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PRAISE FOR TOXIC RELATIONSHIP RECOVERY



“Jaime covers so much ground in this book. I recommend it to anyone who might be questioning their relationship patterns, and to those who are clear about the dysfunction they’re experiencing but need concrete tools in order to create sustainable change.”

—Ingrid Clayton, PhD, clinical psychologist and author of Believing Me: Healing from Narcissistic Abuse and Complex Trauma

“Toxic Relationship Recovery offers a practical and accessible approach for individuals seeking to heal past wounds and establish healthier patterns in their relationships. Jaime’s exceptional ability to deconstruct the concepts presented in this book—along with the aid of insightful examples—empowers readers to identify and liberate themselves from toxic patterns.”

—Dr. Patrice Berry, psychologist and author of Turning Crisis Into Clarity

“Toxic Relationship Recovery has quickly risen to the top of my recommendation list with clients. Jaime helps the reader find the line between self-advocacy and toxic behavior—a line that is often difficult to discern in high-conflict relationships or after betrayal. This book is a must-read for anyone trying to recalibrate the way they love and connect with others.”

—Dr. Kate Balestrieri, psychologist, sex therapist, founder of Modern Intimacy, and host of the Modern Intimacy podcast

“Jaime finds a way to make the difficult topic of recovery from a toxic relationship understandable for clinicians and consumers alike. Her ability to normalize these conversations empowers those who are reading to feel like they are no longer alone. Early on, Jaime reminds readers that ‘You have value’—this helps set the tone for the healing that can be expected throughout the book.”

—Eddie Carrillo, MA, LPC, licensed mental health therapist and cohost of the Millennial Mental Health Channel podcast

“Jaime gives you the two essential components required to fully heal from a toxic relationship: a trusted guide and an effective plan. As a therapist and consultant, I will recommend this book to my clients because of Jaime’s expertise and her ability to communicate in a warm, engaging manner. She delivers substantial information, and she uses stories and real-world examples to help the information move from your head to your heart.”

—Trey Tucker, LPC, MA, therapist, consultant, and founder of Rugged Counseling
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“Healing from the wounds of trauma can be a very difficult journey, but Jaime Mahler’s Toxic Relationship Recovery is a guiding light toward healing and empowerment. With compassion and wisdom, Jaime shares her profound knowledge and provides a very powerful message for others to navigate the complexities of trauma recovery. Toxic Relationship Recovery offers insightful perspectives and practical tools that empower survivors to reclaim their strength and rewrite their narratives. If you or someone you know has been affected by trauma and needs help navigating through tough decisions, Toxic Relationship Recovery is an invaluable companion on the journey toward healing and reestablishment.”

—Yasmin Regan, trauma survivor

“A companion when life feels impossibly toxic. You don’t have to heal alone. Jaime gently guides us from ‘That’s not normal’ to full recovery and rediscovery. I will be reading it twice.”

—Qveen Herby, recording artist, @qveenherby

“Both practical and powerful, this book is the definitive guide for understanding and healing from toxic relationships. Jaime puts names to things that most of us experience, yet many of us don’t talk about. But now we can.”

—Sarah Edmondson, author of Scarred: The True Story of How I Escaped NXIVM, the Cult That Bound My Life and host/producer of the A Little Bit Culty podcast

“Toxic Relationship Recovery should be required reading for all young people, those who have survived toxic relationships and are looking for answers, and anyone interested in psychology. Jaime Mahler masterfully explains this often-overlooked topic in an approachable and nonjudgmental way. We will be recommending this masterpiece for years to come.”

—Justin Romano, MD, psychiatrist and cohost of the Millennial Mental Health Channel podcast








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Toxic Relationship Recovery, by Jaime Mahler, MS, LMHC. @RecollectedSelf. Adams Media. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]







DEDICATION

To my cherished partner, Stewart

My vibrant children, Caden, Theo, and Azelee,

and to my most beloved friend CA






INTRODUCTION

A toxic relationship is any connection with another person that makes you feel devalued, attacked, or neglected. This dynamic can occur in any type of relationship, but this book will focus on intimate relationships. Romantic bonds that are toxic are heartbreaking, confusing, traumatic, and very difficult to disentangle yourself from. But there is a way out and forward. With Toxic Relationship Recovery: Your Guide to Identifying Toxic Partners, Leaving Unhealthy Dynamics, and Healing Emotional Wounds after a Breakup, you’ll learn how to let go of your toxic partner, understand what you went through, mend invisible wounds, and set healthy standards for future relationships. Even if you feel angry, sad, terrified, or hopeless right now, you can unearth a world beyond this pain.

