practical insights in the here and 
now. 
 
 

     - D. Patrick Miller 



  
 
sub-personalities within themselves. In their 
workshops (described in detail in their book 

Embracing Our 
Selves), Winkelman 
and Stone direct 
people to stand or sit 
in different parts of a 
room as their various 
voices emerge, with 
the ultimate aim of 
developing an 
“aware ego” that is 
identified with none 
of the voices but 
gives all of them 
equal respect, 
     Winkelman has 
observed that most 
people are primarily 

identified with the voice of the “protector-controller” 
within themselves, a voice that generally ignores or 
represses the more voice of the inner child. Her own 
experience was no different. “When I was getting to 
know Hal he said something like, ‘It looks like there’s 
a little girl in you. I’d like to talk to her.’ He had done 
a little bit of work with voices before, but neither of us 
realized how real they were. When I moved over, she 
was there – I became the child. It was shockingly easy, 
and shocking as well; I had no idea that there was any 
part of me that was vulnerable or young.” 
     Recalls Winkelman, “in my usual way of being, I 
had very little patience with people who were 
vulnerable or identified wit their feelings. I was 
rational, self-contained, cautious, sophisticated. But I 
had totally equated vulnerability with weakness. 
Getting into the inner child was interesting and 
because I realized she wasn’t week. She was sensitive 
and extraordinarily reactive, and she had a whole 
storehouse of memories that weren’t available to my 
normal consciousness. She saw colors more intensely, 
and she was more sensitive to other people’s feelings.” 
     Like most inner child facilitators, Winkelman has 
seen the inner child manifest in more than one aspect. 
“When people first try to be their inner child,” she 
says, “you’ll usually get a voice that’s playful, 
talkative, and charming. After a while I may say to 
them, ‘I feel there’s a younger child someplace, a 
quieter one with more sadness. Can I talk to her?’ You 
know you’re in contact wit the vulnerable aspect of the 
child when you feel a softening and a more palpable 
warmth in the exchange. But the protector side isn’t 
going to let this child out unless the situation seems 
safe.” 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Lucia Capacchione, whose background includes 
experience as a Montessori and Head Start teacher, a 
toy designer for Mattel, and a consultant to Disney 
Imagineering, is a leading presenter of hands-on 
techniques fro contacting and communicating with the 
inner child. She is perhaps best known for her work 
with the kind of non-dominant handwriting exercise 
described in the opening of this article. While people 
often discover their inner woundedness early in such 
exercises – “I get letters from people who have 
actually come out of denial during writing exercises 
and remembered having been sexually abused as 
children,” reports Capacchione – she emphasizes the 
importance of moving beyond that stage. 
     “My goal has always been to get people through 
their vulnerable and angry child to their playful, 
creative, and spiritual child. If we don’t get to those 
aspects, we have not completed inner child work. The 
ultimate benefit is a reclamation of our natural 
creativity, sense of wonder, and spiritual connection.” 
     The path to the playful and creative child lies in the 
development of one’s “inner parent,” says 
Capacchione, a concept to which she devotes a third of 
her new book.  “The point is not just to let the 
wounded inner child out,” she explains. “I’m actually 
more concerned about developing the inner parents, 
who are responsible for protecting and nurturing the 
child. So it’s more correct to say that I’m doing ‘inner 
family work.’ In traditional terms, it boils down to 
mother, father and child. The inner child is like any 
other child, it needs two parents: one who is tender, 
nurturing, and intuitively responsive, and one who can 
be assertive, create limits, and kick ass with the outer 
world when necessary.” 
     Capacchione says that the main benefit of 
cultivating a healthy inner family is that “people learn 
how to deal sensibly with wounded feelings. If you’ve 
exposed the inner chid in a workshop, then you might 
go to work on Monday morning and felt like bursting 
into tears at your desk. But your assertive parent voice 
will react strongly and say, ‘Look, we’ve got to earn a 
living and look like an adult. We can’t sit here and 
start sobbing.’ The tendency will be to push the child 
back again completely. 
     “The role of the inner nurturing parent is to say, ‘I 
understand that we can’t cry out loud at work, but we 
are going to have to find a safe place for this child to 
cry. Maybe we can take a break and have a good cry in 
the bathroom.” 
Responding to recent criticism that people involved in 
inner child work can get stuck in blaming their parents 
for all their difficulties, John Bradshaw admits that a 
danger of the work is the tendency for people to 
become overly absorbed in recently uncovered wounds 
from the past – and that this tendency may be 
reinforced in poorly guided support groups.  
 

 
By recognizing and affirming the inner child as an ongoing subpersonality that 

still “lives” within the adult, the gut-level reality of early life is brought into 
present awareness with an often stunning impact. 



