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“For the strength of the pack is the wolf, and 
the strength of the wolf is the pack.” 

— Rudyard Kipling 14
RELATIONSHIPS AND COMMUNITY

From our first childhood friends to adult partners 
and confidants, relationships are a vital part of  life. 
But EITs face two challenges when it comes to 
developing relationships and forging a supportive 
community: Feeling cut off  from the support of  
family and friends 
when incarcerated 
and dealing with 
destructive thinking 
patterns that hamper 
the formation 
or continuation 
of  beneficial 
relationships.  

Along with well-being and performance, positive 
personal and professional relationships are a 
cornerstone of  a healthy, fulfilling life. Positive 
relationships support overall well-being and are a 
contributing factor to performance. Essentially, 
positive relationships can be seen as an antidote to 
depression and discouragement—negative feelings 
that can threaten EITs’ success.

Stable, mutually beneficial relationships can be 
formal or informal, enduring or brief. They include 
friends and family along with spouses and romantic 
partners. To develop a 
strong and supportive 
community — as small 
as a group of  friends 
or as large as a city 
neighborhood — people 
have to value mutually 
beneficial relationships 
rather than look at their interactions with others as 
merely transactional —an unstable and unsustainable 
model for long-term relationships. Transactional 
relationships are driven by self-interest rather than by 
mutual care and respect and are valued for what you 
get from another person rather than what you give to 
maintain the relationship. This chapter offers insight 
on how to revive, maintain, or begin building positive 
relationships, both during and after incarceration. 
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Destructive Thinking Patterns
Destructive thinking patterns that make building 
positive relationships difficult can develop before, 
during, or after incarceration. But in a prison 
environment, it can be hard 
to resist them. Identifying 
these negative thinking 
patterns in yourself  and 
others is a first, crucial step 
to seeking alternative ways 
of  relating to people. 

There are ten interrelated aspects of  destructive 
thinking to look for:

Closed Channel Thinking: This thinking pattern 
is characterized by a lack of  receptiveness to others’ 
views and a tendency not to be self  critical, closing 
the door to many opportunities for growth and 
positive change. People with closed channel thinking 
are good at pointing out the faults of  others, but not 
at recognizing their own. They also tend to lie by 
omission (not telling “the whole truth”).

Positively Biased Self  Image: People with 
this thinking pattern only see their own positive 
attributes, overlook any destructive behaviors 
they may have, and build themselves up at others’ 
expense.

Victimstance: Think of  
the term “victimstance” 
as a combination of  
victim and circumstance 
and you’ve got the 
meaning. When you think 
of  yourself  as a victim of  
circumstance, you tend to 
blame your actions and 
your limitations on other 
individuals or on society 
in general.

Lack of  Effort: Often labeled simply as laziness, 
this pattern is characterized by avoiding anything 
you find boring or disagreeable. For people with this 
pattern, “I can’t” generally means “I won’t.”

Lack of  Interest in Responsibility: For those 
with this destructive thinking, living responsibly 
is unattractive and unsatisfying. They have little 
sense of  obligation to others and will respond 
to opportunities only when there’s a clear and 
immediate payoff.

Lack of  Time Perspective: Individuals with this 
aspect of  destructive thinking don’t learn from their 
past mistakes and expect others to act immediately 
on their demands. They tend to base their decisions 
on assumptions and emotional impulse rather than 
on facts.

Fear of  Fear: As FDR famously said, “The 
only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” People 
suffering from a destructive fear of  fear are 
unable to recognize irrational anxieties or admit to 
vulnerability. Fears can range from fear of  ridicule to 
fear of  injury or death without cause. They need to 
be in control of  every situation and react with anger 
when they feel vulnerable or out of  control.

Power Thrust: Those who fit this pattern feel a 
need to control every situation and interaction. 
Manipulating others and putting themselves in a 
position of  authority allows them to resist being 
dependent on others unless they can take advantage 
of  the situation. 

Uniqueness: People with a mindset of  uniqueness 
tend to think they’re different from or better than 
everyone else. They also quit at the first sign of  
failure and expect of  others what they fail to achieve 
themselves.

Ownership Attitude: This attitude causes 
individuals to see everything — including other 
people — as something to possess. At the same time, 
people with this destructive thinking pattern don’t 
are about others’ legitimate ownership rights. The 
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Relationships That Make Bank
You may be thinking that, as an EIT, your ultimate 
goal is to find a job or start your own business, not 
to make friends and be well-liked. But the old adage 
is as true as ever: “It’s who you know.” In business, 
as in every other part of  life, positive, mutually 
beneficial relationships are key — you’re not likely to 
succeed without them. 