Maybe you’ve noticed the red flags in your toxic relationship: your partner’s constant criticism, gaslighting, refusal to accept responsibility, or emotional and/or physical abuse. These and other factors create a very unhealthy relationship dynamic that is hard to live with but can be even harder to leave. Whether you’ve already ended your relationship, or you think it might be time to end it, this book can guide you gently in the right direction.

This book is divided into two parts. In Part 1: Understanding Your Relationship with Them, you’ll learn exactly what makes a modern relationship toxic, how it can get that way, and how to recognize and accept what happened so you can avoid those circumstances going forward. Then in Part 2: Healing Your Relationship with Yourself, you’ll work on skills and strategies that focus on healing wounds that continue to hurt after the relationship is over; you’ll reaffirm your identity outside of this relationship and discover how to truly be happy again. Throughout the book, you’ll find real-world examples of common situations that might resonate with you and you’ll complete simple exercises that allow you to put your newfound knowledge into action right away. Each chapter ends with key takeaways you can refer back to as you evolve and grow.

Know that you are not alone in this struggle—and that you can move past this trauma into a new phase of your life. Take control of your situation, reclaim your power, and look ahead with pride, determination, and optimism. Whether you’re looking for a healthy, loving relationship or some peaceful time to enjoy your own company, let Toxic Relationship Recovery help you build the life you deserve.






PART 1 UNDERSTANDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH THEM


In Part 1, you will be exploring the true evolution and definition of a toxic relationship. Each chapter walks through both parties’ perspectives so you can gain a deep understanding of how this situation evolves into a vicious perpetual loop. Even though this material is difficult to read, take a moment and have courage. You don’t get to choose your foundations, but you are now the captain and the navigator of your journey. You now can speak your own truth over the lies and unhealthy examples that have been provided for you in the past.

Though every toxic relationship is unique to some extent, they all have common traits that help define them. Unhealthy habits like love-bombing and gaslighting take hold, and trauma continues through methods of control or emotional neglect. Many toxic relationships also involve codependency or other types of unhealthy attachment. These issues often lead to a breakup cycle where a breakup happens, self-doubt and false narratives creep in, and then the person returns to the toxic relationship. Understanding your relationship with them will help you identify which topics will be useful to focus on during your recovery.






CHAPTER 1 EXAMINING HOW RELATIONSHIPS WERE MODELED FOR YOU


Consider all the relationships in your life for a moment. You began your life with a relationship with one or both parents. You learned to relate to your siblings and peers. Eventually you learned to relate to others through media and possibly through the lens of faith as well. Every single relationship you engaged in slowly built a foundation for what you expect in a relationship. You learned how to think and act in relationships. You learned relationship “norms.” You learned from modeling the behaviors of others and observing and trying out different strategies you witnessed.

The journey to healing and moving forward from toxic relationships starts with looking at your early relationships and tracing where your own foundational constructs around relationships began. Examining these family, friend, media, and spiritual foundations will shed light on the things that need to be unlearned in order to promote healthier connections. This chapter will be challenging your perceptions of yourself and your relationships. You will be asked to step back and review how you have conceptualized relationships in each part of your life, and why and how those beliefs led you to where you are right now.



THE FAMILY FOUNDATION

We all yearn for connection, beginning at a young age. Within the family system, everyone wants to be noticed, to be included, and to be cared for.

In fact, the first place most people develop their beliefs about love is within their family. At the same time that children need connection and community, they also have a need for individuality. Within the family system, there is a balancing act between these different, yet equally important, elements of a relationship—one that will continue to influence you as you grow up and form adult connections. Many other factors come into play as you learn how to relate to others—for example, the behavior your parents modeled for you, the concept of being authentic versus denying who you are, the extra connections present in sibling relationships, can create foundational confusion. In the sections that follow, you will explore each of these key parts of the family foundation in more detail.


