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FEELING CLOSE—
The New Loneliness Therapy

How many of these negative thoughts do you
recognize? “‘It’s a couples world.’’ *‘There’s

nothing really special about me.’” ‘I can’t live without
him/her.”” “'It doesn’t pay to be loving and

trusting.’’ If you’ve experienced any of these
pessimistic feelings, you may be lonely, but you're

not alone. Drawn from over 15,000 therapy sessions
with people who shared your problem, this warm,
supportive book provides a successfui problem-solving
approach to breaking out of loneliness—to a hietime
of joyful independence and genuine closeness to other

people.

INTIMATE CONNECTIONS

““This commonsense approach to shyness earns the
reader’s trust. Recommended.’’—Library Journal

“*Clear and Compassionate.’’
—Richmond Times Dispatch
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This book 1s dedicated to lonely, shy people.
[ hope that reading it will help you love and appreciate yourself
and in the process leamn to get closer to others.







Contents

Preface / 1ix
Acknowledgments / xu
A Personal Introduction / xv

Part One /| THE GOOD NEWS ABOUT LONELINESS

1 Are You Lonely? / 3
2 Understanding Loneliness 8

Part Two / SELF-LOVE COMES FIRST

3 The First Step: Leaming to Like and Love Yourself / 2
4 Think Your Way to Self-estecem / 43

Part Three /| MAKING CONNECTIONS

How to Radiate an Irresistible Glow / 69
Your Rags-to-Riches Social Program / 84
Overcoming Shyness and Social Anxiety / 106
How to Deal with Someone

Who Gives You the Runaround / 136

o SR Me WMV

Part Four / GETTING CLOSE

9 Liking and Loving Others:
How to Overcome Romantic Perfectionism / 163
10 The Trapped Factor:

Are You a Pnisoner of Love? / 181




11 How to Repair a Broken Heart: Conquering
Fears of Rejection and Success / 198

Part Five /| MAKING LOVE: YOUR PERSONAL

SEXUAL GROWTH PROGRAM

12 For Men Only: New Ways to Overcome Impotence and
Sexual Insecurity / 22§

13 For Women Only: How to Achleve Orgasm and Enhance
Sexual Pleasure / 247

14 Temptations: The Dark Side of Single Life / 267

APPENDICES

Appendix A: Selected Readings for Single People / 285
Appendix B: Glossary of Self-help Forms / 288
Appendix C: How to Overcome an

Inferionity Complex / 314
Index’ / 335




In 1980 I published a book entitled Feeling Good: The
New Mood Therapy. The book described a new approach
to understanding human behavior and emotions called *‘cog-
nitive behavior therapy.’’ This therapy is based on the idea
that your thoughts, or ‘‘cognitions,’”’ have a tremendous
Impact on the way you feel and behave. You're probably
aware that when you’re down in the dumps, life begins to
look bleak and you start to think about things in a gloomy,
pessimistic way. You may not, however, be aware that
your negative thoughts can actually trigger a blue mood
and create feelings of pessimism. What is even mroe
remarkable is the discovery, now confirmed by indepen-
dent investigators around the world, that as people leamn to
think about themselves in a more positive and realistic
way, using cognitive therapy techniques, they can over-
come painful feelings and experience greater sclf-esteem
and intimacy—often in a remarkable short period of time.

Researchers, clinicians, and the general public have ex-
pressed a tremendous interest in the cognitive approach for
the following reasons:

* It’s solidly grounded in an impressive body of re-
scarch at academic centers throughout the United States
and Europe. Psychiatrists and psychologists at the Wash-
ington University Medical School in St. Louis, the South-
western Medical School in Dallas, the University of
Edinburgh in Scotland, and the University of Minnesota in
St. Paul have all confirmed the findings of a remarkable

1X
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study conducted at the University of Pennsylvania in the
late 1970s which showed that cognitive therapy is as.ettec-
tive as the best known antidepressant .drugs. in the treat-
ment of severe depression. ' *

* The interventions are practical and based on easy-to-
understand methods and common sense.

* The methods frequently work rapidly, so you don't
have 40 resort to years and years of costly analysis on a
psychiatrist’s couch.

e People with milder mood problems can use cognitive
techniques on their own without having to resort to the use
of medications or the help of a professional therapist.

 The basic theory is straightforward, philosophically
exciting, and compatible with most people’s personal val-
ues and religious beliefs.

Cognitive behavior therapy’s remarkable impact on the
current practice of psychotherapy can best be epitomized
by a recent study by Dr. Darrell Smith that appeared in the
journal American Psychologist in July, 1982. Dr. Smith
surveyed a random sample of eight hundred clinical and
counséling psychologists to determine their evaluations of
the current status of various schools of psychotherapy. Dr.
Smith concluded that ‘‘cognitive-behavioral options repre-
sent one of the strongest, if not the strongest, theoretical
emphasis today.’’

This book will illustrate the application of cognitive
behavior therapy to loneliness, shyness, and sexual inse-
curity. In my chinical practice, 1 have observed that people
who have trouble developing close personal relationships
often have much in common with people who are de-
pressed: They suffer from low self-esteem; they’re terrified
by disapproval, rejection, or being alone; they’re defensive
and afraid of criticism; and they’re excessively self-critical
and judgmental because of unrealistically high expecta-
tions for themselves and others. These problems can fre-
quently be reversed using the same cognitive therapy
techniques that have shown so much promise in the treat-
ment of depression.

As you read about these techniques and you begin to
apply them to your own life, keep in mind that every
human being 1s unique. An idea that seems clear and
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obvious when you read about it may not always produce
the expected result when you attempt to apply it on your
own. Remember that a self-help book is never intended as
a substitute for professional treatment, and if a problem in
the way you feel or relate to others has persisted for more
than a month in spite of your own efforts to correct it, then
it might be wise to obtain a consultation with a good
psychiatnst, psychologist, or counselor.

