AUTOMATIC
THOUGHTS

2. If she doesn’t
ring my chimes
visually, why

bother to talk

to her?

3. I get so few
chances and |
throw them away'

4. 1 may never get
out of the trap of
looking for some-
body pertect.
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DISTORTIONS

2. All-or-nothing
thinking;
fortune-telling.

3. ““Should™
statement.

4. Fortune-telling;
all-or-nothing
thinking.

RATIONAL
RESPONSES

2. If I get to know

3.

her and give
the relationship
a chance, it
may turn out (o
be more
enjoyable than |
thought. It
would be nice
to have some-
one ‘‘ring my
chimes’’ visu-
ally, but that
isn’t all there is
to a relationship.

I didn’t neces-
sarily do the
wrong thing
and I wasn't
obligated to talk
to her. On

the other hand,
if I did make a
mistake, there’s
no reason to beat
myself up about
it.

. I’'m working on

getting out of
that trap right
now, so
there’s every
reason to
predict some
success in
this area.
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AUTOMATIC RATIONAL
THOUGHTS DISTORTIONS RESPONSES

5. Time 1s running 5. All-or-nothing 5. Everyone is on
out on me. I'm thinking. their own
already twenty- timetable. Some

people don’t
get married
until they’re

in their fifties
or sixties.
What happened
today can be

a growth expe-
rience that |
can learn from.

five-years old.

OUTCOME—Review your ‘‘Rational Responses’” and put a check
in the box that describes how you now feel:

[ ] not at all better; { ] somewhat better; [/] quite a bit better;
| ] a lot better.

*Copyright © 1984, David D. Burns, M.D., from [Intimate
Connections (New York: William Morrow & Company).

Figure 9-2
My ¢‘Silent Assumptions’’

I. There’s no point in forming a relationship with someone
who doesn’t meet all of my qualifications. She has to be pertect.
Since | have no confidence in myself, I need a perfect mate, a
perfect car, and a perfect environment so 1 can feel good about
myself.

2. A relationship with someone who isn’t perfect won’t go
anywhere. (I won’t allow it to.) Since it won’t become a long-
term relationship, there’s no point in pursuing it. I don’t want to
start anything 1 can’t finish.

3. If I'm not immediately attracted to someone, I won’t be
able to have an exciting sexual relationship with them.

4. 1t someone doesn’t meet all of my qualifications, I can’t
have a satisfying relationship with them.



Liking and Loving Others / 169

assumptions’’ (see Figure 9-2). You can see from this list
that Larry is a romantic perfectionist. Romantic perfection-
ism 1S defined as the need to have a perfect partner or a
perfect relationship before you can feel happy and fulfilled.

One way of overcoming this attitude is to make a list of
the advantages and disadvantages of looking for a perfect
mate. How will this mind-set help you and how will it hurt
you? Larry’s Cost-Benefit Analysis is illustrated in Figure
9-3. This helped him realize how self-defeating it was to

Figure 9-3
Cost-Benefit Analysis

Attitude: There’s no point in forming a relationship with someone
who doesn’t meet all of my qualifications. She has to be perfect.

Advantages of Believing This Disadvantages of Believing This

1. I'll be very choosy and 1. I'll have very few dates.
not get stuck with
somebody who’s beneath
my expectations.

2. I can avoid the anxiety of | 2. I may miss out on a lot of
dating, since there are good times.
so few women around

who meet all my expecta-

tions and qualifications.

3. I may never meet someone
who meets all of my qual-
ifications and end up a bach-
elor for life.

4. I'll be trying to find the
self-esteem that I'm lack-
ing in myself in someone
else. That doesn’t seem
like a good 1dea.

25 @

Revised Attitude: It would be to my advantage to date many
women, even if they don’t meet all of my qualifications. This
will improve my social life, and once I'm dating more fre-
quently, 1 can afford to be a little more choosy.
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be so picky and critical. Once he saw that his perfection-
Ism wasn’t working in a positive way for him, he decided
to revise it and develop a more realistic and self-enhancing
attitude, as indicated at the bottom of Figure 9-3.
Consistent with his new philosophy, Larry decided to go
back to Bloomingdale’s to introduce himself to the woman
he’d seen there. To his surprise, he discovered that the
woman he had seen was not the woman his mother had
picked out but someone entirely different. When he made
the connection with the ‘‘correct’” woman, he found her
quite appealing and they began to date regularly.

Another way of overcoming romantic perfectionism is to
make a list of what you’re really looking for in a mate.
You might include qualities such as faithfulness, honesty,
emotional openness, sensitivity, maturity, and attractive-
ness. I recommend that you make a list of twenty desired
qualities like the ones illustrated in Figure 9-4 (a blank
copy of this form i1s available on page 312). Once you
complete your list, rate people you have met or dated be-
tween O (the lowest rating) and 5 (the highest rating) in
cach of the twenty categories. If someone has an outstand-
ing sense of humor, you might give himor hera4 ora S
in this category. If persons are in the appropriate age
range, you can give them a 5 in that category. If they
rejected you and they’re not basically interested in dating,
you you could give them a 0 in the category of ‘‘Avail-
able.”” (It’s important to make °‘‘Available’’ one of your
twenty desired characteristics, since a partner who is avail-
able to you would presumably be more desirable than some-
one who isn’t.) If you don’t know people well enough to
rate them 1n one or two of your categories, simply make a
guess based on your intuition. Later on, when you get to
know them better, you can rate them again.

After you have rated several people in each of the
twenty categories, add up their total scores. This will give
you their overall ratings between 0 percent (if they scored
O 1n each of the twenty categories) and 100 percent (if they
scored 5 1n each category). Ask yourself what overall
rating someone would have to have in order for you to
date that person once. That might be 60 percent. Now ask
yourself what overall rating someone would need in order
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Figure 9-4
Qualities I’m Looking for in a Mate

Be

Qualities
1. Someone I can trust.

2. Good communication.
3. Similar interests.

4. Available.

5. Self-contident.

6

7

8

9

. Intelligent

. Sense of humor.

. Easygoing.

. Good-looking and attractive (to me,

but not necessarily to everyone).

10. Hardworking and ambitious.

1. Individualistic.

12. Not ego-centered or macho.

13. Likes himself and his life.

14. Likes me (but not in an overly
dependent way).

Flexible.

16. Not jealous and possessive.

17. Similar religious background.

18. Between 25 and 33.

19. Caring and affectionate (but not overly
eager to please).

Natural-—not trying too hard to

impress people.

3
3
4
i
5
5
3
4
5

N AN A

15.

N LA W W W

> £ hn W £ W L S LW h WLohps nps

20. 3

TOTAL 80 70

for you to have several dates. Your requirement might be a
little higher, say 65 percent. Then ask yourself what rating
someone would have to have for you to go out with that
person on a regular, exclusive basis. Here you might
require a minimum rating of 70 percent. Finally, ask your-
self what someone’s rating would have to be for you to
desire marriage. Your requirement for marriage might be
75 percent. (One of my associates suggested that if you
can find someone who scores 65 percent or better, marry
that person instantly!) The secret of a good relationship has
less to do with finding that ‘‘perfect partner’’ and more to
do with your willingness to solve problems together and
make a commitment to your relationship.
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Some people might think 1t’s crass to rate people, but
this can actually lead to greater intimacy because it will
help you learn to accept people as they are. The ratings
will force you to come to terms with any unrealistic expec-
tations you might have. You’ll quickly see that nobody
will average out to 100 percent. If you 1nsist on perfection,
then you’ll be insisting on lonehness.