THE NEED FOR INDIVIDUALITY

The dichotomy that occurs in relationships with others is that people have an intense need for love and belonging that coexists with an intense need for autonomy and individuality. This need is typically stifled when we are young. Children are constantly told things like, “You are part of a team,” “You are part of this classroom,” “You are part of this family,” and/or “You are part of this church,” and the caregivers fail to mention the importance of the child’s need for individuality. Children don’t typically hear: “You are an individual.” Yes, it is important for children to learn how to share and be in community with others. Yet, at the same time, children need to be able to foster their individuality.

People who were discouraged to be individuals often later end up feeling guilt or shame in situations where they attempt to advocate for that individuality. Small moments that may have seemed like nothing when you were a child can start to build deeper beliefs and behaviors that stifle your individuality. This can look like having to wear matching outfits, you and your sibling being forced to do the same sport, or not being allowed to play alone. You may have been forced to share everything: a room, your birthday toys, your music, your clothes. In a situation where individuality is being discouraged, externally the child gets shamed for asking for their own clothes or their own identity and internally feels guilty for having those needs.


Case Study: Challenges with Individuality and Siblings

Sara is ten years old. She has a close relationship with her sister, Gia, who is eight years old. Gia looks up to Sara and, at times, she follows her around the house waiting for Sara to come up with something for both of them to do. While Sara loves to feel needed, at times she struggles with finding the balance between Gia’s needs and wanting time for herself. She initially is excited when Gia asks her to plan out their morning together, yet an hour into playing outside, she gets frustrated when Gia continually asks her, “What’s next?” Sara, frustrated, turns to Gia and says, “Ugh, you are so annoying, leave me alone!” Gia is confused; she starts tearing up and runs inside. Sara feels both guilt and relief watching her sister go inside.

Gia received a message that was very confusing. She saw Sara being excited about spending time together, then there was a sudden emotional switch from Sara that left Gia unsure of what she did wrong.



There is nothing wrong with wanting to belong and be in connection with another person. There is also nothing wrong with needing time to yourself. The issue becomes when skills in communication, emotional processing, and empathy are lacking. Unfortunately, these are skills many children are never taught.

Understanding that you may have not had the skills to identify and articulate what was going on with you emotionally as a child will help you start processing and healing some of the wounds that may have been developed from this lack of individual expression. If you have difficulty expressing your personal needs now as an adult, examine whether any of that reluctance might have originated in your childhood.


What Is Emotional Processing?

Emotional processing is a method of reflection and introspection that helps you transform an emotional experience or feeling into useful information for your psyche to consider. When applied to your healing process and filtered through a healthy lens, this information can provide the stabilization you’ll need to move forward in your recovery.






ALL-OR-NOTHING VERSUS BOTH/AND THINKING

A child who has experienced this tug of war between their desire for individuality and the external demand for community may become confused. They are being given the message that their need for individuality is selfish. But they crave that room to grow on their own so much—how could such a deep-rooted need be unacceptable?

Here’s an idea that seems simple but can be revolutionary when you feel this confusion: Two emotions can coexist and be equally valid. This is a blending of two emotions in one psychological space. Processing two emotions at once is called both/and processing. Picture yourself as a child processing this thought: I know I love my sister but I also know it’s important for me to have alone time. Now imagine changing the “but” to an “and.” You are allowed to feel both love and frustration at the same time in this situation, yet the skills necessary to do this are not typically taught to most children.

Instead, most people are taught all-or-nothing thinking. Usually, what children are told is: “You either include your sister (all) or you’re saying you don’t care about her (nothing).” This encourages the child to choose their sister’s needs over their own needs. The child becomes confused because the psyche longs to fulfill both needs—we can call this a both/and mindset.

In intimate partnerships, this kind of confusion, if constant, is something to pay closer attention to. Feeling bad about having or expressing your needs, feeling like your partner takes more than they give, receiving mixed messages about how to please them, feeling as though regardless of what you do your partner is never satisfied—this is all confusion that stems from the foundations built during your early development.

All-or-nothing thinking is a cognitive distortion that was identified and popularized by David Burns in his book Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy. Burns describes all-or-nothing thinking as a tendency to think in extremes. All-or-nothing thinking is a distorted filter the brain runs information through. It is a story that says when you are processing an emotion, there is no middle ground. For example, if your adult sister disappointed you by not showing up to your birthday party, the all-or-nothing narrative says, “She doesn’t care about you; she doesn’t value you at all.” In other words, it’s the extreme best- or worst-case scenario and there is no possibility for an in-between interpretation. In this case, maybe your sister did not have time to call you to tell you that one of her kids got sick and she couldn’t make it. All-or-nothing thinking is a distorted thought pattern. The both/and skill is a direct counter to the all-or-nothing pattern.