Having said that, let me emphasize how rewarding it is
for me to work with people who’ve felt lonely, rejected, or
inferior for years and who suddenly begin to blossom and
experience a surge of joy and self-confidence. If you’ve
been feeling down and have had trouble getting close to
people, 1 hope that you, too, will experience greater self-
estecem and love for others as you read this book.




Acknowledgments

I would like to set the record straight. Cognitive therapy is
not my creation or the brainchild of any single individual.
Its development has been a team effort. Hundreds of lead-
ing psychiatrists and psychologists at top academic institu-
tions around the world have been systematically and
painstakingly researching and developing the concepts pre-
sented in this book and in Feeling Good: The New Mood
Therapy. 1 feel fortunate to have had the opportunity to
help develop and popularize these exciting ideas, and at
times I have probably received more than my fair share of
the limelight. To give appropnate credit to all the people
who have made major contributions to this new approach
would require a book as long as this one! However, I
would like to mention the names of several illuminaries
whose creativity and research simply cannot be overlooked.
Certainly Dr. Albert Ellis and Dr. Aaron T. Beck are two
of the earliest pioneers whose courageous leadership was
crucial in establishing the credibility and enthustasm for
those revolutionary methods long before they achieved the
popularity and recognition they enjoy today. Other promi-
nent researchers include Drs. Michael Mahoney, Donald
Meichenbaum, Marvin Goldfried, Martin Seligman, Ar-
nold Lazarus, Maria Kovacs, Norman Epstein, George
Murphy, Ivy Blackburn, John Teasdale, Peter Lewinsohn,
Steve Hollon, Lynn Rehm, John Rush, Gary Emery, Brian
Shaw, and many, many more. Individuals who have played
a major role in the application of cognitive therapy tech-

Xil



Acknowledgments | xiii

niques to the problem of loneliness include Drs. Laura
Prnimakoff and Jeffrey Young. 1 also want to acknowledge
the contribution of Drs. Letitia Anne Peplau and Daniel
Perlman, whose recent book Loneliness: A Sourcebook of
Current Theory, Research and Therapy (New York: John
Wiley & Sons, 1982) provides a useful overview of the
rapidly expanding ficld of loneliness research in the United
States and abroad.

I would like to thank Dr. Judy Eidelson for her thought-
ful reading of the manuscript, and in particular for her
combination of warmth and expertise as the clinical direc-
tor of our institute.

I would like to mention several of my students who have

been particularly influential in shaping my thinking. In
particular, Dr. Stirling Morey and Tony Bates taught me a
great deal about empathy, caring, and the importance of
value systems. They both live by the philosophies that they
teach, and they are fine therapists and scholars. Dr. Jac-
queline Persons has been instrumental in encouraging cre-
ative research and the spirit of trust and collaboration
among colleagues. You have all been a joy and inspiration
to me. Thank you!
Drs. Gary Zimberg, Joe Volpiceli, Hyong Un, and
Charlotte Swenson have provided valuable suggestions for
improving the manuscript. I am grateful for their support
and their friendship.

I would like to thank Howell Herring for the many long
hours he put in analyzing the data that helped to shape the
ideas in this book. During the first half of 1984, Howell
unselfishly gave up practically every Saturday to sit down
with me at the computer creating mathematical models that
have proven invaluable in understanding loneliness and
personal relationship problems.

I would like to give a special acknowledgment to my
editors, Maria Guarnaschelli and Arnold Dolin. Mana’s
incredible energy and vision were a continual source of
inspiration, and Arnold’s advice and support facilitated the
teamwork that made this project happen.

I would especially like to thank my assistant, Mary
Lovell, for long, long hours far beyond the call of duty. I
would also like to thank Mary on behalf of the thousands




xiv/ ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

of people from around the country who have called my
office or written requesting guidance and help. Mary has
responded to them warmly and unselfishly and has pro-
vided that spark of hope on so many occasions. Most of
all, I want to thank Mary for believing in me and for
showing me the way to success.

I would like to acknowledge the contribution of the
many patients who unselfishly let me tell their stortes—in
disguised form—in this book. Sharing your feelings and
problems with others 1s an intimate gift that takes consider-
able courage. Many readers will read about you and say,
““That sounds so much like me. It’s such a reliet to know
I’'m human and I’m not alone!’’—thank you!