You may find that some people you might ordinarily
reject will actually have rather favorable ratings. This
doesn’t mean that you’re obligated to date them, but if
you're avoiding someone with good ratings you might
want to ask yourself why. You might be telling yourself,
““Well, Sam [or Mary] doesn’t seem all that attractive and
exciting,’’ or, ‘‘They aren’t quite as ambitious as I had 1n
mind.”” These expectations can cut off your options for
fulfilling relationships.” As an experiment, date someone
with good ratings who doesn’t initially excite you. Before
you go out with him or her, predict how satisfying the
evening will be between O percent (for the least enjoyable
evening a human being could possibly have) and 99 per-
cent (for the most satisfying evening imaginable). Don’t
use 100 percent, since you can always imagine how an
experience could be even better.

After the date, decide how satisfying it actually was on
the same 0-t0-99 percent scale and compare this with your
prediction. You might be surprised to discover that some
dates you think will be absolutely thrilling turn out to be
real duds, and vice versa.

Another reason to date people with less than perfect
ratings is because of the old saying ‘‘The rich get richer
and the poor get poorer.”” The more dates you have, the
more you’ll get. People who date a lot seem to be more 1n
demand. Everyone figures that if you go out a lot you must
be a pretty hot number, so they decide they want you, too.
Dating people who are less than ideal on your rating scale
will give you the experience you need to develop more
polished social skills and overcome your inhibitions and
insecurities. The more people you date, the more relaxed
you’ll become. Eventually you’'ll find that you will begin to
attract people with higher and higher ratings, and you’ll have
the self-confidence you need to form a lasting relationship.
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Dating many people can help you overcome the behef
that you have to find that one special person who will make
you feel happy and worthwhile. Telling yourself that you
need someone fantastic in order to feel good is a myth.
There 1s only one person who could ever make you happy,
and that person i1s you. A loving partner might enhance
your happiness, but ultimately you will have to take re-
sponsibility for your life and your moods.

Many single people tell me they’re not overly choosy
or looking for an ideal relationship. They insist the real
problem is that they don’t want to get stuck with a dull or
boring date. Single people aren’t the only ones who have
this problem. You might at times think that your friends or
associates are basically boring. A psychiatrist 1 was train-
ing recently asked me what he was supposed to do when
he had a patient who wasn’t very interesting. A thirty-six-
year-old lonely divorced man who was independently
wealthy told me that most of his old friends just didn’t
interest him anymore because they’d settled into predicta-
ble routines with typical wives and ordinary careers. After
you’ve been married for several years, you may begin to
think that you’re stuck in a lackluster marriage with a—let’s
admit it—rather dull and predictable partner. So what do
you do? Take up golf? Have a secret affair with a lover
who’s more exciting and adventuresome? Put up with the
boredom and decide that’s just the way life really 1s? Or
what?

The first thing you have to realize is that there are no
boring or uninteresting people in the world. That’s right!
There’s not one person who’s even slightly uninteresting.
There are only dull, boring interactions between people.
But even these are quite fascinating, and furthermore they
can nearly always be instantly transformed into dynamic,
exciting ones. |

How? It’s very simple. If you feel bored with someone,
say so. That’s guaranteed to liven things up quickly! Just
acknowledge how bored you’re feeling and ask if the other
person feels the same way. See if you can find out why the
two of you are interacting in such a stuffy, dull way. The
aim of this maneuver is not to reject or put the other
person down, but to encourage more openness and direct-
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ness in both of you. If you feel ‘‘bored’’ with someone,
it’s almost a sure bet that you're both being pretty inhib-
ited about expressing what you’re really feeling. Maybe
you’re trying too hard to be polite or impress each other,
or perhaps you're annoyed because you want something
you’re not getting. Instead of expressing yourself openly
and directly. you may be censoring your feelings because
you’re telling yourself, ‘‘I shouldn’t be feeling like that.”’
Being more assertive and honest is generally an instant
cure!

Another form of romantic perfectionism stems from the
fear that family members or friends won’t like the person
you re dating. Jack, a divorced economics professor who
will be described in greater detail in the chapter on the
sexual problems of single people (see page 227), overcame
his shyness and sexual insecurities and developed an excel-
lent relationship with a woman named Jean. Jean had high
overall ratings on Jack’s list of ‘‘Qualities I'm Looking for
in a Mate,”” and her only area of weakness was that she
wasn’t quite as intelligent as Jack hoped his wife would
be. Jack was afraid that his academic friends might think
less of him if he married a woman who wasn’t an intellec-
tual superstar.

Jack and I worked on this, using the Feared-Fantasy
Technique. I asked him to pretend to be a critical friend
who was trying to put him down because Jean wasn’t
smart enough. I played his role so he could see how to talk
back to these criticisms. I urged him to verbalize what he
thought other people might be thinking but would never
have the courage to actually say to his face:

JACK (IN THE ROLE OF THE CRITIC): Gee, how did you get
linked up with that girl, Jean? Couldn’t you do any better
than that?
DAVID (IN THE ROLE OF JACK): Well, 1 happen to love Jean
and 1 feel very committed to her. I get the idea you
aren't too impressed with her. Why is that?
JACK (AS CRITIC): Well, she seems very nice and very good-
looking, but she’s not really all that bright, is she?
DAVID (AS JACK): Jean’s above-average, but she’s certainly
not a genius. I understand that your wife is particularly
gifted. Do you think any less of Jean because she’s not
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as smart? Do you think any less of me because I love
her? Would you feel too uncomfortable to get together
with us for dinner or to play cards or have fun?
It didn’t take Jack long to see how ludicrous his con-
cerns were. If a friend thought less of him because Jean
wasn’t smart enough, so what? I then reversed roles so
Jack could practice talking back to the imaginary critic. He
was able to handle the put-downs as effectively as I had
without feeling perturbed, and this helped him feel more
comfortable with his commitment to Jean.

We often evaluate ourselves and the people we love 1n a
materialistic, narcissistic way. We measure people on the
basis of their intelligence, beauty, or success. We believe
that if we fall short of some ideal concept, then we’re
inferior or defectve. We may search for the perfection
that’s lacking 1n ourselves by trying to find a perfect mate.
But this 1sn’t real love, it’s just a way of using someone
else to cope with our own insecurities and lack of
self-esteem.

Some people believe there’s no point in dating someone
unless they find the other person terribly exciting. They
feel they have to be swept off their feet and have intense,
romantic feelings before they allow themselves to get 1n-
volved. This can be a real problem unless you're fortunate
enough to fall in love regularly. A starry-eyed, lovely
young lady named Debbie who was having trouble finding
people to date asked me, ‘‘What’s the point of a relation-
ship if there’s no romance?’’

