Emotionally Abusive Relationships

A healthy relationship is characterized by two people who are emotionally healthy independent individuals who show love, respect, trust and genuine care for themselves and their spouse. They are not self-centered, self seeking, or controlling. Sometimes, however, one or both partners exhibit inadequate and very destructive behaviors toward the very ones they claim to love.  No matter what the origin of this inappropriate behavior, the result is often, emotional, verbal, or physical abuse in relationships.

When being in a relationship involves putting up with relentless name-calling, put downs, erratic temper outbursts, fear about how the other person might respond, silent treatment, and a feeling of “walking on eggshells” consider the reality that are probably in an emotionally abusive relationship. A person who is emotionally and verbally abused feels lonely, angry, sad, experiences low self worth, and is often depressed. It is a very powerless feeling. Some clients have reported emotional and verbal abuse to be just as devastating as actually being physically harmed. The bruises and the physical signs of physical abuse fade, but the degrading and cruel words spoken linger long after the bruises have faded. Victims of abuse often describe the criticism and cutting remarks in physical terms such as “crushing” or painful “blows” to their emotional well being.

The situation described above is a serious threat to a marriage and especially to the individual who is enduring the abuse. Over the course of time emotional and verbal abuse begin to emotionally wear a person down, progressing to the point of eroding the person’s self esteem. The person being abused eventually begins to believe that something is truly flawed with their character and that they are all the horrible things they have been called. A cycle of guilt and hating oneself develops over time. 

So how do you know if you are involved in an emotionally abusive relationship? Consider the following criteria and compare them to your situation. 

1. You edit your words and actions fearing present or future abuse. 

2. You feel drained and tired and find it hard to carry out normal activities of everyday life. 

3. In an attempt to deal with the situation, you might use food, alcohol, or drugs, to ease the emotional pain. 

4. You may experience physical signs of stress such as back pain, and gastrointestinal problems.

5. You have lost interest in the things that were once important to you. 

6. Due to the constant verbal abuse directed toward you, you begin to suffer low self-esteem and lose your confidence. 

7. Because you have based your happiness on him or her, you are afraid they might leave you, causing you to act in ways that conform to his/her desires.

8. Often the degrading behavior directed toward you is accompanied by other abusive behaviors, including emotional neglect, humiliation or violent actions.

Should the above traits and characteristics listed above speak to your own personal situation, then it is time for help. The National Domestic Violence Hotline and National Coalition Against Domestic Violence are two resources to assist victims of abuse. Other resources are therapists who can help you to find personal strength to combat the abuse in your life and begin to make decisions for your personal well-being. Choosing to get help is a major first step in beginning to take care of yourself and beginning to move in a positive direction in your life. You are worth being treated with respect. Don’t let other people determine how you feel about yourself. Seek help. 

Kay Wardrip, LPC is a licensed professional counselor and the Executive Director at Family Solutions Counseling Center located in Canton, GA.  For questions or commentary she can be reached at the office by calling 678-493-3943 or by email at kaywardriplpc@family-solutions-georgia.com.
