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Introduction

In order to gain a deeper understanding of our codependency, we 
look inward, continuing the emotional work of “peeling the onion.” The 
onion represents the pain of our childhoods and the realization of how 
this has adversely impacted the very fiber of our lives. Our goal is to 
gently arrive at a new level of understanding of the pain we still carry, 
but have not yet been “recovered” enough to approach until now. 

We begin by redefining our codependency. At an emotional level, 
we need to overcome the childhood trauma that drove our authentic 
selves into hiding in order to survive. To comprehend what it means 
to have been a totally helpless infant dependent upon emotionally 
inappropriate or unavailable parents, we consider the relationships 
with our primary caregivers. We come to realize that we were groomed 
to meet their needs. Some of us took on the shame of our caregivers 
including myriad feelings of disgust toward our bodies and bodily func-
tions. We experienced control and objectification through language, 
innuendo, enmeshment, and/or abandonment.

“Peeling the layers” is necessary due to the intensity and depth 
of this betrayal. By opening our hearts, we begin the process, this 
time moving from self-contempt to compassion for ourselves. The 
process requires us to be willing to let go of all the ways we used to 
cope. Instead, we use and value the tools we have learned in CoDA 
recovery; [i.e., The Patterns and Characteristics of Codependence, 
the Twelve Steps, a sponsor, a home group, and our Higher Power.] 
In recovery, we learn to detach from the past and develop awareness 
of new options for our lives.

The Patterns and Characteristics of Codependence was developed 
as a CoDA tool to aid in self-evaluation. Identifying denial, self-esteem, 
compliance, control, and avoidance patterns encourages members 
to discover and explore codependence. As we attend meetings and 
interact with other CoDA members, we become open to doing recov-
ery work. The pain we feel is greater than our fear of change. We 
learn to do the “recovery waltz”—Steps One, Two, and Three—over 
and over again in response to many of life’s problems. We breathe a 
sigh of relief as we give to God those things over which we have no 
control. As we work our Fourth and Fifth Steps, we tenaciously peel 
away that tough outer layer of the onion—the protective layer of de-
nial. With the help of our Higher Power, we survive. Hope blossoms. 