You can certainly form a good relationship in spite of
your romantic feelings—but rarely because of them. The
most that romance can do is to draw two people together
initially, but these feelings tend not to last and they don't
guarantee a satisfying long-term relationship. In fact, 1t
may be more difficult to have a successful relationship
with someone who seems terribly intoxicating, because
your expectations may become unrealistically high. When
the romantic feelings fade and your partner’s very human
foibles become apparent to you, as they inevitably will,
you may begin to feel bitterly disillusioned.

One way out of this trap 1s to list the practical advan-
tages of having a partner. Debbie’s list is illustrated in
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Figure 9-5. You can see that she included companionship,
communication, and sex. This pragmatic approach to a
relationship does not mean that romantic feelings are un-
healthy or undesirable, it just means they are unnecessary.
Some of the very best marriages are those in which there is
no romantic love at all. In certain cultures your mate
would be selected for you at the time of birth. You would
enter into the relationship without any preconceived notion
that your marriage would be filled with exotic, romantic
feelings. Viewing your marniage as a challenging opportu-
nity for growth can often lead to a richer and more reward-
ing relationship than insisting your partner make all your
dreams come true. The satisfaction you feel when you and
your partner have made a commitment to each other and
struggled to resolve your difterences can lead to feelings of
tenderness and inttmacy that are deeper and more gratify-
ing than any feelings of romantic excitement. Quite often
the secret of happiness doesn’t involve getting what you
want but letting go of the cruel illusion that you really
needed it in the first place.

Figure 9-§
Advantages of Having a Relationship

. Communication—someone to share feelings and ideas with.

. Compamonship—doing things and going places together.

. Caring—giving and receiving emotional support.

. 8ex.

Convenience—many things are easier for couples.

. Raising a family.

. Leamning from each other and getting help with difficult
decisions.

. Financial advantages, such as in buying a house.

. Someone to fight with when you feel annoyed.

O® NANHEWN -

The last type of romantic perfectionism that can get in
the way of developing an intimate relationship is the belief
that you and your partner should always have positive
feelings and never fight or feel indifferent toward each
other. Some people have the misguided notion that love
means always being warm and excited and free of conflict.
A single forty-five-year-old chemical engineer named Mur-
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ray who lived with his elderly mother decided it was time
to develop more of a life of his own. He got a separate
apartment and started to date more frequently. Murray is
an affectionate and sensitive individual, and he quickly
developed a serious relationship with a divorced profes-
sional woman named Diane. Diane seemed to have a prag-
matic bent, while Murray was more of a dreamer and a
procrastinator, so their personalities complemented each other
nicely. Diane was attracted to Murray’s idealism and gentle-
ness, while Murray admired Diane’s gumption and persistence.
One Sunday moming, after they’d spent the previous
evening and night together, Murray realized that he didn’t
feel particularly close to Diane and wanted to spend the
day alone getting caught up on things. This made him
anxious and despondent because he told himself he should
have stronger feelings and be more involved with Diane.
He began to think there was something terribly wrong with
him and that his relationship with Diane was over.
Writing down his negative thoughts on a Dailly Mood
Log (see Figure 9-6) made Murray more aware just how
unreasonable he was being. After he substituted more
realistic responses, his self-critical feelings faded and he
began to feel more positively toward Diane again. As you
study his responses, I think you’ll be impressed by the
wisdom they contain. They illustrate a principle I call the
“*acceptance paradox’’: By accepting yourself the way you
are, instead of putting yourself down and insisting that you
measure up to some imaginary and impossible ideal of
how you think you should be, you'll often feel much better
about yourself and others. You’ll get into the flow of hfe
and grow instead of staying stuck the way you are. Self-
acceptance becomes the doorway to intimacy and growth.

FIGURE 9-6
The Daily Mood Log*

DESCRIBE THE UPSETTING EVENT—Amving home after a
date with Diane and thinking about my feelings.

NEGATIVE FEELINGS—Record your emotions and rate each
one on a scale from 0 (the least) to 100 (the most). Include
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feelings such as sad, anxious, angry guilty, lonely, hopeless,
frustrated, etc.

Rating Rating Rating
Emotion (0—-100) Emotion (0—-100) Emotion (0—100)

1. Sad &
depressed

80% 3. Hopeless 85% S.

2. Guilty % 4.

AUTOMATIC RATIONAL

THOUGHTS DISTORTIONS RESPONSES
Write down your Identify the distor- | Substitute more
negative thoughts tions 1n each realistic and

and number them *‘ Automatic positive thoughts.

consecutively. Thought.”’

1. I should feel 1. *‘Should” 1. Where is the
more empa- statement. legislation, the
thy and emo- rule book, that

tion for her says how I should

and for our feel? A charac-

relationship. : teristic of humans
1s that they are

very individual-
1stic about how
they feel. Do 1
always have to
feel more empa-
thy and emotion
for her? Didn’t
I have strong
feelings when we
were talking and
cuddling yester-
day? Is it reason-
able to expect
our relationship
to stay on the
same emotional
level at all

times?
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AUTOMATIC RATIONAL

THOUGHTS DISTORTIONS RESPONSES
2. There must be 2. All-or-nothing 2. Maybe 1 want
something thinking. to feel more
wrong with me strongly but I'm
for not being holding back at
able to feel more times—yperhaps
involved in the I'm afraid of
relationship. the commitment
and the loss
of my freedom.
Since I've

been a bachelor
and avoided
involvements
for a long
time, it seems
reasonable to
expect that
there will be
times when 1
will prefer to
spend time by
myself. Does
this mean
there’s some-
thing ‘‘wrong’
with me?
Basically I'm
saying that
other people
must be much
more In touch
with therr
feelings than |
am and that
they never have
to struggle

with uncer-
tainty, but
that seems
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AUTOMATIC RATIONAL

THOUGHTS DISTORTIONS RESPONSES
unrealistic. I
may want to
have more

feelings for
Diane, but if
I had strong
feelings for

her all the time

I’d be so

preoccupied with
her that 1
couldn’t do

or think of
anything else.

OUTCOME—Review your ‘‘Rational Responses’’ and put a check
in the box that describes how you now feel:

[ ] not at all better; [ ] somewhat better; [/] quite a bit better;
[] a lot better.

*Copyright © 1984, by David D. Burns, M.D. from Intimate
Connections (New York: William Morrow & Company).
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The Trapped Factor:
Are You a Prisoner of Love?

Once you’ve found someone to date regularly, a new
problem may crop up: You or your partner may begin to
feel trapped by the relationship. Just when you’re begin-
ning to feel intimate and you’re finally sharing a satisfying
sex life, you may start to notice that you also feel
claustrophobic and confined, and you may be terrified by
the thought that you’re losing your freedom. When you
realize you feel trapped, you’ll be determined to escape.
Escape generally means breaking up, having affairs on the
side, or trying to prevent the relationship from getting *‘too
SErious.
The following symptoms suggest that this may be a
problem for you:

* You feel your romantic relationships don’t give you an
adequate amount of personal freedom.
* The idea of making a commitment to your partner
seems less like an adventure and more like a burden. Love
seems to involve more duty and seif-sacrifice than reward.

