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LEAVING AN UNHEALTHY RELATIONSHIP

WHAT IS AN UNHEALTHY RELATIONSHIP?

WHEN ENOUGH IS ENOUGH

WHAT TO CONSIDER

Unhealthy relationships can take many forms—ranging from frequent

conflict or codependence to more toxic patterns like control,

manipulation, or abuse. There’s no single definition of what an

“unhealthy” relationship looks like.

It can be hard to leave an unhealthy relationship, especially when abuse

or control is involved. Recognizing the signs and seeking support are key

steps toward breaking the cycle.

Leaving a relationship can be challenging, so planning ahead is key.

Think about housing, finances, setting boundaries, limiting contact, and

caring for your emotional and physical safety.



HEALTHY VS UNHEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS

Healthy relationships... Unhealthy relationships...

...accepts the other person
for who they are, flaws and
imperfections included.

...respects each others
independence and need for
connection and interests
outside of the relationship.

...have honest and open
communication.

...allow for a safe space for
sharing thoughts and
feelings.

...has a good level of equality
in decision making.

...allows for healthy
boundaries to be set.

...compromises when
needed.

...shows respect for each
other no matter what.

...lacks healthy and
respectful communication.

...lacks trust, or results in
dishonesty or infidelity.

...disregards the other
persons needs, feelings and
thoughts.

...lacks support, often leaving
the other partner feeling
isolated.

...lacks essential boundaries.

...often results in name-
calling, yelling or even
violence when conflicts
arises.

...often feels unstable or
volatile.

...may result in controlling or
abusive behaviours.



WHY IS LEAVING SO HARD?

you’ve become addicted to the highs and lowsyou’ve become addicted to the highs and lows

the relationship has damaged your confidence & self-worththe relationship has damaged your confidence & self-worth

you are blaming yourself for the state of the relationshipyou are blaming yourself for the state of the relationship

you are holding on to hope for a better tomorrowyou are holding on to hope for a better tomorrow

you have become isolated from other supportsyou have become isolated from other supports

you’ve lost your sense of selfyou’ve lost your sense of self

uncertainty is scarier than staying uncertainty is scarier than staying 

your ability to trust yourself & others has been damagedyour ability to trust yourself & others has been damaged

you have become isolated from other supportsyou have become isolated from other supports

leaving might mean losing other things (e.g. finances, friends)leaving might mean losing other things (e.g. finances, friends)

you are afraid of having to “start over”you are afraid of having to “start over”

you are experiencing gaslighting or other forms of abuseyou are experiencing gaslighting or other forms of abuse

Leaving a relationship—especially an unhealthy, toxic, or abusive one

—can be incredibly hard. Understanding why it feels difficult can help

you identify what’s holding you back and what support or steps you

may need to move forward.

Leaving a relationship—especially an unhealthy, toxic, or abusive one

—can be incredibly hard. Understanding why it feels difficult can help

you identify what’s holding you back and what support or steps you

may need to move forward.



ENDING A RELATIONSHIP

1. Step out of denial

Journaling or logging negative experiences can help you make sense of

what’s happening. Seeing things clearly in writing allows you to validate

your feelings and spot patterns in the relationship.

2. Keep a record

If you’ve acknowledged the relationship isn’t healthy, the next step is

understanding what’s keeping you stuck. Whether it’s financial stability, fear

of being alone, or concern about others’ opinions, naming these reasons

can help you address them.

3. Understand your motivations for staying

Leaving isn’t just about walking away—it often means big changes like

finding new housing, navigating finances, or adjusting your social life.

Planning for these shifts can give you a stronger foundation when you’re

ready.

4. Plan for the gaps the relationship filled

Even if leaving is the right choice, guilt often follows. Whether it’s guilt over

staying too long, “giving up,” or leaving others behind, healing starts with

self-compassion and forgiveness.

5. Heal the guilt

After leaving, give yourself time and space to rest and process everything

you’ve been through. Healing takes time, and you deserve that care.

It’s easy to downplay the situation or blame yourself, but real change starts

with stepping back and recognizing the signs of an unhealthy relationship.



CUTTING CONTACT

SHOULD I CUT CONTACT?

WHAT IF THERE ARE KIDS OR OTHERS INVOLVED?

MAYBE WE CAN STAY FRIENDS?

No matter the reason for the breakup, cutting contact is often the hardest

part. While it may be tempting to stay in touch or keep tabs on your ex,

ongoing contact usually prevents both people from fully processing the

breakup and moving on.

“Let’s be friends” sounds nice, but staying friends with an ex is rarely easy.

After a breakup, both people need time and space to process emotions and

rethink their future. Even if friendship is possible later, taking a meaningful

break helps you understand your needs and intentions.

