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INTRODUCTION 

 

Why I Wrote This Series 
 

 
When I was a freshly minted couples therapist, having completed my 
PhD and chasing my passion as a licensed clinical social worker, I hit 
the ground running. With the best training and the highest level of 
certification from the Gottman Institute, I was eager to help couples 
reduce conflict, improve communication, and rekindle their 
emotional and physical intimacy. 

It has certainly been an incredible journey, and I feel deeply grateful 
to go to work every day doing what I love, which is helping couples 
strengthen their relationships and rediscover their connection. 

Yet, over the past several years, I began noticing a troubling shift in 
the couples I was seeing. More were describing a kind of emotional 
distance I hadn’t encountered as frequently before. I was noticing 
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more disconnected, checked-out couples and less passionate, 
charged conflict. 

Was it due to our increased screen time and dependence on 
technology? Was it a residual effect of pandemic lockdowns and 
prolonged isolation? I couldn’t say for certain. But what I could see 
clearly was a growing pattern: couples describing a nightly routine 
where they lie in bed, each silently scrolling on their own devices 
before shutting off the lights and going to sleep. 

No conversation. No connection. No intimacy. 

Then, when couples finally wanted to chat, they would often report 
not knowing what to talk about. 

When that cycle repeats, day after day, month after month, it 
gradually becomes the norm. Eventually, many couples find 
themselves struggling to re-engage and reconnect, wondering when 
the closeness faded and worrying if there is a path back to it. 

Seeing this new reality compelled me to ask: 

How can I help empower ordinary, intelligent couples to 
bridge that emotional divide and guide them back to 
meaningful conversation? 

When I searched for tools to recommend, I found plenty of games 
and lighthearted books intended to spark dialogue. Many were fun 
and creative—but they weren’t clinically grounded, rooted in 
research, or based on what I was hearing in real time from couples in 
therapy. 
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Therefore, I decided to create something that was clinically informed, 
scientifically grounded, and highly practical. 

As a researcher and professor who gets excited about data, I 
immersed myself in the science of successful relationships. I 
reviewed current research, integrated it with my years of clinical 
experience, and identified 15 foundational topics that happy, healthy 
couples tend to engage in over time. 

These include the “big” topics, like money, sex, and parenting, but 
also the deeply personal ones that actually shape emotional safety 
and secure attachment in a healthy relationship.  

As this book is the second in the Couples Conversations™ series, it 
builds on the previous book, which focuses on having a strong 
foundation to support everything that follows 

Strong foundations are not about love or emotions, but about 
knowledge. It all begins with how well you know yourself, your 
partner, and your shared origin story. When a couple is armed with 
this knowledge it seeds the fertile ground for so much more to 
develop emotionally, as well as provide the firm roots to help them 
unite and withstand any pressures or challenges that later come their 
way.  

It is only with this foundation that a solid relationship can rest on a 
platform of mutual understanding, connection, respect and 
emotional safety. 

Often couples who struggle with conflict or disconnection search far 
and wide for the answers of how to fix their relationship and resolve 
their fights. They go on exotic vacations or buy luxurious gifts in the 
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hopes of finding what is missing. Yet, in many cases, the answer is 
right at their feet. When aspects of their foundation are shaky and 
they lack an awareness of who they are, or an understanding of who 
they are with, it will likely result in countless areas of struggles in the 
future.  

This book is designed to help you build upon that foundation by 
learning to communicate in safe and caring ways, which preserve the 
relationship, despite disagreements. 

The conversations in this volume will guide you to explore important 
questions about your emotional inner world and deepen your 
understanding of one another. You will begin to notice the reactions 
that can quietly interfere with connection, the role escalation plays 
when tensions rise, and the skills that help soothe difficult moments 
before they spiral. Along the way, you will learn how to hold space for 
each other’s deeper feelings and dreams with greater patience and 
care. 

Decades of relationship research have revealed that this is often the 
quiet “magic” that binds two people together. When couples remain 
attentive to each other’s emotional experiences and life dreams, they 
become far better equipped to navigate challenges, repair after 
conflict, and continue building a relationship that feels meaningful to 
both partners. 