* The more involved you get in a relationship, the less
spontaneous, sexually excited, and affectionate you feel. A
relationship quickly loses its magic and begins to feel like
drudgery.
 You’re more interested in quick affairs or one-night
stands—which seem enormously stimulating and enticing—
than in an enduring commitment to one person—which
seems about as thnlling as going to a long church service.
* It sometimes seems as if the person you’re dating

181
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needs an excessive amount of your time and attention.
When she or he makes demands on you, it’s hard for you
to say no, even when saying yes isn’t in your best self-
Interest. You may get into disagreements about how often
you should date and how much time you should spend
together.

It may be difficult for you to tell your partner how you
feel or what you really want. When you get upset or angry,
you may deny your feelings and hold them in rather than
expressing them openly. You want to avoid getting into a
fight or hurting your partner’s feelings, but you often end
up tense and secretly annoyed with your partner.

e If the person you’re dating seems unhappy or de-
pressed, you have a tendency to feel guilty and blame
yourself. If he or she has a personal problem, you feel as if
it’s up to you to solve it. At first this ‘‘helper’’ or ‘‘teacher’”
role is gratifying and makes you feel important, but after a
while it begins to wear thin because your partner leans on
you more and more. As the feelings of romance fade, the
relatiohship becomes more work than pleasure.

Recent research with couples and with lonely single
people has indicated that these problems often result from
your attitudes and from certain illogical ways you think
about romantic relationships. By developing healthier and
more realistic attitudes, you can learn to experience love,
not as a trap that limits you, but as an adventure that can
enhance your freedom and your potential for joy.

One self-defeating belief that often leads to trapped
feelings is the i1dea that you must cater to all of your
partner’'s needs and demands. You may feel obligated to
please your partner because you believe he or she 1s weak
and needs your love in the same way that a diabetic needs
insulin to survive. Or you may be afraid of your partner’s
disapproval or rejection if you don’t meet all of his or her
expectations and demands. This preoccupation with pleas-
ing your partner makes each relationship an oppressive
burden instead of an opportunity for growth and sharing.

A divorced woman recently told me, *‘I feel like a gro-
tesque evil witch. Whenever someone falls in love with me
I end up leaving him and hurting him. What’s wrong with
me? Why am I so hard and cruel? Do I hate men?’’ Her
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problem does not stem from hate but from her inability to
say, ‘‘l don’t care to be with you now because I need to be
alone for a while.”” She thinks the men she dates are
inadequate weaklings who can’t exist without her love and
attention. This behef destroys her capacity to give or
receive love freely and spontancously. Her fear of hurting
them is a disguised insult that cammies the message: *‘1 am
convinced that you can’t exist without me. You’re weak.
You need me. I am the oxygen that allows you to breathe.™’

Once you begin to feel trapped, it will appear that you
actually are trapped-—-even though you really aren’t. Sup-
pose the woman you’'re dating suggests that the two of you
get together Saturday afternoon and do some shopping.
You had previously decided that you might like to spend
the afternoon with a buddy going to the track. You have
two choices: You can say no to her or you can say yes to
her. You are reluctant to say no because you feel guilty
about disappointing her. But what happens when you say
ves? If you agree to spend the afternoon with her, she’ll
notice that you seem tense. She may feel hurt and wonder
what’s wrong. You have given her a mixed message be-
cause your words say yes but your heart says no. She may
ask, ‘‘Are you sure you want to g0?’’ You insist that you
really do and that 1t’s ‘‘fine,”’ but the tension in your face
and the lack of genuine warmth and enthusiasm i1n your
voice will project the message ‘‘lI really don’t want to be
with you.”” So off you go shopping—you feel trapped and
anhappy and she feels insecure. Neither of you has a very
good time.

Suppose you try it the other way. You tell her you have
other plans for Saturday afternoon, but you feel guilty
about leaving her alone. She notices how uncomfortable
you are, and this makes her upset. She wonders what’s
wrong. When you’re at the track you don’t have that great
a time because you know she was upset and you feel
guilty. You feel that you’re in a can’t-win situation, be-
cause whatever you do seems to make both of you feel
bad. You’re damned if you do, and you’re damned if you
gon’t. This 1s the essence of the ‘‘trap.”

So what’s the solution? You need to transform these
can’t-win situations into can’t-lose situations. This means
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changing the way you think about your relationship as well
as the way you communicate with your partner. Too much
of anything—even the person you care about—can become
a curse. This means there will be times when you’ll have
to tell your partner you can’t join him or her in an activity
because you have other plans. The way you do this will
depend on the stage of the relationship you’re in, as well
as your needs and expectations. It’s not always easy to ask
for what you want even if what you want is simply a few
hours of being alone, and there’s a natural tendency to
believe that ii two people care about each other they’ll
want to spend every moment together. In reality, this ideal-
ism just doesn’t work out well, and sooner or later you're
going to have to learn to set limits on your relationship and
negotiate for what you want.

Ben, the man whose Daily Mood Log is illustrated in
Figure 10-1, felt guilty because Kathy, a woman he’d been
dating on and off for several months, called him at five on
a Saturday evening ‘‘just to say hello.”” Ben had plans to
go out for a beer with a friend, and he started to feel
self-critical and trapped because he thought her phone call
was a hint she wanted him to ask her out. You can see
from examining Ben’s ‘‘Automatic Thoughts’’ that he was
involved in a number of familiar distortions, including:

 Mind reading—Ben assumed that Kathy couldn’t tol-
erate being alone, that she had no other plans for the
evening, and that she’d be hurt if he didn’t ask her out.

* Personalization—Ben told himself that if she did have
a lousy evening it would be his fault.

e “‘Should’’ statements—Ben told himself he should want
to be with Kathy and he didn’t have the right to want to
spend an evening with a friend.

e LLabeling—Ben labels himself as ‘‘selfish’’ and ‘‘rot-
ten’’ because he can’t meet all her needs.

While it’s important to be concerned about the feelings
and needs of someone you’ve been dating, Ben’s thoughts
were rather inappropnate, since he and Kathy had no
understanding that they would date each other steadily or
that their relationship was an exclusive one. However, his
self-critical thoughts seemed entirely valid because he felt
so guilty and upset. Feclings can be quite deceptive in this
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regard. If you accept them at face value—as most of us
nearly always do—there’s a good chance of being misled.
In contrast, when you wnte down your negative thoughts,
it becomes far easier to examine the messages you're
giving yourself and to see how illogical they are.

Ben’s ‘‘Rational Responses’’ reminded him that although
Kathy might have been hoping he’d ask her out, he really
had no obligation to change his plans, just as she wouldn’t
have been obligated to go out with him if he had asked her
out at the last minute. He realized that sticking to his plans
that night didn’t make him a ‘‘rotten person’’ and that 1t
was unnecessary to feel pressured by her phone call. As
Ben thought about the situation, it dawned on him that
he’d been making a certain assumption about loving rela-
tionships that was getting him into trouble: He assumed
that it was his duty to meet all of Kathy’s needs and
expectations, and that anytime he didn’t, 1t meant he wasn't
doing a good job in the relationship.

I suggested that Ben list the advantages and disadvan-
tages of believing this (see Figure 10-2). This Cost-Benefit
Analysis convinced him that his attitude wasn’t going to be
helptul to him or to Kathy. He decided to substitute a new
attitude that would be more realistic and fair to both of
them (see his ‘‘Revised Version’’ in Figure 10-2).

