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The tips given in the book are for guidance 
only. It’s up to you as the reader to make 
an informed decision based on these tips 
as well as other research you conduct.
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used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the 

publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
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Even the most well-adjusted and satisfied couples argue or 
experience tension in their relationship from time-to-time. 

The tips in this eBook are designed to help you and your partner 
feel more equipped to navigate the hurdles that you will inevitably 
face in your relationship. In amongst practical suggestions, we’ve 
weaved reflection questions designed to open up conversation 
between you and your partner. 

As you make your way through this eBook, you and 
your partner might feel that you need some extra 
support from a couples therapist. Your relationship 
doesn’t need to be in dire straits for couples therapy to 
beneficial. In fact, waiting until you reach crisis point 
can make it harder to get back on track. 

Couples therapy can help you and your partner to find 
that spark again, to navigate a stressful period of your 
life or to reboot your relationship. 

Whatever the reason you and your partner might need support, 
our expert couples therapists are here to help.

There are two types of couples 
in this world: 

Those who fight, and those who 
you don’t know very well.

Dr Russ Harris.

MAKE A BOOKING >>

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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You are the one you’ve 
been waiting for.
This is a hard truth to stomach. So hear us out. 

We’ve all been sold a myth. The false promise that when we find “the 
one” all of our problems will be solved. We’ll be rescued. Our loneliness, 
our heartache, our feelings of insecurity – they will all disappear. 

The truth is though, happiness is an inside job. When we make it an 
outside job – when we make it someone else’s responsibility – we lose 
our power, our freedom and often we lose our sense of self. 

This also puts an unsustainable amount of pressure on our partner be 
“perfect”. And while this might work for the honeymoon period of a 
relationship, eventually cracks begin to form. Eventually we see start 
to see our partner’s imperfect and human self. We realise that it’s not 
always possible for them to fully get how we feel or to read our minds. 

We feel hurt when they put their own needs before ours. 

We feel devastated when they become attacking or withdraw. 

We feel angry and confused when they disagree with something that’s 
fundamentally important to us. 

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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• Can you relate to the idea that your partner (or future partner) should be the one?

• In what ways do you think this serves you well in your relationship?

• In what ways do you think this might be creating challenges within your 
relationship?

• How do you feel about the idea of you being the one you’ve been waiting for? 
What does this bring up for you?

We think this quote by Alain de Botton in his brilliant book 
The Course of Love sums up beautifully what we mean 
when we say “you are the one you’ve been waiting for”:

Choosing a person to marry is hence a matter of deciding exactly what 
kind of suffering we want to endure, rather than imagining we have 
found a way to skirt around the rules of emotional existence. We will all by 
definition end up with that stock character of our nightmares, ‘the wrong 
person’.

This doesn’t need to be a disaster, however. Enlightened Romantic 
pessimism simply assumes that one person can’t be everything to another. 
We should look for ways to accommodate ourselves as gently and kindly as 
we can to the awkward realities of living alongside another fallen creature. 
There can only ever be a “good enough” marriage.

For this realisation to sink in, it helps to have had a few lovers before 
settling down, not in order to have the chance to locate “the right person” 
but in order to have ample opportunity to discover at first hand, and in 
many different contexts, the truth that there isn’t any such person; and 
that everyone really is a bit wrong when considered from close up.

Here’s some food for thought 
that you might like to reflect on:

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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The magic ratio for healthy and happy couples is 5 to 1. Five positive interactions 
for every one negative. Small things often. This is according to longitudinal studies 
done by Drs Gottman and Levenson, expert relationship researchers. You know 
what we love about this? They’re not talking big gestures here. Just small acts of 
care, love and consideration for your partner. 

Things like a kiss goodbye in the morning, saying thank you or having a bit of a 
joke together. 

These moments build up a bank of positivity that then buffers you when the 
inevitable negative moments come along. What are some things that you and 
your partner could do to build your bank of positivity together?