Some relationships can’t have a clean break due to shared responsibilities like

children, pets, or property. In these cases, agree on one clear form of contact

—preferably something professional like email—strictly for practical matters.

Limit or cut off all other communication, including social media and texting.



GRIEF MYTHS

There is a “right” way to
grieve.

Everyone grieves differently. There
are no wrongs or rights.

Grief should be resolved after
a certain time period.

There is no clear structure or
timeline to grief.

Only the loss of a loved one
causes grief.

Grief can come from many things,
including loss of a pet, loss of a job,

or another mayor life change.

Grief follows distinct stages.

Grief can come in many different
phases, and does not follow a set

pattern. Not everyone
experiences all traditional

“stages” of grief.

MYTH FACT

“Moving on” is a betrayal to the
deceased.

No one truly “moves on”, we
simply move forward, and this
does not mean you no longer

care deeply for your loved one.

You should not talk about
someones loss.

Many people feel great comfort
in talking about their loved one
and reminiscing about them. 

Sadly, grief comes with a lot of myths about what is “healthy” and “normal” and

what is not. Below we’ve tried to debunk some of the more common myths to help

you better understand what grief can look like.



INTEGRATED GRIEF

THE GRIEVING PROCESS

Acute grief occurs immediately following the loss, and for the initial months afterwards.

During this time it is normal to have intense symptoms of shock, distress, sadness,

changes in appetite, poor sleep, and poor concentration. These symptoms will slowly

decrease and disappear with the passage of time. 

ACUTE GRIEF

Sometimes, the symptoms of acute grief never seem to diminish, and they continue to

be heightened over an extended period of time. This can be quite a large number of

months, or even years. The loss continues to feel like a shock and feels unmanageable.

You might find yourself constantly yearning for the loved one, or experience extreme

guilt at the thought of “moving on” and accepting the loss. 

COMPLICATED GRIEF

After the the most intense symptoms of acute or complicated grief have been resolved,

you will enter the lifelong stage of integrated grief. When experiencing integrated grief

you have come to accept the reality of the loss. You have also resumed normal daily

life activities. When entering this stage, it does not mean that you do not miss your

loved one, or that you do not feel pain when thinking about the loss. You have simply

learnt how to cope with the loss. Even during the stage of integrated grief, acute grief

may show itself around special occasions such as holidays, anniversaries, and when

encountering other significant reminders. 

Grief is a natural, though painful, part of processing loss. It doesn’t follow a set

pattern, and people experience it in many different ways across cultures.

That said, grief often moves through two common phases—acute and integrated

grief—with a third phase, complicated grief, affecting some individuals. Read on to

learn more about these phases.
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REFLECTING ON HURT &
PRACTICING FORGIVENESS

During a breakup, it’s easy to feel resentment and blame—toward others

or yourself. But holding onto these feelings can block healthy healing.

Use the prompts below to reflect on what blame has cost you and how

you might begin to let it go.

When I hold on to blame, judgment, or resentment toward the person(s) who hurt me, and I
relive in my mind what has happened, what effect does this have on me (thoughts,

emotions, actions etc)?

When reliving these experiences, and getting fixated on the thoughts or feelings
associated with the hurt, have I taken actions that have worsened these thoughts or

feelings? If yes, what did I do?



Moving forward, for my own health and well-being, I will choose to practice letting go of  
blame, judgment, and resentment. What methods will I use for this?

Finally, when difficult memories arise, I will acknowledge the pain and be kind to myself.
How will I practice self-compassion and kindness?

When acting in a way that caused more hurt and harm, what did the actions cost me?



UNHEALTHY RESPONSES TO A BREAKUP

Breakups are tough, and it’s easy to fall into unhealthy coping habits.

If you think this might be happening to you, read on for common signs

and healthier ways to cope.

Instead of..

Stalking your ex on social media

..try

Unfollowing and blocking them
on all accounts, or try a total
social media detox for a week

Refusing to work with them on
dividing up assets or organising

shared custody

Openly communicate with them
about your preferred needs and

wants, and where possible
compromise

Trying to stay “friends”
immediately after or continuing a

sexual relationship

Take a dedicated break from all
contact. If not permanently,
than at least a few weeks is

recommended

People pleasing and giving in to
unreasonable demands in order

to “keep the peace”

Set clear boundaries aligned
with your values, communicate

these, and stick to them

Isolating yourself

Plan in time with people close to
you. Social supports are often

helpful and needed (at a
balanced rate)

Over-scheduling yourself
socially, or entering a “party

phase”

Taking time out to relax, engage
in self-care and process your

experience



What did you stand for in the face of this experience? For example kindness,

strength or respect.