Does this mean Ben should ignore Kathy’s feelings and
think only of himself? Nothing could be further from the
truth. A loving relationship should involve a balanced
concern for your own feelings and those of the other
person. But just as it would be upethical to take advantage
of someone else to get what you want, it’s equally unethi-
cal to make yourself miserable just to please another per-
son. And 1it’s really an illusion that you could do this,
anyway. Anytime you don’t take your needs and feehngs
into account, you're likely to become unhappy and resent-
ful. Your resentment makes it very unlikely that you could
really make someone else very happy in the long run.

I've mentioned that negotiating with your partner can be
the key to eliminating those trapped feelings and reestab-
lishing a mutually rewarding relationship. But what ex-
actly do I mean by negotiation? Ben needs to learn how to
communicate his feelings to Kathy without hurting her
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FIGURE 10-1
The Daily Mood Log*

DESCRIBE THE UPSETTING EVENT—Kathy called me at
5:00 Saturday night. I had plans to go out for a beer with a
buddy, and 1 felt torn about whether I should ask her out and
cancel my plans or ignore her needs and do what I planned. |

didn’t ask her out but felt upset.

NEGATIVE FEELINGS—Record your emotions and rate each one
on a scale from O (the least) to 100 (the most). Include feelings
such as sad, anxious, angry, guilty, lonely, hopeless, frustrated, etc.

Rating Rating Rating

Emotion (0—-100) Emotion (0-100) Emotion (0-100)
1. Guilty 80% 3. 5.
2. Trapped 80% 6.

AUTOMATIC RATIONAL

THOUGHTS DISTORTIONS RESPONSES
Write down your Identify the distor- | Substitute more
negative thoughts tions in each realistic and
and number them “* Automatic positive thoughts.
consecutively. Thought.™’

I. She might have 1. Mind reading. 1. She had plenty

nothing to do of time to plan
tonight and I her weekend
could have without me. 1

asked her to have every right

join me. to spend time
with my friends.

2. 1 should have 2. ““Should” 2. If she was
asked her to statement. alone tonight,
join me because it was by her
she might be own decision.
alone tonight. It’s not so ter-

rible to spend
an evening alone
unless you mope
and feel sorry
for yourself.



AUTOMATIC
THOUGHTS

3. If she’s un-
happy be-
cause she has
nothing to
do, that’s my
fault.

4. Since I didn’t
ask her to
join me, I'm a
rotten person.

3. Since I'm a
rotten, insen-
sitive person, |
don’t deserve
to have a good
time tonight.
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DISTORTIONS

3. Personalization.

4. Personalization.

5. Labeling.

3.

4.

RESPONSES

RATIONAL

I am not
responsible for
her happiness—
she is. If

she’s afraid of
spending time
by herself, this
i1s something
she needs to
deal with.

I’m not a rotten
person for
spending an
evening with
a friend.

. Even if I was

Insensitive

(and I'm not
sure that 1

was) that doesn't
make me a
rotten person.
There’s no
reason to
punish myself.
If I didn’t
handle the situ-
ation particu-
larly well, I can
try to learn
from it so 1 can
deal with
situations like
this more
effectively in
the future. 1

really didn’t
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AUTOMATIC | RATIONAL
THOUGHTS DISTORTIONS RESPONSES

know what the
right thing to
do was, and
this makes me
human, not
rotien.

OUTCOME—Review your ‘‘Rational Responses’’ and put a check
in the box that describes how you now feel:

[ ] not at all better; [ ] somewhat better; [/] quite a bit better:
[] a lot better.

*Copyright © 1984, David D. Burns, M.D., from [Intimate
Connections (New York: William Morrow & Company).

feclings or putting her down. The following basic commu-
nication skills helped him, and they can help you negotiate
personal differences in a way that takes both people’s
needs into account.

Inquiry. You ask questions to learn more about how the
other person is thinking and feeling. Since many people
are unassertive and afraid to say what’s on their mind, you
cannot assume that someone will tell you what they're
thinking unless you ask. This is especially true when
someone is upset with you or when they want something
from you. Often a simple, direct question is enough to
open things up.

When Kathy called, the first thing she said was ‘‘Hi,
Ben, this is Kathy!”® He replied, ‘Oh, hi, Kathy.’” This
led to an awkward silence. He might have handled it by
adding, “‘It’s nice to hear from you. What’s on your mind?"’
She might say why she called, which would break the ice,
or she might act vague and say, ‘‘Oh, nothing, really. I
was just calling to say hello.”’ In the latter case, further

inquiry might sound patronizing and make Kathy feel put
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Jown. Instead, Ben could simply say, “‘Oh, I'm glad you
did. but 1 was just heading out. I'd love to get together
with you next Friday. Would you be available?’’ or alter-
natively, ““Could I call you back tomorrow?’’ This illus-
rates the second communication skill:

Figure 10-2
Cost-Benefit Analysis

Silent Assumption: | must make Kathy happy and meet all of her
pecds. If she’s feeling upset, it means I haven’t done my part in
the relationship.

Advantages of Believing This  Disadvantages of Believing This

. When Kathy’s happy I'll I. When Kathy’s unhappy 1
feel good because I'll may feel guilty and blame
think I'm doing a good myself.
job.

2. I'll try very hard to make | 2. I may become resentful of
her happy, and that her because she’ll have
seems like the morally too much power to manipu-
correct thing to do. late me. If I don’t give

her what she wants and she
gets upset, I'll feel like a
fatlure.

3. When she’s upset, I won’t | 3. I'll have a hard time saying
ignore her but I'll do no or telling her what |
my best to help her. want.

4. 1 may actually end up making
her unhappy because she’ll
notice how unhappy I teel and

this will be upsetting to her.

40

Revised Version: It’s important that both Kathy and I feel good
about our relationship. That means we’ll have to talk about what
we want and negotiate. If she’s upset we can talk it over and
share our feelings. Sometimes we’ll have to compromise. I can’t
be expected to meet all her needs, and I can’t expect her to meet
all of mine. We can work these problems through in a spirit of
fairness and mutual respect.

©
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Tactful Self-expression. You express your own feelings
openly and directly. Kathy will probably get the message
and agree to go out Friday, or to speak with him tomor-
row. Ben will avoid feeling trapped, but he hasn’t rejected
her either. Asserting his needs will allow the relationship
to evolve in a natural way that he feels comfortable with.
By not asking her out that night, he’s communicated his

expectations about the degree of involvement and commut-
ment he feels ready for at this time. He can go out and

have fun without feeling guilty.

Let’s assume the worst. Suppose Kathy doesn’t get the
message and she begins to pressure Ben in a demanding,
manipulative way. She might sound hurt and say, ‘‘Oh,
you're going out tonight?”’ Ben can respond by asserting
his position directly again, but he can also ask questions
that will invite Kathy to state what’s on her mind: *‘Yes, |
was just on my way out. I'm a little concerned, though.
Did we have an arrangement to go out tonight? Perhaps
there’s been some misunderstanding.’’ This will make
his position clear without being insulting and will allow
her to express her feelings.