 
 
 

 
 
“Every group faces the temptation of absolutizing their 
own position or concern,” he remarks. “And anyone 
with a wounded inner child is going to be self-
absorbed; it’s like having a chronic toothache. In that 
state, all you can think of is your problem. 
     “But the whole point of my work is to heal, so that 
can people can move on to empowerment, self-
creation, generativity,” Bradshaw says. “We all have 
some obligation to love our Earth and make it a better 
place. The Twelve Steps end with the step that says, 
‘Having had a spiritual awakening, I carry this 
message to other suffering people.’ So it’s not really 
Twelve Step or inner child work that’s self-absorbed; 
it’s just that a lot of people are not far along in their 
steps.” 
     Other leaders of inner child work agree that the 
process must result in a heightened sense of  
responsibility for one’s present way of being, 
regardless of past suffering. Susan Thesenga of 
Sevenoaks Pathwork Center in Madison, Virginia, 
remarks that “At some point, one has to stop and say, 
‘Enough. I am as I am, and I take responsibility for it.’ 
This moment of adult responsibility actually honors 
the self and doesn’t blame it. It’s a matter of taking it 
from here,’ and learning to draw positive growth from 
all one’s negative experiences.” 
     Thesenga has led many people, including a number 
of therapists and counsellors, through Pathwork 
“intensives” that call out the inner child and other 
interior characters in an experiential framework that 
blends Christian, Buddhist and modern psychological 
perspectives. She emphasizes the importance of a 
counselor’s sensitivity in helping people move from 
their inner child awareness to the “reparenting” work 
described by Capacchione. 
     “If you confront people to soon with the fact that 
they must be responsible for their own negativity, you 
can blow them out of the work,” Thesenga warns. 
“You have to make sure that people are ready to make 
the leap to adult self-responsibility. But sooner or 
later, one has to leap; you can’t stay at the level of the 
victimized child.” 
     To make such a leap, a narrowly psychological 
view of inner child experience must be transcended. 
“The wounded inner child is universal,” John 
Bradshaw asserts. “Anyone born is going to suffer – 
that’s Buddha’s first noble truth – so everybody has a 
wounded inner child in that sense. My message is that 
the quest for the inner child is part of a much larger 
quest fro self-actualization and a spiritual life.” 
     Lucia Capacchione uses a similar idea to move 
people past the stage of blaming their parents fro all 
their problems. “I don’t bring this up in every 
workshop,” she says, “but often I remind people that 
from the past life or reincarnation perspective, we 
choose our parents. To people who are open to this  
 

 
 
 
 
 
idea, I can say, ‘Isn’t it time to move beyond 
resentment? you may have chosen these lessons to 
learn, after all.’”     
     Capacchione also feels the notion of “spiritual 
lessons” provides a needed corrective to the 
psychoanalytic tendency to attach pathological labels 
to universal human problems. “When therapists like 
Alice Miller (author of Though Shalt Not Be Aware: 
Society’s Betrayal of the Child) are saying that 95 
percent of our families are dysfunctional, then we have 
to define our terms. Is the norm dysfunctional? I think 
it’s the ‘human condition’ we’re talking about. 
Psychology plays there labelling games because it 
lacks a spiritual underpinning, never asking the 
questions, ‘Why are we on this planet? What are we 
learning here?’ You could say that everything here is 
dysfunctional because it’s obviously not paradise!” 
     Within that admission lies the pain and promise of 
inner child work – because nearly everyone has some 
recall of the “paradise of childhood” when, as 
Wordsworth wrote, 
  
 The earth and every common sight 
 Did seem to me 
 Apparelled in celestial light 
 The glory and the freshness of a dream. 
 
     That’s a vision of the Earth as perceived through 
the eyes of the undamaged soul – the soul we stopped 
short of bringing fully into the world because it was so 
quickly denied, ridiculed, and looted for its luminous 
parts. But if we permit and gently request it, the inner 
child can bring forth the soul’s autobiography – which 
will tend at first to be awkward embarrassing, and 
resentful. After all, who among us has been able to 
nurture and mature their original, uncompromised 
consciousness? 
     The point is not wallow in our woundedness as a 
compensation for years of denial. At the same time, 
the rational mind’s rush to “forgive and forget” – 
which Charles Whitfield had identified as a common 
“block to grieving” – must be replaced by a more 
thorough methodology: “Remember fully and 
forgive.” Through this more exhaustive process, we 
can eventually learn to focus the redemptive light of 
an adult, caring awareness on the whole truth of our 
earliest formative and deforming experiences. In that 
light, our inner child can step forward and give back to 
us our spiritual birthright: health, spontaneity, wonder, 
and joy. ♣ 
 
 
D. Patrick Miller is a contributing editor of Yoga Journal. He wrote 
the article “Yogananda’s Legacy” in our May/June 1991 issue. 