The magic 5 to 1 ratio
“He knows that perfect happiness comes in tiny, incremental 
units only, perhaps no more than five minutes at a time. This 
is what one has to take with both hands and cherish.” 
~Alain de Botton

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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If you’re stuck for ideas when it comes to showing your partner you care, give some thought 
to what their love language might be. Their love language is the way that they prefer to be 
shown love.

According to relationship researcher Gary Chapman, there are five love languages:

1.  Words of affirmation
Expressing supportive and kind words to your partner like “You’ve done a great job in a 
difficult situation” or “I love how thoughtful you are”.
 
2.  Quality time
This is not so much about what you do, but more about the way you spend time together. 
Spending time in a way where you’re really present with each other, giving each other your 
full attention.
 
3.  Giving gifts
Creative or thoughtful gifts that show the other person you’ve spent time thinking of them 
and what they like/want.

4.  Acts of service
Gestures such as cooking your partner dinner, making them a cuppa or running them 
a bath.

5.  Physical touch
Any form of physical touch that feels loving and caring.

Speak each other’s language

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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Here are a few prompts for you and your partner to open up 
a conversation about each other love languages.

• What does your partner do, or not do, that hurts you the 
most? The opposite of what hurts you is usually your love 
language.

• What do you regularly wish your partner would do more 
of? This is likely to point you to your own love language. 

• How do you show your partner that you care about them? 
The way that you show your love tends to be the way that 
you would ideally like to be shown love.

• Do you clash in terms of the way you want to give and 
receive love? How might you use this knowledge to 
strengthen your relationship? 

• What are some workarounds or compromises that you 
could come up with together so you both end up feeling 
cared for?

“Your task is not to seek for love, but merely to 
seek and find all the barriers within yourself that 

you have built against it.” 
~Rumi

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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Most of us know that dreaded, stuck feeling of going around and around in 
circles during a disagreement. No matter how many different ways you present 
your point of view to your partner they just don’t seem to get where you are 
coming from! 

Beyond a certain point continuing to engage in heated discussion is frustrating 
and potentially damaging – to the relationship and to each of you as individuals. 
The more time you spend in conflict the more likely things are to escalate and 
for things to be said and done that you later regret.

Outside of the heat of the moment it can be helpful to give some thought to 
when it might be best for you and your partner to take a “time out”.

• What are your own warning signs that it could be time to step back from the 
conflict? For example, when you notice your heart racing, when you start 
being overly critical or when you begin to raise your voice.

• What are the warning signs you see in your partner?

• Do you think it would be helpful to have a maximum amount of time that 
you’ll stay in conflict? For example, if after ten minutes of fighting things only 
seem to get worse, could you agree ahead of time that this would be your 
“time out” point?

Limit time spent in conflict

Be specific about how 
and when you will 
reconnect after conflict
Just as important as agreeing on when you 
will step out of conflict, is agreeing on how 
you will reconnect after you have both had a 
chance to calm down. It can help to agree on 
a rough timeframe for “cooling down”. 

If one or both people are feeling particularly 
overwhelmed, you’re likely to need at least 
15-20 minutes. As a rough rule of thumb, 
try not to leave it for more than 24 hours or 
the break might do more harm than good 
(because resentment can build, or avoidance 
can set in).

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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Have a plan for taking care of yourself 
during conflict
It’s important that you have your own plan for taking care of yourself in the 
interim between pausing the conflict and reconnecting. As tempting as it can 
be to use this time to stew over what’s just happened and as challenging as it 
can be to put hurt and angry feelings aside, try if you can to commit to using 
this time to help yourself to feel less swamped by your emotions.

If you struggle to know what to do with yourself in this in between bit, you might 
find it empowering to come up with a plan outside the heat of the moment. 
Make sure it’s practical – focused on actions you can take to support yourself to 
feel grounded and safe again, so you’re in a better space to think clearly when 
you do reconnect. We’ve created a step by step plan which you might like to 
adapt for yourself.

For many different reasons (often related to upbringing and past experiences) it 
can sometimes be difficult to be compassionate and caring towards ourselves 
when we feel overwhelmed by intense emotions, particularly those triggered 
by relationships with others. If this is the case for you, consider speaking with 
a psychologist or couples counsellor  about this further. Psychologists and 
couples counsellors are experts at helping people to understand the intricacies 
of emotions in relationships and can help you to feel more equipped when you 
feel stuck in heavy and challenging emotions. 