Suppose that Kathy decides to make things difficult and
blatantly tries to make Ben feel guilty. She might sigh
and say, ‘‘Oh, gee. I was kind of counting on us getting
together tonight. Who are you going out with?’’ Instead of
getting uptight or defensive, Ben can use a third listening
sKill:

Empathy. You show an appreciation for how other peo-
ple are thinking (thought empathy) and feeling (feeling
empathy). You can do this by paraphrasing what they say.
Repeat their words. Reflect what they're saying, and try to
convey an awareness for how they might be feeling. Ben
could say, ‘‘I’'m sorry to disappoint you. It sounds like you
were counting on going out tonight, but I’ve had other
plans for some time. I'd love to see you next Friday if
you're available, but I didn’t think we’d talked about
tonight. Did we?’’ Notice that this statement contains a
balance of assertiveness—Ben again expresses his position
and feelings—along with empathy—he demonstrates a con-
cern for Kathy's feelings and gives her the opportunity to
say what's on her mind.
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Too much emphasis on your own thoughts and needs
leads to self-centeredness and insensitivity. Too much pre-
occupation with what the other person wants and feels
leads to submissiveness and a lack of seif-respect. A bal-
ance between your needs and the desires of others can be
difficult to achieve. Some people go to one extreme and
come across in an overly selfish, manipulative way, while
others go to the opposite extreme and come across as
overly helptul and ‘“‘nice.”” Being concerned about your-
self and others 1s the essence of caring as well as personal
freedom. If you learn to express your feelings openly and
without hostility, you can listen to your partner without

having to feel guilty, defensive, or trapped.

Although popular stereotypes suggest that men like Ben
are the ones who are most likely to be atraid of intimacy
and commitment, my clinical experience and research sug-
gest that this is a myth. Women are just as likely to feel
trapped by intimate relationships and to have trouble shar-
ing their feelings and getting close. 1 saw in my office
today an attractive nineteen-year-old woman named Inga
who has this problem. Inga 1s trying to develop a career as
an artist. She has been dating Roger, a man she described
as ‘‘a free-lance writer with a harem of women who are
pursuing him.’’ Inga said she feit insecure because Roger
was older and seemed considerably wiser and more worldly,
and she was concerned that he’d eventually lose interest in
her and drop her.

During the course of treatment, Inga worked on boost-
ing her own self-esteem so she could overcome her feel-
ings of inferiority and her fears of losing Roger. Once she
began to feel more self-confident, the delicate balance of
her relationship with Roger suddenly and dramatically
shifted. The very week that she decided she wanted but
didn’t really ‘‘need’’ a relationship with Roger, he sud-
denly decided he didn’t want to date anybody else, dropped
all his other lady friends, and announced that he wanted an
exclusive relationship with Inga. (That, incidentally, 1s
why it’s so important for you to master the concepts in
Chapters Three and Four. Self-esteem is the key to success
in any relationship. The moment you stop ‘‘needing’’
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people, they’ll need you. If you respect yourself, you’ll be
in hot demand. It works like magic!)

Roger’s sudden attentiveness was a pleasant change, but
it created a new problem for Inga. She told me, “‘Dr.
Bumns, I’m afraid the same thing is happening to me that’s
happened 1n several previous relationships. When a man
decides he wants to get really close, I suddenly start to feel
cold and distant. Am [ afraid of intimacy? Is something
wrong with me?”’

Inga described how Roger had invited her over Sunday
evening to spend the night together. After she arrived they
began teasing and tickling each other, the way they usually
did before they made love. Inga felt she really wasn’t
the mood for sex but felt obligated to make love. To make
matters even more awkward, two days earlier they’d played
a ‘‘bondage’’ game, and she’d let Roger tie her up. This
led to some exciting lovemaking. She sensed that Roger
was in the same mood and wanted a repeat performance
because of the ‘‘lusty look’’ in his eyes. But because she
was already feeling like a prisoner, she was in no mood to
play the game again that night. She began to feel trapped
and uncomfortable.

I asked ‘Inga what negative thoughts had been going
through her mind. Her first thought was ‘I shouldn’t be
feeling so cold. If I’'m not more responsive, he’s going to
get turned off and I'll lose him.’’ This involves all-or-
nothing thinking, since she’s predicting their relationship
will fall apart if she doesn’t feel warm, loving, and re-
sponsive at every moment. She’s also making a ‘‘should”™
statement, since she’s telling herself she doesn’t have the
right to feel the way she does and that she should measure
up to some imaginary ideal of how people should feel. In
fact, my recent studies have indicated that perfectionism
and the fear of expressing inner feelings can predispose
women to feeling trapped by intimate relationships. This
suggests that it may be Inga’s unrealistic expectations for
herself, not Roger’s demands, that are at the heart of the
problem. She’s the real warden, and the prison 1s a cre-
ation of her mind.

After we discussed these distortions, Inga decided to

think about 1t like this instead: ‘‘It’s hardly likely that
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Roger 1s going to leave me if I'm not feeling affectionate
tonight, since he’s been getting closer and closer lately.
Nobody can feel loving or sexually excited all the time.
Our relationship 1sn’t so weak that 1 have to live in the fear
that any little thing will end it. And even if he did leave
me, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. He’s not the only
man out there.”” Thinking about it this way took some of
the pressure off and Inga felt less trapped.

A second thought that was making Inga upset was “‘If
Roger feels excited, I'm obligated to perform and to re-
spond sexually.’’ This also involves all-or-nothing think-
ing, since she’s telling herself she always has to want sex
whenever Roger does. It’s certainly important for Inga to
take Roger’s sexual desires into account along with her
own, but telling herself she has to meet all of his needs 1s
sexual pertectionism. In fact, Inga and Roger have been
having excellent sexual experiences several times a week,
s0 one could hardly argue that she was unjustly depriving
him if she wasn’t in the mood for sex on a given Sunday
night.

After thinking about these issues, Inga decided to tell
herself that she wasn’t obligated to respond sexually. You
can’'t demand that anybody be sexually aroused. If Inga
wasn’t comfortable about having sex, she had every right
to share this with Roger and find out how he felt. Sexual
expectations have to be negotiated, just like any other
aspect of a relationship.

Inga saw that she was making a basic assumption about
relationships that was causing her to feel trapped. It was
"I must be totally open to Roger’s needs and mold myself
to him and please him at all times. If I don’t, the relation-
ship will be over.”” Her excessive preoccupation with his
teelings may seem loving, but she makes herself unhappy
and it becomes much harder to love him and respond
sexually. Inga needs to change her value system and to
emphasize a balanced concern for her needs as well as
Roger’s.

Although Inga agreed to this on principle, when 1 sug-
gested she would have to work on being more assertive she
acted as if she were in a lightning storm. She said, ‘*You
mean | should just tell Roger openly that I'm not feeling
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Interested in sex? Why, he’d get angry and say, ‘‘Then
what are you here for?” Then he might give me an ultima-
tum. I think 1t’s better not to talk about these things.
because then I won’t have to hear something that might be
upsetting.’’ I see this fear of self-expression over and over
every day. Many people seem to feel that they don’t have
the right to express their own feelings and needs, and they
think that if they do, something terrible will happen.