As with every question in the Couples Conversations™ series, the 
questions in this book were created with intention and purpose, 
aiming to spark connection across multiple dimensions, such as 
emotional, intellectual, psychological, spiritual, and even existential. 
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It is my sincere hope that the conversations in this volume help you 
understand one another more deeply—not only in moments of ease, 
but also in moments of tension, vulnerability, and emotional 
intensity. When couples learn to listen with curiosity, speak with 
care, and remain attentive to each other’s inner experiences, conflict 
becomes less about winning and more about understanding. In that 
space, partners can begin to rediscover one another—not just as 
companions in life, but as evolving individuals worthy of patience, 
compassion, attention, and enduring love. 

 

—Dr. Ari Sytner, PhD, LCSW, M.Ed. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

 

 

 
 

PUTTING DOWN THE PHONE, 

Picking Up the Conversation 
 

Let's be honest—when was the last time you and your partner had a 
conversation that wasn't about logistics, kids, bills, work, or what to 
watch on Netflix? 

Remember a time when you first met, and you would talk for hours 
on end? Can you recall those late-night conversations where you lost 
track of time, discovering each other's worlds? Those were beautiful 
moments where “couples conversations” took you places with very 
little effort. 
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Yet, somewhere between mortgage payments, career demands, and 
the hypnotic glow of smartphones, those conversations can fade 
away. One day you look up and realize you're sharing a home but 
living in separate mental universes. 

As a couples therapist, I see this dynamic day in and day out: couples 
sitting on my couch, genuinely caring about each other but no longer 
curious about each other. They can recite their partner's coffee order 
by heart but have no idea what stresses weigh on them at night, what 
victories they're secretly proud of, or what dreams they’re hoping for 
in the coming years. 

This isn't anyone's fault. Life gets busy, digital distractions multiply, 
and before you know it, years have gone by, and you’re thinking, "I 
already know everything important about this person." However, the 
reality is that neither of you is the same as when you met years ago. 
As we advance through life, change is inevitable, leading to a distance 
that grows over time. In a sneaky way, this disconnection doesn’t 
happen all at once—it creeps in slowly during times of blessing and 
stress and is often disguised as what others see as a successful couple, 
seemingly a well-oiled machine, able to juggle anything life throws at 
them. 

 

When Conversation Fades, So Does 
Connection 

  
The statistics are sobering. Dr. John Gottman, the world's leading 
researcher on relationships, found that the average couple speaks for 
only about 35 minutes per week, and much of that conversation 
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revolves around errands, logistics, and other practical matters! That's 
roughly five minutes a day of actual communication—barely enough 
time to coordinate schedules, let alone connect on a meaningful level. 

When couples stop talking, disconnection starts to creep in. 
Suddenly, you might find yourself surprised (and not in a good way) 
by your partner's reactions. Living parallel lives means that you're 
operating on outdated information about each other, and you may be 
completely unaware of what matters now to them more than ever. 
Small irritations that could be easily addressed build up into 
resentments because they are not shared nor compassionately heard. 
When disconnection settles in, life's daily victories go uncelebrated, 
emotions get bottled up, and loneliness takes over. As a result of this 
distance, physical intimacy tends to dwindle as emotional connection 
flickers. This is when couples start reporting that they feel like 
roommates. As this dynamic evolved over time, most can’t pinpoint 
where the rift developed. 

While many couples recognize this state of what I call "parallel living” 
and feel as though they are “fine,” years of research on relationships 
have found that “fine” is a dangerous place to be. You might be 
handling the logistics of life together brilliantly but secretly 
experiencing a quiet loneliness that begins to grow. It is that void 
which becomes the seed for future problems to take root in the 
relationship.  

But here’s the good news: disconnection isn’t permanent. 

I often tell the couples I work with that the goal of couples therapy is 
not learning communication but building true connection. Whenever 
there is distance between two people, it feels as though there is a 
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locked door between them, preventing them from reaching one 
another. Communication is simply the key to unlocking that door. 
With the right communication tools, couples can reawaken curiosity, 
stimulate interest in one another, rebuild connection and excitement, 
and fall in love all over again. 