 
 
 
 

Most people are primarily identified with the voice of the “protector-controller” 
within themselves, a voice that generally ignores or repress the more  

vulnerable voice of the inner child 



 
 
 
 

 
 

You can start right now to become aware of the inner 
child in your daily life. Since the inner child is very 
physical, it may come out when you are enjoying 
sports, or dancing, or simply walking delightedly 
along a sandy beach at sundown listening to the 
whoop of seagulls overhead. Your child may tell you 
it wants a tall glass of lemonade on a hot summer 
afternoon, or a big container of crunchy popcorn at the 
movies, or a steaming bowl of soup on a cold winter 
evening. 
     Sometimes the inner child wants to cuddle up under 
a soft blanket for an afternoon nap; at other times your 
child may want to have fun hiking in the mountains. It 
may want to “play dress-up” and wear wild colors or 
glitzy jewelry. Other times it may prefer messing 
around in the garden in old jeans and a paint-spattered 
shirt. Some inner children thrive on ball games, while 
others would rather have a tea party. Stop for a 
moment and reflect upon some of the physical ways in 
which your inner child comes out of your life. 
     When we stay exclusively in the grown-up world of 
thoughts, plans, and responsibilities, we cut ourselves 
off from our bodies. This is often referred to as living 
in our heads. Living in our heads, away from our 
bodies, is one way that we abandon the inner child. So 
begin paying special attention, on a daily basis, to the 
inner child who lives in your body. 
     Another place the inner child lives is in our 
emotions. When we have feelings, our inner child is 
speaking to us privately. We do not have to express 
those feelings outwardly in order to know they are 
there. Feeling something, even if we do not have a 
name for it, is an experience of the chid state. 
     When we express our feelings, that is when the 
child comes out. We can do this alone or with others. 
This may happen through body language, facial 
expression, or physical movement. Or the child might 
slip out in sounds or speech. When my inner child 
came out for the first time in therapy, she spoke with a 
lisp. This is not surprising. I actually had a lisp as a 
little kid, but it gradually “disappeared” due to 
repeated admonishments from adults. 
     Another place we are likely to encounter the inner 
child is in moments of spontaneity and adventure. The 
inner child thrives on play. It loves to explore and 
create, to experiment with new ways of doing things. 
Its innocence and lack of old, encrusted beliefs and 
concepts allow it to live each moment, each day, as a 
new discovery. 
     The inner child lives in our imagination, in the rich 
world of fantasy and make-believe where our 
creativity is rooted. It is the child in us that sparks that 
creative flame in whose absence life becomes 
repetitive, dull, and boring. For children are not dull  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
and boring. It is their aliveness in the moment, their 
ability to simply be (without goals, without agendas)  
that gives children so much vitality. And it is the same 
with our inner child. 
     In your everyday life, observe children wherever 
possible: in the supermarket, on the street, maybe even 
in your own home or classroom. Watch what they do, 
listen to what they say. Be with them without 
judgment , without having to change them. They will 
teach you about your inner child, in case you have 
forgotten. 
     Also, begin to notice signs of the inner child in 
other adults. How do you notice that there is a healthy 
child alive inside another grown-up? What are the 
signs that an inner child has been stifled or is running 
rampant. 
     If you observe children who are not getting their 
needs met – the needs for love, attention, guidance, 
and care – you will get an insight into what happens to 
an inner child whose needs are not met. Crankiness, 
irritability, and temper tantrums are a sure sign that the 
inner child is disturbed. It may need more sleep, less 
pressure from the Parent self, more play time, or quiet 
time alone. The inner child may need firm guidance if 
it has gotten out of hand through behaviors that are 
childish instead of childlike. If we don not understand 
our inner child, its craving for love and attention may 
be misinterpreted. Instead of listening to its feelings, w 
feed it too much food. Instead of play time, we give it 
drugs. Instead of self-love, we give it sex at the wrong 
time or with inappropriate partners. 
     It is very common for an abandoned inner child to 
cry out for help through illness. I have seen this patter 
over and over in my work with people who have life-
threatening diseases (AIDS and cancer) as well as 
chronic illness (Epstein-Barr virus and chronic fatigue 
syndrome). It is during times of illness that the inner 
child is the most vulnerable and most desperately in 
need of love and compassion. 
     Any areas of our lives where there is chronic pain 
and dissatisfaction may be signaling us that an inner 
child needs help. Beyond the generally recognized 
addictions, there are other symptoms of  a neglected 
inner child: obsessive worry and fear, addiction to rage 
and criticism, chronic depression, boredom, accident-
proneness, crippling creative blocks. Co-dependency 
or compulsive rescue / control of others is a sure sign 
that one’s own inner child has been neglected while 
the inner parent focuses on the inner child of others. 
    As you start to reparent the wounded inner child, 
you must build trust by approaching it with respect, 
acceptance, open-mindedness, and love. This is a child 
you are meeting. Let if feel and speak as a child. 
    
 
 

GETTING TO KNOW 
 YOUR INNER CHILD 



  
 Like all children, the inner child has a different sense 
of time and a very different set of priorities than the 
adult self. It values feelings, play, creativity, 
imagination, symbols, and the soul. And it opens the 
door to the essential, eternal, timeless inner Self. 
 

- Lucia Capacchione 
From Recovery of Your Inner Child by Lucia 
Capacchione. Copyright 1991 by Lucia 
Capacchione.Reprinted by permission of Fireside / 
Simon & Schuster Inc. 
 

RESOURCE 
Lucia Capacchione’s Recovery of Your Inner Child is 
available through YJ’s Book & Tape Source on page 
86. 
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