
HANDOUT 2 Healthy Relationships

Changing Unhealthy Relationship Beliefs

1

! Relationship belief. “I am always wrong; the other person is always right.”
" Exploration. A common relationship problem for trauma survivors is the belief that all relationship problems are
their fault (or vice versa—that all relationship problems are the other person’s fault). There are two ways out of this
destructive view. First, try to view relationship problems between adults as having a 50–50 balance: Each person is
responsible for half. If you have a conflict with someone, ask yourself, “What are we each contributing to creating a
problem?” A second way out is to seek understanding and solutions, rather than focusing on “who is right and who
is wrong.” Each person has limitations, wants, and needs, however irrational these may seem to the other. In healthy
relationships, both people need to arrive at a solution together.

* A healthier view. “Seek understanding and solutions—not blame.”

2

! Relationship belief. “I should hide what I really think and feel.”
" Exploration. Honesty and communication are the core of a healthy relationship. This includes conflicts as well as
the full range of positive and negative feelings. A disagreement does not mean the end of a relationship. In fact, re-
solving conflicts is a normal part of healthy relationships. When conflicts are out in the open, there is a chance to re-
solve them. If you are hiding your reactions or isolating, there may be very good reasons for this based on your past,
but the goal now is to learn how to be honest with safe people. In a strong close relationship, anything can be talked
about, including vulnerable feelings, criticism, loving feelings, sex, and money.

* A healthier view. “In a healthy close relationship, anything can be talked about.”

3

! Relationship belief. “The other person has to change.”
" Exploration. When a relationship is not working, it is human nature to try to change the other person. But this
rarely works. What you can control is your part of the relationship. That means that you have choices. You can, for
example, accept the other person’s behavior, discontinue the relationship, change how you relate, or say what you
want (but without necessarily expecting the other person to give it to you). It is very freeing to let go of trying to
change other people and to turn your attention to what you can control, which is yourself.

* A healthier view. “The best way to change a relationship is by changing my behavior.”

4

! Relationship belief. “Bad relationships are all I can get.”
" Exploration. If you have PTSD and substance abuse you may have difficulty finding healthy relationships. You
may find yourself getting drawn over and over into relationships with people who have substance abuse or are de-
structive. But developing good relationships is a skill to learn, just like learning to play a sport. One good way to start
is to take the same approach as you would for any other skill: Read some books on the topic, take a class if you can,
and watch how others do it. Working on it in therapy is also helpful. Just as in learning tennis you would need to
learn how to serve the ball, how to hit a backhand, a forehand, and how to score the game, with relationships you
may need to learn how to recognize healthy and unhealthy relationships, how to converse, how to negotiate con-
flicts, how to assert yourself, how to give and accept compliments, and how to start and end relationships.

* A healthier view. “Creating good relationships is a skill to learn, just like playing a sport.”
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5

! Relationship belief. “I cannot exist without .“
" Exploration. While it is natural to be upset if you lose someone, loss and mourning are part of life. If you stay in
an unhealthy relationship because it is hard to face loss, you are paying a very high price for the relationship. Ways to
mourn the loss of a relationship include talking about it to others, crying about it, writing about it, recognizing that
time heals, and getting involved in activities to make the loss less prominent in your life.

* A healthier view. “While losing a relationship may be painful, I can mourn and move on.”

6

! Relationship belief. “It is better to be with someone destructive than to be alone.”
" Exploration. Destructive relationships damage your emotional health and your self-esteem. It may be difficult to
find healthy people, but it is worth the search. The more time spent in destructive relationships, the less likely you are
to find better ones. For some people in early recovery, their only trustworthy relationships are with treaters such as
therapists or counselors, and that is okay for now. Over time, you can build a safe support network.

* A healthier view. “It is better to be alone than in a bad relationship.”

7

! Relationship belief. “Good relationships are easy.”
" Exploration. All relationships require effort: to begin them, maintain them, resolve conflicts, be responsible to
each other, be supportive of each other, and end them if need be. It is realistic to expect a relationship to take work
at times.

* A healthier view. “A good relationship requires effort but is worth it.”

8

! Relationship belief. “I must take care of everyone else first; my needs come last.”
" Exploration. While taking care of others is admirable, if it is at your expense, it is an unhealthy pattern. Some
people make great efforts to take care of others, but no one takes care of them. If you are not feeling supported or
helped in return, you are likely to resent it over time and may compensate by “feeding” yourself through excesses of
alcohol, drugs, food, or other addictions. In good relationships, caring goes both ways.

* A healthier view. “I need relationships in which both people’s needs are respected.”

9

! Relationship belief. “I must be liked by everyone.”
" Exploration. If you have felt isolated, rejected, or neglected, it is understandable that you may want to compen-
sate by seeking everyone’s approval. But in trying to please others too much, you can lose yourself. A healthier ap-
proach is to cultivate a few good relationships with safe people whom you genuinely like. A more selective approach
allows you to focus your energy on strengthening who you are and caring for a small number of relationships that
truly matter. No one can be liked by everyone anyway!

* A healthier view. “I need to cultivate relationships with a few people who really matter.”
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10

! Relationship belief. “I have no value to other people.”
" Exploration. If you have been stuck in PTSD and substance abuse, you may view yourself as not worth very
much. Developing a sense of yourself as desirable and valuable may take time. The best strategy is to keep progress-
ing in your recovery. Both PTSD and substance abuse lower your self-esteem; recovery improves it. You can come to
respect who you are, and, almost like magic, you will find that other people do too.

* A healthier view. “With recovery, I can respect myself more, and others will too.”

11

! Relationship belief. “I am not enough for a relationship.”
" Exploration. Some people believe they are not good enough for a relationship because they need to be more at-
tractive, thin, smart, funny, confident, clean and sober, recovered from PTSD . . . and so forth. But acceptance is the
key to good relationships—acceptance of who you are right now, and acceptance of the other person. Acceptance in
a relationship is like sunlight to a plant; it allows it to grow.

* A healthier view. “Acceptance is the basis of healthy relationships.”
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