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We form relationships because we want a 
partner with whom we can share life and enjoy 
the benefits of closeness: love, affection, 
respect, support, and understanding. 
 
Because we are all individuals with different 
backgrounds, attachment styles, life 
experiences, and perceptions, differences and 
conflict are inevitable. Differences and conflict 
are not a sign of failure; they are normal and can 
even be healthy if managed respectfully and 
effectively. 
 
If conflict is not managed well, it can lead to 
hurt, resentment, emotional withdrawal, and a 
gradual deterioration in the quality of the 
relationship. The longer issues continue without 
being resolved, the more “emotional debt” 
accumulates, and the harder it becomes to 
repair the bond. The sooner couples seek 
support for relationship difficulties, the better. 
 
Couples in mature, healthy relationships learn 
to: 
●​ Respect differences 
●​ Talk about difficult topics 
●​ Listen and repair after conflict 
●​ Adapt and grow together 
 
We are rarely taught how to do this. Most 
people simply repeat what they saw in their 
families of origin – sometimes replicating 
healthy patterns, sometimes repeating or 
reacting against toxic ones. Often, attachment 
styles and unhelpful habits get in the way, and 
professional help is needed to learn better ways 
of communicating and resolving conflict. 
 

Below are practical suggestions to assist couples 
to manage conflict, enhance communication, 
and foster growth. 

1.​ Change Yourself, Not Your Partner 
Ultimately, you can only directly change your 
own behaviour. When one person changes their 
responses, it changes the dynamics of the whole 
system. 
 
If both people focus on their own behaviour 
instead of trying to control the other, there is a 
much higher chance of positive change. 
 
For example: 
If one partner criticises and the other 
withdraws, both can get locked into a vicious 
cycle. Each blames the other, and the pattern 
continues. A more helpful approach is for each 
person to ask: 
●​ “What am I doing that keeps this pattern 

going?” 
●​ “What could I do differently to de-escalate 

or improve our interaction?” 
 

2.​ Reward the Positives and 
De-Emphasise the Negatives 

Most couples spend far more energy pointing 
out what is wrong than appreciating what is 
right. 

 
When your partner does something you like or 
value: 
●​ Notice it 
●​ Acknowledge it 
●​ Say thank you 
●​ Offer warmth, affection, or small acts of 

kindness (e.g. making them a drink, sending 
a thoughtful message) 

 
It is often the small gestures that build goodwill 
and emotional safety over time. 
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This does not mean ignoring serious or harmful 
behaviour. It means not letting criticism 
dominate the day-to-day climate of the 
relationship. 

 

3.​ Embrace Differences 
Differences are normal and, in many ways, 
healthy. Conflict generally arises when: 
●​ We don’t listen 
●​ We assume bad intent 
●​ We become rigid in our position 
 
Instead of locking into “I’m right, you’re wrong,” 
aim to: 
●​ Respect each other’s perspectives 
●​ Explore views with curiosity 
●​ Look for shared understanding and mutually 

beneficial outcomes 
 
Being different is not the problem; disrespect 
and inflexibility are. 

 

4.​ Be Empathic 
Empathy is central to all healthy relationships. 
 
Being empathic means: 
●​ Listening to understand, not just to reply 
●​ Putting yourself in your partner’s shoes 
●​ Suspending your assumptions long enough 

to see how the world looks from their point 
of view 

 
You don’t have to agree with everything they 
say, but you do need to understand how they 
feel and why it matters to them. 

 

5.​ Avoid Escalation 
When people feel unheard or misunderstood, 
they often: 
●​ Raise their voice 
●​ Defend their position more rigidly 
●​ Become sarcastic, critical, or contemptuous 
●​ Shut down or walk away abruptly 
 
Escalation increases the risk of: 
●​ Name-calling 
●​ Personal attacks 
●​ Saying hurtful things you later regret 
●​ In severe cases, physical aggression 
 
No one wants to harm the person they love, but 
unregulated conflict can do real damage. 
 

