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Finding a way back
to each other
A practical guide to couples communication, boundaries, and repair

This guide offers a starting structure for couples who want to reduce exhausting conflict, make room
for each person’s experience, and build trust through reliable actions. It welcomes partners of all
genders, sexualities, and relationship histories.
Try only the tools you both agree to use. Adapt them for disability, neurodivergence, language,
sensory needs, and available energy. Written notes or shorter conversations may be easier than
speaking in the moment. One person is not responsible for making the other participate.

Start with safety and willingness
Joint exercises require enough freedom to speak, say no, and take a break. If you fear retaliation, or
there are threats, intimidation, coercion, blocked exits, or monitoring, prioritize confidential
individual support and safety rather than practising these exercises together. In immediate danger,
seek emergency help.

Notice the cycle without assigning a villain
A need arises. One partner feels unheard and explains more; the other feels criticized and becomes
defensive or withdraws. Both feel less understood, and the practical problem remains. This is one
possible pattern, not a conclusion about your relationship or either person’s intentions.
Each person remains responsible for their behaviour. Recognizing a pattern does not mean
responsibility is equal in every incident or that harmful behaviour becomes acceptable.

Agree on conditions for talking
• Discuss one recent event at a time; separate observations from interpretations.
• No insults, mocking, identity attacks, threats, or shouting over each other.
• Do not use money, housing, sacrifices, or private vulnerabilities to demand agreement.
• Protect children and household members from arguments; do not use others as messengers or
judges.
• Choose a time when you are awake, able to participate, and not intoxicated.
• Affection, sex, reassurance, and immediate forgiveness are never required to end a disagreement.

Choose one manageable beginning
Ask: “Is now a workable time for a short conversation? I want to understand what happened and
agree on one next step.” A request can receive a yes, no, or another proposed time.
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Pause, then make room
for both people
A conversation structure you can adapt

Pause before you lose the ability to listen
Notice early cues: repeated explanations, interrupting, racing speech, going blank, muscle tension,
or an urge to escape. These are reasons to check in, not proof of what caused the distress.
Try: “I’m too overwhelmed to listen well. I need a break. Let’s check in at ___.” Allow at least 20
minutes as a starting point; more time may be needed. Set a clear check-in time. Checking in does
not mean either person must resume before they are ready. [1]
During the break, choose something settling. Do not follow, keep arguing by text, or pressure the
other person to return. If you need longer, communicate a new time. The person requesting the
pause initiates the check-in. Both return respectfully.

1. Describe one event and its impact
Speaker: “When ___ happened, I felt ___. What I understood it to mean was ___. What I need now is
___.” Name behaviour rather than character.
Example: “When we agreed you would plan the outing and I ended up arranging it, I felt
disappointed and still responsible. Would you take the next plan from start to finish within our
agreed budget?”

2. Reflect before explaining
Listener: “What I hear is ___. The hardest part was ___. Have I understood?” Let your partner
correct a point. Acknowledge the feeling without pretending to agree with every interpretation.
Avoid immediately adding “but you…”

3. Switch roles
The second person describes their experience and receives the same listening. Intent can be
explained after impact is acknowledged. Different recollections may remain unresolved while you
agree on respectful behaviour going forward.

4. Choose a specific next step
Write the action, who owns it, the deadline, what completion means, and what happens if plans
change. A no or counterproposal is allowed. Repetition and pressure do not create mutual
agreement.

5. Close or reschedule
Each person names what they understood and what they will do. If the conversation repeats, pause
and arrange another time or seek supported discussion. Start with a short, agreed window, such as
20 minutes; it is not a test of how quickly you can recover.
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Repair after a rupture
Accountability, practical change, and connection by choice

Return when both people are settled enough to participate. Focus on one event rather than the
whole relationship history. The sequence below draws on guidance about discussing feelings,
perspectives, responsibility, and future action. [2]

1. Name the hurt
Briefly describe the moment connection broke: “I felt alone when…” or “I felt criticized when…” The
listener summarizes the impact. Neither person must accept the other’s account as a complete
factual record.

2. Explain vulnerabilities without making excuses
Each person can name their own context, such as exhaustion, grief, sensory overload, or fear of
rejection. Do not assign a diagnosis or motive to your partner. Context may explain a reaction; it
does not erase responsibility for behaviour.

3. Own a specific behaviour
An apology names the action, impact, and change: “I interrupted and argued against your feelings. I
can see that left you unheard. Next time I’ll reflect what you said before sharing my view.” Avoid
making your apology depend on receiving one first.

4. Put right what can be put right
Ask: “What needs to be repaired?” Complete an unfinished task, correct an unfair account,
rearrange a plan, or respect a request for space. Gifts or affection do not replace accountability.

5. Choose one prevention step
Agree on an observable change and review date: “For the next two weeks, we will confirm visits
together before inviting guests.” Trust can remain cautious while you see whether actions change.

6. Reconnect only by mutual choice
Offer quiet company, a walk, a drink, or space. Ask rather than assume. “Thank you for hearing me;
I still need time” is an acceptable ending. An apology does not require immediate forgiveness or
restored trust.

