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UNDERSTANDING
THE FOUNDATION
OF RELATIONSHIP
HEALTH

Love,  connection,  and
companionship  are
fundamental  human
des i res .  We  enter
relationships hoping for
suppor t ,  j oy ,  and
mutual  growth.  But
somet imes ,  wha t
begins  as  promising
can  slowly  turn  into
something  draining,
confusing,  or  even
harmful.  Recognizing
what  is  an  unhealthy
relationship  is  not

always straightforward,
e s p e c i a l l y  w h e n
emotions  run  deep.
The  question  matters
b e c a u s e  y o u r
r e l a t i o n s h i p s
significantly  shape
your  mental  health,
se l f - es teem,  and
overall  quality  of  life.
Understanding  the
signs  early  can  help
you  make  informed
decisions  about  your
well-being  and  future.
A n  u n h e a l t h y
r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s
cha rac te r i zed  by
patterns  of  behavior
that undermine one or
both partners' sense of
s e l f ,  s a f e t y ,  a n d
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happiness.  It  is  not
s i m p l y  a b o u t
a r g u m e n t s  o r
disagreements,  which
are  normal  in  any
partnership. Instead, it
involves  persistent
dynamics  that  leave
you  fee l ing  worse
about  yourself  more
often  than  not.  These
patterns can be subtle
or  overt ,  but  their
cumulative  effect  is
damaging. Learning to
identify these patterns
is  the  first  step  toward
either  heal ing  the
relationship  or  finding
the  courage  to  walk
away.

CORE WARNING
SIGNS: WHAT
DOES AN
UNHEALTHY
RELATIONSHIP
LOOK LIKE?

W h i l e  e v e r y
relationship  has  rough
patches,  certain  red

flags indicate  a  deeper
problem.  These  signs
often cluster  together,
c r e a t i n g  a  t o x i c
env i ronment  that
e r o d e s  t r u s t  a n d
intimacy over time.

Constant
Criticism
and
Contempt
Healthy  relationships
thrive  on  constructive
feedback  delivered
w i th  k indness .  I n
unhealthy  dynamics,
criticism  becomes  a
weapon.  Your  partner
may  regularly  attack
your  character,  mock
your  interests ,  or
b e l i t t l e  y o u r
a c h i e v e m e n t s .
Con tempt ,  wh i ch
includes sarcasm, eye-
rolling,  name-calling,
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and  hostile  humor,  is
particularly  corrosive.
A c c o r d i n g  t o
relationship researcher
Dr.  John  Gottman,
contempt is the single
greatest  predictor  of
relationship  failure.  If
y o u  f e e l  y o u  a r e
constantly  walking  on
eggshel ls  to  avoid
cr i t ic ism,  this  is  a
significant sign of what
i s  a n  u n h e a l t h y
relationship.

Control
and
Isolation
O n e  p a r t n e r  m a y
attempt to control the
other 's  behav ior ,
appearance,  finances,
or  social  connections.
This  can  start  small,
such  as  commenting
on  what  you  wear  or
whom you spend time

with.  Over  t ime,  i t
e s c a l a t e s  i n t o
demands that you stop
see ing  f r i ends  o r
family, quit your job, or
share your passwords.
Isolation is  a  powerful
too l  i n  unhea l thy
relationships  because
i t  r e m o v e s  y o u r
suppor t  ne twork ,
mak ing  you  more
dependent  on  the
controlling  partner.
This  dynamic  is  not
love;  it  is  domination.

Lack of
Trust and
Constant
Jealousy
Trust is the bedrock of
a n y  h e a l t h y
p a r t n e r s h i p .  I n
u n h e a l t h y
relationships,  trust  is
e i t h e r  a b s e n t  o r
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constantly  tested.
A c c u s a t i o n s  o f
cheating,  demands for
proof  of  whereabouts,
and  interrogations
a b o u t  i n n o c e n t
interactions with others
c r e a t e  a  t o x i c
a t m o s p h e r e  o f
suspicion.  While  some
jealousy  is  normal,
excessive jealousy that
leads  to  monitoring,
stalking, or restrictions
on  your  freedom is  a
major  red  flag.  This
behavior  often  masks
deep  insecurity  from
the jealous partner but
becomes  a  prison  for
the other.

Dishonest
y and
Betrayal
Healthy  relationships
are  built  on  honesty
and  transparency.

Chronic  lying,  hiding
important  information,
breaking  promises,  or
infidelity  all  signal  a
lack of respect for the
relationship.  Even
small  lies  can  erode
trust  over time.  When
you  cannot  rely  on
your  partner's  word,
the  foundation  of  the
relationship  crumbles.
Betrayal can also take
non-sexual forms, such
as  sharing  pr ivate
information  without
consent  or  making
major  decisions  that
affect  both  of  you
without  discussion.

EMOTIONAL AND
PSYCHOLOGICAL
PATTERNS IN
UNHEALTHY
RELATIONSHIPS

Beyond  surface-level
behaviors,  unhealthy
relationships  often
i n v o l v e  d e e p e r
emotional  dynamics
that  can  be  hard  to
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name  but  profoundly
affect  your  well-being.

