D PositivePsychology

A Practical Tool for Recognizing and Working with Deactivation

This tool helps you understand what happens when you begin to pull away, and how to work with it
more consciously. By identifying your triggers, noticing early signs, and practicing simple ways to take
space and return, you can learn to create distance without losing connection.

1. Recognizing Your Triggers

Deactivation often begins when your system perceives closeness as overwhelming or unsafe. Common
triggers may include:

Conflict or emotional intensity

Feeling pressured to talk or “open up”

A partner expressing strong needs or emotions

Perceived criticism or loss of control

Ambiguity or uncertainty in the relationship

What situations tend to activate your urge to pull away?

2. Noticing Your Early Warning Signs
Before withdrawing, your system may give subtle cues. For example, you might notice:

A desire to change the subject or disengage
Feeling emotionally “flat” or distant
Increased focus on logic or problem-solving

Physical cues (tight chest, jaw tension, urge to leave)

What do you notice in yourself just before you withdraw?
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3. Understanding Your Deactivation Pattern
Remember that your system is trying to protect you. Your pattern might look like:
Trigger = Threat = Deactivation = Relief = Cost

Trigger: What happened?

Threat: What did it feel like (e.g., overwhelmed, pressured)?
Deactivation: What did you do (withdraw, shut down, distract)?
Relief: What felt better in the moment?

Cost: What impact did it have on the relationship?

Map your own pattern:

4. Creating a Time-Out Plan (Taking Space Safely)

Taking space can be helpful when it is intentional and relationally safe. For example, you might say, “I'm
starting to feel overwhelmed, and | don’t want to shut down. I'm going to take a short break so | can
come back more present. Can we reconnect at [specific time]?”

What would your version of this sound like?

5. Planning Your Return (Repairing Connection)

Returning is what transforms distance into repair. When you come back, you might say, “Thanks for
giving me space. | think | got overwhelmed earlier and pulled back.

I'd like to try again.” - “When [situation], my system tends to [withdraw/shut down].

What | needed was [space/reassurance/slower pace].
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Write your own repair statement:

6. Moving Toward Secure Connection

You don’t need to eliminate distance; you are learning to use it differently. Over time, this means:

Staying present a little longer
Returning more consistently
Expressing needs more directly

Allowing both autonomy and connection

Key Takeaway

Deactivation is not a flaw; it is a protective strategy. With awareness and practice, you can begin to
pause, choose, and reconnect in ways that feel both safe and sustaining.

Dr. Susan McGarvie
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