Finally, I would like to thank my wife, Melanie, for her
endless patience, brilliant editing, and moral support.
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Loneliness 1s a problem I personally endured for the first
twenty-six years of my life. From the time I was a child 1
felt ugly and awkward. My nicknames were ‘‘Einstein’’
and ‘‘Bag-a-bones.’’ In grammar school 1 was rarely in-
vited to parties. When I did go, I never participated in the
really fun games—such as spin the bottle—because 1 was
brought up in a very conservative religious family and my
mother told me that kissing girls was wrong. When the
kissing games began, I would excuse myself as politely as
possible and stand on the sidelines feeling pretty left out.
In high school 1t seemed as if the girls I was interested
in rarely had any interest in me. 1 went out with a few
“nice’’ girls who admired me, but they weren’t the girls 1
thought were really exciting. One problem was that ]
didn’t have a good physique—my shoulders were round
and my chest wasn’t muscular. I tried out for football and
basketball teams my freshman year, but I wasn’'t very
talented athletically, so 1 was cut from both teams and
gave up on sports. To make matters worse, my voice
didn’t change and my beard didn’t start to grow until my
junior year. 1 thought I'd never develop and contented
myself that 1 just wasn’t meant to be one of the ‘‘in
people.’’
In all fairness, 1 must say 1 wasn’t a complete outcast.
Some people seemed to admire me from a distance. I
received many honors and awards for my scholastic achieve-
ments, and [ was often elected to student body offices—
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probably because 1 always made a point of being nice to
my teachers and classmates and because people respected
me for my seriousness and intelligence—but 1 was lonely
and didn’t feel close to very many people. The idea of
“‘scoring’’ with an attractive girl seemed remote at best.
My social life at Amherst College was equally meager.
It was still a men’s college m the 1960s, and 1 wasn't
accepted by any of the more socially oriented fraternities,
sO it wasn’t easy to meet women. Medical school was my
final hope for a better social life. I thought a Stanford
medical student might be in high demand, and California
seemed as if it would be teeming with available women.
However, my situation didn’t improve very dramatically,
and it wasn’t for want of trying. I would often walk around
the campus and into the nearby town of Palo Alto, trying
to meet girls. Occasionally I’d sit for hours in the student
union trying to strike up conversations with women. When-
ever I saw an attractive woman I would greet her with
lame comments such as: ‘‘Oh, what’s your name? Do you
go to school here? I'm a medical student,”’ and so on.
Within a minute or two she would nevitably excuse her-
self by saying, “*‘I'm just waiting here for my boytriend,
who will be along any minute.’’ This was discouraging,
but I'd nevertheless try again. And again. And again. |
probably became one of the most rejected men in Northemn
California, since 1 accumulated as many as fifty to sixty
rejections per week. Despite a success rate of approxi-
mately zero, 1 continued to pursue the opposite sex, figur-
ing that maybe somehow 1 might soon learn the ropes. All
around me other people were flirting and having fun to-
gether, and I'd think, ‘‘How do they do that? Why can’t |
do that?”’
Finally, 1 decided 1 needed a tutor to show me what |
was doing wrong. I had heard about a young man named
William who had a reputation as Palo Alto’s Don Juan. He
was a part-time junior college student who lived with his
mother and drove around Palo Alto on an old motor scooter.
He supported himself with various part-time jobs, one of
them as a salesman in a fashionable men’s clothing store.
He didn’t have any special status or career. But William
did have one area of undeniable, incredible genius—
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attracting women. They simply found him irresistible. While
I was collecting an astounding string of rejections, he was
being pursued by every woman in town. Though I don’t
mean to advocate his womanizing as a way of life, 1t
seemed clear that if I was to get anyplace in dating, I
needed to learn the secrets of a great master.

After 1 got to know William, I explained my problem
and asked him if he’d be willing to help me. He taught me
the attitudes and techniques that made him so successtul
and soon I discovered that I could make these principles
work for me as well. This triggered one of the happiest
periods of my life. My social life went from rags to riches
practically overnight.

I learned that my insecurities were the result of errone-
ous assumptions I'd had about myself and the world since
I was a child. And with a little determination and guid-
ance, a touch of youthful creativity, and William’s friend-
ship, 1 discovered that those patterns could be changed. I
learned that it was okay to be more sensual and direct with
women, and 1 found the courage to conquer the fears and
feelings of inferiority that had been holding me back. Then
one day, when the glitter of my wild-oats sowing was
beginning to lose its luster, I met a wonderful girl and we
decided to spend our lives together and to raise a family.

Although what I learned has since been complemented
by years of research and clinical work, my personal expe-
rience in conquering loneliness has given me -the insight
and ideas that have been very helpful to the many lonely
people I have treated. One of them, a twenty-six-year-old
single woman, told me she had been large, clumsy, and
awkward as a child. She was often teased and ostracized
by her playmates and had difficulty making friends. As an
adolescent she felt hopeless about ever dating or develop-
ing a meaningful relationship with a boy. Her terrible
self-image functioned as a self-fulfilling prophecy and she
ballooned to nearly 300 pounds by the time she entered
college. After losing more than 150 pounds through in-
credible determination, she found she still felt inadequate
and depressed and had difficulty getting close to people.
During the course of therapy she realized that her lonel:-
ness had more to do with her negative self-image than with
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her actual appearance. As she learned how to think of
herself as an attractive, desirable woman and to develop
greater self-esteem, her chronic feelings of loneliness and
depression faded away and her relationships with men
began to blossom.

Another patient I’ve recently treated is a thirty-five-year-
old single man who’s just now beginning to have his first
taste of self-confidence and success with women, recently
told me, ‘*Dr. Burns, you’re finally teaching me what 1
need to know. I've gone to psychiatrists for the past ten
years because I felt lonely and inadequate. They just said,
‘Go out and get some dates,” but they never taught me
how to do it the way you do, and it was just a waste of
time. Why didn’t they use these same techniques and
tecach me the same things you’re teaching me?’’ The rea-
son is that psychiatrists and psychologists are only now
beginning to understand the causes of loneliness and to de-
velop a systematic, effective approach for treating it. If
you've longed to develop new approaches to meeting the
opposite sex, and to overcome the shyness and insecurity
that have plagued you, then I hope this will be your
textbook. Instead of feeling undesirable and left out, I
want you to discover the beauty within yourself so you can
then reach out to others and learn what a wonderful adven-
ture life can be.
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@Are You Lonely?

Do you ever feel lonely and wish you had better relation-
ships with people? If so, you're not as alone as you might
think. As you can see in Table 1-1, in one recent national
study by Psychology Today magazine, more than 50 per-
cent of the 40,000 people surveyed reported they some-
times or often felt lonely. This suggests that loneliness
aftflicts more than 100 million Amencans. While these
figures may sound discouraging, the good news i1s that
scientists are beginning to understand the causes of loneli-
ness and to develop effective techniques that can boost
your self-esteem and enhance your relationships with others.