It may be helpful to think of  relationships like bank 
accounts, systems that collect and disperse funds. 
In this case, the “bank” is a relationship (a friend, 
family member, life partner, or business partner), 
a “deposit” represents a 
positive interaction, and a 
“withdrawal” represents 
a negative interaction. 
Just like with a monetary 
bank account, you have 
to keep a positive balance 
or you’ll be overdrawn. 
That means that you can’t always have a 1:1 ratio 
of  deposits and withdrawals. In fact, studies show 
that you need five deposits (positive interactions) 
to offset each withdrawal (negative interaction) in a 
relationship. Studies of  this phenomenon also show 
that the negative withdrawals that happen in every 
relationship have a stronger and more lasting impact 
than positive deposits. This means that, over time, 
deposits provide a buffer against the withdrawals 
that are bound to happen. Think of  your relationship 
deposits like saving money for a “rainy day.”

The great thing about 
making positive 
relationship deposits on 
a regular basis is that 
they’re a proven way to 
boost your own positive 
emotions, helping you 
avoid discouragement 

and depression that can complicate your success. 
This dynamic is central to mutually beneficial 

most destructive aspect of  this pattern is using sex 
for power and control rather than to express love and 
build intimacy.

Complicating the situation, some of  these destructive 
thinking patterns have been celebrated in the media 
— through the ruthlessness of  villains we love to 
hate, news that focuses on corrupt politicians, or our 
glorification of  charismatic leaders who use others to 
build their reputations. But once you recognize that 
none of  these patterns are worthy of  celebration, 
your perspective changes. Recognizing any of  these 
behaviors in yourself  doesn’t mean you’re a “bad 
person.” They should be taken as ways to diagnose 
destructive thinking so you can free yourself  from it 
and relate more productively to others. 

These destructive thinking patterns can be 
summarized through six terms: 

If  you think of  these as the “six deadly sins” of  
destructive thinking it may be easier to remember 
and avoid them in the interest of  building more 
positive relationships.

Irresponsiblity

Manipulation

Grandiosity

Self-Indulgence

Interpersonal Intrusiveness

Social Rule Breaking
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relationships: Your positive relationship deposits 
benefit the other person in the relationship and 
benefit you at the same time. You’ll also find that 
your partner in the relationship makes positive 
relationship deposits for you as well, strengthening 
this “win-win” model.

Relationship Building
There are many opportunities for you to make 
positive relationship deposits on a daily basis. These 
opportunities fall in to four major categories

Sharing PerSonal information

Relationship bonds 
are often initiated or 
strengthened by sharing 
positive daily experiences. 
Each instance of  sharing 
something good about 
your day is an opportunity 
for a positive relationship 

deposit. But there’s a risk: Disclosing personal news 
can make you vulnerable to the other person. They 
might not show appropriate appreciation for your 
news, turning your positive deposit into a negative or 
neutral transaction. 

For example, if  you 
were just accepted 
as a Defy EIT 
and shared your 
excitement with 
your cellmate, his 
or her response 
might range from 
“That’s fantastic!” 
to “So what?” The first response is called an Active-
Constructive response. Your cellmate is authentically 
interested in what you’ve shared, and expresses 
enthusiastic support for your accomplishment. The 
second response is Passive-Destructive because your 
cellmate is essentially ignoring your news. 

The following diagram shows the matrix of  
responses. When responding to others, Active-
Constructive responses promote positive relationship 
bonds, whereas responses that fall into the 
destructive or passive quadrants will be less positive 
at best and negative at worst.

When you share information about your day, it’s 
important not to over-share, especially when you 
are developing a new relationship. Over-sharing 
personal information tends to make the other 
person uncomfortable. There are different levels 
of  relationship intimacy that are possible with 
different groups of  people. You can be more open 
and detailed with long-standing relationships than 
you can with new people in your life. Different 
relationship boundaries apply to people in various 
roles in your life, as well. When you’re a CEO, 
for example, it’s important to recognize that your 
employees are not paid friends, so think about how 
your position in relation to another person affects 
what you share with him or her.

gratitude

Research shows that expressing gratitude in a 
relationship is another 
powerful way to make 
positive deposits. 
Expressing gratitude can 
be as simple as saying, “I’m 
glad I know you” or more 
specific, such as, “Thanks 

Active & Constructive
Authentic, Enthusiastic, 

Supportive

Passive & Constructive
Understated Support

Active & Destructive
Point out the Negative

Passive & Destructive
Ignoring the Event
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for helping me study.” 
With well-established 
relationships, it can be 
easy to take your partner 
for granted by forgetting 
to express gratitude 
regularly, leading to a 
negative “balance” in 
your account. Expressing 
gratitude strengthens 
relationships and also has 
been shown to combat 
the “downward spiral” 
of  depression.

forgiveneSS

Like gratitude, exercising 
forgiveness can be a 
powerful way to make 
positive deposits to a 
relationship account. The 
most familiar type of  
forgiveness comes from 
excusing offenses (real or 
perceived) that someone 
has made against you. 
But forgiveness can also 
mean forgiving flaws and 
failures in others that 
may not directly impact 

you. For example, imagine that being on time is 
important to you, but you have a close friend who is 
chronically late, always showing up 10 or 15 minutes 
after the time when you agree to meet. This kind of  
lateness might irritate you, but you know the other 
person doesn’t mean to be rude or disrespectful — 
it’s just that he or she is slightly disorganized and 
loses track of  time. This is the kind of  flaw you 
might choose to forgive and not allow to affect your 
relationship. 