Emotional
Rollercoa
ster and
Intermitte
nt
Reinforce
ment
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
confusing  aspects  of
what  is  an  unhealthy
relationship is the cycle
of highs and lows. Your
p a r t n e r  m a y  b e
immensely  loving  and
attentive one day, then
cold,  distant,  or  cruel
t h e  n e x t .  T h i s
inconsistency creates a
trauma  bond,  where
you stay hoping for the

good  t imes  wh i l e
enduring the bad. The
unpredictability  keeps
you  off  balance  and
focused  on  pleasing
your partner to restore
the positive  moments.
This  cycle is  addictive
and  deeply  damaging
to your self-worth over
time.

Gaslighti
ng and
Reality
Distortion
Gaslighting is a form of
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
manipulation  where
one partner makes the
other  question  their
own  percept ions ,
memory,  or  sanity.
Common  ph rases
include  "That  never
happened," "You're too
sensitive,"  or  "You're
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imagining  things."
Gaslighting  erodes
your confidence in your
own  judgment  and
makes  you  dependent
on  your  par tner ' s
version of reality. Over
time, you may start to
d o u b t  y o u r  o w n
f e e l i n g s  a n d
experiences, which is a
hallmark  of  emotional
abuse.

Walking
on
Eggshells
If  you  find  yourself
constantly  monitoring
your words and actions
to avoid triggering your
p a r t n e r ' s  a n g e r ,
disappointment,  or
withdrawal, you are in
an unhealthy dynamic.
This  hypervigilance  is
e x h a u s t i n g  a n d
prevents  authentic

communication.  You
may  suppress  your
own  needs,  opinions,
and  feelings  to  keep
t h e  p e a c e .  T r u e
i n t i m a c y  c a n n o t
flourish  when  you  are
afraid  to  be  yourself.

Codepen
dency
and
Enmeshm
ent
In  some  unhealthy
r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,
boundaries become so
blurred  that  one  or
both partners lose their
sense  of  individual
identity.  You may feel
responsible  for  your
partner's  emotions,
h a p p i n e s s ,  o r
problems.  Your  own
goals,  friendships,  and
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interests  may  have
f a d e d  a w a y .
Codependency  often
involves  a  caretaker-
rescuer dynamic where
one  partner  sacrifices
their own well-being to
"fix"  or  "save"  the
other.  This  pattern
prevents both partners
f r o m  g r o w i n g  a s
individuals.

PHYSICAL AND
BEHAVIORAL
INDICATORS

Not  a l l  s igns  of  an
unhealthy  relationship
are  emotional.  Some
manifest in your body,
da i l y  hab i t s ,  and
overall  functioning.

Changes
in Mental
and

Physical
Health
Chronic stress from an
unhealthy  relationship
can  cause  physical
symptoms  such  as
headaches,  digestive
i s s u e s ,  f a t i g u e ,
i n s o m n i a ,  a n d  a
weakened  immune
system. You may also
experience  increased
anxiety,  depression,
irritability,  or  difficulty
concentrating. If  these
h e a l t h  c h a n g e s
coincided  with  the
relationship, your body
may be signaling what
your heart is reluctant
to admit. Pay attention
to how you feel before
and  after  interactions
with your partner.

Neglectin
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g Yourself
and Your

Priorities
I n  h e a l t h y
relationships,  partners
support  each  other's
growth.  In  unhealthy
ones,  you  may  find
yourself  abandoning
hobbies,  sk ipping
social  engagements,
n e g l e c t i n g  y o u r
appearance,  or  falling
behind  at  work.  Your
p a r t n e r  m a y
d i s c o u r a g e  y o u r
achievements or make
you  feel  gui l ty  for
spend ing  t ime  on
yourself.  If  your  world
has  shrunk  to  revolve
around  your  partner
and  the  relationship,
this  is  a  significant
warning  sign.

Using
Substanc
es to
Cope
An increase in alcohol,
d r u g s ,  o r  o t h e r
numbing  behaviors  to
deal  with  relationship
stress is a red flag. You
may  find  yourself
drinking  more  before
seeing  your  partner,
using food for comfort,
or  relying  on  sleeping
pills  to  escape.  These
coping  mechanisms
s i g n a l  t h a t  t h e
relationship  is  causing
more  pain  than  you
can manage in healthy
ways.

WHAT AN
UNHEALTHY
RELATIONSHIP IS
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NOT

I t  i s  impor tan t  to
d i s t i n g u i s h  a n
unhealthy  relationship
from normal  conflict  or
temporary  difficulties.
Every  couple  argues,
e x p e r i e n c e s
misunderstandings,
and  faces  external
s t r e s s o r s .  W h a t
differentiates  an
unhealthy  relationship
i s  t h e  p a t t e r n ,
i n t e n s i t y ,  a n d
aftermath  of  these
challenges.

Conflict is
normal;
contempt and
cruelty are not.
Disagreements
can be resolved
with respect.
Unhealthy
relationships
leave lasting
emotional
wounds.
Needing space
is healthy;

stonewalling and
silent treatment
for days is not.
Taking a break to
cool off is
different from
punishing your
partner with
silence.
Having
different
interests is
fine; being
prevented from
pursuing them is
not.
Independence is
vital for a strong
partnership.
Feeling sad
occasionally is
human; feeling
drained, anxious,
or worthless
most of the time
is a sign of a
deeper problem.