The following self-assessment test will help you deter-
mine how lonely you are. This scale measures positive and
negative feelings people sometimes have about themselves
and others. After you read each statement, circle the dot
that indicates how much it describes the way you feel

TABLE 1-1

Percentage of People in Different Age Groups
Who Said They Felt Lonely ‘“‘Sometimes’’ or ‘‘Often”’*

Over 54
37%

Under 18 18-24 25-34 3544  45-54
19% 1% 69% 60% 53%

*Adapted from M. B. Parlee, ‘“The Friendship Bond: PT’s Sur-
vey Report on Friendship in America,’’ Psychology Today (Octo-
ber 1979).
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between ‘‘Not at all’’ and ‘‘Nearly always.’’ Read each
statement carcfully. Some of them are worded in such a
way that a positive, happy feeling is indicated by ‘‘Nearly
always,’’ and others are so worded that an unhappy, nega-
tive fecling 1s indicated by ‘‘Nearly always.’’ There are
no ‘‘correct’”’ or ‘‘incorrect’’ answers, SO try to answer
all the items according.to the way you have been fecling
recently.

The Loneliness Scale

1. I feel lonely:

0 1 3 4

2
Not at all Somewhat Moderately A great deal Nearly always

2. There are people who really care about me:

@ @ . @ @ @

4 3 2 | 0
Not at all Somewhat Moderately A great deal Nearly always

3. I feel left out of things:

0 l 2 3 4
Not at all Somewhat Moderately A great deal Nearly always

4. ] have trouble making friends:

0 1 2 3 4
Not at all Somewhat Moderately A great deal Nearly always

3. 1 have good friends 1 feel close to:

4 3 2 I 0
Not at all Somewhat Moderately A great deal Nearly always

6. I wish there were more people who wanted to spend time with
me:

I 2 3 4
Not at all Somewhat Moderately A great deal Nearly always

0
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7. There are people I can talk to and share my feelings with:

»

4 3 2 | 0
Not at all Somewhat Moderately A great deal Nearly always

8. I feel empty and unfulfilled:

0 1 2 3 4
Not at all Somewhat Moderately A great deal Nearly always

Scoring the Loneliness Scale: To score the scale, simply
add up the numbers of the answers you circled on each
item. Since your score on each question can range between
0 and 4, your total score can range between a minimum of
0 (if your answer on every item was a 0) and a maximum
of 32 (if your answer on every item was a 4). Add up your
score for all ten items on the loneliness scale and put the
total here:
Interpreting your score: The higher your score, the
more lonely you feel. The following chart indicates the
degree of loneliness.

Total Percent of People
Score Degree of Loneliness Scoring in this Range
0-4 Minimal or no loneliness 20%
5-9 Mildly lonely . 30%
10-14 Moderately lonely 30%
15 or  Very lonely 20%
more Total 100%

My research using the Loneliness Scale has confirmed
that loneliness is surprisingly common. I recently gave the
scale to 272 married and single men and women of all ages
from Dayton, Ohio. Their average score on the test was
10, indicating that most people are in fact mildly to moder-
ately lonely. The study showed that loneliness affects both
men and women of all ages and income brackets. Younger
people and men tend to feel somewhat lonelier whereas
highly educated people tend to feel somewhat less lonely.
One surprising finding from my research 1s that being
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married does not in any way protect you from feeling
lonely. This was unexpected since we often think of loneli-
ness as an affliction of people who are single, separated,
or divorced. But in point of fact, marned people experi-
ence just as much loneliness and sometimes more.

What does this really mean? If being alone does not
cause loneliness, and if having someone to love is not the
cure, then what is the difference between people who feel
lonely and people who don’t? The crucial difference is
self-esteem. If there’s one message this book contains, this
1s it: Finding someone to love is not the solution to loneli-
ness. The solution is learning to love yourself. Once you
love and appreciate yourself, you’ll discover that other
people will love you too, and your loneliness will only be
a memory.

This 1s not a new message, but what 1s new is the
development of a systematic program that can help you
turn this insight into an emotional reality. This book de-
scribes an effective, patient-tested program that has helped
hundreds of men and women of all ages get over feelings

Table 1-2
Average Loneliness Scores
According to Marital Status*

I .oneliness
Scale Score*

Marital Status (Mean = St. Dev.) Number
Single 10.3 = 4.8 39
Married 9.7 + 5.5 147
Separated or Divorced 92 + 5.8 56
Widowed 13.2 + 5.7 19

*Note to Researchers: There were no significant differences in
the mean loneliness scores in people who were single, married,
or separated/divorced. Only the widows were significantly lone-
lier (the T-stat for married vs. widowed = 2.59, p < 0.005).
The lack of a relationship between loneliness and marital status
was confirmed using multiple regression techniques in which
age, sex, marital status, educational level, and income were
entered into the equation simultaneously.




Are You Lonely? |7

of loneliness, shyness, inferiority, and sexual insecurity. It
is based on cognitive and behavioral techniques pioneered
at the University of Pennsylvania and now in use at medi-
cal centers, clinics, and universities throughout the world.
These methods have been tested and found to be helpful
for people with a wide variety of mood and personal
relationship problems. If you’re willing to work at them,
you can make them work for you.
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Understanding Loneliness

Many people who are often alone rarely feel lonely. This
1s because they feel good about themselves and their lives.
In contrast, many other people who are usually surrounded
by people who care about them—a loving partner, family,
and fnends—are desperately lonely and unhappy. One
reason for their unhappiness is the negative way they think
about themselves and other people. For example, if you
feel lonely and inferior you’re probably telling yourself
you're second-rate. You may think you don’t deserve to be
loved because you don’t measure up to some standard of
attractiveness, intelligence, or success. A lonely thirty-two-
year-old man recently lamented, “‘Dr. Burns, why should
any woman be interested in me? Let’s face the truth.
They're looking for guys who are handsome and wealthy
and talented. I'm not sexy or charming; I’'m just ordinary.
My job isn’t exciting or impressive. There’s really nothing
very special about me.”’

Some lonely people feel frightened and desperate. They
believe that it’s terrible to be alone and they worry about
growing old without a family or someone to love. For
others, loneliness 1s an experience of bitterness. They
resent their life and blame their problems on other people.
Some lonely people feel hopeless because they tell them-
selves they’ll never find happiness or have the chance to
get close to others. They feel empty and unfulfilled be-
cause they think that all the satisfaction in life comes from
meaningful relationships with other people.

