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FINDING CLARITY IN
RELATIONSHIP AMBIVALENCE:
THE WISDOM OF MIRA
KIRSHENBAUM’S TOO GOOD TO
LEAVE, TOO BAD TO STAY

Few decisions carry as much emotional
weight as deciding whether to leave a
romantic  relationship  or  commit  to

making it work. When you are caught in
the  l imbo  of  uncertainty,  every
conversation feels heavy, every shared
s i l e n c e  i s  l o a d e d ,  a n d  t h e
question—Should  I  stay  or  should  I
go?—looms  over  your  dai ly  l i fe.
Psychotherapist and relationship expert
Mira Kirshenbaum addressed this exact
dilemma  in  her  groundbreaking  book,
Too Good to Leave, Too Bad to Stay.
Her work has become a touchstone for
anyone facing relationship ambivalence,
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offering  a  structured,  compassionate,
and highly practical path through the fog
of indecision.
In this article, we will explore the core
principles  of  Mira  Kirshenbaum’s  Too
Good  to  Leave  framework,  examine
why  her  approach  resonates  with  so
many people, and discuss how you can
app ly  her  ins ights  to  your  own
relationship crossroads. Whether you are
deeply  invested  in  a  long-term
partnership  or  navigating  a  newer
connection,  Kirshenbaum’s  work
provides a toolkit for making a decision
you can live with.

WHO IS MIRA KIRSHENBAUM?

Before  diving  into  the  specifics  of  her
mos t  f amous  book ,  i t  i s  wo r th
understanding  the  author  behind  the

wisdom. Mira Kirshenbaum is a licensed
individual  and  family  therapist,  the
clinical  director  of  the  Chestnut  Hill
Institute  in  Boston,  and  a  bestselling
author. She has spent decades working
with couples and individuals  struggling
with  the  most  painful  and  intimate
decisions of their lives. Her expertise is
not academic speculation; it is grounded
in  thousands  of  hours  of  real-world
clinical practice.
Kirshenbaum’s  writing  is  characterized
by  a  rare  b lend  of  empathy  and
directness. She does not sugarcoat the
difficulty  of  relationship  decisions,  nor
does she push a one-size-fits-all ideology
about  preserving  partnerships  at  all
costs.  Instead,  she  offers  a  neutral,
evidence-informed  process  that
empowers  people  to  see  their  own
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situation more clearly.  This  balance of
warmth  and  rigor  is  what  makes  Too
Good to Leave such a trusted resource.

THE CORE PREMISE OF TOO
GOOD TO LEAVE, TOO BAD TO
STAY

The  cent ra l  idea  o f  the  book  i s
deceptively simple: when you are stuck
in  the  middle,  uncertain  whether  your
relationship  is  worth  fighting  for  or
beyond repair, you need a reliable way
to diagnose your situation. Kirshenbaum
argues that most people rely on vague
feelings,  advice  from  well-meaning
friends, or fear of being alone—none of
which provide clarity. Instead, she offers
a series of diagnostic questions designed
to cut through confusion and reveal the
true health of your relationship.

The  title  itself  captures  the  painful
paradox:  a  relationship  can  feel
simultaneously  too good to walk  away
f r o m  a n d  t o o  b a d  t o  s t a y  i n .
Kirshenbaum’s  goal  is  to  help  you
resolve this paradox by identifying which
of those feelings is rooted in reality and
which is driven by fear, guilt, or hope.
K e y  t o  h e r  a p p r o a c h  i s  t h e
understanding  that  every  relationship
has good moments and bad moments.
The  question  is  not  whether  your
partnership is perfect—that standard is a
fantasy.  The  question  is  whether  the
fundamental structure of the relationship
is  sound  enough  to  support  lasting
happiness and growth.

THE 36 DIAGNOSTIC QUESTIONS:
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A STRUCTURED PATH TO CLARITY

The  heart  of  Mira  Kirshenbaum’s  Too
Good to Leave method is a set of 36
carefully  crafted  questions.  These  are
not  random  prompts;  they  are  the
distil lation  of  decades  of  clinical
observation about what actually predicts
whether a relationship can be repaired
or whether it is likely to continue causing
pain. The questions cover several critical
domains of relationship health:

Communication patterns: Do
you feel heard and understood? Do
conversations about difficult topics
lead to resolution or escalation?
Respect and contempt: Does
your partner treat you with basic
dignity, even during conflict? Is
there a fundamental sense of

being on the same team?
Emotional safety: Can you be
vulnerable with your partner
without fear of ridicule or
punishment?
Shared values and goals: Are
you moving in the same direction
in life? Do your core values align,
or are you constantly at odds over
fundamental issues?
Attraction and intimacy: Is
there a baseline of physical and
emotional connection that can be
built upon?

Kirshenbaum  emphasizes  that  you  do
not  need  to  answer  all  36  questions
perfectly.  In  fact,  the  power  of  the
framework  lies  in  the  patterns  that
emerge across your answers.  If  you find
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that most of your responses point toward
a healthy foundation, the relationship is
likely worth investing in. If the answers
consistently  reveal  dysfunction,
disrespect, or incompatibility, it may be
time to consider leaving.

Why Questions
Work Better
Than Feelings
One of the most valuable insights from
Kirshenbaum’s work is that our feelings
about a relationship are often unreliable
guides. We can feel deeply attached to a
partner who is wrong for us. We can feel
angry and distant from a partner who is

actually a good match but going through
a rough patch. By focusing on concrete,
answerable  questions,  Kirshenbaum
bypasses the emotional noise and gets
to  the  s t ructura l  rea l i ty  o f  the
relationship.  This  is  why the book has
helped  so  many  people  move  from
paralysis to action.