And there’s another side to the forgiveness equation: 
By choosing not to forgive people in your life — 
holding a grudge against them — you block other 
positive deposits to your relationship bank account. 
In that sense, forgiveness is essential to healthy 
relationships.

SPending meaningful time

Spending time with someone is another great way 
to make a positive deposit in your relationship 
account. It is also true that most relationships will 
struggle to be successful if  they’re time-deprived. 
If  you happen to have children, you’re familiar with 
how important spending time with them is. But you 
should also make a distinction between spending 
time with people and 
spending meaningful time 
with them. Consider 
the difference between 
sitting with someone 
watching TV and sharing 
a more engaging activity 
like discussing a book 
that’s meaningful to 
both of  you. Passive 
activities like watching 
TV may keep someone 
company, but they don’t 
necessarily make positive 
relationship deposits.

Inviting Conversation
Along with the four opportunities to make positive 
relationship deposits, there are other familiar ways 
to initiate and deepen relationships: Conversation, 
curiosity, and asking open-ended questions. Asking 
others to share positive, personal news creates an 
opportunity for an Active-Constructive response 
from you. Simply put, people usually like it when 
you show curiosity and ask them about themselves. 
One of  the best ways to do this is to ask open-ended 
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questions — questions that don’t have one “right” 
answer and spark conversation. For example, you 
might ask someone “How are you feeling today?” 
or, more specifically, “How are you feeling about 
that Defy event?” Such questions are invitations for 
others to share their thoughts and feelings, without 
the pressure of  feeling tested. 

Conversation in general can feel daunting for many 
people, especially in the early stages of  relationship 
building. How do you “break the ice” without 
sounding awkward or phony? There’s a degree of  
courage required by any such interaction. But here 
are some simple open-ended questions you can keep 
in mind to help you take those first conversational 
steps (or to strengthen existing relationships):

 § What teacher had the biggest influence on 
your life?

 § What subject do you wish you’d paid more 
attention to in school?

 § If  you could learn one new skill now, what 
would it be?

 § What’s the most spontaneous thing you’ve 
ever done?

 § If  you had a time machine, what year would 
you travel back to?

 § If  you had a time machine, what advice 
would you give your younger self ?

 § If  you had a superpower, what would it be?

 § What’s your favorite thing about the town 
where you grew up?

 § If  you could meet anyone, living or dead, 
who would it be?

 § What would you title your autobiography? 

 § What do you think is the most important 
invention in history?

The Value of “Loyal Opposition”
So you have a number of  good relationships with 
positive “bank balances.” All set, right? Not quite. A 
common fallacy about good relationships is thinking 
that they’re always positive in the sense of  being 
blindly supportive. In fact, there’s great value in 
having relationships strong enough that friends and 
loved ones can offer 
constructive criticism 
to one another. This is 
the concept of  “loyal 
opposition,” which 
people sometimes 
describe as “tough 
love.” 

Doris Kearns Goodwin illustrates this concept in the 
book Team of  Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham 
Lincoln, which focuses on President Lincoln’s cabinet. 
Lincoln’s political genius was in the way he enlisted 
four former rivals to become his advisors, rivals who 
challenged him to be a better president and “kept 
him honest” in the face of  the extreme challenges he 
faced during the course of  the Civil War. We can’t all 
expect to be like Lincoln and convince former rivals 
to help us, but the point is that you should try to 
establish “loyal opposition” somewhere in your circle 
of  relationships.  

Packs and Communities
Like all primates, human beings are communal, 
social creatures. That means we need one another 
to survive, succeed, and be 
happy. There’s a familiar 
line from Rudyard Kipling’s 
poem, “The Law of  the 
Wolves,” that illustrates the 
value of  community: “For 
the strength of  the pack is 
the wolf, and the strength 
of  the wolf  is the pack.” In other words, individuals 
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need communities and communities are strengthened 
by the contributions of  their individual members. 

Your community is your 
network of  relationships. 
This network can be 
based on extended 
family relationships, your 
neighborhood, or common 
interest groups such as 
faith-based relationships 
or your relationships with 
other Defy EITs.

If  the idea of  maintaining the various relationships 
within your community sounds overwhelming, 
remember that your relationships will likely range 
from new to long-standing and close. The amount of  
effort you put in to maintaining close relationships 
will be different from the effort you put in to 
developing new relationships. Close relationships 
have an existing foundation with strong interpersonal 
knowledge and shared experiences. These 
relationships require maintenance, but do not require 
the intense energy it often takes to forge new ones.

Reflecting back on the destructive thinking 
patterns described at the beginning of  this chapter, 
you’ll notice an anti-social, go-it-alone theme 
underlying many of  them. Engaging with a strong 
and supportive community combats destructive 
thinking in two ways: First, you are supported by 
your community, and second, your community 
holds you accountable for supporting them and 
upholding common norms of  behavior. Community 
engagement is particularly important to successful 
reentry post-release. Community is also crucial to the 
success of  any entrepreneurial venture.