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

How did you treat yourself as you went through the experience?

How did you treat the people around you as you went through this?

As you dealt with all the challenges, what qualities did you bring to the tasks?

Knowing now what you do, would you change any actions towards yourself or

others?

VALUES IN THE FACE OF LOSS

Imagine it’s a year from now and you’re looking back at how you handled your

relationship ending. Take a moment to step into that future mindset. When

you're ready, answer the questions below from that perspective.



Define your non negotiable limits. What are you comfortable with,
what are you willing to compromise on, and what is a deal breaker?

Communicate your boundaries. We can't expect someone else to "just
know". Communicating your boundaries sets healthy expectations.

Don't be afraid to say "no" if your partner asks you to do something
that makes you uncomfortable.

Be assertive. If you've set your boundaries and your partner does not
respect them, it is perfectly okay to reinforce them assertively.

Know your values and needs. When you do, you can be much more
sure in what boundaries to set in your relationship.

SETTING HEALTHY 
BOUNDARIES IN RELATIONSHIPS



Say no when
needed

Automatically adopt
others opinions

Take your time to build
trust

Communicate
aggressively

Communicate
assertively

Avoid conflict by
giving in

Stand by your
personal values

Overshare personal
information

DO DON'T

Value your own and
others opinion

Push others away

BOUNDARIES DO’S & DON’TS



TYPES OF BOUNDARIES

There are various types of boundaries beyond emotional

and physical needs, and considering them broadly is

vital for healthy relationships.

INTELLECTUAL
Boundaries related to
someone's thoughts

and ideas.

TIME
Boundaries related

to how a person
uses their time.

MATERIAL
Boundaries
related to

someone's money
and possessions.

SEXUAL
Boundaries related to
emotional, intellectual
& physical aspects of

sexuality.

PHYSICAL
Boundaries related
to personal space

and touch.

EMOTIONAL
Boundaries related

to a persons
feelings.



BOUNDARIES

POROUS

Overly trusting

Overshares personal
information

Difficulty saying
“no”

Avoids conflict
above everything

HEALTHY

Selective about
whom to let in

Takes their time to
build trust

Able to say “no”
when needed

Values both own and
others’ opinions 

RIGID

Keep people at 
a distance

Untrusting of others

Guarded with 
personal information

Has inflexible
personal values 

Communicates
aggressively 

Accepts conflict as a
normal part of life 

Communicates
assertively

Non assertive

Passive in nature

BOUNDARY STYLES

Boundaries determine what is acceptable or not in a relationship. There are

three common boundary styles, each with distinct characteristics. 

Let's explore these differences.

Almost always says
“no”



SETTING BOUNDARIES

WHAT TO SAY

WHAT TO DO

“I’m not comfortable with this”

“I can’t do that for you”

“This doesn’t work for me”

“I don’t have the capacity right now”

“I need to ask that you don’t do that”

“This is not acceptable”

When setting boundaries, use confident body language by maintaining

eye contact and speaking steadily. Plan ahead by considering your

approach before engaging in tough discussions. Be respectful by avoiding

yelling or attacks, while actively listening and staying firm. Compromise

when appropriate, as give-and-take is essential in healthy relationships,

though standing your ground is also valid.

“I’m drawing the line at...”

“I’ve decided not to”

“That has not been my experience”

“Not at this time”

“I’ve decided not to”

“I disagree with that approach”

“I’m not comfortable with...”

“Please don’t do that”



 WHAT IS TOXIC FORGIVENESS?

WHAT IS IT?

WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE?

WHY IS IT NOT HELPFUL?

Toxic forgiveness is when someone forgives too soon,

without healing or addressing the hurt. It can lead to deeper

pain and unresolved trust issues.

Toxic forgiveness looks like rushing to forgive while still hurt,

accepting weak apologies, saying “it’s fine” but pulling

away, and skipping real resolution.

Toxic forgiveness may seem kind, but it can harm

relationships long-term. Without processing the hurt or

finding resolution, it often leads to tension, weak boundaries,

trust issues, and poor communication.



AVOIDING TOXIC FORGIVENESS

ACKNOWLEDGE YOUR FEELINGS
All feelings are valid after being hurt—there’s no right or

wrong way to feel. Avoiding emotions can make them

stronger, so it’s important to let them come and go naturally.

SEEK A RESOLUTION
Instead of rushing to “forgive and forget,” think about what you need to

feel okay—an apology, a change in behavior, or something else. Identify

your ideal resolution and communicate it clearly.