KEY INSIGHTS FROM THE TOO
GOOD TO LEAVE FRAMEWORK

While the full set of 36 questions is best
explored in the book itself, several core
insights  stand  out  as  particularly
transformative  for  people  facing  this
decision.
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The Difference
Between
Problems and

Dealbreakers
Every  relationship  has  problems.  The
question is whether those problems are
solvable  or  whether  they  represent
fundamental  incompatibi l i t ies.
Kirshenbaum  helps  readers  distinguish
between  issues  that  can  be  worked
through with effort and compromise, and
issues that are likely to persist no matter
how  much  you  try.  For  example,  a
pattern of contempt or emotional abuse

is  not  a problem to be solved;  it  is  a
dealbreaker.  On  the  other  hand,
differences  in  communication  style  or
conflict  over  household  responsibilities
can often be addressed through couples
therapy or mutual effort.

The Role of Hope
and Fear
Kirshenbaum is  exceptionally  insightful
about the psychological traps that keep
people stuck. Hope, she notes, can be a
beautiful thing—but it can also become a
prison. When you stay in a relationship
because  you  hope  it  will  get  better,
despite a mountain of evidence to the
contrary,  you are not being optimistic;
you are being avoidant. Similarly, fear of
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loneliness, fear of financial instability, or
fear  of  hurting  your  partner  can  keep
you tethered to a situation that is slowly
draining your spirit.  The Too Good to
Leave  framework  helps  you  separate
healthy hope from wishful thinking, and
realistic caution from paralyzing fear.

The Importance
of Your Own
Growth
A  recurring  theme  in  Kirshenbaum’s
work is that the decision to stay or leave
should  not  be  solely  about  the  other
person. It should also be about you. A
relationship  that  stifles  your  personal

growth, diminishes your self-esteem, or
prevents you from living authentically is,
by  definition,  a  relationship  that  is  too
bad  to  stay  in—even  i f  there  are
moments  of  sweetness.  Conversely,  a
relationship that challenges you to grow
while  providing  a  secure  base  is  one
worth fighting for.

APPLYING THE FRAMEWORK TO
YOUR OWN LIFE

If  you are currently  wrestling with the
question of whether to stay or leave, the
first  step  is  to  create  space  for  honest
reflection.  Kirshenbaum  recommends
setting aside uninterrupted time to work
through  the  questions,  ideally  in  a
journal.  It  is  important  to  answer  as
honestly  as  possible,  without  editing
your responses based on what you think
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you should feel.
As you work through the questions, pay
attention to your emotional reactions. Do
you  feel  rel ief  when  you  imagine
leaving?  Do  you  feel  dread  when  you
imagine  staying  for  another  five  years?
Your gut responses to the questions can
be just  as  informative  as  the answers
themselves.
I t  i s  a l so  w i se  to  seek  ou t s ide
perspective—but carefully. Kirshenbaum
warns that friends and family often have
their own agendas, consciously or not. A
therapist who specializes in relationship
issues can provide neutral, professional
guidance.  If  therapy  is  not  accessible,
the book itself functions as a kind of self-
guided therapy session.

COMMON CRITICISMS AND
CONSIDERATIONS

No  relationship  framework  is  perfect,
and  Too  Good  to  Leave  has  i ts
limitations. Some critics argue that the
36-question  format  can  feel  overly
formulaic for something as nuanced as a
long-term partnership. Others point out
that the book places a heavy emphasis
on  individual  decision-making,  which
may  underplay  the  role  of  couples
therapy or  systemic factors  like family
dynamics or mental health issues.
It is also worth noting that the book was
first published in 1997, and while its core
insights remain relevant, some examples
and  language  reflect  the  era  in  which  it
was  written.  Readers  today  may  find
that  certain  questions  do  not  fully
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capture  the  complexities  of  modern
relationships,  including  the  impact  of
social  media,  remote  work,  or  non-
traditional partnership structures.
Despite these limitations, the book has
endured  precisely  because  its  central
insight  is  so  powerful:  when  you  are
stuck,  you  need  clarity,  not  more
opinions. And clarity comes from asking
the right questions.

WHY MIRA KIRSHENBAUM’S
WORK STILL MATTERS

In a world where relationship advice is
often polarized between never give up
on  love  and  just  leave  already,  Mira
Kirshenbaum  offers  a  third  way.  She
acknowledges  the  depth  of  your
investment while giving you permission
to leave if the relationship is genuinely

harming you. She honors the complexity
of  your  feelings  without  letting  those
feelings run the show. And she provides
a repeatable process that you can return
to at different stages of your relationship
journey.
For  anyone  who  has  ever  felt  torn
between hope and despair, between love
and exhaustion, between the memory of
what once was and the reality of what is,
Too Good to Leave, Too Bad to Stay
is more than a book—it is a lifeline. It
does not tell you what to decide, but it
gives  you  the  tools  to  decide  for
yourself,  with  confidence  and  self-
respect.

CONCLUSION

Deciding whether to stay in or leave a
re lat ionsh ip  i s  one  of  the  most
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consequential  choices  you  will  ever
make. Mira Kirshenbaum’s Too Good to
Leave, Too Bad to Stay  has  helped
millions of people navigate this painful
crossroads with clarity and courage. By
replacing vague anxiety with structured
self-inquiry,  her  framework  empowers
you to see your relationship as it truly
is—not as you fear it might be or hope it
could  become.  Whether  you ultimately

choose  to  invest  deeper  in  your
partnership or  to walk away with your
head held high, the process of asking the
right  questions  will  leave  you  with
something  invaluable:  the  peace  of
knowing  that  you  made  your  decision
with eyes wide open.  And in  the end,
that clarity is the greatest gift you can
give yourself.