Thematic Depth

While you are exploring the concepts discussed in this book, try to focus on the thematic depth of the issue. Thematic depth refers to finding a deeper understanding about yourself or certain issues. Thematic refers to pulling out the themes of what seems to be a surface-level issue—for example, shame, rejection, confusion, or people pleasing, to name a few. Depth refers to the process of pulling out purpose, reason, value, and information about that issue that you didn’t previously see by just glancing at the surface. When you explore the thematic depth of a situation, you’re asking yourself for the complex underlying details of the situation.







PARENTIFICATION

Parentification is treating a child like an adult throughout their childhood. It is very harmful to the psyche because it teaches the child to first and foremost anticipate their parents’ needs. When the child becomes an adult, the adult then enters into intimate partnerships in which they continue to prioritize their partner’s needs. Many parentified children show up to adulthood as people pleasers, perfectionists, peacekeepers, and problem solvers. Unfortunately, these attributes come at the expense of their own development and growth. Adults who were parentified as children typically take on other people’s responsibilities because that is what was modeled to them as normal. They struggle with differentiating their own needs from the responsibilities and obligations of others.




ENMESHMENT

Enmeshment occurs when any relationship (family or otherwise) has either poor boundaries or no boundaries. The concept of enmeshment was first introduced by the psychotherapist Salvador Minuchin, who described enmeshed families as characterized by a high level of communication but low levels of healthy distance and individual differentiation. People in enmeshed relationships see personal boundaries and personal autonomy as a threat to the integrity of the relationship.

An enmeshed family is one in which everybody knows everything about everyone. Gossip runs rampant because it’s a given that the family needs to be updated constantly about every life event that anyone has. Family functions reign supreme. Every family member is expected to show up at every holiday, every birthday, every gathering, and if one person does not appear (possibly because they are attending to their own needs) that absence is looked at as selfish, disrespectful, and rude.




PARENT “NORMS”

Beyond what they teach you about individuality, your family also paves the way for the relationship models you cultivate, through the example they set. Whether you grew up with a single parent, two parents, blended family, or other situation, by witnessing your parents interact with each other and everyday life, you learned an immense amount of information—and determined what you thought of as “normal.” Your parents taught you what to tolerate, what to consent to, what to endure, how to approach suffering, and how to interact with emotions, all through their own example. They also taught you what to do when life gets hard and what to do when a loved one hurts you. Children learn a lot as they watch their caregivers go through situations and observe how they manage, avoid, or disengage from issues.


Whether you grew up with a single parent, two parents, blended family, or other situation, by witnessing your parents interact with each other and everyday life, you learned an immense amount of information—and determined what you thought of as “normal.”



An often-overlooked learning model in childhood development is learning by omission. Learning by omission is when someone doesn’t process a stressor or doesn’t engage in a conversation about a difficult topic. Children draw conclusions around disengagement from this example as well. Imagine that you are a child who told your parent about someone bullying you at school and they just shrug it off. From this experience, you learn that not only does your parent not offer real solutions for you in your time of need, but also that they will disengage from the problem and may even make you feel silly for bringing it up. If this dynamic continues through childhood, the child quickly learns that their needs are unimportant, their self-advocacy is futile, and that when they encounter an overwhelming situation, they are completely on their own to handle it.

This kind of foundation impacts not only your family relationships, but your future intimate relationships as well. You may see this later in life show up as a tendency to self-isolate when you are overwhelmed or try to manage a tough situation entirely on your own without asking for any help.


Case Study: Perpetuating Norms

Jay is sixteen; he is just starting to explore his feelings for girls and he is watching a few of his peers explore relationships with girls. He was raised primarily by his mother, with his father there for dinners and yard work on the weekends but not emotionally present. Jay’s mom stayed at home but constantly bypassed her own parental authority, always telling Jay and his older brothers to “ask Dad” about any decision that needed to be made. As a result, Jay and his brothers do not see their mother as confident or capable.