I suggested that we practice how she might respond if

Roger became upset. In the following dialogue, I played

Inga’s role and suggested that she could be Roger and

criticize me for not wanting to have sex that night.

ROGER (PLAYED BY INGA): You're not in the mood for sex’

Then what are you here for?

INGA (PLAYED BY DAVID): I’'m here for your company.

ROGER (PLAYED BY INGA): That’s all very well and good . . .

that’s great . . . but relationships are sexual, also.

INGA (PLAYED BY DAVID): I think we have a great sexual
relationship, but I'm not really in the mood for sex
tonight. I'm feeling a little bit tense and pressured.

ROGER (PLAYED BY INGA): But I’ve been thinking about you
all afternoon!

INGA (PLAYED BY DAVID): I'm flattered. You turn me on,

too. But I'm not feeling very sexy just now.
ROGER (PLAYED BY INGA): But I want to have sex tonight!
INGA (PLAYED BY DAVID): It sounds like having sex tonight
IS pretty important to you. Why is this?
ROGER (PLAYED BY INGA): If you don’t want to have sex, it
means you re just using me for my company.
INGA (PLAYED BY DAVID): Do you think I'd use you for your
company? I hate it when I feel used by someone. Are
there other things I’ve done or said that gave you the
impression I was using you? °
ROGER (PLAYED BY INGA): No, but I'm afraid this might get
to be a regular thing where you don’t want sex and you
just turn out to be a cock-tease!
INGA (PLAYED BY DAVID): Have I been doing things that
made you feel like I was just a ‘‘cock-tease’’?
ROGER (PLAYED BY INGA): Well, no, I just don’t want things
to go 1n that direction.
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INGA (PLAYED BY DAVID): 1 wouldn’t like that, either. Tell

me—how often would you like sex?

ROGER (PLAYED BY INGA): Three times a week.

INGA (PLAYED BY DAVID): That sounds good to me, too. |
think that’s actually about how often we’ve been having
sex. Would it be a problem if we don’t have sex tonight?
Notice that in playing Inga’s role I didn’t give 1n or get

argumentative or defensive. My responses 1llustrate the
same three basic communication skills described earlier:
1. Inquiry. You ask questions to find out how your
partner 1S thinking and feeling. Encourage him or her to
express the hidden feelings and needs that are just under
the surface. Try to discover what the real fears are. The
real problem isn’t sex but Roger’s fears that if he doesn’t
get what he wants, it means he’s being used.

2. Empathy. You paraphrase what your partner says.
You put yourself in his or her shoes and try to understand
how she or he thinks and feels without getting judgmental.
Roger really wants to know that Inga respects him and
cares about him. If the sharing of fears and insecurities 1s
an important part of love, then simply listening and under-
standing can be a very loving act. This type of deep
emotional exchange is the very essence of intimacy, trust,
and freedom.

3. Tactful self-expression. You express your feelings
openly and directly and without putting your partner down.
You stick to your guns and state your point of view, but
you encourage your partner to express his or her teelings
as well as using the inquiry technique and empathy.

[ don’t mean to imgly that increased assertiveness, bet-
ter negotiations about sex, or even the ability to say no
will entirely resolve Inga’s tendency to feel trapped. Inga
neceds to become more aware of her deeper feelings and to
have the courage and self-confidence to share them with
Roger. Instead of taking all her cues from him and won-
dering whether she’s meeting all his needs and expecta-
tions, she needs to look inside and ask herself how she’s
feeling. Why 1sn’t she in the mood for sex? Is she annoyed
with Roger? Perhaps she feels disturbed about her work.
This kind of openness represents a profound emotional
freedom that’s the ultimate antidote to feeling trapped.




196 / INTIMATE CONNECTIONS

Once the trust and openness and sharing of feelings are
there, the so-called real problems—such as when to have
sex or how much time to spend together—are usually far
easier to deal with, and they often simply dissolve entirely.

Summary

Trapped feelings are a common barrier to intimacy.
Recent research and clinical work with people who feel
trapped suggest that the real prison exists not in reality but
in your own mind. Certain seclf-defeating attitudes tend to
trigger trapped feelings. These include:

* | must meet all my partner’s needs and expectations.
* I’m responsible for my partner’s happiness. If she (or
he) 1s unhappy, this is necessarily my fault.

* My partner 1s very weak and needy and can’t exist
without my constant attention and reassurance.

* It would be too nisky to assert my own needs and
feelings and to negotiate for what I really want in my
relationship.

Most people try to deal with trapped feelings by escap-
ing from a relationship. They break up, they have affairs,
or they become emotionally detached and less involved.
The real solution is actually the opposite—to become more
assertive, more involved, more emotionally open. This
means believing 1n yourself—in the importance of your
own needs and feelings—and believing in your partner—as
someone who 1sn’t really so weak and fragile but as a
human being who can endure the discomfort of resolving
conflicts, negotiating, and communicating more openly
and honestly.

The following methods can help you achieve these goals:

* Dally Mood Log—You write down the distorted, self-
critical thoughts that make you feel guilty, frustrated, and
trapped every time you want to express your feelings.

* Cost-Benefit Analysis—You make a list of the advan-
tages and disadvantages of believing you have to meet all
of your partner’s needs and expectations.. You develop a
new value system in which both partners’ needs and feel-
ings are important. |
* Listening Skills—Instead of avoiding a conflict, you
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ask how your partner feels (inquiry), you paraphrase what
vour partner says (empathy), and you find some truth in it
the disarming technique).

+ Sclf-expression Skills—At the same time, you express
vour own needs and feelings instead of withdrawing or
pouting, but you do it in a way that doesn’t put your
nartner down or threaten his or her self-esteem.

* Negotiation—Instead of trying to meet all your part-
ner's needs, you learn to negotiate and to compromise.

This may take some of the magic and romance out of a
relationship, but in exchange it gives you a greater mea-
sure of intimacy and satisfaction. You can express a loving
relationship not as a trap, but as an opportunity for growth.
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How to Repair a Broken
Heart: Conquering Fears of
Rejection and Success

As you apply the principles in the previous chapters, you'l:
begin to feel better about yourself and you’ll project greater
self-confidence in your personal relationships. As you start
to date more frequently, two things will happen. You'li
experience a number of rejections—since nobody on earti
can attract everyone they’re interested in—and you’ll also
begin to experience a certain measure of success because
you’ll be looking and feeling more attractive and flirting
and communicating more effectively. As this happens, two
deep fears, the fear of rejection and the fear of success.
may start to cause problems for you. Some readers will be
terrified by the prospect of intimacy and success. After ali.
there’s a comfort in being lonely and rejected—you may
have been that way for ten or twenty years or even longer,
and although it’s not much fun, at least it’s familiar. The
prospect of sudden change can be frightening and over-
whelming,

In this chapter we’ll take a look at these two fears.
You'll discover that many of your apprehensions are not
due to the realities of being rejected or to being close, but
to certain illogical thoughts and self-defeating attitudes. As
you begin to think about your relationships more positively
and realistically, you can conquer these needless barriers

to Intimacy.

