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Fear Example: Unloved
Appears in #4, #7, #10, #12 | Areas: Ambition, Pride, Personal Relations

References: Common Fears | Fear Inventory — Drill-Down | Fear Inventory — 4-Column | 4-

Column Expanded

This fear comes from the deepest place – the belief that I am not loved, have never been

loved, and perhaps cannot be loved. It reaches into every relationship: spouse, parent,

child, friend, God. When it speaks, it says: the love you think you have isn’t real, and if people

truly knew you, they wouldn’t love you either.

From Column 3: “I wanted to be loved no matter what I do.” – the ambition that reveals the

fear: love is conditional, and I don’t meet the conditions.

Fear Drill-Down

This table traces “unloved” through progressive “why” columns. Each column asks “Why do

I have this fear?” – tracing to the root. When a fear has already appeared, that line ends

(shown with strikethrough).

(a) I Fear

being… (b) Why? (c) Why? (d) Why?

(e)

Why?

(f)

Why? (g) Why?

(h)

Why?

unloved unwanted alone emotional

pain

using dying unknown no God

unloved unloveable defective alone

unloved abandoned alone

unloved not good

enough

unwanted

Fear Example: Unloved 1 of 14



Summary Chain

unloved → unwanted → alone → emotional pain → using → dying → unknown → no God

→ self-reliance fails me

Four branches, and they all converge on the same root: alone. Being unloved means being

unwanted. Being unwanted means being alone. Being alone means pain. Pain means

using. Using means dying. Dying means the unknown. The unknown means no God. And

no God means I was right all along – self-reliance was all I had, and it failed me.

Notice how “unloved” often originates in parental relationships. In #7 My Father, the fear

appears under Personal Relations: “Fathers never love anyone more than their daughters.” The

child who felt unloved by her father does not leave that fear in childhood. She carries it

into romantic relationships (#4 My Wife: “I wanted to be loved no matter what I do”), into her

sense of identity (#10 Not Fulfilled Without a Relationship: “Real Partners are fully known

and fully accepted”), and even into her relationship with money (#12 Not OK Without

Money: “People should want me whether I have money or not” – using wealth as a proxy for

love, because love itself felt unavailable).

The fear of being unloved is not about any single relationship. It is about the belief that

love is conditional and that I will never meet the conditions.

4-Column Brief

1. Fear of: Being unloved – by family, partner, friends, God. Not that love was taken away,

but that it was never really there, or that it’s conditional on performance.

2. Why: Insecurity, self-pity, dishonesty, co-dependency, self-centeredness, maudlin

sentimentality. I have placed my OK-ness in other people’s hands. I demand unconditional

love while offering conditional love in return.

3. Self-Reliance: I test people – pushing to see if they’ll stay. I perform to earn love. I

withdraw when I feel unloved rather than asking for what I need. I substitute sex, money,
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or gifts for genuine connection. I resent those who “should” love me and don’t love me the

way I want.

4. Better Way: “We found that we had to face the past in order to move forward.” (NA,

Ch.3). God’s love is not conditional on my performance. “We never apologize for God.

Instead we let Him demonstrate, through us, what He can do.” (◆ BB p.68). Start with God’s

love and let human love be a gift, not a requirement.

4-Column Medium

1. Fear of: Being Unloved

Being unloved – by a spouse who doesn’t see me, a parent who chose someone else, friends

who would leave if they knew the truth, and a God who may not exist. This is not the fear

that love was taken away. It is the fear that love was never really there – or that it is

conditional on my performance, my usefulness, my good behavior. When I stop

performing, the love stops. That is what I believe, underneath everything.

This fear appears in four resentment examples:

#4 My Wife – Ambition: “I wanted to be loved no matter what I do.”

#7 My Father – Personal Relations: “Fathers never love anyone more than their daughters.”

#10 Not Fulfilled Without a Relationship – Personal Relations: “Real Partners are fully

known and fully accepted.”

#12 Not OK Without Money – Pride: “People should want me whether I have money or not.”

2. Why: Character Defects

Character defects: Insecurity, self-pity, co-dependency, dishonesty, self-centeredness,

maudlin sentimentality, jealousy, envy, self-seeking, entitlement, resentment, pride.

SDSF breakdown:
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Selfish: I want to be loved on my terms. I want unconditional love without offering it in

return. My need to feel loved takes priority over actually loving others. When I don’t get

the love I want in the form I want it, I make it about me – what they’re not giving me –

rather than asking what I’m giving them.