PRIORITISE YOUR WELL-BEING
It’s okay to take time before forgiving. That might mean stepping

back, sitting with your emotions, or doing something that helps you

feel calm and connected to yourself.

SEEK EXTERNAL SUPPORTS
If you want to forgive but still feel conflicted, it can help to talk it

through with someone you trust—a friend, family member, or

professional—for support and perspective.

Toxic forgiveness is when you forgive too quickly without

processing your hurt. If this sounds familiar, read on for tips

to support healthier healing.



THE ABC OF HEALTHY FORGIVENESS

Acknowledge the hurt or broken trust. Take time to sit with your

feelings and understand why they’ve come up. It’s also important to

express this to the other person—what you feel, why you feel it, and

what you need (e.g., an apology, action, or space).

ACKNOWLEDGE

Begin processing the emotions by exploring what happened and how

it could have been handled better. Resolution may come through

action or simply acknowledgment of the hurt caused.

BEGIN TO PROCESS

Commit to making positive changes on both sides. This means

setting clear boundaries, taking steps to prevent repeat issues, and

as the hurt party, choosing to move forward—rather than holding

onto resentment or using the hurt against the other person.

COMMITMENT 

Forgiveness might seem simple, but not all forms are healthy. Some can be

“toxic.” Healthy forgiveness follows a basic “ABC” process: Acknowledge

the hurt, Begin to process it, and Commit to moving forward.



PEOPLE PLEASING

WHAT IS PEOPLE PLEASING?

SIGNS OF PEOPLE PLEASING

CAUSES OF PEOPLE PLEASING

People pleasing is when someone puts others’ needs ahead of

their own, often at a personal cost. They may hide their true

feelings or say yes to too much to gain approval or avoid conflict.

Signs of people pleasing can include difficulty saying no, often taking on extra

work even when overwhelmed, and overcommitting to plans or responsibilities.

People pleasers may avoid conflict, struggle to voice their opinions, hesitate

to ask for help, and find it hard to stand up for their own needs.

Some common causes of people pleasing include low self-esteem, fear

of conflict, anxiety, or past trauma. It can also stem from growing up in

an abusive household, cultural or societal expectations, unequal

relationships, or certain personality disorders.



It can be hard to start setting boundaries and saying no, often leading to guilt

or feeling like a bad person. But setting clear boundaries that reflect your

values and needs is healthy and important.

Start small: Begin by meeting just one need at a time, like taking regular

breaks between meetings.

Take your time: Give yourself space to think before saying yes to a

request. You don’t have to respond right away.

Set time limits: If you agree to help, clearly state how long you’re

available. For example, give specific hours for babysitting.

Block out time: Schedule personal time in your day that’s off-limits to

others. Treat it as non-negotiable.

Practice saying “no”: Rehearse kind but firm ways to say no. It’s okay to

say no—doing so doesn’t make you a bad person.

HOW TO STOP PEOPLE PLEASING



ASSERTIVE COMMUNICATION

WHAT IT IS

TRAITS OF ASSERTIVE COMMUNICATORS

ASSERTIVENESS TIPS

Assertive communication involves expressing your needs while

respecting others, avoiding aggression or passivity.

Traits of assertive communicators include clearly stating their needs, using

confident eye contact, listening without interrupting, speaking with a

balanced tone, maintaining strong and open body language, and

delivering clear messages.

Clearly express your needs while actively listening to others, and always

prioritize self-respect. Stay calm by avoiding yelling, name-calling, or storming

off, as composure is your best tool. 

Prepare ahead by planning what you want and need, and communicate your

expectations clearly. Boundaries are crucial, and saying “no” when necessary is

healthy and does not make you a bad person.



RELATIONSHIP RED FLAGS

NAME CALLING

Your partner name calls you or

demeans you.

EXERTING CONTROL

Your partner tries to control you,

your time, and your movements.

CRITICISM

Your partner frequently criticises

your appearance or what you do.

GASLIGHTING

Your partner uses manipulation or

questions your reality.

WITHHOLDING AFFECTION

Your partner punishes you by

withholding attention or affection.

BELITTLING

Your partner often makes you feel

silly or dumb by talking down to you.

BLAMING

Your partner blames you for their

unhealthy or abusive actions.

MONITORING

Your partner monitors where you go

and stalks your whereabouts.

SOCIAL RESTRICTIONS

Your partner exerts control over who

you can see and when.

SURVEILLING

Your partner monitors you through

access to your phone, or your social

media.

LOVE BOMBING

Your partner overloads you with

compliments and gifts and then uses

these actions to manipulate you.

THREATENING

Your partner makes threats of

leaving or causing harm or damage.

As much as we’d like to see the best in our partners, there are times when

being aware of and paying attention to “red flags” is critical. Read on below

for some common red flags indicating the presence of emotional abuse.