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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Take turns to listen to 
each other’s perspective
When you notice the conversation getting heated, deliberately slow things 
down by making an effort to genuinely listen to each other. This is a powerful 
(and deceptively simple) way of turning down the emotional volume of an 
argument. 

When it’s your turn to listen, resist acting on any urges to interrupt, defend 
yourself or blame the other person. Instead of planning what you’ll say next, try 
to simply listen. You might need to keep reminding yourself to do this repeatedly 
as your partner speaks!

Active listening skills can involve doing things 
like paraphrasing, summarising or asking open 
ended questions. But actually, we’d suggest 
just sticking with non-verbal ways of showing 
you’re listening. Not only is this a simpler way to 
listen, it is also less likely to leave your partner 
feeling like you’re hijacking the conversation.

Non-verbal ways of showing you’re really 
listening can include things like nodding your 
head, maintaining eye contact, not doing 
anything else at the same time (like looking at 
your phone), staying reasonably still (so you 
don’t appear distracted or restless) and smiling.

When we are in defensive-mode our thinking 
becomes biased. It can feel like you and your partner don’t agree on anything. 
To counter this tendency, keep an ear out for the parts of your partner’s point of 
view that make sense to you or that you empathise with. 

• After listening to each other like this what do you notice about the emotional 
intensity of the discussion?

• When you listen like this, what feels hardest? Not interrupting, not blaming 
the other person, resisting the urge to think about what you’ll say next?

• What’s it like for you when your partner listens to you in this way?

“The quieter you become, the more you can hear.” 
~ Ram Dass

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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The secret weapon of 
happy couples 
According to Dr John Gottman, a leading expert on the science of romantic relationships, 
the secret weapon of happy couples is the ability to reach out and repair things with 
each other. Repair attempts are anything that you do or say to prevent a fight from 
escalating. They help to put the brakes on that flooded feeling that many of us feel 
during conflict by giving both parties a breather. Slowing things down in this way 
prevents emotions from escalating and helps you to reconnect with your partner. 

The changes that happen in our brain during conflict make it challenging to think 
clearly and logically, so effective repair attempts don’t need to be complex or long-
winded. In fact, the simpler, the better. It’s important that you and your partner find 
the language that feels right for you, but to get you started here are some examples 
of different types of repair attempts:

“I think we need to slow things down, 
it feels like this is getting out of hand.”

“I feel like we are caught in a bit of a cycle right now.”

“I feel like we’re not on the same team.”

“I think I crossed a line then by saying that. 
I’m sorry. Can I take it back?”

“I feel like I’ve been attacking you and defending myself. 
I want us to pause this for a minute.”

“I feel overwhelmed and can’t think straight right now. 
Can we step back for a bit?”

For some couples touch works better than words. It might be a simple gesture like 
holding your partner’s hand or reaching out for a hug. Other couples find humour is 
an effective circuit-breaker that lightens the mood and gets you back into the space 
of being on the same team as your partner.

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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What role do you play in conflict?
Following conflict, if you ask someone to describe what their partner did to 
contribute to the situation, typically they will have no trouble coming up with 
explanations. In fact, often there will be a long list!

When you ask someone to describe their own role in the conflict though, 
sometimes the ideas are a little less free-flowing!

Next time you and your partner have conflict, consider spending some time 
reflecting on your own behaviour. As you do this, you might be confronted 
by what you notice, so try to be gentle on yourself.

• What role did you play in sparking the conflict? 

• What role did you play in keeping the conflict going? 

• Do you sometimes find yourself blaming, criticising, attacking or shaming 
your partner?

• Is there anything that you routinely do or say during conflict that you 
typically regret after? 

• What sorts of things did you do or say to try to reach out to your partner 
or to step out of the conflict? 

• Are there any patterns that come up with your current partner that have 
emerged in previous relationships or that remind you of the way your 
parents engaged in conflict?