Dishonest: I pretend I don’t need love. I pretend I’m fine alone. Or I pretend I’m giving

love when I’m actually performing for love. I hide the desperate, grasping need

underneath a mask of independence or self-sufficiency. I tell myself “I don’t care” when

the truth is I care so much it terrifies me.

Self-seeking: I seek proof of love the way an addict seeks a fix. Compliments, attention,

affection, reassurance – I collect them and they are never enough. I manipulate

situations to extract declarations of love. I keep score: who said what, who did what,

who didn’t.

Fearful: I am afraid that if I stop performing, love stops. I am afraid that the love I have

received is not real. I am afraid that the people who say they love me are lying or

confused. I am afraid that God doesn’t love me either, and that the whole thing

– recovery, faith, connection – is a fantasy I’m telling myself to avoid the truth: I

am alone.

Areas of self affected:

Ambition: “I want to be loved no matter what I do.” (#4) – The ambition is absolute,

unconditional love. That is a demand, not a desire. I have placed a condition on my own

OK-ness that no human being can meet.

Pride: “Others should see how lovable I am.” – I want the world to validate what I cannot

validate in myself. If enough people love me, maybe it will finally be true. The pride is

in the projection: I need you to see me as lovable because I can’t see it myself.

Personal Relations: “Partners/parents/friends should love me unconditionally.” (#7, #10) – I

have written a contract for every relationship in my life and signed it without the other

person’s consent. Then I resent them for not honoring terms they never agreed to.

The self-fulfilling cycle:

I demand love. I test people to see if their love is real. The tests are impossible to pass –

because if they stay, I decide it’s not really love (they just don’t know the real me yet), and
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if they leave, I decide it proves I’m unlovable. I push people away to see if they’ll come

back. Some do, and I dismiss it. Some don’t, and I use it as evidence. See, nobody really loves

me. So I demand harder. I perform better. I try to earn what I believe I can’t have. The

desperation pushes people further away. The cycle completes: I knew it. I’m unloved.

“The chief activator of our defects has been self-centered fear – primarily fear that we would

lose something we already possessed or would fail to get something we demanded.” (12&12,

Step 7)

Behavioral patterns:

Testing people – pushing to see if they’ll stay, then interpreting their exhaustion as

proof they don’t love me

Performing for love – being who I think you want me to be instead of who I am

Withdrawing – pulling away when I feel unloved rather than asking for what I need

Substituting – using sex, money, gifts, or service as stand-ins for genuine

emotional connection

Score-keeping – tracking every gesture, every word, measuring love by quantity instead

of presence

Resenting – building a case against those who “should” love me but don’t love me the

way I want

Comparing – measuring the love I receive against what others seem to get

Clinging – suffocating the people closest to me with my need for reassurance

3. Self-Reliance: How Has It Failed?

I tried to make myself lovable. I changed my appearance, my personality, my beliefs, my

ambitions – whatever I thought would make someone love me. I became a chameleon. And

every time the relationship ended, I concluded: I wasn’t good enough. I need to change

more. I need to try harder. I need to find someone who will finally love the real me – but

the real me was buried so deep under performance that I couldn’t find him either.

I tested every relationship. I pushed people to their limit and then blamed them for

leaving. I withheld love to see if it would be demanded of me. I gave love with strings
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attached and called it generosity. I kept a ledger in my head of who loved me and who

didn’t, and I was always in the red.

I substituted everything for love. Sex. Money. Status. Approval. Accomplishment.

Substances. If I couldn’t feel loved, I could at least feel wanted, and if I couldn’t feel

wanted, I could at least feel numb.

And underneath all of it: I decided that I knew the truth about love – that it’s conditional,

temporary, and ultimately a lie – and I acted on that belief. That is self-reliance. I relied on my

own assessment of reality instead of asking God for His.

“Self-reliance was good as far as it went, but it didn’t go far enough.” (◆ BB p.68)

4. Better Way

“We found that we had to face the past in order to move forward.” (NA, Ch.3)

“We never apologize for God. Instead we let Him demonstrate, through us, what He can do.” (

◆ BB p.68)

“We ask Him to remove our fear and direct our attention to what He would have us be. At

once, we commence to outgrow fear.” (◆ BB p.68)

The better way begins with this: God’s love is not conditional on my performance. I did

not earn it. I cannot lose it. It is not dependent on my being good enough, lovable enough,

or useful enough. It is simply there.

If that is true – and faith means acting as though it is true – then I can stop performing for

human love. I can stop testing relationships. I can stop demanding from people what only

God can give. I can let human love be a gift rather than a requirement.

