
	 Theme four: isolation	 435

by his partners. His sudden exit protected him from this 
criticism but also prevented him from finding out what 
most of his girlfriends were really like. Matt, in fact, had 
many positive characteristics to bring to a relationship, 
but undermined his own objectives by not taking time to 
establish a more realistic view of what common ground 
he and his potential partner shared in terms of interests, 
values and hopes for the future. Learning to contain his 
feelings and take a more gradual approach to the early 
stages of his relationships became an important goal for 
Matt in his efforts to protect himself against future disap-
pointment and depression.

Exercise 20.6: Looking for the patterns in less  
successful relationships

Now see if you can find any repeating patterns in your 
troublesome or disappointing relationships. Ask your-
self, as you look over your table:

•	 Can you see any patterns that undermined the 
relationship?

•	 Do difficulties tend to start at the beginning 
of relationships or after you have known each 
other for a while?

•	 As you look back, can you imagine any ways in 
which the problematic pattern could have been 
changed?

•	 What would have been necessary for the pattern 
to change e.g. extra skills or knowledge, or a 
change of setting?
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Once again, for each relationship you have listed in 
the left-hand column put a tick in the table below to 
indicate what you found manageable and an X to mark 
what you found difficult. If any clusters of Xs appear 
across a number of relationships, these will suggest 
particular areas you can concentrate on to learn new 
skills that will help you. If ticks appear across a num-
ber of relationships, they will highlight strengths that 
persist even when relationships are more challenging 
or vulnerable.

Name Starting 
the rela- 
tionship

Keeping 
in touch

Managing 
difficulties

Asking 
for what 
I want

Feeling 
close

Now, just as you did before, try to think about each relation-
ship from the other person’s point of view. Does this switch of 
viewpoint reveal anything new?

•	 What do you imagine the other person found difficult 
in this relationship?
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•	 How would they describe their contribution to the dif-
ficulties in the relationship?

•	 What would they say you contributed to the relation- 
ship?

•	 If the relationship ended, why would they say it did?

A word of caution here. When you are feeling depressed, 
it can be tempting to rush to blame yourself for difficulties. 
While it is important to understand how you contribute to 
problems, because it will guide you in making changes, it is 
just as important to recognize the contribution other people 
make. It will be particularly useful to involve someone else in 
this part of the exercise to help you fully consider a different 
point of view.

Repeating patterns

You might have been thinking over a range of relationships as 
you completed these exercises and come up with some ideas 
about what happens to help and hinder them. Try to sum-
marize the main things you have discovered in carrying out 
this review. Also, ask your IPT companion or therapist to pick 
out the main themes that he or she notices. This can give you 
another perspective on your difficulties.

Common patterns that reinforce isolation include:

•	 Feeling shy and not being able to approach people and 
start relationships.

•	 Not being able to ask for what you want in a relation-
ship and being taken for granted or ignored.

•	 Being critical or intolerant of other people and having 
minor disagreements across many of your relationships.

•	 Not being able to tolerate any kind of conflict and leav-
ing the relationship rather than sorting out difficulties.


