
Exercise: What Are Your Enduring Vulnerabilities?

The following exercise is designed to help you remember specific events and
relationships from your past that may have resulted in enduring vulnerabilities.
Take your time answering these questions, realizing they may bring a number
of painful memories to the surface. Once you’ve completed these questions,
it may help to share your answers with somebody you trust.

You may also want to invite a spouse, relative, or friend with whom you
want to build better emotional connections to do the exercise with you. If
that’s not possible, you might want to imagine how that person would answer
the questions if he or she did the exercise. Doing so may give you insight
about ways to improve your relationship.

Below is a chart with a list of emotional injuries that commonly happen in a
variety of relationships and often result in emotional vulnerabilities. Put a check
mark in the columns to indicate the injuries you’ve experienced in the past.

Parents Siblings Lovers Peers Close friends Coworkers

Not having
enough
control

Being
excluded

Being
controlled
or coerced

Being
unfairly
treated

Being abused
or
humiliated

Not
receiving
affection or
signs of
affection

Not being
accepted

Being
betrayed

Being
rejected

(continued)

164 T H E R E L A T I O N S H I P C U R E



Parents Siblings Lovers Peers Close friends Coworkers

Being
ignored or
neglected

Being
disrespected

Other
injuries
(describe)

Now, on a separate piece of paper, in a journal, or in your Emotion Log,
write about these topics related to each injury you’ve checked.

• Describe what happened.
• How did this injury affect you?
• What did you do to try to heal from this injury?
• What have you done to ensure that this doesn’t happen again?
• What are the implications of this injury on your current life?
• What are the implications for your current life of your attempts to heal?
• Did this injury change the way you make bids for emotional connec-

tion? In what way?
• Did this injury change the way you respond to bids for emotional con-

nection? In what way?

What Awareness Offers

Unfortunately, being more aware of an enduring vulnerability doesn’t make it
go away. But having more insight about it means that the next time you’re
aware of it, you can say, “Oh, there it is again. What does this have to do with
the current situation?” Often the answer is “not much,” and you’re able to move
on without being compelled to act on that feeling of vulnerability.This freedom
to act can be extremely important in relationships when you want to improve
your ability to bid and to respond to another’s bids for emotional connection.

Perhaps you recall Rick and Sarah, the couple I described in chapter 2,
who learned to see Sarah’s righteous indignation and stockpiled complaints
as a bid for connection. As it turns out, they learned a few things about the
way an enduring vulnerability from Rick’s past was contributing to their
problems as well. Rick’s mother left his family when he was a small boy, so 
he was cared for by his paternal grandmother, who very much resented 
the responsibility. Because the grandmother resented him, she carped at 
him constantly, telling him he was a dirty, worthless boy who would never
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