
 
 

Negative Cycle Map 

 

Part 1. Each partner's side of the cycle 
Item Entry 

Partner A's position in the cycle Pursues / Withdraws 

Partner B's position in the cycle Pursues / Withdraws 

Trigger: what sets it off 
Include: for each partner, the moment, words, tone or look that sets the cycle off. 

Partner A: 
  
  
Partner B: 
  
  

Perception: what I tell myself it means 
Include: for each partner, what they tell themselves the trigger means, in their own words. 

Partner A: 
  
  
Partner B: 
  
  

Reactive emotion: what shows on the surface 
Include: for each partner, the first emotion the other partner sees, such as anger, frustration or numbness. 

Partner A: 
  
  
Partner B: 
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Action: what I do next 
Include: for each partner, what they say or do and how they say it. 

Partner A: 
  
  
Partner B: 
  
  

Underlying emotion: what is underneath 
Include: for each partner, the softer emotion under the reactive one, such as hurt, fear, loneliness or 
shame. 

Partner A: 
  
  
Partner B: 
  
  

Attachment fear: what I am afraid it means about us 
Include: for each partner, the fear about the relationship that the cycle touches, in their own words. 

Partner A: 
  
  
Partner B: 
  
  

Attachment longing: what I most need from my partner 
Include: for each partner, what they most need from the other when the cycle starts. 

Partner A: 
  
  
Partner B: 
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Part 2. The cycle as one loop 

Partner A does 
Action: 
  
  
  

→ What Partner B makes of it 
Perception: 
  
Underneath: 
  

↑ The cycle ↓ 

What Partner A makes of it 
Perception: 
  
Underneath: 
  

← Partner B does 
Action: 
  
  
  

The cycle in one sentence 
Include: both partners' moves in one sentence: the more ..., the more ...; and the more ..., the more .... 

  
  
  

 

Item Entry 

Pattern One pursues, one withdraws / Both pursue / Both 
withdraw 

How a typical round ends   

A name the couple uses for the cycle 
(optional) 
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Part 3. The couple's version, to fill in between sessions 
Each partner answers on their own; compare the answers at the next session. 

What usually starts it for me? 
Include: the moment, the words, the tone or the look that sets it off. 

  
  
  

What do I tell myself it means in that moment? 
Include: the thought that goes through my mind, in my own words. 

  
  
  

What do I feel first, on the surface? 
Include: the first feeling I notice, such as anger, frustration or numbness. 

  
  
  

What do I do next? 
Include: what I say or do, and how I say it. 

  
  
  

What might I be feeling underneath? 
Include: softer feelings such as hurt, fear, loneliness or shame. 

  
  
  

What am I most afraid it means about us? 
Include: the fear about our relationship that the fight touches. 
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What do I most need from you when this happens? 
Include: what would help me feel safe or close in that moment. 

  
  
  

What do I see you do, and how might my move set off yours? 
Include: what my partner does, and how my move and theirs feed each other. 

  
  
  

Our cycle in one sentence 
Include: the more I ..., the more you ...; and the more you ..., the more I .... 
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Completed example: Marcus and Lena (a hypothetical 
couple) 
Marcus and Lena, together 12 years with two young children, came to couples therapy after a fight in 
which Lena said she did not know how much longer she could do this. Both partners and every detail of 
their history are invented. Marcus pursues and Lena withdraws; the map shows each partner's side of 
their cycle, the loop that joins the two sides and the cycle in one sentence. 

Part 1. Each partner's side of the cycle 
Item Entry 

Marcus's position in the cycle Pursues 

Lena's position in the cycle Withdraws 

Trigger: what sets it off 
Include: for each partner, the moment, words, tone or look that sets the cycle off. 

Marcus: Lena's short or late replies to his texts; Lena going to her phone or to bed after the children 
are asleep; her flat expression when he talks. 
Lena: Marcus's sharp tone when she walks in; "We need to talk"; his sigh; comments about her phone. 

Perception: what I tell myself it means 
Include: for each partner, what they tell themselves the trigger means, in their own words. 

Marcus: "I don't matter to her. I'm last on her list." 
Lena: "I've failed him again. I can't get it right." 

Reactive emotion: what shows on the surface 
Include: for each partner, the first emotion the other partner sees, such as anger, frustration or numbness. 

Marcus: Anger, frustration. 
Lena: Numbness, irritation; "I'm fine." 

Action: what I do next 
Include: for each partner, what they say or do and how they say it. 

Marcus: Criticizes, raises his voice, follows Lena from room to room to keep talking, brings up the 
night at the hospital. 
Lena: Goes quiet, explains herself in a flat voice, leaves the room, says she is tired, scrolls her phone. 
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Underlying emotion: what is underneath 
Include: for each partner, the softer emotion under the reactive one, such as hurt, fear, loneliness or 
shame. 

Marcus: Loneliness and hurt; fear of losing her. 
Lena: Shame and fear of failing him; overwhelmed. 

Attachment fear: what I am afraid it means about us 
Include: for each partner, the fear about the relationship that the cycle touches, in their own words. 

Marcus: "I'm alone. She doesn't want me." 
Lena: "I'll never be enough for him. If I show him how I feel, he'll find more that's wrong with me." 

Attachment longing: what I most need from my partner 
Include: for each partner, what they most need from the other when the cycle starts. 

Marcus: To know he matters to her and that she wants to be close. 
Lena: To know she is enough as she is and that it is safe to come close. 
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Part 2. The cycle as one loop 

Marcus does 
Criticizes, raises his voice, follows Lena to 
keep talking. 

→ What Lena makes of it 
"I've failed him again." 
Underneath: shame, fear of not being 
enough. 

↑ Pursue 
and 

withdraw 

↓ 

What Marcus makes of it 
"I don't matter to her." 
Underneath: loneliness, fear of losing her. 

← Lena does 
Goes quiet, leaves the room, picks up her 
phone. 

The cycle in one sentence 
Include: both partners' moves in one sentence: the more ..., the more ...; and the more ..., the more .... 

The more Marcus pushes to reach Lena, the more she shuts down to keep the peace; and the more 
she shuts down, the harder he pushes, until both are alone in it. 

 

Item Entry 

Pattern One pursues, one withdraws: Marcus pursues, Lena 
withdraws 

How a typical round ends Lena goes to bed or to the guest room; they act as if 
nothing happened the next morning 

A name the couple uses for the cycle 
(optional) 

"The chase" 
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