When you are not in conflict, agree on ground 
rules for difficult conversations, such as: 
●​ No yelling or name-calling 
●​ Taking turns to speak 
●​ Using time-out when emotions are too high 
●​ Returning to the topic later when calmer 
 
If you repeatedly find yourselves in the same 
destructive cycle, a Counselling Psychologist can 
help identify these patterns, slow them down, 
and teach more constructive ways of relating. 

 

6.​ Respect and Learn From Each 
Other 

Respectful listening does not mean you agree 
with everything your partner says. It means: 
●​ You take their experiences seriously 
●​ You acknowledge their perspective 
●​ You accept that their feelings are real, even 

if you see things differently 
 
A relationship is not a battleground to “win.” It 
is a shared space for mutual growth. 

 

7.​ Focus on the Issue, Not the Person 
Attack the problem, not the person. 
 
Avoid: 
●​ Name-calling 
●​ Character assassinations (“You’re selfish”, 

“You’re crazy”, “You never care”) 
●​ Generalised labels 
 
These instantly trigger defensiveness and shut 
down productive conversation. 
 
Stick to: 
●​ The situation 
●​ The behaviour 
●​ The impact on you 
●​ Use “I” statements where possible: 
●​ “I felt hurt when…”, “I need…”, “It would 

help me if…” 
 

8.​ Be Aware of Body Language 
Non-verbal communication can inflame or calm 
a conflict. Be mindful of: 
●​ Posture: avoid looming over your partner or 

turning your back 
●​ Arms: uncrossed arms feel more open than 

defensive 
●​ Proximity: respect personal space 
●​ Tone: slow your speech and speak calmly 
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If you notice your partner becoming agitated or 
distressed, name it gently and suggest a pause 
or time-out. 

 

9.​ Learn to Regulate Emotions 
Emotions are not the problem; what we do 
when we are emotional can be. 
 
It is okay to feel: 
●​ Angry 
●​ Sad 
●​ Hurt 
●​ Frustrated 

 
But it is not okay to: 
●​ Yell abusively 
●​ Threaten 
●​ Intimidate 
●​ Hit, shove, or destroy property 

 
Learn your early warning signs (raised voice, 
racing heart, faster breathing, urge to “win” or 
withdraw), and develop strategies such as: 
●​ Time-out 
●​ Deep breathing 
●​ Progressive muscle relaxation 
●​ Mindfulness or grounding exercises 

 

9. Listen Respectfully 
Respectful listening includes: 
●​ Giving your full attention 
●​ Not interrupting 
●​ Reflecting back what you’ve heard (“So 

what you’re saying is…”) 
●​ Validating feelings (“I can see why that 

upset you”) 
 
Avoid telling your partner they “shouldn’t” feel 
a certain way. Feelings are informational; they 
are not right or wrong. 

 

11. Take Time Out 
Agree on a time-out signal for when either of 
you is too upset to continue constructively. 
 
Time-out means: 
●​ Pausing the discussion 
●​ Agreeing to resume it at a specific time 
●​ Using the break to calm down, not to 

rehearse arguments 
 

Often, issues discussed at the end of a stressful 
day look different after rest or sleep. 

 

12. Take Care of Yourself 
You have a responsibility to look after your own 
physical and emotional health. This is not 
selfish; it is necessary. 
 
Self-care includes: 
●​ Adequate sleep and rest 
●​ Hydration and nutrition 
●​ Physical activity 
●​ Positive, enjoyable activities 
●​ Relaxation and mindfulness practices 
 
The better regulated you are, the less likely you 
are to escalate conflict or misinterpret neutral 
events as threats. 

 

13. Get Curious, Not Defensive 
Defensiveness, protest, and counter-attack fuel 
conflict. Curiosity slows it down. 
 
Instead of reacting with: 
●​ “That’s not true” 
●​ “You’re exaggerating” 
●​ “You always do this” 
 
Try: 
●​ “Can you tell me more about that?” 
●​ “Can you give me a specific example?” 
●​ “Help me understand what this is like for 

you.” 
 

There are as many “realities” as there are 
people. The goal isn’t to prove one of you is 
right; it is to understand each other and work 
toward solutions. 

 

14. Learn to Tolerate Ambiguity 
Rigid, black-and-white thinking (“If we fight, our 
relationship is doomed”) increases anxiety. 
 
