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Introduction 
Thank you for your interest in my Therapy-At-Home Workbooks (Mini Guides) series for individual use, a 
condensed version of my more comprehensive workbooks. The mini guides are for those interested in 
working through their emotional and/or relationship issues or get a jump-start in working with a therapist. 

 
My name is Lisa Brookes Kift.  I am a practicing licensed Marriage and Family Therapist in the state of 
California, who has helped hundreds of individuals and couples get unstuck. This series was created to 
provide a practical, clear and efficient roadmap to understand, identify and resolve your concerns. It is not 
a replacement to therapy but rather a supplement, though some of you might find it to be enough. 

 
If you get overwhelmed or unsure of how to implement the content in this mini guide, please seek help 
from a local therapist and use this as a starting point to share what you have learned about yourself so far. 

 
The goal of this guide is to help you understand your relationship patterns better and stop problematic 
cycles.  At the very least you should have a solid paradigm to conceptualize your situation to get a jump 
start on your own therapy process.   

 
This mini guide will walk you through a similar line of questioning and discussion that might occur during a 
session with me.  If you have purchased this tool, you likely already suspect you struggle with troubling 
relationship patterns that you’d like to change.  My goal is to provide a framework for you to think like a 
therapist by asking yourself some very key questions.  But as this is a guide only, you may have more work 
ahead. 

 
I will help you to: 

 
Identify the existence of troubling and painful relationship patterns. 
Understand why this happens to you. 
Change your pattern leading to healthier and more satisfying relationships. 

 
Lastly, check the additional resources provided at the end; supportive articles, books and other tools for you 
to do more exploration of the topics that interest you. 

 

This is Break Your Unhealthy Relationship Patterns. 
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IDENTIFY: 

How do you know if you have problematic relationship patterns? 
If you repeatedly find yourself in painful relationships that all seem vaguely familiar, it’s likely you’re stuck in 
a pattern.  It’s like doing something over and over with the same troubling results.  Why in the world would 
you do that?  As counter-intuitive as it seems, many people struggle with this. 

 
There are a lot of reasons why this is problematic for people, often linked in some way to the experience of 
your parental relationships, your environment, the experience of traumatic experiences and how you were 
shaped as a child.  When it comes to relationship patterns, these often don’t reveal themselves until years 
later in adolescence or early adulthood when intimate and romantic connections are sought.  

 
Your functioning in intimate relationships ties to your experiences with your primary caregivers because of the 
similarity of need in those relationships. The lessons learned in your earliest experiences of life carry forth in 
the way your brain is wired showing up as vulnerabilities – or strengths. 

 
The first step to “think like a therapist” is to identify that there is a problem associated with the way you seek 
partnership.  This may or may not be clear to you at this point.  Sometimes it begins with a vague intuition 
around something not feeling right.   
 
If there is any doubt, the following self-quiz will help you IDENTIFY whether indeed a problem exists. 
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Self-Quiz: Signs of Problematic Relationship Patterns 
Read the following statements and answer True, False or? 

 
- - - - 

 
I carry an underlying sense of not being good enough.            

I have a strong need for independence in relationships.                      

I can be very dependent in relationships. 

It’s hard for me to say how I really feel in relationships. 
 

I struggle to trust in relationships.                              

I fear that people will leave me. 

I seem to be attracted to chaotic relationships.   

I have been abused in relationships; physically or emotionally. 

I often seek partners who are wounded and try to save them. 
 

Substance abuse has been a theme in my relationships. 
 

- - - - 
 
All of these statements are possible indicators that you have been engaged in problematic relationship 
patters.  If you answered “True” to any of the above, contemplate the following:   

 
• Are there possible reasons you are susceptible to repeating these patterns? 
• Did you witness similar patterns from your parents, primary caregivers or other important models? 
• Is it possible you have a role in the problem?  What is it? 

 
The following is an opportunity to journal about anything that came up in this section. 

 
- - - - 

 
Journal 
Thoughts, Aha Moments, Ideas 
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Possible reasons for unhealthy relationship patterns associated with your upbringing 
If you are clear that there is work for you in this area, it’s important to understand what led you to your 
unhealthy relationship patterns.  It’s easy to blame your partners and important to remember that any 
relationship is a system.  Both people contribute to that system in some way.  These patterns can stem from 
childhood for a number of reasons; never experiencing healthy relationships, developing a poor sense of self, 
trauma, etc.  The next goal is to understand “why” to be able to work through it properly.  