8
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If you’ve ever felt lonely or discouraged you’re proba-
bly quite aware of how negative life can seem. What you
may not know 1s that those negative thoughts actually
make you feel bad. This is of tremendous importance
because if you’re willing to learn to think about yourself
and your problems in a more positive way, you can over-
come feelings of loneliness and develop better relation-
ships with others.

You may also be unaware that all those negative thoughts
that make you feel so bad are often quite illogical and
unrealistic, even though they seem absolutely valid to you.
Although 1t is a controversial idea that loneliness and
depression can result from distorted negative thoughts,
there is a considerable body of evidence that supports this
concept. During the past several years 1 have been collabo-
rating with Dr. Bnan Shaw, the director of the Clark
Institute in Toronto, Canada, in a study of how our think-
ing affects the way we feel about what happens to us. |
have developed a ‘‘vignette test,”” which describes positive
and negative events such as getting a date with someone
you like, receiving a “‘Dear John’’ letter from someone
you’ve been going with, receiving a promotion, or losing
your job. We administered the test to women who did not
have any serious mood problems as well as to women who
were hospitalized for depression. Each woman was in-
structed to write down how she would be feeling and
thinking if she were confronted with each situation de-
scribed in the test.

The study showed that the depressed women were more
likely to interpret both positive and negative events in an
illogically pessimistic way, and that their feelings about
each situation depended on the way they thought about it.
In response to a vignette describing the breakup of a
romantic relationship, a nondepressed woman wrote: “°l
would feel sad. My thoughts: I’d miss the relationship I've
shared but look forward to meeting new people.”” This
response is appropriate and realistic. Although she feels
disappointed, she does not condemn herself or experience
any loss of self-esteem. This attitude will put her 1n the
best possible position to develop better relationships with
others. In contrast, a depressed woman wrote: ‘‘1 would
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feel sad, unhappy, hurt. My thoughts: What did 1 do
wrong to have caused this to happen? I will never have any
close relationships because of me being me.’” Her re-
sponse illustrates a thinking pattern that is common in
lonely people: She arbitrarily blames herself entirely and
tells herself that she’s no good; she assumes her problems
are insoluble and that her future will be hopeless. This
attitude will make her despise herself. Instead of pinpoint-
ing the problems in her relationships so she can deal with
them and grow, she’ll give up on life and get trapped by
loneliness and low self-esteem.

Although scientists don’t know why some people think
about themselves in such a self-defeating way, we’re be-
ginning to develop effective methods that can help people
reverse these thinking patterns so that they can feel more
positive and loving and expenence greater self-esteem and
joy. The following self-assessment test will help you pin-
point certain thoughts and feelings that may make it hard
for you to get close to others.

The Intimacy Inventory

The Intimacy Inventory lists a number of feelings that
people sometimes have about themselves and their rela-
tionships with other people. Put a check (/) in the box to
the right of each statement that indicates how much it describes
the way you feel. If you aren’t completely certain, take your
best guess. There are no ‘‘rnight’’ or ‘‘wrong’’ answers so try
to answer according to the way you usually think and feel.

1. I sometimes feel as if I'm
not a very attractive or desir-
able person.

2. I’m unhappy domg SO many
things alone.




3. In social situations 1 often
feel awkward and unsure of
myself.

4. It would be difficult for me
to tell a friend that 1 was feel-
ing lonely or upset.

5. If someone rejects me, 1 usu-
ally feei there’s something ba-
sically wrong with me.

6. It’s difficult for me to be
alone.

7. 1 sometimes feel that inti-
mate relationships don’t give
me enough personal freedom.

8. It would be very hard for me
to criticize a friend or lover or

tell them I felt angry with them.

9. I feel you need good looks,
personality. intelligence, suc-
cess, or status to be accepted
and loved by others.

10. 1 usually try to avoid people
if I’m feeling nervous or insecure.

11. Sometimes [ think there’s
something basically wrong with
me.

12. It would be hard for me to
love someone who wasn’t as at-
tractive, exciting, or intelhgent
as I'd like my 1deal partner to be.
15. 1 often feel abandoned when
I'm alone.

Understanding Loneliness [/ 11
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14. I sometimes tell myself I'l]
never have a good relationship
with someone 1 care about.

15. I usually teel I have to say
yes to people, even when 1t
might be better to say no.

16. I don’t have much interest

in life.

17. I think 1t’s unfair that I
don’t have anyone to be close
t0.

18. There aren’t any groups
that 1I'd really enjoy belonging
to.

19. I often feel defensive when
people criticize me.

20. If people know you're feel-
ing shy or nervous, they will
usually think less of you.

21. When someone rejects
me, I usually feel as if I'm not

person.
22. It seems as if the people

I’m attracted to are never inter- |

ested 1n me.

23. | feel it’s abnormal to be
alone.

24. 1 don’t like to tell anyone |

about my weaknesses, inade-
quacies, or shortcomings.

a very lovable or desirable !

:

L]

l
]
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25. 1 tend to be overly sensi-
tive to disapproval or criticism.

26. 1 feel helpless and vulner-
able when I'm alone.

27. It’s hard for me to share
my feelings with people.

28. I feel I don’t have much 1n
common with other people.

29. 1 think that angry feelings
between friends or lovers nearly
always indicate a lack of love
and respect.

30. When people criticize me.
I frequently get frustrated be-
cause they won’t admit that
what I'm saying 1s night.

31. I don’t see how anyone
could ever love me.

32. When someone rejects me.
it seems like everyone’s going
to reject me sooner or later.

33. At times I feel that any-
thing I do to try to improve my
relationships with people just
won't work.

34. 1 usually feel 1 should try
to make everybody else happy,
even if I make myself misera-
ble 1n the process.
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35. I often feel resentful about
the way people treat me.

36. I can’t think of anywhere
to go to meet people.

37. 1 feel frightened and pan-
icky when I’'m alone.