RELATIONSHIP GREEN FLAGS

You respect and value your partner,

and express gratitude often. 

RESPECT

You are invested in your partner and

the relationship. 

COMMITMENT

You take responsibility for your

actions, and work as a team.

CONFLICT RESOLUTION

You see your partner’s perspective

and understand their feelings.

EMPATHY

You have your own separate

interests and goals.

INDEPENDENCE

You respect your partner’s

boundaries and feel physically,

intellectually and emotionally safe.

SAFETY

You share important goals, beliefs,

and values with your partner. 

COMMONALITY

You communicate your own needs,

while also respecting your partners. 

EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION

You feel close and connected with

your partner.

INTIMACY

Your actions align with your words,

commitments, and values.

HONESTY

You feel comfortable being yourself

in the relationship 

CONFIDENCE

You find happiness in time spent

together and apart. Some needs are

also met outside the relationship

through friendships, hobbies, etc. 

BALANCE

We often hear about the need to look out for “red flags,” but knowing what

a healthy relationship looks like is ever more important. Read on for some

key “green flags” below.



WHAT IS CODEPENDENCY?

SIGNS OF CODEPENDENCY

Putting others' needs first, needing constant approval, tying

self-worth to others’ opinions, avoiding conflict, and matching

others' moods instead of feeling their own.

WHAT IS CODEPENDENCY

 Codependency is a pattern of unhealthy behaviors that make

it hard to build balanced, supportive relationships. It's often

called “relationship addiction” because people may stay in

one-sided or harmful relationships.

CAUSES OF PEOPLE PLEASING

Codependency often stems from growing up in dysfunctional

homes—like with addiction, mental illness, or childhood trauma

—which can create anxiety in close relationships.



PATTERNS OF CODEPENDENCY

DENIAL
Struggle to recognize feelings, downplay or hide emotions,

mask pain with anger or humor, view yourself as fully

unselfish, and show negativity passively.

LOW SELF-ESTEEM
Feel not good enough, struggle to see your worth, avoid

admitting mistakes, seek validation from others, and rely on

their approval more than your own.

COMPLIANCE

Stay loyal even in harmful situations, sacrifice values to avoid

rejection, ignore your own needs, make impulsive choices,

and fear speaking up when you disagree.

CONTROL

Think others can't manage without you, give advice unasked,

feel hurt when help is refused, need to feel needed, and

fake agreement to get your way.

AVOIDANCE

Keep distance by avoiding closeness, use vague communication

to dodge conflict, hide feelings to avoid vulnerability, see

emotion as weakness, and hold back appreciation.



SPENDING TIME ALONE: 
Your relationship with yourself matters as much as with others. Taking

time alone helps you manage emotions and balance rest with activity.

PURSUING YOUR INTERESTS: 
Building self-awareness helps beat codependency. Exploring

what you like and dislike reveals who you are and what you want.

BUILDING YOUR SOCIAL SUPPORTS: 
Setting boundaries feels easier when you have others to rely on

for care and support.

SETTING BOUNDARIES:
Boundaries are essential for healthy relationships, especially with

codependency. They help balance your needs with others’.

ENGAGING IN PROFESSIONAL SUPPORTS:
Recognizing codependency is hard, especially if loved ones rely on it.

Individual or couples counseling can help you address these issues.

Unlearning codependency is hard because setting boundaries and

putting yourself first can feel wrong. But clear, honest communication

that honors your needs is healthy. Start your journey with:

HOW TO “UNLEARN” CODEPENDENCY 



HOW TO VALIDATE

Pay attention to what the other person is saying.

Reflect back and paraphrase what they have just told you.

Pay attention to the other persons body language and facial expressions.

Show equality. Be yourself and be willing to admit faults and mistakes.

Admit to the valid. If they ask you for something reasonable, accept this.

Show care and compassion.

Show understanding by using phrases such as "It makes sense that you . . .

because . . . ” 

Remember to validate yourself too. Acknowledge and value your own

experiences, thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and opinions—self-validation

is just as important as validating others.



INVALIDATION OCCURS WHEN.. .

WHAT IT CAN SOUND LIKE

INTERNAL VS EXTERNAL

Invalidation means dismissing someone’s thoughts or feelings. Even if

unintentional, it can be hurtful and damaging, as it minimizes their

experience and shuts down genuine connection.

Invalidation often shows up in everyday comments like “You’re too

sensitive,” “Just let it go,” or “You’re overreacting.” Even phrases like “I

know exactly how you feel” or “I don’t want to have this conversation”

can dismiss someone’s emotions and make them feel unheard.