 
Self-Quiz: Relationship Patterns and Your Upbringing 
Read the following statements and answer True, False or? 

 
- - - - 

 
There were high levels of conflict between family members in my home. 

My parent(s) were absent or abandoning in their behavior towards me. 

My parent(s) were present but emotionally unavailable. 

My parent(s) were abusive or highly critical. 

My parent(s) were mentally ill or I suspect they were but went undiagnosed. 

My parent(s) had addiction issues; alcohol, drug, food, gambling or other. 

I witnessed domestic violence in my parent’s relationship. 
 

My parents lived separate lives within the home.  I don’t understand why they stayed together.  
 

- - - - 
 

All of these are experiences that can lead to unhealthy ideas about relationships.  They can also be at the 
root of a poor sense of self or self-esteem issues.  If you answered “True” to any of the above, reflect a few 
minutes on this and use the space below to write down your thoughts.   

 
- - - - 

 
Journal 
Thoughts, Aha Moments, Ideas 
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What are the belief systems or narratives you carry about relationships?  
Your story is unique to you. It can be told by stringing factual data points along a timeline, but what’s more 
important are your perceptions about the lessons you learned (witnessed or experienced) about 
relationships.  Were the lessons happy and loving?  Unpredictable?  Violent and scary?  Did you learn to 
trust relationships or assume people would leave?  These are just a few things to consider in understanding 
what your beliefs are now and how they might be involved in the relationship patterns you’d like to break.   

 
- - - - 

 
Assessment:  My Belief Systems 
Think about some of your early experiences around relationships.  Consider the belief system(s) that might 
have arisen from the situations. Use the examples below as a guide but be sure to come up with scenarios 
that resonate with you and reflect your story. 

 
EXAMPLE 
Experience:  My father used to drink too much alcohol and be verbally abusive to my mother.  
Possible Belief(s):  Intimate relationships are scary.  Women are treated poorly in relationships. 

 
EXAMPLE 
Experience:  My older brother chased me around the house with a bat and my mother thought it was funny. 
Possible Belief(s): I can’t rely on others to keep me safe. 

Experience: 
 

Possible Beliefs: 

Experience: 

Possible Beliefs: 

Experience: 
 
 

Possible Beliefs: 
 

 
- - - - 

Journal 
Thoughts, Aha Moments, Ideas 
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UNDERSTAND: 

Why might you have made unhealthy relationship choices up to now? 
You’ve been exploring what unhealthy relationship patterns can look like and where these patterns might 
originate.  The next step is to understand why you’ve made some of the relationship choices you have. 

 
Children are skilled at finding ways to make the best of their surroundings, no matter how challenging.  What 
we’re looking at here is how belief systems get woven into relationship patterns later.  Narratives can be 
misunderstandings that can skew your perception about self or how you are “supposed” to relate to others. 
Unhealthy belief systems can guide us to unhealthy decisions  
 
Look for true statements about you in the following and consider the possible drivers for the behavior.  They 
are only suggestions, perhaps you are aware of other reasons.  If so, cross them out and write your own.  

 
Self-Quiz: My Relationship Choices, My Role (and Possible Theories) 
Read the following statements and answer True, False or ? 
- - - - 
 
Them: 
I pick partners who cheat on me.  (Do I self-sabotage by ignoring red flags?) 

 

I pick partners who are emotionally unavailable.  (Perhaps like one of my parents?)   
 

I pick partners who are abusive to me.  (Have I seen or experienced abuse?)  
 

I pick partners who invade my boundaries.  (Maybe in childhood there was little space for me?)  
 
Me: 
In relationship, it’s hard for me to say no and often feel taken advantage of.  

 

In relationship, I tend to repeatedly forgive for bad behavior, despite it ultimately continuing.  
 

In relationship, I often spend a lot of energy trying to get my partner to pay attention to me.  
 

In relationship, I’ve heard from partners that I’m emotionally unavailable.  
- - - - 

 
Journal 
Thoughts, Aha Moments, Ideas 
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The impact of your relationship choices vs. what you really want. 
You might be thinking about the path you’ve been on and hopefully, it’s starting to make some sense.  Once 
you understand why, it’s easier to make the changes you seek.  It’s possible you are becoming more aware of 
wounds from childhood and/or your family of origin. Maybe you’re developing a sense of the type of person 
you’ve been attracted to, how that came to be as well as your involvement in the unhealthy dance between you.  
Let’s look at how things would be for you, ideally. 