38. I've lost a lot of my moti-
vation to do things.

39. When someone rejects me,
I usually feel like it’s all my
fault. ~

40. The idea of a commitment
to a long-term relationship
sometimes frightens me.

41. It’s difficult for me to make
friends.

42. 1 sometimes feel that an
unhappy relaticnship would be
better than none at all.

43. § wouldn’t want to be seen
with a date who didn’t mea-
sure up to my standards of at-
tractiveness or intelligence.

44. I usually find criticism very
upsetting.

45. | feel hurt because | don’t _

get as much love and compan- |
ionship from people as 1 think -
[ deserve.



46. 1 find 1t very upsetting if |
don’t meet all the expectations
of a friend or lover.

47. 1 feel inferior to other
people.

48. 1 always try to avoid con-
flicts or arguments with the peo-
ple I care about.

49. If 1 don’t feel a strong ro-
mantic attraction to potential

dates or lovers, I tell myself

there’s not much point in get-
ting involved with them.

50. I feel sad and discouraged.

531. I sometimes get so nervous
I can’t think of anything to say
to people.

52. I sometimes feel hopeless
about improving my relation-
ships with people.

53. I find arguments or dis-
agreements with friends or lov-
ers very upsetting.

)4. [ sometimes feel trapped
by intimate relationships.

55. Sometimes 1 feel hike a
failure.

56. 1 feel that most people
wouldn’t accept me once they
got to know me well.

- . o
r
. - r - J [l ]
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57. When I’'m alone 1 often feel
empty and unfulfilled.

58. 1often feel let down or dis-
appointed once 1 find out what |
a friend or lover is really like.

39. I often think other people
are to blame for most of the
problems in my relationships.

60. In a conflict I'm nearly al-
ways the one who ends up giv-
Ing in.

Scoring and interpreting the Intimacy Inventory: The
inventory measures fifteen attitudes that can rob you of
self-esteem and make it more difficult to develop friend-
ships and intimate relationships. Each attitude 1s repre-
sented by four statements on the inventory which are listed
n the middle column of Table 2-1. Each of these four
statements can be scored between 0 (if you ‘‘never’’ feel
this way) and 3 (if you feel this way ‘‘a lot’’). Your total
score for each of the fifteen attitudes can range between O
(indicating you answered ‘‘never’’ on all four statements
that measure that attitude) and 12 (indicating you answered
*“a lot’’ on all four statements).

Add up your score on each of the fifteen attitudes, and
fill in your scores in Table 2-1. A score between 0 and 2
indicates a particular attitude is probably not a problem for
you. A score between 3 and 5 indicates this attitude may
be causing you mild problems. A score between 6 and 8
on an attitude indicates a moderate probiem area, while a
score between 9 and 12 indicates that an attitude could be
a significant problem for you.

1. Low self-esteem: Many people who are shy and lonely
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suffer from feelings of inferiority because they constantly
compare themselves with other people who seem more
intelligent, charming, and attractive. They may give them-
selves negative messages, like ‘‘I’'m such a loser. I'm not
as smart as she (or he) 1s. I'm not as good looking as she
(or he) 1s. There’s really nothing very interesting or excit-
ing about me. Why would anyone care about me?’’ This
makes them feel inadequate and they conclude that they
really aren’t very worthwhile or lovable.

TABLE 2-1
Your Intimacy Profile

Statements on the
Intimacy Inventory Put Your Total
That Measure Scores for This

Attitude This Attitude Attitude Here*
1. Low self-esteem 1, 11, 31, 47
2. Romantic 9, 12, 43, 58
perfectionism
3. Emotional 29, 48, 49, 53
perfectionism
4. Shyness and social 3, 10, 20, 51
anxiety
5. Hopelessness 14, 22, 33, 52
6. Alienation and 18, 28, 36, 41
1solation
7. Rejection sensitivity 5,21, 32, 39
8. Fear of being alone 2, 6, 23,57
9. Desperation i3, 26, 37, 42
10. Disclosure phobia 4, 24, 27, 56
11. Inassertiveness 8, 15, 34, 60
12. Resentment and 17, 35, 45, 59
bitterness
13. Defensiveness and fear 19, 25, 30, 44
of criticism
14. Depression 16, 38, 50, 55

15. The trapped factor 7, 40, 46, 54

*To determine your total score for each attitude, simply add up
your score for the four statements in the middle column.
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2. Romantic perfectionism: Unrealistic expectations about
yourself and the people you date can lead to lonelness:

* Parmer perfectionism: You feel your partner has to be
the dreamboat you always fantasized about. When some-
one starts to develop an interest in you, you get disappointed
because that person isn’t just the way you want him or her
to be. You may find that you become easily annoyed and
ruminate about aspects of their personality or appearance that
turn you off. He or she might not be as physically appealing
or intelligent as you think your ideal mate should be. The
more you dwell on these things, the unhappier you become.
Then you conclude that the person really wasn’t good enough.

* Personal perfectionism: Because of our culture’s em-
phasis on charm, intelligence, attractiveness, popularity,
and success, many lonely people assume that these quali-
ties are prerequisite to any friendship or loving relation-
ship. They may base their self-esteem primarily on their
personality or looks, worry endlessly about being too short
or too tall, having a blemish or being overweight. If they
feel they can’t measure up to society’s standards of beauty
and attractiveness—and who really can?—they assume that
they’re undesirable and doomed to loneliness.