Prayer: “God, remove my fear of being unloved. I have spent my whole life trying to earn

what You have been giving me for free. Help me receive Your love – not as an idea, but as

a reality I can rest in. Teach me to love others without demanding love in return. When the

fear comes – they don’t really love you, nobody does – remind me that You do, and that Your
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love is enough. Release me from the prison of performing for affection. Let me be loved as

I am.”

4-Column Expanded

Why – Expanded

Character defects: Insecurity, self-pity, co-dependency, dishonesty, self-centeredness,

maudlin sentimentality, jealousy, envy, self-seeking, entitlement, resentment, pride,

vanity, diffidence, self-delusion, people-pleasing, lust (substituting physical connection for

emotional love), evasiveness, manipulativeness.

Cognitive distortions:

Emotional reasoning: “I feel unloved, so I must be unloved.” The feeling is so strong, so

constant, so familiar that it becomes indistinguishable from fact. I feel unloved in my

bones. Therefore it must be true. But feelings are not facts. The intensity of the feeling

tells me about the state of my fear, not the state of reality.

Personalisation: “If they really loved me, they would…” I interpret every action – and

every absence of action – through the lens of whether it proves or disproves love. She

didn’t call? She doesn’t love me. He forgot my birthday? He never loved me. They chose

someone else’s company? I was never important. Every neutral event becomes personal

evidence of being unloved.

False generalisation: “Nobody has ever really loved me.” I take specific instances of hurt,

rejection, or conditional love and generalize them to every relationship I’ve ever had.

The few people who did love me well get erased from the record. The evidence is

curated to support the verdict I’ve already reached.

Splitting: “Either you love me completely or you don’t love me at all.” There is no middle

ground. Love is all or nothing. If you set a boundary, you don’t love me. If you disagree

with me, you don’t love me. If you need space, you don’t love me. I have made love into

a binary – and the bar for “completely” is set so high that no human being can reach it.
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Should statements: “They should love me the way I want to be loved.” I have written the

script for how love should look, sound, and feel. When people love me differently than

my script requires, I reject it. A father who shows love through provision instead of

affection? Doesn’t count. A spouse who shows love through acts of service instead of

words? Doesn’t count. I filter out the love that doesn’t match my specification and then

complain that I’m unloved.

Areas of self – detailed:

Ambition: “I want to be loved no matter what I do.” (#4 My Wife). This ambition sounds

reasonable until you examine it. What I’m really saying is: I want to behave however I

want – selfishly, dishonestly, irresponsibly – and still be loved. I want love without

accountability. I want the freedom to be my worst self and the guarantee that

someone will still choose me. That is not a desire for love. That is a demand for

unconditional enabling.

Pride: “Others should see how lovable I am.” I need external validation of my lovability

because I cannot generate it internally. If I could just get enough people to confirm that

I am lovable, maybe I would finally believe it. But I never do – because the belief that

I’m unloved is deeper than any evidence to the contrary. Pride here is the mask over the

wound: I need you to see me as lovable because I’m terrified that I’m not.

Personal Relations: “Partners/parents/friends should love me unconditionally.” (#7 My

Father, #10 Not Fulfilled Without a Relationship). I have placed a demand on every

relationship in my life that only God can meet. No human being can love

unconditionally – they are finite, flawed, and fighting their own fears. But I demand

it anyway, and when they fail (as they must), I use their failure as proof that love

isn’t real.

Psychology: Attachment, Deprivation, and the Internal Working Model of Love

John Bowlby’s attachment theory offers the clearest framework for understanding this

fear. Bowlby proposed that early experiences with caregivers create an “internal working

model” – a template that the developing brain uses to predict how relationships will work

for the rest of life. If a child’s primary caregivers are consistently warm, responsive, and

available, the child develops a secure attachment style: I am lovable, others are trustworthy,

relationships are safe. But if love was conditional, absent, unpredictable, or contingent on
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performance, the child develops an insecure attachment style: I am not lovable unless I earn

it, others cannot be trusted to stay, relationships are dangerous.

This internal working model doesn’t disappear in adulthood. It runs quietly underneath

every relationship, shaping expectations, interpretations, and behavior. The adult who

learned as a child that love is conditional will find evidence of conditionality everywhere –

even in relationships where love is freely given. The brain filters reality to match the

model: love that contradicts the model is dismissed as an exception, while rejection that

confirms the model is treated as the rule.