UNDERSTANDING
WHAT IS AN
UNHEALTHY
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RELATIONSHIP IN
DIFFERENT

CONTEXTS

The signs of what is an
unhealthy  relationship
can  look  different
depend ing  on  the
context.  They  apply
not  only  to  romantic
partnerships  but  also
to  friendships,  family
relat ionships,  and
professional  dynamics.
However,  romantic
relationships  often
h a v e  u n i q u e
vulnerabilities  due  to
the depth of emotional
i n v e s t m e n t  a n d
physical  intimacy.

Young
Adult and
Digital

Relations
hips
In  the  d ig i ta l  age,
unhealthy patterns can
e m e r g e  t h r o u g h
constant  text ing ,
d e m a n d s  f o r
immediate  replies,
moni tor ing  soc ia l
media  activity,  and
using digital access as
a  m e a s u r e  o f
commitment.  If  your
partner  demands your
passwords,  checks
your  phone,  or  gets
angry when you do not
respond quickly, these
a r e  m o d e r n
mani festat ions  of
control and distrust.

Long-
Term
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Committe
d
Relations

hips
In  marriages  or  long-
term  partnerships,
unhealthy patterns can
become  entrenched.
Years  of  cr it ic ism,
emotional  distance,  or
resentment can create
a  low-grade  misery
that  feels  normal .
Complacency is not the
same  as  security.  If
y o u  f e e l  l o n e l y
together, avoid difficult
conversations, or have
los t  phys i ca l  and
emotional  intimacy,
the  relationship  may
be  unhealthy  even
wi thout  d ramat ic
fights.

HOW TO RESPOND
IF YOU RECOGNIZE
THESE SIGNS

Realizing you are in an
unhealthy  relationship
can  be  painful  and
disorienting.  It  does
not mean you are weak
or  that  you  failed.  It
means you are paying
attention.  The  next
steps  depend  on  the
s e v e r i t y  o f  t h e
situation  and  your
partner's willingness to
change.

Trust
Your
Feelings
and Seek
Perspecti
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ve
Your feelings are valid
d a t a  p o i n t s .  I f
something feels wrong,
do not dismiss it. Talk
to  a  trusted  friend,
family  member,  or
therapist.  Getting  an
outside  perspective
c a n  h e l p  y o u  s e e
patterns  you  have
normalized. Isolation is
a  common  feature  of
u n h e a l t h y
re la t i onsh ips ,  so
r e a c h i n g  o u t  i s  a
powerful  antidote.

Set Clear
Boundari
es
Boundaries  are  not
about  controlling  your
partner; they are about
protecting yourself. For
example,  "I  will  not
c o n t i n u e  a

conversation if you yell
at me," or "I need time
with  my  friends  each
week." Pay attention to
how  your  pa r tne r
responds  t o  you r
boundaries. Respect is
non-negotiable. If your
partner  consistently
ignores  or  punishes
your  boundaries,  this
tells  you  everything
you  need  to  know
about their capacity for
a healthy relationship.

Consider
Professio
nal
Support
Individual  therapy  can
help  you  understand
your  patterns,  rebuild
self-esteem, and clarify
w h a t  y o u  w a n t .
Couples counseling can
be  he lp fu l  i f  bo th
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partners are genuinely
wi l l ing  to  change.
However, counseling is
not  recommended  in
situations  involving
physical abuse, severe
control,  or  a  partner
w h o  r e f u s e s  t o
acknowledge there is a
problem. In such cases,
leaving  may  be  the
only healthy option.

Know
When to
Leave
Leaving  an  unhealthy
relationship  is  one  of
the hardest things you
may ever do. You may
still  love your partner,
feel  gui lty,  or  fear
being  alone.  But  love
alone is not enough to
susta in  a  hea l thy
partnership.  Respect,
t rust ,  sa fety ,  and
mutual  support  are

equally essential. If the
r e l a t i o n s h i p
consistently  damages
y o u r  w e l l - b e i n g ,
leaving  is  an  act  of
self-preservation,  not
f a i l u r e .  T h e r e  i s
support available, from
hotlines  to  shelters  to
support groups.

CONCLUSION

Understanding what  is
a n  u n h e a l t h y
relationship  is  not
about  labeling  every
difficult  moment  as
t o x i c .  I t  i s  a b o u t
discerning  patterns
that  harm  your  spirit
and  d iminish  your
sense  o f  se l f .  You
deserve  a  relationship
where  you  feel  safe,
respected, and free to
be whole. Whether you
choose to work on the
relationship or leave it,
recognizing the truth is
the  first  act  of
reclaiming your power.
Your  well-being  is  not



14

14 What Is An Unhealthy
Relationship

2025-06-14

negotiable, and neither
is  your  right  to  love
that  nurtures  rather
than  diminishes  you.
The  journey  toward
healthier  relationships

starts  with  honesty,
both with yourself and
with  the  people  you
choose to let into your
life.