Romantic perfectionism can be a way of avoiding the
anxiety involved in getting close to someone. Since no
relationship or lover can ever be perfect, excesstvely mgh
standards can be a convenient way of rejecting everybody.
I saw a young woman named Allison in my office the
other day who recently began dating a young man after
two years of feeling shy and lonely. She told me how
disappointed she felt because she didn’t hike the way they
embraced. Apparently he was also inexperienced and didn’t
move his mouth properly, so that she kept bumping nto
his teeth every time they kissed. Instead of talking it over
with him and teaching him the way she liked to be kissed—
which was ternibly anxiety-provoking—Allison had fanta-
sies of breaking up with him and waiting untii someone
“‘better’’ came along. After we talked about her fears and
inhibitions, she got up the courage to raise the issue with
him in a gentle way. This led to greater openness and
experimentation and soon she began to feel more intimate
and excited again.
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3. Emotional perfectionism: Many people feel that they
should have strong romantic feelings of excitement and
infatuation or there’s no point in getting involved with
someone. When the romantic feelings begin to fade and
the initial excitement of a relationship loses its intensity,
they conclude that they love each other less. They often
feel that loving couples should never argue, bicker, or
fight. They may be afraid of conflicts because they think
that any differences or disagreements are dangerous for a
relationship. They may feel that people who care for each
other should always have positive, loving feelings and
never feel bored, angry, or indifferent.

4. Shyness and social anxiety: Many lonely people feel
awkward in groups or very nervous when they’re around
someone they 're attracted to. They often believe that feel-
ing tense and insecure is shameful, so they try to hide
these feelings; they’re afraid they’ll appear weak or infe-
rior to other people who seem more poised and self-
confident. Trying to control their nervousness often backfires,
because they become more and more absorbed in how
embarrassed and uncomfortable they feel and this makes
them even more uncomfortable. They may get so self-
critical and absorbed in themselves that it becomes diffi-
cult to express any real interest in people or to concentrate
on what others are saying. Then they conclude that feeling
shy and nervous really i1s a barrier to getting close to
people. What they don’t comprehend is that their iack of
self-acceptance, and nor their shyness, causes most of their
problems.

5. Hopelessness: Many lonely people feel hopeless about
ever developing a circle of friends or finding a partner they
could care about. They may believe they just don’t have
what it takes to get close to people or that they’re too old
and all the good people are already taken. The belief that
they’ll never get close to people tends to act as a self-
fulfilling prophecy, because once a person gives up, things
generally don’t improve much. This makes it seem like the
problem really i1s hopeless.

6. Alienation and isolation: Lonely people have trouble
making friends and finding groups or organizations they’d
feel comfortable joining. They don’t know where to go to
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meet people or how to develop friendships with the people
they do meet. Sometimes they’re convinced they’re basi-
cally ‘‘different’” and don’t have much in common with
others. They think that people wouldn’t be interested In
them or wouldn’t accept them once they got to know them
well.

/. Rejection sensitivity: Lonely people are frequently so
afraid of rejection that they avoid taking the risks that are
necessary to date and get close to people. The fear of
rejection results from several types of distorted thinking:

* Overgeneralization: You tell yourself that any rejec-
tion will be the beginning of a never-ending string of
rejections because there’s something inherently defective
about you. In my office recently, a twenty-two-year-old
woman named Lisa told me how hopeless and discouraged
she felt about the breakup of an intense three-week love
affair she’d had with a young man she’d met during the
summer. She was absolutely convinced he left her because
she was missing some ‘‘essential ingredient’’ she needed
to have a man love her and she felt certain that she’d end
up being alone forever. When 1 asked her what this “‘es-
sential ingredient’” was, she was unable to come up with
anything specific. She just felt that he had scrutinized her
and found her undesirable and now she was branded as a
reject for time eternal. It took a number of therapy sessions
and the blossoming of a new -relationship to convince her
just how off-base her carlier assessment had been.
e Sclf-blame: Lonely people are likely to blame them-
selves for problems 1n their relationships and tend to as-
sume that any romantic conflict or rejection i1s entirely
therr fault. Their friends may reassure them that it takes
two people to make or break any relationship, but in their
heart of hearts they ‘‘know’’ it 1sn’t true and that their own
Inadequacy or badness was entirely responsible for the
breakup.

* All-or-nothing thinking: When you break up with some-
one, you conclude that the relationship was ‘‘a total fail-
ure’” or that you're ‘‘a total failure’’ instead of pinpointing
the relative strengths and weaknesses of the relationship so
you can learn from the experience and grow. You may

also idealize the person who rejected you and tell yourself
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he or_she was ‘‘perfect’” for you. You dwell on all the
person’s good points, ignore any deficiencies, and con-
clude that life without that one person is bound to be
barren and meaningless.

 Mind reading: People with low self-esteem are quick
to assume that others are having negative thoughts and
feelings about them, and as a result they frequently misin-
terpret what’s really going on. Some lonely people even
assume that perfectly neutral events are rejections. A woman
I treated became despondent when she asked a man who
worked i1n her office, ‘‘Where’s the Kleenex?’’ He an-
swered, ‘‘The Kleenex is on the desk.’’ She felt crushed
because she’d been having fantasies about him and con-
cluded from his comment that he wasn’t interested in her.
Later in her therapy, when she learned to be more assertive
and got to know him better, she was surprised to discover
that he’d also been having romantic fantasies about her.
They ended up developing an intimate relationship!

8. Fear of being aione: Lonely people nearly always
have a difficult time feeling happy and contented when
they’re alone. If you believe you can’t feel truly secure or
fulfilled unless you have someone to be close to, you may
mope and treat yourself in an uncaring, insensitive way
whenever you’re alone instead of getting involved in activ-
ity that would be more challenging and productive. Then
you feel bored and conclude that it’s not much fun to be
alone. Your lack of self-respect may alienate others be-
cause they sense how needy and desperate you are. They
may avoid you, and this makes you feel even more lonely
and inadequate—a vicious cycle.

9. Desperation: Some people not only feel that being
alone 1s bound to be boring and unrewarding, they also
feel panicky and frightened whenever they’re alone. One
of their major motivations in forming relationships 1s to
avoid the sense of helplessness, desperation, and abandon-
ment they feel whenever they have to be by themselves for
any extended pertod of time.

