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HOW TO DETECT HEALTH OR UNHEALTH IN YOUR DATING RELATIONSHIPS
~Linda J. MacDonald, M.S., LMFT

No matter how bright you are, how accomplished you are, and how insightful you are about others’ relationships, everyone has difficulty being objective in their own love relationships.

Here are a few questions to ask yourself about yourself and your person of interest in order to measure the health or lack of health in the relationship.  The more red flags, the greater the concern that your hormones are deceiving you and that you are headed for trouble.

Good chemistry is not enough.  In fact, if you grew up in a significantly dysfunctional home, good chemistry may be a very bad sign, as we tend to be most strongly drawn to those who will replicate our experiences as children.

RED FLAGS (Unhealthy Signs)

1. Does this person mostly talk about him/herself?  Does he/she fail to show interest in you and your life?  Do you frequently feel as though your partner doesn’t listen to you?
2. Does this person have a history of treating romantic partners poorly?  Or, a history of infidelity?  The famous saying is true:  The best predictor of future behavior is past behavior.

3. Have you noticed a tendency of this person to lie, be deceitful, or secretive?

4. Do you struggle with trusting this person?  

5. Do you struggle with respecting this person? (# 4 & 5 are bottom line issues.  If you find it difficult to trust or respect this person, RUN…)
6. Does this person ignore your boundaries (i.e. doesn’t show respect for the word, “no” or “not now”)?   Do either of you run roughshod over the other? 
7. Does this person ignore social and emotional “cues” (i.e. doesn’t notice when you are uncomfortable; seems oblivious to hints or body language)?  This may indicate self-absorption or a developmental disorder that could make life difficult for you later on.

8. Have you lacked plenty of extended time (long hours, several seasons) with your person of interest before deciding about a future together?  

9. Do either of your parents (or other close family members) express concerns about the relationship, show reservations, or strongly oppose it?  Have you become serious with someone who has not had extended time with your family members? 
10. Do your children get the “creeps” around this person?  Are they opposed to the relationship (for reasons other than your “ex” badmouthing your new love interest)?  Is it too soon for your kids to adjust?

11. Do your closest friends know this person pretty well and yet express reservations about this person?  Have you failed to ask your closest friends for their opinions?

12. Do you feel emotionally unsafe with this person?  Does it seem like there are a lot of “don’t-go-there” topics between you?  Does he/she come across fairly touchy in ways that surprise you?  Are his/her reactions unpredictable to you?

13. Do you feel emotionally needy when you are with this person?  As if you are starving for affection or attention much of the time?  Does this person seem inattentive, emotionally distant, or physically withdrawn?
14. Is this person seem overly needy when they are with you?  Do you feel drained after spending extended time with him/her?  Do you feel sorry for him/her? [People who are “projects” are fine for occasional ministry opportunities but they make poor marriage partners].

15. Do you have difficulty discussing conflicts directly with one another?  Do you tend to share more with an outside confidante than with your dating partner?
16. Do you tend to bicker a lot?  Are there more negative interactions than positive ones?  Does it feel like you don’t carry much credibility with this person?

17. Do either one of you carry a lot of unresolved grudges?  Does your dating partner tend to have a lot of interpersonal conflicts with others?  A chip on his/her shoulder?  Harbor bitterness toward his/her parents?  

18. Are you drawn to this person out of sympathy for how cruel others have supposedly been to him/her?  Is that the glue that attracts you to him/her?  Do you feel an urge to rescue this person and enjoy the idea of being this person’s hero/heroine?  Does this person play the victim?  Does this make you feel “needed”? (Believe it or not, these are all red flags of concern).
19. Is there a lack of mutual give-and-take?  Is one of you putting a lot more energy into the relationship than the other?  Is there a disparity in the level of emotional investment? Is one of you feeling “starved” for affection or attention? 

20. Does the relationship feel like an uphill battle?  Does it feel like trying to roll a tire up a mountain, even before blending your lives together?

21. Is the sexual part of your relationship the “glue” holding you together?  Would you lose interest in this person or want to spend less time with him/her if the sexual part of your relationship was cut out?

22. Do you have little in common besides your attraction for one another?

23. Do you feel a lack of acceptance by this person?  Does he/she constantly try to change you or make frequent critical comments about your dress, looks, or habits?

24. Do you feel a lack of acceptance toward this person?  Do you feel the urge to criticize or change this person’s dress, looks or habits? 