Healthy relationships: 
●​ Have disagreements 
●​ Experience tension 
●​ Survive rough patches 
 
Developing tolerance for uncertainty and 
imperfection allows you to stay anchored even 
when things feel unsettled. 
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15. Ask for Specifics 
Avoid global statements like: 
●​ “You always…” 
●​ “You never…” 
 
These are almost always inaccurate and 
inflammatory. 
 
If your partner has a concern, ask for: 
●​ Specific examples 
●​ Times, situations, and behaviours 
 
When you raise concerns, offer the same 
specificity. This makes problems more workable. 

 

16. Don’t Dwell on the Past 
Some past events need to be processed and 
resolved. However, repeatedly rehashing old 
hurts without resolution keeps both people 
stuck. 
 
Where possible, focus on: 
●​ Positive shared memories 
●​ Constructive lessons learned 
●​ What you want to build now and going 

forward 
 
If unresolved trauma or betrayal keeps 
resurfacing, consider professional help. You 
cannot move forward while living constantly in 
past injuries. 

 

17. Find Points of Agreement 
Even in conflict, there is usually some common 
ground: 
●​ Agreement that something feels wrong 
●​ Shared values (e.g. wanting respect, safety, 

fairness) 
●​ Mutual desire to feel close again 
 
Recognising this reduces the sense of being on 
opposing teams and makes collaboration easier. 
Sometimes “agreeing to disagree” is sufficient 
when the issue does not fundamentally affect 
the health of the relationship. 

 

 

 

18. Look for Options 
Conflict shifts when you move from “winning” 
to “problem-solving.” 
 
Invite cooperation by: 
●​ Asking for your partner’s ideas 
●​ Offering alternatives rather than ultimatums 
●​ Considering options you might not initially 

prefer 
 
This demonstrates respect and flexibility, and it 
often invites the same in return. 

 

19. Make Concessions 
Small, genuine concessions show goodwill. 
They: 
●​ Reduce tension 
●​ Demonstrate care 
●​ Encourage reciprocity 
 
Compromise does not always have to be 50/50. 
Sometimes 60/40 or 80/20 is still fair if both feel 
heard and can live with the outcome. 
 
Avoid scorekeeping. The focus is on workable, 
fair solutions, not perfect symmetry. 

 

20. Make Peace 
Where possible, don’t let unresolved arguments 
become chronic. 
 
“Never go to bed angry” is not a rule, but the 
underlying principle is sound: Protect the 
relationship over the need to be right. 
 
If something cannot be fully resolved before 
sleep, it can still help to: 
●​ Reassure each other (“We’re okay, we’ll 

keep working on this”) 
●​ Agree to revisit the issue later 
●​ Show some warmth or care before the day 

ends 
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21. Be Patient 
Change takes time. 
 
You will: 
●​ Make mistakes 
●​ React emotionally 
●​ Slip into old patterns 
 
This does not mean you are failing. It means you 
are human. Progress is often “two steps 
forward, one step back.” What matters is that 
you are moving in the right direction, learning, 
and repairing. 

 

How a Psychologist Can Help 
A psychologist can: 
●​ Assess the patterns contributing to 

relationship difficulties 
●​ Help each partner understand their own 

triggers and attachment style 
●​ Teach communication, 

conflict-management, and emotional 
regulation skills 

●​ Assist in setting boundaries and developing 
healthier interaction patterns 

●​ Support lifestyle changes that enhance 
resilience and wellbeing 

 
Relationship counselling typically focuses on: 
●​ Improving communication 
●​ Identifying and changing unhelpful cycles 
●​ Strengthening emotional connection 
●​ Clarifying shared goals and values 

 

 

 

When to Seek Professional Help 
Seek help when: 
●​ Arguments are frequent, intense, or 

unresolved 
●​ One or both partners withdraw or shut 

down 
●​ There is contempt, constant criticism, or 

stonewalling 
●​ One or both partners feel unsafe 

(emotionally or physically) 
●​ You feel stuck in repetitive, destructive 

patterns 
 
The earlier you seek support, the easier it is to 
repair and rebuild. 
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