Jay’s older brothers have already started dating and regularly speak in a derogatory way about the girls in their school, as well as criticizing their girlfriends for not “putting out” when they want them to. Through his brothers, Jay is learning a “norm” that says it is the girlfriend’s responsibility to acquiesce to any demands that her boyfriend may have around sex.

Jay starts talking to a girl in his class, and they begin dating. Jay immediately starts bypassing his new girlfriend’s decisions, citing that he is the man in the relationship and this is just how it is. He also pesters his girlfriend about not meeting his physical needs and implies that this is primarily his girlfriend’s responsibility in the relationship.

Consider how these narratives might play out if they were left unchallenged and unchecked into adulthood. Jay is normalizing that a woman should be at his beck and call and his family is reinforcing that narrative. This situation builds a strong belief system that allows him to tell himself that he is right to be the one to make these demands, and that any woman who doesn’t follow his demands or cater to his needs is lazy, bossy, or a prude.






AUTHENTICITY VERSUS DENIAL

Having successful relationships truly starts with being authentic. If your parents struggled with being honest with themselves and chose the passive-aggressive route when encountering a difficult issue, or just chose sheer denial when someone blatantly called them out, you likely caught on quickly that your parents refused to be held accountable for their actions or the way they hurt you.

If you talked to your parent about the bullying situation and told them, “Listen, it really hurt me when you shrugged off that situation with the bully the other day,” and they replied, “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” they utilized denial in order to not be held accountable for their behavior. When you get older, you may struggle with holding yourself accountable for situations, which would align with what you were modeled growing up. You could also, however, swing the pendulum the other way and take accountability for things that aren’t your responsibility to begin with. You can see it clearly play out in this example:


	
You: I’m not sure if you forgot, but my birthday was yesterday.

	
Your Partner: Well, you should have reminded me!

	
You: You are right, I will remind you next year.



In this scenario, your partner remained fixed in denying a basic responsibility of a partnership. If your partner and you celebrate birthdays, it is reasonable to expect your partner to remember that day on their own without a reminder. If you take on the full responsibility of the situation, your partner remains complacent in their lack of attunement to the relationship needs and you become fully responsible for their lack of thoughtfulness.


Exercise: Examine Your Family Foundations

Now that you have explored different relationship foundations created within a family and how they impact your later relationships, take a moment to think about your own childhood relationship dynamics.

Go through this list and do your best to answer each question with radical honesty:


	
Was there ever a time when you felt responsible for other people’s happiness? If yes, describe a specific example.

	Was there ever a time when you felt guilty for asking for your individual time and space? If yes, describe a specific example.

	What, if any, intense negative emotions (for example, shame, guilt, anger, fear) do you remember feeling in your childhood in relation with others?

	Consider the emotional themes of your childhood. Can you identify any themes related to, for example, feeling left out, people pleasing, or frustration?

	Using your answers to the previous questions, identify different norms that were established in your family and write them down.



Emotions carry a lot of insight into the things that affect us, and what weight we carry from childhood into our adult lives. Exploring your emotions can help you recognize family norms that you may have ignored or viewed as “the way it is for everyone” in the past.








THE FRIEND FOUNDATION

The next influence on your beliefs and behaviors in intimate relationships is your friends and peer groups. Friends are highly valued—at times valued even higher than your siblings or parents. The way friends act in relationships, especially in the early teen years, can inform what you think of as normal.


HOW TOXICITY CAN ENTER

Let’s break down how toxicity can become normalized in a friend group. When a person starts treating their partner poorly, the friend group that is aware of that behavior has a choice. The friend group can either address the poor treatment, stay silent (this is typically perceived as a neutral position), or encourage the maltreatment. If the friend group stays silent or encourages the behavior, it creates a norm. This norm allows the person to say, “In that friend group, I can treat my partner badly and my friends will not ‘check’ my behavior or may encourage me to continue to mistreat my partner.” The more this is touted as an acceptable behavior, the more it becomes the norm. For example, if all of your friends lie to their partners, then it becomes more acceptable for you to lie to your partner.


Exercise: Reflect On Your Friendship Foundations

Peer relationship norms can be very influential to your development of relationship norms, so take a moment to review what is considered normal in your peer groups, either now or in key moments in your childhood. Your answers will guide you in the Practice Radical Self-Honesty exercise at the end of this chapter as well.