Harry Harlow’s primate experiments in the 1950s and 1960s demonstrated this in stark,

painful terms. Infant monkeys separated from their mothers and given only wire

surrogates showed lasting behavioral damage – they could not relate normally to other

monkeys, even when given the opportunity later. Harlow’s work proved that the need for

comfort, warmth, and connection is not a luxury. It is a biological necessity. Deprivation of

love doesn’t just make an organism sad – it rewires the nervous system. The deprived

infant doesn’t simply want love more; it loses the ability to receive love normally. The

reaching-out becomes grasping. The connection becomes clinging. The love that is offered

feels threatening because it doesn’t match the internal model.

Gary Chapman’s concept of love languages adds a practical dimension. Chapman observed

that people express and receive love differently – through words of affirmation, acts of

service, gifts, quality time, or physical touch. Sometimes the fear of being unloved is not

that love is absent, but that it is being expressed in a language I don’t speak. A father who

shows love through hard work and provision (#12) may be deeply loving – but if the child’s

love language is words of affirmation, the child feels unloved despite the father’s devotion.

The fear of being unloved may, in some cases, be a translation problem rather than a love

problem. That does not make the pain less real. It does open a different path forward.

Self-Reliance – Expanded

The self-fulfilling cycle – in full:

1. I believe I am unloved (the internal working model, formed in childhood, running

on autopilot).

2. I demand love from people – partners, parents, friends – to disprove the belief.
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3. I set the bar impossibly high: love me unconditionally, love me perfectly, love me the

way I want.

4. I test people to see if the love is real: I push, I withdraw, I provoke, I watch.

5. People respond to the testing with confusion, frustration, or distance.

6. I interpret their response as proof: See? They don’t really love me.

7. I double down: demand harder, perform better, test more aggressively.

8. The relationship deteriorates further. Sometimes it ends.

9. I conclude: Nobody has ever really loved me. Nobody ever will.

10. I return to step 1 with deeper conviction.

This cycle can run for decades. It can destroy marriages, estrange parents, alienate

friends, and hollow out a life – all while the person running it genuinely believes they are

the victim of other people’s inability to love.

SDSF – with detail:

Selfish: My need to feel loved consumes the relationship. I take more than I give

because I’m running on empty. I make every interaction about whether it proves or

disproves love for me. I cannot see your needs because mine are screaming too loudly. I

claim to want connection, but what I really want is reassurance. And reassurance,

unlike connection, is a bottomless pit – you can pour it in forever and never fill it.

Dishonest: I hide the fear. I pretend to be independent when I’m desperate. I pretend

to be generous when I’m keeping score. I pretend not to care when I’m devastated. I lie

about what I need because asking directly for love feels too vulnerable – what if you say

no? So instead I manipulate, hint, test, and resent. The dishonesty is in the

performance: I show you a version of myself designed to be loved, and then I’m angry

that you love the performance instead of the real me. But I never showed you the

real me.

Self-seeking: I seek love like a drug. The high of feeling loved is temporary, and the

crash that follows – the doubt, the suspicion, the “but do they really love me?” – sends

me chasing the next fix. I use charm, vulnerability, achievement, sex, gifts, and need

itself as tools to extract love from people. And when the extraction works, it doesn’t

satisfy, because extracted love doesn’t feel like real love. It feels like something I

earned or manipulated into existence.
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Fearful: Underneath the demand for love is the terror that I already know the answer: I

am unlovable. All of the performing, testing, demanding, and resenting is a desperate

attempt to disprove a verdict that my childhood already delivered. I am afraid that if I

stop fighting for love, the silence will confirm what I’ve always suspected. And I am

afraid that if I bring this to God, He will agree with the verdict too.

Better Way – Expanded

“We found that we had to face the past in order to move forward.” (NA, Ch.3)

“We never apologize for God. Instead we let Him demonstrate, through us, what He can do. We

ask Him to remove our fear and direct our attention to what He would have us be. At once, we

commence to outgrow fear.” (◆ BB p.68)

“We are in the world to play the role He assigns. Just to the extent that we do as we think He

would have us, and humbly rely on Him, does He enable us to match calamity with serenity.” (

◆ BB p.68)

“My grace is sufficient for you, for My power is perfected in weakness.” (2 Corinthians 12:9)

The spiritual dimension: the difference between demanding love from people and

receiving love from God.

The fear of being unloved is, at its root, a spiritual problem. I have placed a demand on

human beings that only God can meet: love me unconditionally, love me without fail, love

me regardless of what I do. No human being can do this. They are finite, broken, and

afraid – just like me. When I demand unconditional love from a spouse, a parent, or a

friend, I am asking them to be God. And when they fail – as they must – I conclude that

love itself is a lie.