 
Reflections: My Ideal Partner 
Read the following statements and answer True, False or ? 

 
- - - - 

 
I want a partner who is reliable and trustworthy. 

 

I want a partner who is kind.  
 

I want to feel loved and cherished in my relationship.  
 

I want a partner who hears me and validates my emotions.  
 

I want a partner who is respectful towards me and others.  
 

I want to feel physically safe with my partner.  
 

I want a partner who is loyal to me.  
 

I want a partner who communicates openly so I know what’s going on with him/her.  
 

I want a partner who is honest.  
 
 

I will guess that you marked “True” for most of, if not all of, the above statements.  And if you are 
committed to also providing those behaviors to a partner, this is what would be considered an emotionally 
safe relationship.  This is what we all seek; however, sometimes unresolved earlier trauma or unhealthy 
experiences can make it challenging.  Hang in there.  It’s doable and well worth the effort.  

 
- - - - 

 
Journal 
Thoughts, Aha Moments, Ideas 
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CHANGE: 

Thoughts about how to begin to change your relationship patterns 
I’m hoping that at this point you’ve, 1) identified the relationship pattern and 2) are beginning to understand 
some of the reasons why it’s occurred.  Now it’s time to contemplate change.  It starts with you to shift 
towards healthier connections by using your new knowledge about your wounds, behavior, choices and 
partner choices in the past.  It’s very common for wounded individuals to gravitate towards each other, to 
someone who in some way reflects each other’s painful histories.  But knowledge is power! 

 
You are being empowered to think like a therapist in order to make the emotional and relationship health 
changes you need to be drawn towards healthy vs. unhealthy relationship dynamics.  Please seek a licensed 
therapy professional in your area if needed.  Resolving deeper level emotional pain can be tricky as you need 
to pull out the weeds of your problematic belief systems…and they can be quite tangled!  (See Family of 
Origin Work:  Untangle Your Unhealthy Roots, my mini-guide on the subject of family of origin wounds in 
the resources section). 

 
Action Steps:  Powerful Tools to Help Facilitate Change 
The following suggestions are all strategies I use in my therapy practice to help clients cross the bridge from 
identifying and understanding the problems at hand, to change. The action steps and related information are 
an introduction to the recommended tools to help you along your way.  I’ve included some follow-up 
resources for you via links to relevant articles or books. 

 
• Do Something Different 

ο An integral part of personal growth is actively changing the way you think and behave which 
inherently can change the way you feel. Sometimes doing something different can feel scary 
or weird but moving into your discomfort is the first step in learning it might actually be ok.  
For example, moving towards a potential partner who would not have typically been your 
“type”.  Perhaps you have missed really good, kind people with your old paradigm.  

 
• Notice (Thinking, Behaviors, Patterns, Red Flags) 

ο In order to make the changes you need to be able to notice what’s happening in the first 
place. In the case of problematic relationships, you might also need to take seriously 
problematic behavior (red flags) that come up in a relationship early on.  Did you ignore 
those before?  Maybe if you heeded those warnings, you would have avoided some of 
your damaging relationships? Slow down your thinking process to really notice and take 
in how you feel with the other person.  If you feel badly, take this seriously. 

 
 Whoa – that hurt.  What just happened? 
 Is there a reasonable explanation or an apology soon after? 
 If I see this behavior now, what could the future look like with this person? 
 Do I deserve better?  Is this what I really want in a relationship? 

• Practice Mindfulness 
ο To help facilitate the skill of noticing, practice being mindful and present. A 

mindfulness practice can help you see more clearly, regulate your nervous system and 
rewire your brain (at any age) to feel more at ease and grounded in your body and mind. 

 
• Learn How to Communicate Effectively 

Much of what couples struggle with can stem from misunderstandings and assumptions.  
Learning how to reflect back what you’ve heard, validate and empathize with another 
person are just a few of the communication tools that will help you succeed in your next 
relationship.   

http://loveandlifetoolbox.com/the-toolbox-store/family-of-origin-work-untangle-your-unhealthy-roots/
http://loveandlifetoolbox.com/the-toolbox-store/family-of-origin-work-untangle-your-unhealthy-roots/
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• Practice Self-Compassion 
ο Your road to breaking problematic relationship patterns might not be a straight one.  If 

you falter or misstep, get back up and be kind to yourself as you would a good friend. 
 