 

The Solution: Couples Conversations™ 
 

The antidote to conversational drought isn’t complicated. You don’t 
need a relationship overhaul or dramatic gestures, but it does require 
intention. Once you have the desire to invest in building connection, 
the next thing you need is something to talk about. You need 
questions—good ones—and the willingness to listen to the answers as 
you explore each other’s inner worlds with genuine interest and 
curiosity. 

That’s what this book provides: thoughtfully crafted questions that 
bypass the surface layers and invite you into territories worth 
exploring together. These aren’t generic conversation starters. 
They’re doorways that peer into deeper aspects of yourselves and 
your relationship—your memories, values, fears, hopes, and the 
unique culture you’ve created together. 

Some questions will make you laugh. Some might make you tear up. 
Others will reveal things you never knew about the person with whom 
you share your life.  

There are two goals that you will accomplish through these 
questions:  
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1.  You will experience the connection that comes with 
the exploration of each other’s hearts and minds.  
 

2.  By practicing these exchanges, you will build the 
muscle of curiosity that will make it intuitive and 
natural to maintain connection throughout your 
relationship. 
 

 

When You're Ready for More 

If you find these conversations meaningful and want to explore 
specific areas of your relationship more deeply, you'll find companion 
volumes to this book. Each contains hundreds of additional questions 
on topics like intimacy, communication, conflict, sex, parenting, 
money, dreams, and more.  

Think of these companion books as specialized tools in your 
relationship toolkit—resources to support your ongoing journey of 
discovery together. They continue to offer new pathways of 
understanding and connection as your relationship evolves. 

 

A Note About Professional Support 

Talking should be simple and easy, right? Well, for many couples, 
frustrations arise along the way and they quickly get sucked into 
cycles of conflict. If you find that certain discussions consistently lead 
to conflict or disconnection despite your best efforts, it’s not a sign of 
failure, but valuable information. 
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Professional support from a highly qualified couples therapist can 
provide a structured environment to learn and practice 
communication skills that better serve your relationship. A properly-
trained couples therapist will not try to solve your problems, but help 
you develop the tools to solve your own issues and strengthen 
connection for years to come. I always tell couples that the goal of 
therapy is not communication but friendship. Good communication 
is simply the key you will need to access that friendship. Once a 
couple is fluent in effective communication, they can most likely put 
their heads and hearts together to work out most issues on their own. 

If you notice recurring communication difficulties or escalations that 
result from these frustrations, consider reaching out for support. Just 
as you wouldn't hesitate to consult a doctor for your physical health, 
an attorney for legal help, feel free to reach out to a qualified couples 
therapist to help your relationship when challenges arise. While these 
books are going to open up worlds of conversations, they are not 
intended to replace clinical support and therapy for those who suffer 
from mental-health challenges and require professional support. 

 

One Final Thought 

In my years of working with couples, I've noticed something 
interesting: the happiest pairs aren't those with the fewest problems 
or the most impressive achievements. They're the ones who maintain 
genuine curiosity about each other and never stop asking questions 
to learn more about the person they love. 



 13 

This book is an invitation to reclaim that curiosity. To remember that 
your partner isn't a known quantity but a mystery you get to keep 
unpacking and exploring. To recognize that the most valuable gift you 
can give each other isn't expensive jewelry or grand gestures, but the 
simple, profound act of paying attention and showing you care. 

The pages ahead hold not just questions, but possibilities—for deeper 
understanding, renewed appreciation, and the kind of connection 
that makes all the logistics and challenges of shared life worthwhile. 
So pour that coffee (or wine), put the phones away, look each other 
in the eyes, take a slow, deep breath, and rediscover the person you 
love.
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CHAPTER 2 
 

Why Emotions, Safety, and 
Vulnerability Matter in 

Communication and Conflict 
 

Danny and Carolyn* are the kind of couple you would likely enjoy if 
you met them at a dinner party. They are smart, educated, respected 
by their colleagues, and committed to their family. On paper, they are 
doing everything right. They work hard, care about each other, and 
genuinely want their relationship to thrive. 

Yet, at home, a simple conversation can unravel faster than either of 
them expects and escalate into a fight that was completely avoidable. 