But the Big Book offers a different starting point: “We are in the world to play the role He

assigns.” I am not in the world to be loved. I am in the world to play a role – faithfully,

honestly, as God directs. Love may or may not come from other characters in the play. But

the Playwright loves the actor regardless of how the other characters treat him. The actor

who plays a rejected character is not himself rejected. The actor who plays an unloved
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character is not himself unloved. God – the Playwright – loves the actor, and the actor’s

identity does not depend on the character’s fate.

This is the shift: from “I need you to love me so I can be OK” to “God loves me, and I am already

OK. Your love is a gift I receive with gratitude, not a requirement I demand with desperation.”

“My grace is sufficient for you, for My power is perfected in weakness.” (2 Corinthians 12:9)

Paul begged God three times to remove his affliction. God said no. Instead: My grace is

enough. The weakness is the point. For the person who fears being unloved, the weakness is

the inability to make yourself lovable enough. And God’s answer is the same: Stop trying.

My love is already here. You don’t have to earn it.

The actor analogy applied:

The actor who plays a character that nobody in the play loves is not unloved. He goes

home after the performance and is embraced by his family. The play ends. The character’s

suffering ends with it. But as long as the actor mistakes himself for the character, he

carries the character’s pain as his own.

I have mistaken myself for the character. The character – the human being with a history

of conditional love, broken relationships, and unmet needs – feels unloved. But I am not

the character. I am the actor. I am spirit, playing a role in a play written by God. God

loves the actor. God wrote the role. The role includes the experience of feeling unloved

– not because God is cruel, but because that experience is part of the story He is telling

through me.

The solution is not to rewrite the play so the character is loved by everyone. The

solution is to remember that I am the actor, not the character. And the actor is loved by

the Playwright.

Prayer:
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God, remove my fear of being unloved. I have carried this fear since childhood, and it has

shaped everything – my relationships, my behavior, my view of You. I have demanded from

people what only You can give. I have tested love until I destroyed it and called that proof.

Help me receive Your love. Not as a concept, not as a verse I can recite, but as the ground I

stand on. Help me believe that I am loved – not because of what I do, but because of Who You

are. Teach me the difference between earning love and receiving it. Teach me the difference

between demanding love and giving it.

When the fear whispers nobody really loves you, remind me that You do. When I am tempted to

test the people in my life, give me the courage to simply be present with them instead. When I

feel the old need to perform for affection, help me rest in the knowledge that Your affection does

not depend on my performance.

Let me love others the way You love me: freely, without conditions, without a ledger. And when

human love falls short – as it will, because humans are human – let me bring that grief to You

instead of building a case against the people who tried.

Your grace is sufficient. Help me believe it. Amen.

Practical actions:

1. Stop testing people. When the urge arises to push someone away to see if they’ll come

back, recognize it as the fear talking. Pray instead: “God, help me trust this person’s

love without requiring proof.”

2. Practice receiving love without deflecting. When someone says something kind, don’t

dismiss it, minimize it, or immediately reciprocate to cancel the debt. Let it land. Say

“thank you.” Sit with it for a moment. Let yourself be loved.

3. Tell someone you love them without expecting it back. Love given freely – without

keeping score, without waiting for the echo – breaks the transactional pattern. Say it.

Mean it. Let go of the result.

4. Write about what love looked like growing up and how it shaped your expectations.

What was the internal working model you formed as a child? What did you learn about

love from your parents, your family, your early experiences? How does that model still

run your relationships today? Name it. You can’t change what you can’t see.

Fear Example: Unloved 13 of 14



5. Pray for willingness to be loved as you are. Not as you think you should be. Not as the

performance version of yourself. As you actually are – messy, afraid, still learning.

“God, make me willing to be loved as I am. Remove the belief that I must earn what You

give freely.”

Sources: Alcoholics Anonymous (“Big Book”) pp.60-68, 77, 84-88; Twelve Steps and Twelve

Traditions, Step 7; Narcotics Anonymous Basic Text, Chapters 3-5; John Bowlby, Attachment and

Loss (attachment theory, internal working model); Harry Harlow, “The Nature of Love” (1958)

(primate attachment/deprivation experiments); Gary Chapman, The Five Love Languages (love

languages framework); Brene Brown, Daring Greatly (shame and vulnerability); 2 Corinthians

12:9; Step 04 Fear Solution guide (actor analogy); Sponsorship Workshop Packet 2024

From the Big Book Awakening Step Four guide at bigbook.it/step-4/ · a page of the guide, not the workbook itself: the workbook's own

pages are linked from “Originals & sources.” · source examples/fear-unloved.md
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