If you're not afraid of being alone, missing someone
you care about can be a positive experience that reflects
the love you feel for them. If you’re single and.unattached,
the desire to enhance your life with a loving relationship 1s
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healthy and the longing you feel can motivate you to
develop meaningful relationships. These feelings are quite
different from the emptiness, desperation, and self-pity
that so many lonely people experience. They want someone
to love them primarily because they’re afraid of being
alone, and the search for love becomes more of an act of
selfishness than the desire to share one’s life with another
person one genuinely cares about.

- 10. Disclosure phobia: You may have difficulty sharing
your thoughts and feclings with people because you're
afraid they might think less of you. You may think that
fecling depressed, lonely, or inadequate is a sign of weak-
ness, so you don’t want to let anyone know that you feel
this way. You may also feel that your ideas and interests
are stupid and think that other people just wouldn’t be
interested in what you have to say.

11. Inassertiveness: Many lonely people are inassertive
and find it difficult to express angry feelings or to criticize
anyone. You may find it hard to tell people what you want
because you think you’d appear overly selfish or crass.
You may also find it tough to say no when other people
ask you for things that aren’t in your best sclf-interest,
because it makes you feel so guilty to disappoint anyone.
This often stems from the idea that it’s always your re-
sponsibility to please others and the belief that if you don’t
live up to everybody’s expectations something bad will
happen.

12. Resentment and bitterness: Although lonely people
will usually say they want nothing more than to find
someone to be close to, they are often quite bitter and
critical of others. They sometimes project the impression
that they really don’t like people very much and they have
a difficult time understanding the connection between their
own negative attitudes and the problems they experience
with others. They blame people for not being friendlier
and more interested in them and they seem unwilling to
take a look at how they’re alienating others and how their
resentment drives people away. Developing a greater sense
of self-esteem and self-acceptance can often be the first

step in solving this difficult dilemma.
13. Defensiveness and fear of criticism: Many lonely
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people are overly self-blaming and sensitive to any disap-
proval or cniticism. They become so upset when con-
fronted by any personal shortcoming that they lash out
defensively instead of owning up to their faults or evaluat-
Ing the criticism objectively. They may get argumentative
and insist that they are ‘‘right’’ and the other person 1s
““wrong.”’ This frustrates other people, who either avoid
them or become more critical and judgmental. Things get
very unpleasant and this reinforces the idea that it really i1s
termible to be criticized—another vicious cycle.

14. Depression: Loneliness researchers have consistently
documented that people who feel lonely are quite hkely to
be suffering from depression and low self-esteem. The
symptoms of depression include, among others, feelings of
sadness and discouragement, a loss of motivation, an ex-
cessive tendency to criticize and blame yourself, and a loss
of interest in life. When people overcome these feelings of
depression, and experience greater self-esteem, they nearly
always find it much easier to develop satisfying relation-
ships with others.

15. The trapped factor: Many people are afraid of get-
ting close to others. They may find intimate relationships
constricting and feel trapped and confined once they make
a long-term or exclusive commitment to someone. They
experience love not as an exciting adventure, but as a
burden or a duty that robs them of personal freedom.

Did you recognize yourself or someone you know in any
of the descriptions of these fifteen attitudes? These atti-
tudes can make you feel bad about yourself and other people.
Keep them 1in mind as you read the following chapters. 1
will describe a step-by-step program that has helped many
people build a more positive personal value system, enjoy
greater self-confidence, and develop more satisfying rela-
tionships with others. |
When you begin to apply these techniques, remember
that change often requires persistence and hard work over
a pennod of time. Many of the vignettes in this book are
based on therapy sessions when patients made significant
breakthroughs in the way they felt and related to others.
These moments can be very exciting and informative, but
it’s important to realize that there was usually a period of
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hard work that led up to them. I do not want to convey the
idea that these methods work like magic or that they will
solve all your problems overnight. They are powerful tools
that can help you change your feelings, and your behavior,
but this often requires systematic effort over a period of
time. Sometimes trial and error and patient persistence will
be required. Given this attitude, the results can be most
gratifying.

- I want to warn you that certain ideas and techniques I
describe may be contrary to the way you ordinarily think
and act. You may feel skeptical and at times resist some of
these suggestions. If you feel that a particular method is
silly or misguided, maintain your skepticism but have the
courage to check it out with an experiment. Try the method
and prove to yourself that it doesn’t work. You may learn
that it isn’t particularly helpful for you. That information
can help you move on to another method that will provide
the important breakthrough. You may also be surprised to
lecarn that a method or an i1dea that at first seemed so
foolish and counterintuitive turns out to be the first step on
the path to better self-esteem.
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The First Step:
Learning to Like and
Love Yourself

““There’s really no one 1 can feel close to.”’
‘“‘Being alone means I'm a misfit.”’
“It’s a couples’ world.”’

““1 feel infenior to other people.’’

“‘I’ve always been rejected in the past, and the future
will all be the same.”’

‘1 feel like I’'m too old. Life has passed me by. All the
men my age want younger women. What if 1 wind up a
lonely old maid?”’

Do these thoughts sound familiar to you? Do you ever

think you really aren’t very special or lovable? Are you
afraid you’ll never have a rewarding relationship with
someone you care about? If so, this chapter could be an
important turning point in your life.
Shy, lonely people often feel inadequate and believe
they aren’t good enough. A lonely thirty-year-old woman
told me, *“‘Dr. Burns, every night for years I’ve crnied
myself to sleep. 1 feel so lonely. Every moming when 1
walk to work 1 see all the ‘beautiful people.” The men are
wearing pin-striped suits and the woman look like models.
They look so poised and charming. I don’t have a glamor-
ous career and I'm not gorgeous or particularly clever.
Why should anyone care about me?’’

There’s some truth in these comments. People who are
terrific-looking and have outgoing personalities may find it
easier to attract others. But this in no way guarantees that
they’ll be able to form loving, lasting relationships. I've