An example might be if Carolyn brings up something small to Danny 
that bothered her, perhaps a tone he used, or maybe a moment when 
she felt ignored or dismissed. Her intentions were to reach out and 
communicate how she felt. However, Danny hears it as criticism.  

Feeling attacked, as if she is disappointed with him, he begins 
explaining himself, trying to communicate that he actually meant 
well. Unfortunately, instead of hearing his good intentions, Carolyn 
feels further unheard by his defensive explanations. In response, she 
presses harder, not to attack him, but because she wants to just feel 
understood. Danny then grows quieter and starts shutting down. 
Carolyn grows more frustrated by his distance. Eventually, they end 



 16 

up in separate rooms, both feeling hurt and upset, wondering why the 
same pattern keeps repeating. In fact, each of them may now be living 
in their own echo-chamber, hearing the painful voice inside telling 
them that they are the victim of a misinformed partner who simply 
can’t appreciate how they are feeling. 

If you asked either of them what the problem is, they might say 
communication. If you asked what they fight about, they would list 
things like chores, money, intimacy, and parenting. But beneath 
those topics lies something far more important, something they are 
each not seeing. 

In those delicate moments, Carolyn does not feel emotionally safe, 
and Danny does not feel emotionally recognized. Since this language 
may sound abstract, let’s break it down and translate it into lived 
experiences that countless couples identify with on a daily basis. 

 

What is Really Happening? 

When Carolyn does not feel safe, it does not mean she fears Danny 
will harm her. It means that inside her body, the conversation begins 
to feel risky. As she thinks about sharing more, she can sense alarm 
bells that caution her. She worries that if she expresses what she truly 
feels, Danny may not be able to hear it – leaving her feeling 
dismissed, minimized, or met with painful silence. When her nervous 
system detects any lack of safety, she might then try harder. Her 
system speeds up. She talks faster. Her tone sharpens. She tries more 
intensely because she really cares about their relationship, and now 
the stakes feel even higher. 
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For Danny, who may feel misunderstood and unappreciated, he may 
carry multiple experiences of trying and trying, but nothing seems to 
work. No matter what he does, what he says, or how hard he tries, he 
feels as though he cannot get it right. He anticipates that whatever he 
says will fall short. The conversation begins to feel like a test he is 
destined to fail. Underlying that sense of frustration is uncomfortable 
inadequacy.  

Although he may be highly successful as a professional, in his own 
marriage, he feels like a failure that can’t ever get it right. As his 
nervous system registers the need to at least not make things worse, 
the best move he knows is to keep quiet and shut down, rather than 
respond and risk pushing Carolyn’s buttons.  

Whenever these internal experiences collide, a cycle inevitably forms. 
The more Carolyn presses for connection, the more Danny retreats to 
protect himself. The more he retreats, the more alone she feels. 
Neither partner intends harm, yet both feel misunderstood and are 
deeply hurt and frustrated by the inaccessibility that they feel toward 
their partner in those moments. 

Before we can change the pattern, we must understand what is 
happening underneath it. 

 

What Emotional Safety Really Means 

Emotional safety is not a slogan. It is a felt experience.  It is the sense 
that you can bring your honest inner world into the relationship and 
trust that it will not become dangerous. Dangerous can look like 
many things. It can mean being mocked, dismissed, having your 
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feelings minimized, being met with defensiveness, or passively 
punished with silence. 

However, when safety is present, difficult conversations may still 
remain difficult, but they feel manageable. Your body stays relatively 
steady. You can think while you speak. You can listen without 
immediately preparing a rebuttal. You can tolerate discomfort 
without panicking. Your heart rate and breathing are not increasing, 
and you aren’t clenching your jaw or fists. 

When safety is absent, the conversation begins to feel like walking on 
eggshells. You may not consciously think, “I am in danger,” but your 
body behaves as if actual danger awaits you. Your shoulders tense. 
Your breathing changes, you feel trapped or overwhelmed and 
instinctively, you interrupt, escalate, or disappear entirely. 

This is why conflict is not only a communication issue but a 
nervous system issue. 

Research in relationship science, including decades of work in the 
Gottman tradition, has consistently shown that it is not conflict itself 
that predicts relational distress, but the emotional climate 
surrounding it which fuels problematic conflict. Remember, conflict 
is not inherently a problem, nor does it hurt a relationship, that is, if 
you’re doing it right.  