Invalidation can be directed at others or at ourselves. While it’s easier to notice

when we invalidate others, self-invalidation—like ignoring our own feelings or

dismissing our needs as unimportant—can be just as harmful.

THE CONSEQUENCES

Invalidation, whether directed at ourselves or others, can have serious

effects. It may damage relationships, lead to emotional dysregulation,

create difficulty trusting your own feelings, and contribute to anxiety,

low self-esteem, and reduced confidence.

INVALIDATION



REACTING VS RESPONDING

Instant and emotion
driven

Done without thinking of
the consequences

Based on prejudices,
stereotypes and personal

past experiences

May have a positive or
negative impact based

on the situation

REACTING RESPONDNING

Impulsive and aggressive
in nature

Leads to poor
communication

Has to be learnt and
purposefully practised

Weighs the pros and cons
of the affect on the other

person/persons

Requires self-awareness,
self-regulation, mindfulness

and empathy

Falls in line with the core
values of the individual

Has a positive impact

Calm and well thought
through in nature

Reacting is impulsive and emotional, while responding is thoughtful and

deliberate, leading to different outcomes.



CHECK IN BEFORE RESPONDING

Pause to reflect on your emotions, needs, and triggers before responding. Use

the guide questions below to navigate uncertainty and respond with intention.

What is happening right now? What are the actual facts of what is happening?

What emotions am I feeling right now?

Is there something that is impacting my emotions other than the situation?

Do my emotions fit with the facts? Or are my emotions bigger than the situation?

How intense are my emotions right now? Do I need to take a moment to regulate?

Will I be able to respond in alignment with my values the way I am currently feeling?

What advise would I give to a friend if they were in this type of situation?

When is the best time to respond to this situation? 

What is my ideal outcome in this situation?

How will my response/actions affect others?



1

2

3

1

2

3

Situation occurs 
that requires you to

respond

Pause and take a
moment to check in

with yourself

Proceed mindfully
with a response

RESPONDING

Is there a difference between the partner you aspire to be and your

current behavior? What is holding you back from aligning with your

values?

Pause before responding, assess your internal and external state, validate

your emotions, check the facts (e.g., are you catastrophizing or overly

negative?), and choose the most helpful approach.

Respond thoughtfully, staying true to your values while respecting both your

own and others' emotions and needs.

Responding instead of reacting fosters positive communication,

while helping regulate and validate emotions.



OARS QUESTION/STATEMENT

OPEN-ENDED
QUESTIONS

AFFIRMATIONS

REFLECTIVE
LISTENING

SUMMARIES

How can I help you with...?

Help me understand...?

How are you feeling?

How would you like things to be different?

Can you tell me more about that?

What have you tried before to make this change?

I appreciate that you are willing to talk with me today.

It sounds like you handled yourself really well in that situation.

It seems like you have some great skills and resources available to you.

That’s a good suggestion.

I think anyone in your position experiencing what you have been through would find this very difficult.

I’ve very much enjoyed speaking to you today.

So you feel...

It sounds like you...

So you’re wondering if....

What you experienced was....

You feel... because...

You experience...

Let me see if I understand so far...,

Do I understand correctly that...

Here is what I’ve heard... Let me know if I have missed anything. 

POSITIVE COMMUNICATION SKILLS

OARS stands for open-ended questions, affirming, reflective listening, and

summarising—four key skills for building strong, healthy communication. Here are

examples for each to help you practise and improve.



We’ve all talked at someone instead of with them. Reflecting

back what the other person says shows you’re really listening

and understanding.

CONFLICT RESOLUTION

When conflict happens, focus on the facts. Avoid attacking

the other person, as it only makes things worse.

Use "I" statements to express yourself. For example: “I feel

hurt when you don’t share your plans and come home late.”

This avoids sounding like blame.

Knowing when to take a break during conflict helps both

people cool down and return with clearer communication.

Arguing just to argue rarely helps. Focus on finding a solution

or compromise you can both agree on.

FOCUS ON THE PROBLEM, NOT THE PERSON

USE “I” STATEMENTS

TAKE A TIME OUT

FOCUS ON A RESOLUTION

USE REFLECTIVE LISTENING



NEGATIVE SELF-TALK

WHAT IS NEGATIVE SELF-TALK?

Negative self-talk is when you have thoughts that put yourself down or make

you feel bad. This can include comparing yourself to others, criticizing

yourself, or just complaining about things in your life.

Everyone has those critical thoughts sometimes, but for some people,

negative self-talk happens a lot and can impact many parts of their life.

WHAT DOES IT SOUND LIKE?

Here are some common examples of negative self-talk:

"I can never do anything right."