	First, reflect on the friends that seem to be rejected by your group. Why are they outcast? What about them is being singled out as a reason for the group to spurn them? Consider why, as sometimes happens, the friend group continues to foster a connection with an identified outcast and what utility having that person around serves. Is the outcasted friend invited to gatherings so there is someone to bully? Are they invited because the friend group lacks direct communication skills to clarify that they are not connecting as friends anymore?

	Now consider the friend who shows up authentically. Is authenticity common in your friend group? Is there one person who seems to bring a sense of much-needed clarity to the group?

	Ask yourself how these authentic friends are received by others in the group. Are they ostracized for not going along with the “groupthink” of their peers? Are they listened to or viewed as a source of good advice?

	What behaviors are encouraged by your friends, either by laughing or cheering them on, and what behaviors are discouraged by your friends, either by bullying them or emotionally neglecting them and leaving them out?



It’s easy to feel pressured or encouraged when in a group of your peers to do something you might not want to do or that you might otherwise find harmful. The norms established with friends can sometimes be healthy and nurturing, or they can perpetuate toxic relationship norms.








THE FAITH FOUNDATION

This topic will not be applicable to all, but it’s worth noting as many folks have been raised in religious households. If religious ideologies were placed at a high priority in your family, certain religion-specific relationship norms may have been taught and reinforced throughout your upbringing.

Religious norms that influence beliefs about relationships might include:


	How different genders are supposed to act.

	What occupations different genders should have.

	What financial responsibilities each gender should have.

	Who is the leader of the relationship.

	Whether relationship roles are equitable.

	What role submission plays in the relationship and whether that submission is consensual.

	What the role of sex is in the relationship and the consent expectations around sex.

	The roles of each parent in a family.

	How children should be raised, encouraged, disciplined, educated, etc.



Religious norms can lay a foundation that creates a deep sense of self within a relationship. For those who believe in the narrative that the religion teaches, that can be very meaningful, and will play an important role in the values prioritized in their relationships. However, if you questioned religious beliefs in any way, you may have experienced tension with family members—even a feeling that you were not accepted. Naturally, as a child it’s easier to go along with the narrative of your family. But as you get older, your own beliefs start to emerge, and they may not always line up with the beliefs of others in your community. Guilt and shame are typically present when this occurs because developing unique ideas can often be framed as turning your back on the family/religious community you are in. It is necessary to reflect on where your religious upbringing and your authentic self intersect—or don’t.


Exercise: Describe Your Religious Foundations

Using the list of religion-related relationship norms provided in this section of the chapter, answer the following questions:


	What religious norms did you grow up learning and practicing?

	Which of these norms feel authentic to you?

	Which of these norms feel imposed on you, or just don’t resonate with your adult beliefs?



By determining which values are authentic to you, you can better understand what is important to you in intimate relationships, and what norms may be getting in the way of healthy connections.






THE MEDIA FOUNDATION

Regardless of what generation you grew up in, it’s safe to say you were exposed to relationship norms on TV, the Internet, and/or your smartphone. Whether it was Lucy and Ricky on I Love Lucy, Ross and Rachel on Friends, Cam and Mitchell on Modern Family, or a real-life couple playing out their relationship on Instagram, the norms you are exposed to through the media can affect how you think about and act in your own relationships. Because we can invest hours upon hours getting to know these characters and social media personalities and feeling emotionally connected to them, it would be remiss to not explore how the media can skew our definition of a normal relationship.


Exercise: Determine How the Media Impacted Your Perception of Relationships

As you reflect on your media foundations—what you watched or read about the most—answer the following questions:


	What type of media did you consume the most when you were younger?

	What relationships were memorable for you in that media?

	What themes did those relationships model to you (for example, on-again/off-again, betrayal/cheating, lying to get out of things, passive aggression, revenge)?

	What themes that you just identified are also found in your relationships today (keep in mind this can be any relationship: family, friend, partner)?






WHAT DID A “TYPICAL” RELATIONSHIP LOOK LIKE TO YOU?

