Imago Exercise: The presentation today is an exercise that you might find useful in working with couples or individuals. It also may be helpful to you as a therapist, counselor, social worker, spouse, or parent, in helping understand why sometimes the very person that is so ‘wrong’ for someone can somehow be attractive or how certain ‘negative’ characteristics keep popping up in Mr. or Mrs. ‘Right now’.

This exercise is somewhat fun and insightful, but should be introduced with some caveats. This may not work for everyone and is somewhat dependent on the power and meaning given to certain phrases, childhood vs. adult view points, and the willingness to be self reflective, which is not all that easy.

First we need to get into character or trait issues some. Look at this list of character or trait words. We have some handicap here in that our culture avoids many character words, especially negative ones, as we have been conditioned to avoid formal labels in referring to others. We will say, she is ‘nice’, but to say she has integrity, is caring, is insightful, requires of us a different and more personal level of insight that seems over the top or too intimate. It is intriguing that such characterizations are extremely powerful reinforcers, yet are not used much. Consider using them more, especially with those who perceive you as having a good handle on whether or not they meet the tenets of the characterization. I think you will find this a very powerful tool, especially if used intermittently. It meets the universal need of unconditional positive regard that we all hunger for.
Exercise:
Cover list first and ask for other character or trait words. These words come closer to a sense of worth. They may have behaviors associated with them, but they reflect more than just behaviors.
Get comfortable. Take your shoes off, loosen clothing, sit or lie on the floor, or do what ever will better take you back in time in your mind’s eye to as early as you can remember. Shut your eyes and consider background music to cover other distractions. Try to think as a 4 or 5 or 6 year old at home with your family. Shut your eyes and image your room, living room, or a room in your home where you can see your mother, father, or male and female primary caregivers. Now as you image your mother think of one to three characteristics she has that you as a young child viewed as negative. These may not be adult view negative, but from your child eye, what were some negative traits. …. Put them down on the second page of the handout in Section A. Next shift your mind’s eye to the male or father figure and do the same. This may be difficult for some, but again what was seen as negative may be a good trait to have from an adult perspective. What is important here is what did the child see?
Now think of one to three of the positive traits of your mother or female caregiver. These may be inappropriate traits from an adult perspective, but remember to stay in the role of your child as you as a child saw things. Record them in the section, B. Shift to the image of your father or male caregiver and do the same. 
Remaining in your child state and looking at both parents as they are in your home with you, think about that thing or things you wanted most as a child from them, either one of them or both. This could be a pony, but think through what the pony represented at its most basic or deepest level. What was the need/desire/want? Record that under Section C.
In section D. record your most positive memory of childhood. Choose one or two. Then record your feelings associated with this memory or memories. Put this feeling in section D.
Next, remaining in your child view, think of a recurring childhood frustration you had at that time. Think it through and describe what you usually did when you were frustrated. Try to stick to a behavior (not just got mad) Did you stomp your feet, act rashly, lash out, run away, hide in a safe place, hit something…. Record this in Section E.
Taking the traits of the opposite sex parents, put the selections for A, B, C, D, and E in to this set of phrases:

I am trying to find and/or get a person who is (A)

….in order to get them to be (B)

…so that I can get (C)  ​…and feel (D)   ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​I stop myself from getting this sometimes by (E)

First, this does not mean that your mate will necessarily look like this. We select mates for a variety of reasons. 
Happenstance, serendipity, work relationships, shared crises, proximity, idealized selection, shared values, opposites, completeness and sometime our parent pick them out.  

Love represents a variety of types:
Lust and immature love: 

Clinging love is out of a desire to be dependent 

Sadistic love is someone choosing a partner who can be demeaned as a way of getting back at ones own sense of weakness,

Rescuing love is one’s need to be a savior, that believing your love will change your partner and make them happy. 

Compulsive love is based on self doubt, constantly requiring proof of themselves and wanting complete attention. Leads to resentment and anger. 

Unrequited love is the search for the perfect partner. The more unavailable the better. 

Celibate love is viewing the partner more as a parent, only tender vs. sexual or intimate affection. 

Critical love – annoyed with the other externally while internally there is admiration. Complaints about what is wrong with the partner to fend off own childish needs and impulses. 

and
Revengeful love is an attempt to overcome feelings of having been scapegoated as a child. 

One’s Imago has to do with attraction not necessarily love or commitment. We may be joyfully, completely, and permanently married and live long committed live with another, but it does not prevent feelings of attraction to someone who fits this profile. We may engage the person we marry by defining his/her characteristics to meet what we wish was there. This is actually pretty common during the initial throes of love and attraction. Flaws are minimized and we tend to see the lover through tinted glasses, seeing what we want to see and ignoring or redefining the rest to best fit what we think we want. 

The underlying concept here is that we are guided by our very earliest childhood frustrations and desires, even as adults. Our Imago reflects an underlying pressure that we sometimes feel in wanting to revisit the aching longings of our inner child to meet a unmet need and get it right this time. We wanted something from our parent that was not ever quite met and this desire continues in this new relationship. So we search out those with the similar deficits we saw in our parents as children, to revisit this childhood desire in hopes that this time the parent figure represented by the lover will meet this need and become that which was wanted. The oft repeated comment that she has made him into the man he is, has some underlying truth to it, at least in the underlying motivation.
Hope you have found this exercise insightful and useful in your work. 
Thanks.
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