 "I'll just fail, so why bother trying?"

"That looks too hard. Even if I tried, I couldn’t do it."

"I'll never be as pretty, popular, or successful as my friends."

"There's no point in dating; I'm unlovable or not interesting."

"I feel worthless."

HOW CAN YOU ADDRESS IT?

Here are some ways to deal with negative self-talk:

Recognize and understand your "inner critic."

Focus on your strengths and celebrate your achievements.

Challenge and change negative thoughts, like by writing them down

in a journal.

Try out new things to see if your worries are true.

Practice being kind to yourself.



THE 3 CS OF NEGATIVE SELF-TALK

Negative self-talk can happen when you compare yourself to others. It might

come from feeling not good enough or jealous. It can sound like:

“Adam is so good at presentations, but I always mess up.”

“I’ll never be as pretty, popular, or successful as my friends.”

“At parties, I always feel left out while everyone talks to Sarah.”

COMPARING

Criticizing yourself is a big part of negative self-talk. This can be about your

looks, skills, work, relationships, or anything else in your life. It can sound like:

“I’m worthless.”

“There’s no point in dating. I’m unlovable, ugly, or boring anyway.”

“I can never get this right, so why even try?”

CRITICIZING

The last part of negative self-talk is complaining. This means focusing on the bad

in everything but not trying to fix it. It can sound like:

“It’s so unfair that I never get a promotion.”

“Why do John and Lisa always go on great holidays while I never go

anywhere?”

“I never have money for anything. It’s not fair that everyone else has nice

things.”

COMPLAINING



UNHELPFUL RULES

WHAT THEY ARE

THE RULES

This might sound like, “I have to do everything perfectly” or “There’s no point in trying

because I’ll just fail.” The fear of failure can be so strong that it stops someone from

even trying, making the fear more powerful than the desire to reach their goal.

FEAR OF FAILURE

For example, “My house must be tidy all the time.” These rules assume that there are

strict expectations we must follow no matter what.

SHOULDS AND MUSTS

This is also called black-and-white thinking. It only focuses on the extreme ends of a

situation. For example, “There is a right and a wrong way to do X.”

ALL OR NOTHING

A lot of people have an inner voice that criticizes them and points out their

mistakes. It often focuses on what we do wrong or struggle with, which can

affect how we feel about ourselves and different situations. Take a moment to

notice what your inner critic sounds like.

These rules are about behavior. It might sound like, “I need to weigh myself every day to

make sure I’m not gaining weight.” Often, the checking becomes the main focus, and if

it’s not done, it can cause a lot of anxiety.

CONSTANT CHECKING

Many self-critical people worry about being in control. This may come from past

experiences where they weren’t in control, which caused fear or harm. It often sounds

like, “I must be prepared for everything,” and this can make it hard to work with others

or delegate tasks at work or at home.

CONTROL



Ignoring the good

Blowing things up

Fortune telling

Mind reading

Negative labels

Setting the bar to high

Self-blaming

"Should" statements

Focusing only on the bad and ignoring the good things that happen.

Making a small problem seem huge and treating it like the worst thing
ever.

Thinking you know what will happen in the future, and believing it will be
something bad.

Believing you know what someone else is thinking and treating it as the
truth, even if it’s not what they’re actually thinking.

Having a negative belief about yourself and thinking it applies to every
situation.

Thinking you have to be perfect in everything you do.

Blaming yourself for everything that goes wrong or believing you’re
always at fault.

Believing things must be a certain way and nothing else.

NEGATIVE THINKING PATTERNS



SELF-COMPASSION

WHAT IS SELF-COMPASSION? THE KEY 4 STEPS

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?

To practice self-compassion, focus

on these four key components:

Awareness: Recognize when you're

suffering.

Normalising: Understand that

struggles are part of life and not your

fault.

Kindness: Treat yourself with

understanding and care.

Alleviation: Take steps to comfort

and ease your suffering.

Fulfills our need for care and

nurture.

Calms the nervous system and

improves mental well-being.

Helps regulate emotions,

improving mood and connection.

Self-compassion is being kind and

understanding towards yourself,

unlike self-criticism, where we

engage in negative self-talk and

punish ourselves. Though it sounds

simple, being kind to ourselves can

be difficult for many, as critical

thoughts and actions often

become habitual.



SELF-CRITICISM

A situation, thought, emotion, or physical sensation occurs.

TRIGGER

THREAT SYSTEM ACTIVATED

THE SELF-CRITICISM CYCLE

An emotional, behavioural and physical response to the trigger occurs.

SELF-CRITICISM
Criticises self for the trigger and/or for the response to the trigger.

Lack of awareness.