The media models what “typical” relationships look like. Typical is in quotations here because media depictions of relationships are anything but normal. We see exaggerations of overinflated love. We see wild expressions of romance. We see vicious fights and tumultuous affairs as a part of what it means to truly love someone. What is important to note here is that if a show or celebrity news focused on calm, reasonable love, we would be bored. If we saw two adults dialoguing through a conflict, we would be bored. Two adults listening and honoring each other’s pain is a lot less interesting than a blowout argument. So, what we get in our newsfeed and what streaming services offer is what boosts ratings and keeps us engaged: chaos, treachery, backstabbing, confusion, jealousy, and whirlwind ravenous romance. Authentic love isn’t entertaining to watch. It’s not fueled by pain and lust. Yes, it has its ups and downs, but it is not driven by chaos, and it can honestly be boring sometimes. Love does not necessarily equal trauma and drama; you might have to unlearn a few things related to that fact if media norms have impacted your views on relationships.


Exercise: Identify Your Relationship Norms

Now that you have explored the different foundations and norms that can affect your beliefs about relationships, let’s use the answers in the previous exercises to piece together a bigger picture of the foundations that are impactful for you.


	What do you consider to be relationship “norms”?

	What foundations did those ideas come from?

	Break down specific ways each foundation—family, friends, faith, media—influenced your beliefs about relationships. Which foundation do you consider to be the most influential?

	What elements did/do your most recent relationship have that are “norms” but may not actually be normal or healthy?

	What elements would you say are found in a healthy relationship? Which of these elements were present in your most recent/current relationship and which elements were absent?

	What internal narratives (ideas/voices) come into your mind when you consider if it’s possible for you to actually have a healthy relationship? (For example, That’s nice, but that is just for fairytales; That type of respect isn’t real; Why would anyone want to be with me if I’m damaged?; etc.)



It’s very important that you do this exercise right now because the answers will serve as a reference point as you go through this book. You will be able to look back at what you thought was normal, acceptable, and healthy and see just how far you’ve come.








YOUR BASELINE RELATIONSHIP SKILLS

You’ve learned about what things are present in a toxic foundation. Now, as you reflect on and process how these pillars have impacted you, you may recognize something that is missing in toxic foundations: relationship skills. Healthy relationship skills such as communication skills, emotional processing skills, compassion and empathy skills, and tuning into your authenticity are crucial to creating and maintaining a deeply meaningful and thriving relationship. And if your sphere of influence did not have the skills to establish healthy relationships in their own lives, how were you supposed to learn these skills yourself? If you did not have any models for healthy relationship building, it will be no surprise if these skills do not manifest when you begin to explore your own intimate partnerships as an adult. Fortunately, these skills can be built at any time in order to heal from relational trauma and promote healthy future connections; it all starts with an awareness that something isn’t normal, learning from harmful skills, and practicing radical self-honesty.


What Is Relational Trauma?

Relational trauma is trauma that occurs within the interpersonal dynamic between two people. This is trauma in the connection. Trauma itself is simply anything that disrupts the core concept of who you are and shakes or violates the values that you have deep within you. Let’s say you have a strong value system around dressing nicely when you go out. Relational trauma might look like your partner saying sharply, “Who are you dressing up for?!” You are confused and explain to them, “I always wear this kind of outfit when I go out; it makes me happy!” They reply, “Take it off! Stop begging for attention; it’s pathetic!”

At first glance someone might question if relational trauma is occurring here, but let’s break this down together. A person has a value system around their personal expression of self. They already did the reflective work and found a system that resonates with them (this could be anything—fashion, makeup, working out). In this case, the expression was clothes. The partner not only asserted their opinion over their partner’s but also then denigrated them and inserted their own narrative over the whole experience. Now, take that one experience and multiply it by ten, twenty, a hundred? That is complex relational trauma because it is prolonged and persistent. We will discuss complex trauma more in Chapter 3, but for now understand that relational trauma can be a one-time occurrence, or it can happen in small incremental ways every day in a relationship. Either way, its impact is devastating to the psyche.





THAT’S NOT NORMAL

Being able to say “that’s not normal” is a powerful thing. The process of unlearning starts with gaining this knowledge and awareness. Being able to identify a relationship norm that you once thought was normal and calling it what it truly is (toxic), is a turning point for you. As you get deeper into this book, you will be learning new and healthy ways to navigate your relationships and heal from toxic bonds—and it starts with saying out loud, “You know what, that was not normal. It was toxic, and it caused me immense pain.”




