When Should a Relationship End?

I have stayed in relationships too long. I have also ended relationships too soon. I have fought for
relationships that, in hindsight, were never going to become healthy, and I have walked away from
relationships that deserved more patience, more honesty, and more effort than I was willing or able
to offer at the time. Because I have made mistakes in both directions, I find myself increasingly

suspicious of certainty when it comes to relationships.

People often want a clear answer to the question of when a relationship should end. They want a
clear, understandable answer. Relationships can be painful, confusing, and exhausting, and when we
are hurting, certainty feels like relief. The trouble is that relationships rarely offer it. Most meaningful
relationships do not end because of one dramatic event. Most do not arrive neatly labeled as healthy
or unhealthy. Most exist somewhere in the complicated middle, where there is enough goodness to
keep hope alive and enough pain to make peace difficult.

This is especially true of family relationships. Our culture sends conflicting messages about them.
On one hand, we are encouraged to prioritize our well-being and protect our peace. On the other
hand, we are told that family is forever, that blood is thicker than water, that loyalty means staying
no matter the cost. These messages sound noble until they collide with reality. What happens when a
family relationship consistently leaves us depleted? What happens when contact repeatedly produces
conflict, anxiety, resentment, or emotional harm? What happens when every interaction requires us
to abandon parts of ourselves in order to preserve the connection? These are not easy questions, and
anyone who tells you otherwise has probably not sat with them long enough.

For many years, I approached relationships by focusing primarily on the other person. I was
constantly evaluating what they were doing. Were they kind enough? Responsible enough? Self-
aware enough? Were they changing, trying, deserving of another chance? There is some value in
those questions. The behavior of another person matters. Abuse matters. Betrayal matters.
Dishonesty matters. Participation matters. But over time I have become less interested in evaluating
the other person and more interested in understanding myself. The question I now find most useful
is not what the other person is doing, but what the relationship is asking of me, and whether I can
honestly provide it. That shift has changed everything.

Sometimes a relationship asks for patience, forgiveness, or acceptance. Sometimes it asks for
difficult conversations I would rather avoid, or for me to stop trying to change another person and
instead learn to tolerate the discomfort of their differences. Those are difficult requests, but they are
often worth the effort. Other times, however, a relationship asks for something much more costly. It
asks me to silence myself, to abandon my values, to tolerate behavior that repeatedly causes harm, to
carry responsibilities that belong to someone else, to become smaller so that another person can
remain comfortable. Every relationship requires some sacrifice. Love is not possible without it. But



there is a meaningful difference between sacrifice and self-abandonment, and the older I get, the

more important that distinction becomes.

Part of what makes these questions so difficult is that we now possess a language that can create the
illusion of clarity without necessarily providing wisdom. Words like toxic, narcissistic, triggering, and
boundaries have become part of everyday conversation. Some of this is undoubtedly positive.
Psychological language has helped many people understand themselves and their experiences in
ways that previous generations could not. At the same time, these words are often used carelessly.
The word toxic is a useful example. There are certainly relationships that are genuinely destructive,
characterized by abuse, manipulation, cruelty, and chronic violation of trust, and those realities
should never be minimized. Yet I increasingly see the word toxic used as a verdict rather than a
description. Once someone is labeled toxic, the conversation is over. The case is closed. The other

person becomes the problem, and there is no longer anything left to examine.

But life is often more complicated than that. Sometimes a relationship is difficult because it exposes
our own blind spots. Sometimes another person's behavior highlights areas where we need to grow.
Sometimes conflict emerges because two imperfect people are colliding with one anothet's fears,
expectations, and limitations. Calling someone toxic can occasionally be accurate. It can also become

a convenient way to avoid the harder work of reflection.

The same thing can happen with boundaries, which are among the healthiest and most important
concepts in modern psychology, and also among the most misunderstood. A boundary is not a way
of controlling another person's behavior. It is not an attempt to force someone else to become who
we want them to be. A genuine boundary is an acknowledgment of what I will and will not
participate in. It is about my behavior, not yours. This distinction matters because many
relationships do not end when a boundary is established. They end when the relationship proves
incapable of surviving one. Sometimes the relationship was only functioning because one person
was overfunctioning. Sometimes the connection was sustained by guilt, obligation, fear, or emotional
fusion rather than genuine intimacy. When healthy boundaries enter the picture, the relationship is

forced to reveal what it actually is.

This is where the work of differentiation becomes so important. One of the most valuable ideas I
have encountered comes from Bowen Family Systems Theory. Bowen observed that when anxiety
increases, people tend to move in one of two directions: they become more fused with others, or
they move toward emotional cutoff. We cling tighter, or we disappear. Neither response necessarily
reflects maturity. Emotional cutoff can look like strength when it is actually avoidance. Staying
connected can look like love when it is actually fear. The challenge is learning how to remain
ourselves in the presence of a relationship. That may be one of the hardest tasks in adult life. Can I
stay connected without losing myself? Can I disagree without withdrawing? Can I maintain my
values without demanding that someone else adopt them? Can I love another person without taking
responsibility for their choices? Can I tolerate the discomfort of difference? These questions seem

far more important to me than trying to determine whether another person is good or bad.



Of course, some relationships do need to end. There are situations involving abuse, exploitation,
addiction, chronic dishonesty, or persistent harm where distance may be necessary and appropriate.
There are relationships in which repair is simply not possible because one or both people are
unwilling to participate in the work required. Acknowledging this reality does not make someone
selfish or disloyal. It does not make them a bad son, daughter, spouse, friend, or sibling. It makes
them human. What I have come to believe is that many relationship endings are neither victories nor
failures. They are losses. We often search for a villain because villains make endings easier to
understand. If the other person is entirely wrong, our decision becomes obvious. If they are toxic,
our departure feels justified. But many relationships end without a villain. Sometimes two people
simply cannot create a healthy relationship together. Sometimes the relationship asks more than
either person can provide. Sometimes love remains while compatibility disappears. Sometimes grief

is the only honest response.

Ten years ago, I would have spent far more time evaluating the other person, focused on what they
were doing wrong and whether they deserved a place in my life. Today, I find myself returning to a
different question: what is this relationship asking of me? Is it asking for patience, honesty,
acceptance, courage, forgiveness, or growth? Or is it asking me to abandon myself? The answer to
that question does not always tell me whether I should stay or leave. But it does help me understand

what is actually happening, and perhaps that is enough.

Because the goal is not certainty. The goal is discernment. The goal is seeing clearly enough to
remain connected when connection is possible, to leave when leaving is necessary, and to do both
without turning ourselves or the other person into the enemy. In a world increasingly obsessed with
deciding who is right and who is wrong, that may be the most difficult relationship skill of all.
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