The Fear of Rejection
If you feel shy and lonely, you may be so afraid of
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rejection that you’re reluctant to look your best and smile
and flirt with people you’re attracted to. You may think,
‘““What if someone rejects me? I couldn’t stand it! It would
be terrible!’’” But why is rejection so terrible? In point of
fact, rejection, per se, can never be overly upsetting unless
you think about it in an illogical way. Once you learn to
think about the experience more objectively, it will lose
most of its power to upset you.

This doesn’t mean that you’re supposed to enjoy rejec-
tion! It’s natural to feel good when you're accepted and
disappointed when someone gives you the cold shoulder.
However, you can learn to put these experiences in a more
realistic perspective so that they won’t involve a blow to
your self-esteem. Then your fears will no longer prevent
you from taking a few chances so you can get close to
other people again.

It’s important to take a close look at your negative
thoughts when you feel rejected. You’ll notice many of the
distortions that are listed in Table 4-1 on page 51. One of
the commonest distortions to look for i1s overgeneralization—
you will probably be assuming that since this person re-
jected you, everyone will. You may tell yourself, “‘I'll
probably never have anyone to love. I'll always be alone.”
This thought may seem realistic, but it’s actually absurd
because everyone’s taste is so very different. Beauty is 1n the
eye of the beholder, and no two people can ever have identical
tastes. If you’re willing to persist, sooner or later you’ll dis-
cover someone who does find you interesting and appealing.

Another way you may overgencralize is when you tell
yourself that you were rejected because of some inherent
inadequacy in your ‘‘self’’ rather than because of some
specific problem 1n this particular relationship. You may
think, “‘I'm such a loser. There must be something wrong
with me. 1 just don’t have what 1t takes to get close to
anybody.’’ Then you feel as if your *‘essence’’ or ‘‘iden-
tity’’ has been judged by a panel of authorities and you’ve
been found to be defective and stamped as unlovable for
time eternal.

You will see just how unrealistic this attitude is if you
carefully examine the specific reasons why people might
reject you:
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* They may feel angry and frustrated with you.

 They may not be attracted to you because of certain
physical characteristics, such as your appearance, your
age, Or your race.

* They may reject you because the relationship is going
well and they’re afraid of intimacy or commitment.

e They may have found someone else they’re more

attracted to.
You will notice that these reasons sometimes reflect the
other person’s taste. The most obvious example would be
someone who rejects you because you’re black or blond
and they’re looking for a lover who is quite different. In
this case, the rejection really has little or nothing to do
with how desirable you are.

One of my patients, Dan, is a handsome thirty-two-year-
old man in the publishing business. He likes women who
are at least twenty-seven to thirty years of age, and he
generally considers any woman in her early or mid-twenties
too young. Another patient of mine, John, is an attractive
thirty-three-year-old accountant. He happens to be attracted
to women who are no older than twenty-five. If a twenty-
four-year-old woman happens to go out with Dan, she’ll
probably get the brush-off. If she happens to go out with
John, he’ll probably pursue her eagerly. She’s the same
person, and the outcome will almost entirely depend on the
other person’s subjective preferences.

A second distortion that leads to the pain of rejection 1s
a personalization, or self-blame. You tell yourself, ‘‘It’s
all my fault. If only I had been more loving’’ (or sexually
responsive, or whatever). Blaming yourself 1s generally
unrealistic because both people contribute to the success or
failure of any relationship. Telling yourself it’s all your
fault i1s really quite self-centered and grandiose. It’s as if
the entire relationship depended only on you and was
entirely under your control. Other people aren’t just exten-
sions of your ego, they are separate and unique and have
minds of their own. It may be a pleasant fantasy to believe
that if you behave in just the right way you can make
everyone love and desire you, but the world doesn’t work
that way.

Instead of blaming yourself, try to pinpoint what the
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specific problems in the relationship were. Did the two of
you argue a lot? Why? Was there a sexual problem? Did
you both have trouble sharing your feelings? How come?
Try to understand what you both might have done that
contributed to the breakup. If there’s a problem you can do
something about, such as being overweight or self-centered
or defensive, don’t waste your energy putting yourself
down and getting depressed. Instead, get some counseling
or make a plan for correcting it so that you can grow and
learn to get closer to people in the future.

Even when there’s something genuinely negative about
you that makes it hard for people to feel close to you, 1t’s
still unnecessary to blame yourself. A twenty-eight-year-
old woman named Sally came to me after years of lonel-
ness and depression. She’d lost her job and felt as if most
of her friends were abandoning her as well. Several months
earlier, one of her best friends unexpectedly told her dur-
ing a telephone conversation that she thought it would be
best for them not to continue their friendship. Her friend
was unwilling to talk about it or give Sally any explanation
of what the problem was. Sally felt frustrated and con-
vinced she was unlovable. She thought that all these rejec-
tions really were her fault. Even a counselor she’d seen
told her she seemed quite irritable and had a tendency to
put people on the defensive. Sally felt that even the coun-
selor didn’t like her, and wept as she told me how hopeless
and inadequate she felt.

I asked Sally why she thought her best friend might
have rejected her. She suggested, crying profusely the
entire time she spoke, that she was so depressed all the
time she was probably a ‘‘big downer’’ to be around.
Sally’s probably right. Research by Dr. James Coyne at
the Palo Alto Mental Research Institute has indicated that
people often do find it frustrating to relate to someone
who’s feeling depressed. The depressed person’s lack of
sclf-esteem, fragility, and defensiveness can easily put
others on edge. Does it follow that Sally 1s ‘‘to blame’’ or
““at fault’’ for being rejected?

No. The problem is not that Sally is to blame. The real
problem 1s that she blames herself. Self-blame is not the
same as personal responsibility, as indicated in Table 11-1.
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Table 11-1
Three Key Differences Between Self-Blame
and Personal Responsibility

Self-Blame Personal Responsibility

1. Causes of rejections always 1. Causes of rejections are
seem internal: You auto- usually seen as mutual.:
matically assume that you - You try to understand how
are entirely responsible both you and the other
for any problems in your person might have contrib-
personal relationships. uted to a conflict.

2. Rejections seem global’and 2. Problems seem specific:

overwhelming: You feel You think of a personal
that any shortcoming or shortcoming as a problem
rejection proves what a in how you felt or acted
basically inadequate, unde- and not as a reflection on
sirable person you are. your self-esteem. This
Then you feel defeated, gives you the motivation to
depressed, and defective. do something construc-

tive to change.

3. Rejections seem permanent 3. Problems seem temporary
and irreversible: You and reversible: You see
feel hopeless that things the problem as an opportu-

could ever be better or nity to grow sO you can
that your problems could make your next relation-

ever be resolved. ship even better.

Personal responsibility involves accepting your shortcom-
ings without any loss of self-esteem so you can change and
grow. But Sally’s so hard on herself and spends so much
of her time blaming and despising herself that even the
gentlest criticism from a friend becomes more than she can
bear. She lashes out defensively because it’s just too dan-
gerous to listen to what other people have to say. Her poor
istening skills make her seem self-centered and difficult to
be around. Her self-blaming tendencies alienate others and
create the rejection she most fears. Sally will have to work
hard on modifying this tendency during her therapy. As
her self-esteem goes up, she will learn how to tolerate the