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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Rituals can be an important way for you and your partner to prioritise one another 
and build a sense of meaning in your relationship. Rituals don’t need to be 
elaborate or time consuming. They can be small, daily acts that connect you and 
your partner, but they can of course also be more involved, special celebrations. 

Some examples of rituals include:
• How you say goodbye and hello at the end of your 

work day
• The way you spend the first and last part of your 

day together
• How you prepare and eat meals together
• What you do to celebrate birthdays, Christmas, 

anniversaries, milestones or achievements in your 
life

• How you spend weekends, time off and holidays

Here are some questions that might help to open up a conversation about rituals 
in your relationship:

• What were some of the rituals that were important in your family or community 
growing up?

• What sort of rituals do you already have in your relationship? In what way do 
they help you to feel connected?

• What are some of the rituals you would ideally like to create with your partner? 
How do you imagine these might help you to build a sense of meaning in your 
relationship?

Create rituals to connect 
to each other

By building rituals into your 
relationship, you’re effectively 

building a “culture” that 
makes your relationship 

special and unique.

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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Global statements usually 
add fuel to the fire
When we feel hurt, angry or scared our thinking tends to become black and 
white. So instead of telling our partner that we’re upset because they’ve arrived 
home late, we make global statements like “you never help around the house” or 
“you always prioritise your work over me”. These sorts of general statements don’t 
acknowledge the nuance or the grey that exists in our partner or our relationship. 
They also tend to leave the other person feeling attacked and blamed.

When people feel blamed and criticised they tend to do one of two things: 
1.  blame and criticise in return, or 
2.  withdraw, shut down or emotionally “cut off” the other person. 

It’s also difficult to come up with solutions to global statements; whereas coming up 
with ways to manage specific behaviours is usually possible (with some time and 
space to think things through).

Here’s some food for thought that you might like to reflect on:

• What sort of global statements do you make about your partner or your 
relationship?

• How do you notice your partner responds when you do this?

• How do you feel when your partner makes global statements about your or your 
relationship?

Next time you’re tempted to make a global statement, how do you think you could 
adjust your language so it feels more constructive and acknowledges the nuance or 
“grey” of the situation?

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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We all have different preferences 
around space in a relationship
Usually in every couple there will be one person who needs more space or alone time. Acknowledging 
this, by reflecting on your own or speaking with your partner can be surprisingly powerful. 

Putting it out there that you both have different needs for space can help to address some of the 
hurt or rejected feelings that can come up for the person who isn’t as concerned about having time 
alone. For the person who does want more space, it can help them to feel less suffocated or resentful 
knowing that they’ve put this need out there. Sometimes one (or both) people in a couple can feel 
scared or anxious about time apart. 

By naming your needs and fears around space and alone 
time you can begin to take steps to address this in your 
relationship.

• How much space do you need from your partner? 

• What factors increase your need for space? For 
example, when you feel stressed, when you’re unwell 
or if you’re tired.

• How much space does your partner need and what 
factors increase their need for space?

• How do you feel when your partner has space away 
from you?

• How do you feel when you have space away from 
them?

Space helps to reduce conflict
If you have a lot of conflict in your relationship this may be a sign that you need to be proactive 
about having more space from each other, particularly during times of high stress. Why? Because 
conflict is a quick (although often painful) way for you instantly have separateness from each 
other. You both go off in a huff, or criticise each other and retreat because you feel hurt or angry. 
Often this is your unconscious mind’s way of creating a situation that gives you the physical and/or 
emotional space you need from your partner.

• Do you think making an effort to have more space could reduce the level or intensity of conflict 
in your relationship? 

• When you and your partner are getting on each other’s nerves, do you take space from each 
other? If you do, does it help? If you don’t, do you think this could be a useful approach to try? 

• If you’re finding that fights are happening as a way to get space from each other, how could you 
be proactive about getting the space you need instead?

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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Are there parts of your partner that really grate on you? Habits or personality traits 
that you just can’t stand? When this happens be curious about whether you are 
actually “seeing” a part of yourself in your partner. A part of you that you don’t like 
or feel ashamed of, or perhaps a part of you that you’re not even fully aware of. In 
psycho-babble terms this is what’s called “projection”.