25. Are you unable to accept this person the way he/she is?  What if this person NEVER changed the areas you are concerned about?  Could you live with that?

26. Does either one of you feel inferior or superior to the other?  
27. Do you feel like you couldn’t do any better, so you should be willing to settle for “less” than you want in a person or relationship?

28. Do you have values that differ significantly?  Do you find yourself uncomfortable with how this person spends (or doesn’t spend) money?  Are you bored or uncomfortable with how this person likes to spend his/her time?  Do you have a passion in life that the other person devalues?

29. Is your lifestyle fairly different from this person’s lifestyle?  Do you prefer a significantly simpler or more extravagant lifestyle than this person?  What kinds of vacations do you each enjoy?  Are these in conflict?

30. Are your life-goals in conflict?   (For example, does one person want to live a life of service while the other wants to make a lot of money?) 

31. Do have you have little in common spiritually?  Are you uncomfortable sharing about spiritual things?  Can you be yourself in terms of how you like to talk about God with him/her?   Does this person put a damper on your walk with the Lord?  Does he/she have religious beliefs that are incompatible with your own?
32. Are either one of you overly controlled or bonded to a mother, father, or friend?  Does this person tend to weigh anyone else’s preferences or feelings over yours, in terms of activities or decisions?  Do you feel like you have less influence with your dating partner than anyone else does?  Is there a chance that in marriage you would feel less significant to your dating partner than his/her best friend, son, daughter, mother or father?  Do you find yourself playing second fiddle to others?
33. Does he/she treat his/her child or anyone else (other than you) like a surrogate spouse?

34. Do you cringe inside when you see how this person treats or disciplines his/her own children?

35. Do you have a personality conflict with one of this person’s children?  (While step parenting is difficult and you won’t feel the same as toward your own children, a personality conflict can make it a bigger challenge that it already will be.)

36. Is your dating partner’s “ex” bent on poisoning the children against you?  Does this “ex” have a history of being litigious?
37. Do you feel controlled by this person?  Is he/she super bossy?  Is this person easily offended if you don’t go along with his/her agenda?  Does he/she try to impose power-trips on you or pull rank on you?  Does he/she try to get his/her way by saying, “God told me…”  Is this a parent/child relationship?  Is one of you being treated like a child?

38. Are either one of you showing a lack of initiative, ambition or industriousness?  Is anyone looking to freeload off of the other? [A.K.A. the “starving artist syndrome”]

39. Does this person handle money poorly?  Is he/she in significant debt?  Is this a pattern or a one-time fluke of circumstance?  Does this person demonstrate foolish spending habits or show poor financial judgment?  Does he/she entertain grandiose ideas about how to make it rich?

40. Do you have concerns about the kinds of friends this person has?  Does he/she tend to hang out with people with character traits you don’t respect?  
41. Is this person overly independent, arrogant, or unwilling to listen to feedback or input from others?  Does this person come across as a “know-it-all”? Do others find this person stubborn or hard-headed? 
42. Does this person have any bad habits or addictions?  How about over-use of alcohol?  Justifies drug use?  Pornography?  Shopaholic?  Workaholic?  Eating disorder?  Gambling?  Does this person drive “under the influence”?  Do his/her closest friends encourage and/or participate in any of the above behaviors?
43. Are you ignoring signs of selfishness (or even narcissism) because of this person’s charm, sex appeal, or winsome personality?  [Signs of selfishness:  needs to have his/her way, tends to take more than give, doesn’t care if hurts others’ feelings, easily jealous of others’ success, needs to be the center of attention, lack of contrition when hurts you, unable to get into others’ shoes, or inability to show true empathy to those he/she wounds, makes everything about him/her.]
44. Does this person have a history of being sexually abused and yet refuses to get help or counseling about this?  

45. Has this person ever molested a child or teenager?  Is he/she cruel to animals?
46. Does this person seem to lack a healthy conscience?  Does he/she think it is funny to cheat, steal, or get away with vandalism?  

47. Is this person fairly moody?  Do you often feel the urge to cheer this person up?  Or, do you often feel brought down by frequent bouts of low mood?