Positive beliefs about self-criticism.

Negative beliefs about self-

compassion.

The threat system remains active, and the

physical, behavioural and emotional

response continues.

You become stuck in the cycle of self-

criticism and can’t move on.

CONSEQUENCES

For many, self-compassion is difficult, with self-criticism often being the

default. Self-criticism involves negative or harsh thoughts towards oneself,

which can feel like a motivator. 

However, it activates our threat system, leading to negative emotions,

unhelpful thoughts, and damaging behaviors. Below is an example of the

self-criticism cycle and how it's maintained through these patterns.



BARRIERS TO SELF-COMPASSION

THE BARRIERS

Positive beliefs about self-criticism can sound something like this:

Self-criticism helps me...

...by motivating me.

...get things done.

...be tougher/more resilient.

...to excel.

...be a better person.

POSITIVE BELIEFS ABOUT SELF-CRITICISM

Negative beliefs about self-compassion can sound something like this:

If I practice self-compassion that means that...

...I am lazy.

...I am self-absorbed.

...I am undisciplined.

...I am no longer in control.

NEGATIVE BELIEFS ABOUT SELF-COMPASSION

Barriers can make self-compassion difficult to practice.

Two key patterns hindering self-compassion: positive beliefs about self-

criticism and negative beliefs about self-compassion.



PRACTICING SELF-COMPASSION

WHAT IT IS

PRACTICE

Acknowledge your pain by saying something like, “This is really painful” or “I’m

feeling sad.” Then add kindness with phrases like, “Be kind to yourself” or “Be

gentle with yourself.”

KINDLY ACKNOWLEDGING PAIN

Add a kind gesture by gently placing a hand on the area where the feeling is, or

if unsure, softly place a hand on your heart.

ADDING ON A KIND GESTURE

Add acceptance through your breath by breathing into the feeling, imagining it

opening up, and creating space for it.

ADDING ON ACCEPTANCE

Self-compassion involves small actions, words, and gestures to show care

for ourselves. There is no right or wrong way to practice it, and it doesn't

have to be structured or time-consuming. Below are some simple ways to

practice self-compassion.

Add defusion by stepping back from critical thoughts. You can say something

like: “Here’s my mind beating me up again” or “I’m having the thought that...”.

ADDING ON DEFUSION

Add kind imagery by imagining someone who embodies love and kindness (e.g. a

friend, relative, or spiritual figure) reaching out to you with comforting words or

gestures.

ADDING ON KIND IMAGERY

Finally, add connectedness to others by saying something like, "Everybody hurts

sometimes," or "This just shows I'm human."

ADDING ON CONNECTEDNESS TO OTHERS



Controlled, slow breathing is a great self-compassion tool as it helps you stay

present and centered before or during other self-compassion practices.

THROUGH THE BREATH

Emotions are natural and valid, even if they feel uncomfortable. Pushing them

down or criticizing yourself for feeling them only adds to the pain. Instead,

making space for your emotions is a key part of practicing self-compassion.

THROUGH MAKING ROOM FOR THE EMOTIONS

Just as we make room for difficult emotions, we should also make space for

challenging thoughts. We don’t need to like them, but by distancing ourselves

from unhelpful thoughts, we can practice kindness and self-compassion while

having them.

THROUGH ACCEPTANCE

Self-soothing involves engaging in relaxing activities that provide warmth

and a sense of being cared for. It's about finding what helps you feel

nurtured and calm.

THROUGH SELF-SOOTHING ACTIVITIES

Self-care is an essential aspect of self-compassion. It involves taking time to

meet our own needs and desires, showing ourselves care and kindness.

THROUGH SELF CARE

Mindfulness and meditation help create space between ourselves, our feelings,

and negative thoughts. They allow us to recognize and disconnect from self-

criticism, reducing the impact of the inner critic.

THROUGH MINDFULNESS & MEDITATION

OTHER WAYS TO PRACTICE
SELF-COMPASSION



FREE PDF DOWNLOAD

Leaving an Unhealthy Relationship Support Guide

Leaving an Unhealthy Relationship Support Guide is a printable relationship support PDF
covering warning signs of unhealthy, toxic and abusive relationships, reasons separation
may feel difficult, and practical considerations for leaving. It distinguishes healthy
relationship behaviours from patterns such as manipulation, isolation, gaslighting and
coercive control.

Adults thinking about ending a difficult relationship may use the pages for private
journalling and planning, while counsellors, social workers and domestic abuse
practitioners can use the prompts in individual sessions. The material helps users identify
patterns, name barriers to leaving, consider finances and housing, and make space for
emotional safety and recovery.

www.socialworkerstoolbox.com