Projection is a defence mechanism that involves disowning a part of yourself that 
you feel ashamed of, wish wasn’t there or that you’ve received judgement for in 
the past. You then see this part as “outside of you”, instead of inside of you.

For example, you might find yourself thinking that your partner is being really 
critical. Maybe they are, but maybe you are too and you’re focusing in on their 
criticism as a way to avoid acknowledging this behaviour in yourself.

Another example is when you feel like your partner is being “needy” and find it off-
putting when they show this side of themselves to you. But of course, as a human, 
you also have a needy side, even if you can’t recognise those feelings in yourself 
because they’re buried deep down.

As with all things to do with emotions and couples, things are complex and layered. 
It’s not that every time you’re annoyed with your partner you’re projecting, but 
perhaps some of the time projection is at play. Being curious about this can help 
you and your partner to understand and communicate with each other better, 
particularly during times of high stress.

It’s not me, it’s you

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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Difference creates a healthy boundary between you and your partner and in turn 
increases your connection. Without difference between you and your partner you 
can start to feel like one person. When you feel blended together like this it can be 
difficult to have separate interests, beliefs, views and values. 

• What are some of the key differences between you and your partner?

• In what ways do your differences compliment one another or enhance your 
relationship?

• In what way do your differences clash or cause friction in your relationship?

• What differences did you notice early on in your relationship with your partner? 
Have your feelings about these differences changed over time? For example, 
sometimes the very things that we were attracted to initially in a partner end 
up being the things that grate on us later on in the relationship.

Celebrate and encourage 
each other’s differences

“The Romantic vision of marriage stresses the importance of 
finding the “right” person, which is taken to mean someone 
in sympathy with the raft of our interests and values. There 
is no such person over the long term. We are too varied and 
peculiar. There cannot be lasting congruence. The partner 
truly best suited to us is not the one who miraculously 
happens to share every taste, but the one who can negotiate 
difference in taste with intelligence and good grace.

Rather than some notional idea of perfect complementarity, 
it is the capacity to tolerate dissimilarity that is the 
true marker of the “right” person. Compatibility is an 
achievement of love; it shouldn’t be it’s precondition.”

~Alain de Botton

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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How do you look and sound 
during conflict?
When we’re caught up in conflict, it can be tricky to keep track of what we 
are saying, let alone, how we are saying it. When conflict becomes heated, 
the alarm system in our body (the fight-flight-freeze response) tends to get 
activated which usually leads us to communicate in ways that are defensive. 

Next time you and your partner are in conflict try to slow down and observe 
how you are communicating non-verbally. 

Tune into:
• The tone and volume of your voice
• The speed that you’re speaking
• Body language such as crossing your arms, standing a long way from 

your partner or very close to them, clenching your fists or tensing your 
facial muscles.

Be curious about the impact of these non-verbal communications on yourself 
and your partner. Outside of the heat of the moment, spend some time 
sharing what you both notice. 

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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It’s not about the dirty coffee mug 
Do you ever get the feeling that the thing you and your partner are fighting 
about is not the true issue? This can often be the case when seemingly little 
things get out of hand. You ask your partner to wash up their dirty coffee mug 
and next thing you know you’re arguing about all kinds of other things. 

Some of the time it will just be about the coffee mug, plain and simple. Some 
of the time what you’re fighting about will have a deeper meaning. The coffee 
mug might represent something bigger, like a general resentment that’s 
building around the division of household chores, feeling like your partner 
criticises you or a problem with the way you communicate with one another. 

If you notice a fight getting out of hand, it can help to ask 
yourselves – is there something bigger here that we need to 
address together?

It can also be helpful to try to get a sense of the 
feeling that exists underneath the “content” of the 
fight. So instead of focusing in on the topic you are 
actually fighting about, tuning into the emotion that 
is present for you. For example, you might feel let 
down, or attacked, pursued or alone. 