48. Does this person have an untreated mental disorder [like bipolar disorder, clinical depression, panic attacks, hearing voices]?  Is this person opposed to getting help if he/she needs it?  Does this person show signs of instability?
49. Do you feel inner turmoil about this relationship?
a. Physical Indicators of Turmoil:  Does your body show stress related problems that seem to correspond with increased involvement with this person? [i.e. ulcers, acid reflux, TMJ, back pain, headaches, sleeplessness, anxiety, panic]

b. Emotional Indicators of Turmoil:  Do you have underlying fears that you can’t quite put your finger on when you are with this person?  Do you suspect your fears aren’t merely your own baggage?  Do you suffer extreme insecurity about this relationship?  Do you feel like you have to walk on eggshells with this person?  Do you experience constant feelings of being either smothered or rejected by this person? Are you feeling like the relationship is a roller coaster ride?  Are there a lot of emotional ups and downs with this person? Do you have a lack of inner “peace”?  Do you notice feelings of fear when with this person?
c. Mental Indicators of Turmoil:  Are there a lot of mind-games going on?  Does this person try to manipulate you by “guilt trips” or by trying to make you feel responsible for what is not your responsibility?  Do you find yourself agreeing with this person when you are with him/her, but when you are away you come to your senses and disagree?  Do you feel confused a lot when you are with this person?  

50. Are there any indicators of abuse going on in this relationship?

a. Emotional Abuse.  Examples of this are:  verbal put-downs or attacks, sarcasm, calling you crude names, constant criticism, uses a lot of swear words or hostile words to intimidate you, threatens to end the relationship if you don’t do what he/she says, silent treatment for hours at a time, has angry outbursts, yells at you with little provocation, blames you for “ruining everything” when you try to talk below the surface, suicidal threats to manipulate you, perfectionistic scrutiny of you and your habits, extreme jealousy and possessiveness, doesn’t respect your boundaries, keeps you up late at night or on the phone against your wishes, refuses to listen to you, frequently invalidates your feelings, monitors your whereabouts, tries to control your friendships and time away from him/her, interrogates you intensely about who you talked to or why you are late. 
b. Physical Abuse.  Examples of this are:  being rough physically, pushing, shoving, grabbing, pulling hair, spitting on, hitting or slapping, trapping you in a room, pinning you against a wall or floor.  Implied Physical Abuse:  throwing or breaking objects, punching walls, smashing glass, slamming hand on table, raising a fist, verbally threatening to harm you.
c. Sexual Abuse.  Forcing you to do what you don’t want to, being pushy, touching you in a way that makes you feel uncomfortable after you’ve pulled back or said “no,” being demanding about sex, staring at other women/men in a luring manner, making sexually crude comments, degrading your sex appeal, insisting you watch trashy movies, being self-serving in the sexual arena with little concern for you, date or marital rape.
GREEN LIGHTS (Indicators of Health)
1. There is equal give and take in conversation, emotional investment, interest level, and time spent.

2. You each have a desire to serve the other person, without being a slave.

3. There is a high level of respect for one another.  No one is being treated as “less than” or a doormat.  Each one feels fortunate to have won the affections of the other.

4. You have the ability to resolve conflicts together.  Avoidance tactics are rare.  You feel free to bring up touchy subjects with one another.  

5. You are able to meet a high percent of one another’s emotional and companionship needs.

6. Both persons are able to show accurate empathy for one another.  Both have the ability to apologize to the other and demonstrate contrition when wrong.

7. No one is pushing the other person to do what he/she is not comfortable doing.  There is respect for one another’s boundaries.

8. You have many shared values, goals, interests, and activities.  You are comfortable sharing with one another about spiritual matters.

9. You have the freedom to have some interests and activities that are not shared, without feeling demeaned.  There is a healthy balance of togetherness and separateness.  You are comfortable with the level of closeness or distance in the relationship that the other person is comfortable with.  [In other words, no pursuer/distancer stuff going on]

10. You like who you are with this person.  You bring out one another’s best, for the most part.  You don’t have to walk on eggshells, but you are free to be yourself.  You don’t have the feeling like you have to perform or become a chameleon to meet the other’s approval.  This person likes you for you and helps you access your strengths.

11. You enjoy and respect one another’s friends.  You are drawn to the same caliber of people.

12. You are not repulsed by the other person’s family [parents, children, siblings].

13. Your family likes your romantic partner.

14. You find one another physically appealing, without expecting perfection.

15. You have a basic trust in the other’s integrity, character, and judgment.  No lies.  No secrets.  No deception going on.

16. You have the freedom to disagree and still like each other.

17. Each person accepts responsibility for his/her own growth and self-care.

LIST ADDITIONAL RED FLAGS:
LIST YOUR OWN GREEN FLAGS:
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