CREATING THE NEW BY LEARNING FROM THE OLD

If you have relational skills but those skills were modeled to you by a toxic relationship, they can be malicious skills, like manipulation, passive aggression, deception, harmful physical coping strategies (throwing, punching, and/or breaking things); you may also have learned harmful emotional coping strategies (complete silent treatment, pretending nothing happened, distracting the pain away, suppressing authentic emotion and emotional pain). By evaluating the skills that were modeled to you, you can start to develop a framework for what skills are truly useful to nurturing healthy, happy bonds, and what skills continue or enable toxic relational patterns. Harmful skills give you new information for growth.




USING RADICAL SELF-HONESTY AS YOU REFLECT

Radical self-honesty is a practice that you will encounter throughout this book. It is the practice of connecting with the authentic reason you employed a certain defense mechanism or trauma-informed skill, disengaged from a situation, or engaged in any other potentially harmful behavior. It is about connecting with the authentic thoughts and feelings behind a behavior and being truthful toward yourself so you can use that information to move forward in a healthier way. Radical self-honesty looks like asking yourself, Why do I really want to text them back? Then processing all the authentic thoughts and emotions behind that impulse to text. Perhaps the reason you want to text back is because you are lonely and want someone—anyone—to keep you company, even if that company hurts you. While practicing this radical self-honesty you would then dig deeper into why it’s so easy for you to reengage with a partner who hurts you so badly. You would ask yourself the hard questions like, Why do I find it so easy to betray myself when I am lonely? Radical self-honesty can be uncomfortable and many times painful; however, it is also powerful. When you are radically self-honest you are dropping the previous “truths” that you were taught and listening deep within. Listen for that poignant wisdom that exists within you.


Exercise: Practice Radical Self-Honesty

This exercise will help you start honing your skills in radical self-honesty. To begin, think back to a moment you felt emotional dissonance—meaning, a difference between something that was normalized for you and the deeper truth. For example, maybe there was a time when you thought it was acceptable for a partner to insult you in front of your friends. Use radical self-honesty as you answer these questions to reflect on a specific situation that you went through:


	Think of a specific situation that you suspect you normalized in the past. This situation must be a time during which you felt a lot of psychological tension and frustration.

	Think about the situation and the tension that occurred. What did you do in your mind with that dissonance? Where did the energy go?

	If you dismissed that dissonance, how did you dismiss it? Name the thoughts (for example: Forget about it; Ugh, whatever).

	If you distracted yourself, name your go-to distractions. (Keep in mind that people, relationships, and work can be distractions.)

	If you processed the dissonance, how did you go about processing it?



It’s important here to not only acknowledge dissonance, but to also learn to hold it, honor it with a pause, and practice better processing it to tune into your most authentic self.








HOW TRAUMA SKEWS RELATIONSHIP NEEDS

Before closing this chapter, it’s important to give some attention to what can so often be forgotten, especially when caught up in a toxic relationship: your needs. Everyone has unique needs for their relationship. Some may say to this, “But I didn’t have needs when I went into the relationship.” However, even if you have not established any overt needs, there are things you deserve in a relationship. You deserve basic human decency. You deserve to be in a relationship that feels safe. You deserve kindness, gentleness, and compassion. You deserve to be heard and understood. Ignoring your needs is part of the toxic dynamic. If you don’t have any needs (that you are aware of), then your partner doesn’t have to show up in any particular way. They can do the bare minimum of what is expected of a partner and that is seen as normal and healthy.

If you had needs that were founded on trauma or modeled after toxic relationships, anyone who meets those needs isn’t looked at as the problem. You had needs; they met them. So if you’re accused of “making a fuss” or “being dramatic,” when you are actually just trying to process the harm they are causing or challenge the cycle of conflict you find yourself in, it’s now pushed back onto you as your fault and you accept that as truth.

It’s easy to accept this “truth” because you may have realized that because you never articulated your need for basic human decency, asking for it now can feel like “too much.” The more you are convinced you are asking for too much, the more this relationship will feel like it’s anchored on you just keeping the peace and not ruffling your partner’s feathers, setting aside your needs. It bears repeating: You deserve basic human decency. And you shouldn’t have to ask for it. Of course, because toxic relationships can twist the truth and have you question whether your basic need for respect is too much, it can feel uncomfortable to sit with the radical idea that you deserve kindness. So if you haven’t heard this in a while, pause to internalize it now: You have value.

You don’t have to prove you are valuable, or earn your value. You are worthy now. Carry this knowledge with you as you continue through this book.
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