Sometimes when we tune into the emotion that we 
are feeling, the intensity of the fight makes more 
sense. When you tune into your emotions, often 
this can help you to soften as well, towards yourself 
and towards your partner. You might even like to 
experiment with sharing the feeling that’s beneath 
the fight for you. 

To start with, it’s usually most productive to do this 
out of the heat of the moment, but over time you 
and your partner might actually be able to put the 
brakes on a fight by moving your focus away from 
the topic of the fight, to sharing how you both feel.

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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When you feel hurt, angry, detached or in the middle of a fight you can sometimes 
loose connection with the “good” in your partner. It can feel hard to remember the 
warmer, more gentle feelings you have towards them. You might start to hone in 
on their flaws, go over past hurts, worry about all of the things that aren’t working 
in your relationship and undermine the things that are. 

If you’ve been hurt in relationships in the past (which most of us have) this can 
be a way that your mind tries to protect you. The trouble is though, your partner 
isn’t all good or all bad. They’re a flawed human. So that means they’re likely 
somewhere in the middle. They will hurt you from time to time, they will let you 
down and they will frustrate you, but hopefully they will also bring joy to your life, 
support you and love you.

• Do you notice yourself having trouble remembering the good things about 
your partner and your relationship when you fight or feel hurt?

• What are some of the qualities in your partner that you love, respect or a 
drawn to? 

• Would it help to have these written down somewhere so you can remind 
yourself of them when you next have a rocky moment?

Holding onto the good in your 
partner when things get rocky

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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When we’re struggling in a relationship, our attention is often drawn 
to problems, either in the relationship, our partner or ourselves. This 
makes sense from a survival perspective, because one of the jobs of 
our mind is to protect us by being on the lookout for things that could 
go wrong. This is what’s called negativity bias. The negative bias 
refers to our tendency to not only notice negative stimuli more easily 
than positive stimuli, but to also dwell on it for longer. 

One way to counteract the negativity bias in your relationship is get to 
know the other side of the coin, each other’s strengths. Your strengths 
are pre-existing thoughts, emotions and behaviours that allow you to 
function and perform at your optimal level. As well as being something 
that you’re naturally good at, your strengths energise you. When 
you’re using a strength, you’ll often feel like you’re in a state of flow. 

We all have strengths, but the pattern 
and nature of our strengths is what 
makes us unique.

If you’re keen to discover more about your strengths, we’d recommend 
working your way through a free strengths test. It’s a really interesting 
process.

Get to know 
each other’s strengths

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au
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• When you’re in “the zone”, what sorts of things do you tend to be doing?

• What sort of things do you do that you receive compliments for?

• What seems to come easily for you?

• What do you tend to be doing when you feel most energised?

• What do you tend to be doing when you feel calm?

• Putting aside all potential barriers, what sorts of things do you feel you 
were born to do?

• What sorts of things do you do that improve your mood, leaving you 
feeling better than before?

• Which personality traits and abilities make you different from other people?

• Once you both have a sense of your individual strengths, spend some 
time sharing this information with each other.

The reflection prompts below may help to get the discussion flowing:

• Share a strength of yours that you were most surprised by.

• Share the strength that you feel most proud of.

• Which strengths do you think you use in your relationship?

• Which strengths do you admire in your partner?

• How do your strengths clash as a couple?

• In what ways do your strengths work well together?

• How could you utilise your individual strengths to enhance your 
relationship? 

Your answers to these questions will also 
point you in the direction of your strengths:

https://innermelbpsychology.com.au


If you feel like you and your partner might benefit from seeing a 
couples therapist, get in touch. You don’t need to battle away on your 
own. We’re here to help. 

We get that talking about your relationship is deeply personal, and it 
can feel like a lot’s at stake.

That’s why we have dedicated counsellors that only work with 
couples. They have the experience and expert knowledge to equip 
you and your partner with the skills, tools and insights you need to 
make real-life changes.

Relationships Can Get Messy. 
Because Life is Messy.

MAKE A BOOKING >>

https://www.innermelbpsychology.com.au/couples-counselling-booking-form/
https://www.innermelbpsychology.com.au/
https://www.innermelbpsychology.com.au/couples-counselling-booking-form/