Disagreements are normal, and in fact, for most couples a perpetual 
feature of their relationship. There are always going to be key issues 
that a couple disagrees upon, and no amount of fighting will change 
that. People simply have differences in personality, background, 
culture, and needs. The goal, therefore, is not to eliminate all 
differences or to try to convince your partner to come over to your 
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side. The goal is to create a relationship in which those differences 
can coexist peacefully and do not threaten connection. 

How exactly does that happen? 

Finding the right balance of safety and communication makes it all 
possible. When couples communicate around their differences with 
kindness, curiosity, acceptance, and even empathy, they learn to 
create an environment of safety, where those core differences do not 
harm or threaten their relationship. The disagreement does not 
trigger feelings of “me against you,” but rather, “we are in this 
together.”  

Although this form of communication is easier said than done, and 
takes some practice, there are several fundamental techniques that I 
teach couples on a daily basis, which make all the difference. I am 
always in awe of how with just a little practice and muscle memory, 
couples can feel empowered to tackle major differences in extremely 
productive ways. Not only do these disagreements not harm their 
relationship, but they leave the conversation actually feeling closer to 
one another. I always remind couples that there is deep intimacy in 
slowing down and really trying to hear and understand one another.  

 

Why Slowing Down Matters 

For most couples, conflict signals some degree of warning. As a 
result, most people do one of two things: They either intensify or shut 
down. These forms of coping are often referred to as fight-or-flight 
responses. 
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Increasing the intensity often looks like talking faster, stacking 
examples, revisiting old grievances, and trying to win the argument 
before it slips away. Beneath that urgency is often a simple fear: “If I 
do not get this across clearly and immediately, I will not be 
understood.” 

Shutdown looks different, but it serves a similar protective purpose. 
Silence, short responses, disengagement, or emotional detachment 
often signal overwhelm. Beneath that quiet is another fear: “If I keep 
talking, I will make this worse. I will fail. I will disappoint.” 

In both cases, the nervous system is attempting protection. 

Slowing down, in this context, does not mean forcing yourself to 
whisper or appear unemotional. It means taking a slow breath and 
creating enough internal steadiness to stay present so that your 
nervous system’s coping response does not hijack the conversation.  

Many couples attempt to repair their relationship with what I often 
refer to in football terms, as a “hundred-yard pass.” This is where 
they see the opening to talk and pounce at the opportunity to put 
every possible issue on the table all at once, fearing that the 
opportunity may not soon arise again. Although the content may be 
valid, and the need to talk is real, the intense delivery overwhelms the 
receiver, making the conversation counterproductive. 

Instead, most relationships grow more effectively through a series of 
smaller “ten-yard passes.” By focusing on one issue at a time, in a 
calm and safe way, the couple successfully makes a “completion” and 
advances the issue one calm conversation at a time. Through these 
smaller moments, safety and trust are incrementally reinforced, 
enabling them to confidently engage in future such conversations. 
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Practically speaking, before a difficult discussion, try taking one slow 
breath. Notice the feelings in your body, specifically in your 
shoulders, neck, stomach, and chest. Ask yourself, “Is my body 
carrying stress, an early-warning signal of sorts, that will only make 
me more tense during this conversation?” When you can identify the 
physical feelings in your body, you are far more likely to release the 
emotional buildup and speak in a way that invites understanding 
rather than defensiveness. In contrast, when those physical feelings 
go unnoticed, they are more likely to drive up the intensity and 
defensiveness in the conversation without even recognizing it. The 
takeaway is simple: don’t ignore the important role that your physical 
body plays in successful communication.  

 

Vulnerability in Plain Language 

Vulnerability is frequently misunderstood and often confused with 
weakness. Many people think about vulnerability and imagine 
unnecessarily volatile emotions, dramatic confessions, or deep 
fragility. In healthy relationships, however, vulnerability is usually 
far more subtle, and an essential ingredient for success. 

Vulnerability is the willingness to take your walls down and let each 
other in to experience your deeper emotions. 