Phrases to borrow
“Please acknowledge what happened for me before explaining your intention.”
“I hear that you’re hurt without agreeing that I meant to hurt you.”
“I’m getting defensive. Let me try listening again.”
“I have explained my need. I’m going to pause rather than keep arguing for it.”

When you cannot complete the process
Consider a couples therapist if you both want repair but repeatedly become stuck. Individual
support can help clarify needs and limits. One person cannot complete a mutual repair process
alone.
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Make everyday agreements
easier to keep
Share ownership, not only the visible task

Choose two or three changes to try first. These are proposals to discuss, not rules one partner
imposes. Include other household adults in decisions that affect them.

Household work and the mental load
Agree on a realistic shared baseline. Owning a task includes noticing, planning, supplies, doing, and
checking completion. Give it a workable deadline so “later” does not leave someone waiting
indefinitely. Each person manages their own reminders.

Different standards and comfort needs
Discuss hygiene, organization, sensory comfort, and access needs specifically. Separate the agreed
household baseline from additional preferences. Make room for support with anxiety or distress
without dismissing every request as unreasonable or turning household work into a forced exposure
exercise.

Plans, dates, and shared time
The person offering to plan checks timing, cost, availability, transport, and a backup. Ask essential
preferences at the start. If something changes, communicate early and suggest the next step.

Schedules, health, and capacity
Allocate tasks around actual capacity and waking hours. Protect work, sleep, caregiving, and
recovery; matching schedules is not required. Neither partner diagnoses the other or directs
medication decisions. Feeling better does not automatically mean taking on more.

Guests and shared space
Agree on notice, timing, duration, shared areas, substances, and cleanup before invitations. If a visit
is unresolved, consider another venue while discussing it. Set a time to revisit the issue rather than
treating a temporary arrangement as permanent.

Money and housing
Use a separate planning meeting for finances and housing. Discuss resources, obligations,
preferences, and constraints without using guilt or past sacrifices to decide the outcome. No
financial contribution purchases agreement, access, or control.

If a commitment is missed
Ask what happened: was the agreement unclear, unrealistic, forgotten, or not accepted? The owner
communicates and proposes a repair. Do not automatically transfer the task back to the person who
raised the need.
A useful boundary: “I will not take over before the agreed deadline unless something urgent
changes. If the plan cannot be completed, please tell me and suggest the next step.”
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Your agreement
and repair record
Print a copy for each conversation or task

One event we are discussing
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Impact: what each person wants understood
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

What I take responsibility for
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Repair action, owner, and completion date
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

One change that could prevent a repeat
__________________________________________________________________

Task agreement: what does “done” mean?
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Support or preferences needed at the start
__________________________________________________________________

If delayed, the owner will…
__________________________________________________________________

Review date and next check-in
__________________________________________________________________

Use your own words. Only record what you actually agree to. A completed worksheet does not obligate affection,
forgiveness, disclosure, or staying in the relationship.
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Try, review, and choose
what comes next
A two-week experiment

Share the work of using the plan
Each person records their own commitments and reminders. Alternate who begins the weekly
check-in. Neither becomes the other’s teacher, manager, or evaluator. Do not monitor private
messages or location as evidence of trust.

Daily connection: about ten minutes
At an agreed time, ask: How am I doing? What capacity do I have? Is there one practical need for
tomorrow? Check whether listening or problem-solving is wanted. Save major conflict discussions
for a time you both agree to.

Weekly review: about twenty minutes
• Name one action you appreciated.
• Review the two or three commitments: what happened, and how were misses repaired?
• Give each person uninterrupted time for one difficulty and one request.
• Keep, revise, or stop an agreement; record the next action, owner, and date.

Notice whether daily life is becoming more manageable
Optional private ratings from 0 to 10 can prompt reflection: feeling heard; confidence in
follow-through; mental load; ability to rest or work; comfort saying no. Share only what you choose.
These are not clinical scores or evidence that one partner is right.
Look for actions: pauses respected, return times communicated, less prolonged conflict, clearer
ownership, and commitments kept. Consider whether children, work, and rest are better protected.
No score obligates anyone to stay.

If progress is limited
Consider whether the issue is an unrealistic agreement, a missing skill, limited capacity, or
unwillingness to participate. Options include a revised trial, professional support, more space, or
discussing separation. Nobody has to wait for the review date if circumstances worsen.
Before starting, write down the trial dates, your pause phrase, and the next check-in time. Keep a
copy you can both access.

Sources and scope
Adapted from a practical conflict-and-repair plan, with personal details removed. This is educational, not a validated
treatment protocol or an assessment of either partner. Suggested timings and agreements are flexible starting points.

[1] The Gottman Institute. Love smarter by learning when to take a break.
[2] The Gottman Institute. How we used the aftermath of a fight to repair our relationship.

Take what resonates and leave the rest.

https://www.gottman.com/blog/love-smarter-learning-take-break/
https://www.gottman.com/blog/how-we-used-the-aftermath-of-a-fight-to-repair-our-relationship/