• Re-parent your Inner Child 
ο If you didn’t have a loving and nurturing environment as a child, it’s time to make up for 

lost time and learn to love your inner little boy or girl. Imagine your inner child as being 
a part of you who gets emotionally triggered when vulnerable. Soothe him/her.  Learn 
who he/she is, his/her unhealthy beliefs and vulnerabilities.  The more you can “re-
parent” your inner child, the more at ease you will feel about yourself in relationships. 

• Practice Self-Care 
ο Life can be stressful. I recommend everyone incorporate some kind of self-care routine into 

their busy lives. What allows you to relax? What do you enjoy? What are ways you de- 
stress? What feels nourishing for your body, mind and soul? When you are doing the deeper 
reflecting work you are here, it's particularly important to be clear on what feels good and 
make an effort to do it! It's an act of kindness and compassion towards yourself. 

 
• Pay Attention to Your Attachment Wounds  

ο You may have attachment wounds if you didn’t have a secure and reliable emotional bond 
between you and at least one parent or caregiver.  If you suspect this is the case, it might 
be useful educate yourself about the different attachment styles that exist, the ways 
children learn to deal with deficient connections in their early important relationships.  
These tend to come up strongly in intimate relationships as the need for security is similar. 

 
• Seek Therapy if Needed 

ο The personal material you’ve explored here might be challenging. It is commendable that 
you are attempting to take this on by yourself but keep in mind, facing some of these things 
alone can be difficult and professional guidance may be helpful. A therapist can facilitate 
continued exploration of your relationship patterns and support you as you attempt to make 
changes.  
 

Conclusion 
I hope this mini guide has, at the very least, put you on the road to identifying, understanding and resolving 
your unhealthy relationship patterns. Faulty belief systems and/or trauma can create countless obstacles for 
people in their lives, individually and in their relationships. It makes perfect sense that many people with less 
than ideal relationship templates from the early years go on to struggle making healthy choices in partners and 
sometimes being a good partner. 

 
I encourage you to take a look at the resources provided; quick read articles from my site 
LoveAndLifeToolbox.com and links to books on Amazon.  The combination of this mini guide and the 
resources provided might be enough for you make the changes you seek. But it’s also possible you’ll need 
more than this. The work you have done so far here should give you a leg up on any further work.  If you are 
in the state of California, look into my online therapy options below, mentioned in my bio. 

 
I wish you continued growth emotionally and in your relationships! 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES: 

 
Quick Reads from LoveAndLifeToolbox.com 
ο 5 Steps to Create Positive Change in Your Relationship 

 

ο Does Your Relationship Have a Strong Negativity Bias? 
 

ο The Under the Radar Relationship Killer 
 

ο Ten Characteristics of Successful Relationships 
 

 
Books on Amazon 
ο Wired for Love: How Understanding Your Partner’s Brain and Attachment Style Can Help You Defuse Conflict 

and Build a Secure Relationship by Stan Tatkin, PsyD, MFT 
ο What Makes Love Last?  How to Build Trust and Avoid Betrayal by John Gottman, PhD 
ο Hold Me Tight:  Seven Conversations for a Lifetime of Love by Sue Johnson, PhD 
ο Becoming Attached:  First Relationships and How They Shape Our Capacity to Love by Rober Karen, PhD 
 
Therapy-At-Home Mini Guides and Couples Workbooks by Lisa Brookes Kift, MFT 
ο Family of Origin Work:  Untangle Your Unhealthy Roots 
ο The Premarital Counseling Workbook for Couples 
ο The Marriage Refresher Course Workbook for Couples 
 
 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

 
Lisa Brookes Kift is the founder of LoveAndLifeToolbox.com and creator of Therapy-At- 
Home Workbooks® and Therapy-At-Home Mini-Guides® therapist guided tools for 
personal growth. She is a Marriage and Family Therapist (MFT) in private practice 
working with individuals and couples in Marin County, California, also offering telehealth 
options (video conference, phone and chat) to those outside of her area via California 
Online Therapy, http//www.onlinetherapyandcounseling.com/. 

 
Lisa has written extensively about topics related to marriage, relationship and emotional 
health. She is a frequent consultant for the media having appeared in CNN.com, 
HuffingtonPost.com, MensHealth.com, NBCNews.com and others. 
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