We all have default protective responses to keep us safe. Some 
criticize; others act more passive-aggressively, or speak with a note 
of sarcasm. Some withdraw, while others become overly logical. 
These responses often look like personality traits, but they are 
frequently protective shields that we bring into conversations. 
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On the surface, Carolyn’s criticism may sound like frustration or even 
anger, but if you remove the shield and look beneath, you might 
notice her feelings of loneliness or fears of drifting apart. Danny’s 
reactions of withdrawal may look like indifference, as if he doesn’t 
really care, but underneath it, he may carry heavy feelings of shame, 
failure, or fear of inadequacy. 

When the protective response takes center stage, conflict escalates. I 
often remind couples not to waste their energies fighting with each 
other’s shields on the surface. After all, the real issues they are 
fighting about are rooted in what is happening beneath.  

Therefore, when voices soften, pace slows down, and tone gets 
gentler, the deeper and more vulnerable emotions feel safe enough to 
surface and true intimacy becomes possible. 

Vulnerability is not about being dramatic. It is about being open and 
authentic with the deeper feelings that lie beneath the surface. 

 

How the Past Shapes the Present 

Many reactions in adult conflict are rooted in earlier experiences. 
Attachment research demonstrates that early relational patterns 
influence how we experience closeness, disagreement, and repair. 

If you grew up in a home where conflict felt chaotic, your nervous 
system may react quickly to tension. If you grew up in a home where 
emotions were minimized, you may struggle to articulate feelings or 
feel discomfort when others express them. 
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These patterns are adaptations. They once served a purpose, 
especially when we were younger children without a sophisticated 
toolbox of resources that can help get our needs met. Even though as 
adults we have far more abilities than as children, we often carry 
those coping mechanisms into adulthood and forget to retire them 
when they are no longer needed. Thus, instead of being helpful, as 
they once were, they start to get in the way. 

Think of it as an oversensitive smoke detector. Sure, you want your 
smoke alarm to notify you in the event of an actual fire. But what if it 
wailed every time you boiled a pot of water?  Not only would that not 
be helpful, but it would create a huge headache.  

In relationships, the same can happen. When Danny hears Carolyn’s 
frustrations, it triggers something uncomfortable rooted in his own 
childhood. Perhaps he was often scolded or blamed as a kid for things 
that were not his fault. And today, even though Carolyn is not 
creating danger, his internal smoke alarm is screaming “run away” at 
the sight of her being upset with him. 

Understanding this dynamic can help a person shift from getting 
stuck on their own internal shame, and increase compassion and 
empathy for their partner. It helps couples recognize that they are 
often reacting not only to the present moment, but to unresolved 
burdens and echoes of the past. Having this awareness creates more 
space to appreciate that each person is also reacting internally to 
their own history.  

Perhaps Danny could reframe the situation to tell himself, “I am not 
a failure, she is simply feeling frustrated, and that makes sense. It’s 
OK that she’s upset.” Perhaps Carolyn could look at the situation and 
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remind herself, “He is not running away from me. He is sensitive to 
feeling put down. I get that. I could try to be even more gentle when 
giving him feedback.” Having this awareness can help couples create 
more calm and safety, and break those cycles that inevitably lead to 
escalation. 

 

Moving Beyond Gender Myths 

Cultural stereotypes can further complicate emotional expression 
and put up additional walls. It is common to assume that women are 
inherently more emotional and men are inherently less so. Research 
suggests that emotional capacity is not determined by gender. 
Differences in emotional awareness and expression often reflect a 
variety of contributing factors. 

As an example, in many cultures boys are discouraged from 
expressing sadness or fear. Many girls are encouraged to articulate 
their feelings more openly. As adults, partners may therefore 
experience the same circumstances, each feel similar emotional 
intensities, but they may have different emotional vocabularies. It's 
important not to confuse a lack of emotional expression with a lack 
of having emotions.  

The good news is that even when one is less emotionally expressive, 
it is a muscle that can be built over time. When couples engage in safe 
and curious conversations – such as the ones found in this book – it 
helps to strengthen their ability to communicate in more emotionally 
expressive ways. 
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When Conflict Gets Stuck 

Some disagreements remain unsolved not because couples lack skill, 
but because the issue carries far deeper meaning than they even 
realize. 

