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Do You Use Manipula�on in Your Rela�onships? 
Objec�ve 

To iden�fy ways to be less manipula�ve within your rela�onships.  

What to Know 

Manipula�on is more common than you might think—from the occasional passive-aggressive 
comment to regularly gasligh�ng someone—many of us can be manipula�ve to some degree, 
and we may not even realize it. 

What does manipula�on look like in rela�onships? It is a tac�c used to trick others into 
behaving in a certain way, whether it is giving you something or doing something for you. You 
may not be direct or en�rely honest. 

Many types of behaviors can be considered manipula�ve, with varying degrees of severity. 
Instead of simply expressing what it is you are thinking, feeling, wan�ng, or needing, you fail to 
take responsibility for your own feelings and handle them in a mature way. 

Here are nine ways you might be manipula�ve without even realizing it. 

1. You try hard to get a certain outcome. You may do whatever it takes to get what you want, 
even at the expense of other people. Rather than taking no for an answer, you maneuver the 
situa�on to go your way. 

2. You have a hard �me directly expressing your needs. You may be unable or reluctant to say 
what you feel or need.  

3. You project insecuri�es or self-loathing onto others. Projective identification is an 
unconscious form of manipula�on, and people may internalize your assessment of them and 
believe it is true. 

4. You lie. You may stretch, avoid, or ignore the truth. 

5. You atempt to make people feel guilty. It is okay to express hurt and disappointment, but if 
you do so to get something out of it, it is manipula�on. 

6. You fail to keep promises. Promises without follow-through is manipula�ve behavior. 

7. You do nice things—with expecta�ons. You may be skilled at “reading” people to see what 
you need to do for them so they will do what you want. You may rarely do things for others 
unless there is something you can get out of it. If you are only doing things because you expect 
it to come back to serve you, that is manipula�on. 

8. You punish others if you fail to get your way. Maybe you punish others by withholding 
affec�on or making a passive-aggressive social media post. If you respond nega�vely to things 
not going your way—and take it out on others by punishing them—that is manipula�on. 
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9. You are extremely persuasive. Do you try to persuade people to do what you want or to 
behave in a certain way? Manipula�ve people have a keen understanding of the tac�cs that 
wear people down. 

10. You always get your way. Do things always seem to go your way? If you disagree with 
someone, do you walk away ge�ng what you want out of it? Do people seem to do what you 
want them to do? If you are unaware that this is what you are doing, you may think this is just 
what naturally happens. But you may be behaving in a way that is manipula�ng others to do 
what you want to keep you happy. 

11. You change your behavior to connect with others. If you change the way you dress, talk, or 
act when around certain people to fit in with them and get them to do what you want, that is 
manipula�ve behavior.  

12. You purposefully confuse people. You know that if you can talk quickly or use other 
techniques, others may not understand exactly what is happening. If they are too insecure to 
admit it, you might be able to get them to agree to something that they did not mean to. 

Manipula�on is damaging to rela�onships because when you manipulate people, you are taking 
advantage of them. It can also be a form of abuse, especially when prac�cing emo�onal 
manipula�on. Others may not want to con�nue developing a rela�onship with you, or they may 
begin to resent you. 

If you manipulate people, you can increase your awareness of your ac�ons, conversa�ons, and 
inten�ons. Changing behavior is not an easy task, but it's possible if you are determined. Here 
are some things that you might consider doing: 

• Focus on Repairing Your Rela�onships – If you realize you manipulate people that you 
are s�ll in some form of a rela�onship with, sincerely apologize. Let them know you do 
not like how you acted in the past and you are working on making improvements. Ask 
them to be honest with you if they feel you are manipula�ng them in the future. They 
may need to see your behavior is changing before they trust what you say. 

• Iden�fy When You Manipulate Others – Become aware of the behaviors you typically 
use. You might need to stop yourself when you start blaming others or stop yourself 
when you prepare to lie to get your way.  

• Control Your Emo�ons and Thoughts – You can learn how to control your thoughts and 
regulate your emo�ons. 

This worksheet is designed to help you develop self-awareness around manipula�ve tendencies 
and learn how to reduce them. Recognizing and addressing manipula�ve behavior is essen�al 
for building healthier and more authen�c rela�onships. 

What to Do 

Reflect on past situa�ons in which you may have exhibited manipula�ve behaviors. 
Manipula�on can manifest in various ways, including lying, decep�on, guilt-tripping, passive-
aggressiveness, or emo�onal manipula�on.  
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List specific instances below: 

Situa�on 1: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on 2: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on 3: ____________________________________________________________________ 

For each situa�on listed above, provide a detailed descrip�on of the manipula�ve behaviors you 
engaged in. Describe what you said or did that you now recognize as manipula�ve. 

Situa�on 1: ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on 2: ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on 3: ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Reflect on the mo�va�ons that drove you to employ manipula�ve tac�cs in the situa�ons 
above. Common mo�va�ons include a desire for control, fear of rejec�on or conflict, or the 
pursuit of a specific outcome. Describe the mo�va�ons behind your ac�ons in each situa�on. 

Situa�on 1: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on 2: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on 3: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Iden�fy the specific manipula�ve tac�cs or strategies you used in the situa�ons listed above. 
This may include tac�cs like gasligh�ng, playing the vic�m, or withholding informa�on. Write 
down the tac�cs you employed in each situa�on. 

Situa�on 1: ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on 2: ____________________________________________________________________ 
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______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on 3: ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Consider alterna�ve responses and communica�on strategies that could have been more 
honest, direct, and respec�ul in the situa�ons men�oned. How could you have expressed your 
needs or feelings without resor�ng to manipula�on? 

Situa�on 1: ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on 2: ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on 3: ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Reflect on how your manipula�ve behavior affected both your own emo�ons and the emo�ons 
of others in those situa�ons. Did it lead to mistrust, resentment, or damage to your 
rela�onships? Describe the emo�onal consequences. 

Situa�on 1: ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on 2: ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Situa�on 3: ____________________________________________________________________ 



Copyright 2023 Between Sessions Resources 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Recognizing and addressing manipula�ve tendencies is an essen�al step toward building 
healthier rela�onships. By gaining insight into your mo�va�ons and prac�cing alterna�ve, 
healthier communica�on strategies, you can work to reduce manipula�ve behavior and improve 
your connec�ons with others. 

Reflec�ons on This Exercise 

Did this ac�vity help you become less manipula�ve? Why or why not? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

What was challenging about this exercise? Be specific. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Did anything surprise you about this exercise? If so, describe. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

How helpful was this exercise? _____ 
(1 = not very helpful, 5 = moderately helpful, 10 = extremely helpful)  

What did you learn from this exercise?  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 


