
What Is Splitting?
A non-shaming guide to black-and-white thinking and relationship strain
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A quick definition
Splitting is a way of organizing a complicated person, situation, group, or even yourself into extremes: all good or all
bad, safe or dangerous, loyal or disloyal. It can make mixed qualities and uncertainty hard to hold at the same time.

From either/or toward both/and

GOOD
or BAD

CARING AND
IMPERFECT

two truths can coexist

A person can disappoint me
and still have good qualities.

I can care and set a boundary.

Is splitting the same as divide and conquer?
Not exactly. Splitting is often an automatic way of thinking when emotions are intense. Divide-and-conquer behavior is
an interpersonal strategy that separates people or turns them against one another, and it may be intentional. Splitting
can lead to similar behavior - such as recruiting allies, comparing people, sharing one-sided accounts, or demanding
that others choose sides - even when separation was not the person's conscious goal.

What it may look or sound like
"You are the only person who has ever understood me."

"After what you did, you are just like everyone else."

"If you cared about me, you would agree with me."

Idealizing someone, then sharply devaluing them after
disappointment.

Telling different people different parts of a conflict and
collecting agreement.
Treating a neutral boundary, delay, or disagreement as
rejection or betrayal.
Describing one person as entirely responsible and
another as entirely innocent.
Cutting off, attacking, or replacing relationships before
feelings settle.

Who may split - and why?
Anyone can think in extremes, especially when overwhelmed, frightened, ashamed, angry, grieving, or
sleep-deprived.
It may temporarily reduce uncertainty or protect against painful mixed feelings.
Past betrayal, trauma, attachment fears, rejection sensitivity, or limited emotion-regulation skills may contribute.
It can occur with several mental-health conditions, but the behavior alone does not identify a diagnosis or a person's
character.

Clinical background: Di Giuseppe & Perry (2021), Frontiers in Psychology, doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2021.718440



Splitting: Short-Term Pull, Long-Term Cost
Understanding the function without excusing harm
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What it may seem to offer
Fast certainty when the situation feels confusing.
Relief from shame, guilt, grief, or mixed feelings.
A sense of protection, loyalty, validation, or control.
Avoiding a difficult direct conversation.
Getting reassurance or allies during conflict.

What it can actually cost
Trust erodes when people feel compared, recruited, or
misrepresented.
Relationships become unstable: idealized today, rejected
tomorrow.
Friends, family, teams, or providers may become
polarized.
The original problem is not repaired and often grows.
The person may become more isolated and less able to
receive balanced feedback.
Others may feel anxious, pressured, unsafe, or afraid to
disagree.

Try this instead
Pause before sending messages, ending a relationship,
confronting someone, or recruiting support.
Name the feeling first: I feel hurt, afraid, embarrassed,
angry, or left out.
Use both/and: I care about this person, and I disliked
what happened.
Separate facts from interpretations: What did I directly
observe? What am I assuming?
Talk to the person directly when it is safe; make one
clear request.

Ask a neutral person for help thinking, not for help
building a case or choosing a side.
Allow time for intensity to come down before deciding
what the relationship means.
Set boundaries without labeling the whole person as
good or bad.
If harm is ongoing, prioritize safety; nuance does not
require tolerating abuse.

Words to try
I am having a strong reaction, and I may be seeing this in extremes. I want to slow down. What I observed was __________.
The story my mind is telling is __________. What I need or want to ask for is __________.

If someone is pulling you into sides
Try: I care about you, and I do not want to judge someone who is not here. I can listen to how this affected you. I will not
carry messages, gather allies, or join attacks. If it is safe, I can help you plan a direct conversation or find neutral support.

Repair after splitting
I spoke in extremes and involved other people. That may have harmed trust. I am sorry. I will correct what I said where
appropriate, stop asking people to take sides, and speak directly or step back until I can do so respectfully.