Consider a couple arguing about spending. One partner feels anxious 
about purchases. The other feels constrained by strict budgeting. On 
the surface, the conflict concerns numbers. Beneath the surface, 
however, it may relate to core aspects, such as: dignity, survival, 
identity, or security. 

If one partner grew up in poverty, spending may symbolize freedom 
and self-worth. If the other grew up in instability, saving may 
symbolize safety. Without understanding that emotional layer, the 
argument remains circular. 

These types of perpetual arguments that couples get stuck in are 
referred to as gridlocks. Gridlocked conflicts are normal and quite 
common, and they do not signify doom and gloom in the relationship. 
Rather, it all comes down to how couples talk about these core issues. 
When couples can learn to dig beneath the surface, and curiously 
explore the deeper meaning for one another, the gridlock begins to 
soften and progress is made.  

 

Strengthening the Emotional Infrastructure 

As you move into the chapters ahead, think of your relationship as a 
tree. There are many components that are visible, such as the 
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branches, leaves, and fruits. Yet, there are also many more that are 
not apparent, such as the many rings within the trunk and the deep 
roots that anchor it beneath the surface.  

Most couples engage at the surface but overlook the roots. It is 
specifically what happens at the roots – the source of emotional 
infrastructure – that determines whether those conversations lead to 
deeper connection or escalating conflict. 

The first chapter of this book focuses on emotional awareness and 
safety. Before couples can communicate effectively, they must first 
understand what is happening internally. Emotions are often 
misunderstood or avoided, yet they are the signals that reveal our 
fears, needs, and vulnerabilities. When partners learn to recognize 
and share these emotional experiences, they begin creating the safety 
required for deeper connection. 

The second chapter moves into communication and conflict. Once 
emotional awareness begins to develop, couples are better equipped 
to navigate disagreements without immediately becoming defensive 
or reactive. Conflict itself is not the problem. In fact, healthy 
relationships require the ability to address tension openly and 
respectfully. The challenge lies in learning how to stay connected 
while navigating those difficult moments. 

The third chapter builds on the deeper connectedness to propel your 
relationship into the future by including your partner’s inner hopes, 
goals, and dreams. Relationships flourish when partners feel 
understood, not only in moments of struggle, but also supported in 
the parts of life that excite and inspire them. When couples actively 
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encourage one another’s growth and aspirations, they strengthen the 
sense that they are building something meaningful together. 

This is why the chapters in this book are intentionally crafted in this 
order. Emotional awareness creates safety. Safety makes healthy 
communication possible. Communication allows couples to support 
one another’s deeper dreams and ambitions. 

This book is not about quick fixes to fights. Rather, it is about paving 
a path for understanding. Strong relationships grow from emotional 
insight, mutual respect, and a shared commitment to continually 
learning about the person beside you.  

 

A Closing Perspective 

Be sure to read the next chapter, which walks you through 15 practical 
tips for effective conversations. Remember, the strongest of couples 
are not the ones who don’t fight. Rather, they know how to really 
listen to their partner’s deeper feelings and share their own emotions 
without being hurtful. The goal is not to become a couple who never 
disagrees. You are building the capacity to disagree without losing 
connection with each other. 

When we slow down, safety increases, vulnerability becomes 
possible. When vulnerability increases, intimacy deepens. When 
intimacy deepens, conflict becomes less threatening and more 
productive. 

The conversations ahead are not tests of compatibility. They are 
opportunities to strengthen the infrastructure of your relationship. 
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Approach them with patience, care, and curiosity, and you may find 
that conflict becomes less about winning and more about 
understanding. 

That is where lasting connection begins.
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CHAPTER 3 
 

 

How To Use This Book  
(The Practical Stuff) 

 
 

Below are 15 principles to help you get the most from these 
conversations. Think of them as guideposts for emotional 
connection, not rigid rules, but supportive habits that can help you 
get the most out of this book and your relationship. 
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Remember: this isn’t a “read cover-to-cover” kind of book. It’s a 
conversation tool to be dipped into, explored, and revisited over time. 
Some days you may feel drawn to deeper, more reflective topics. 
Other days, something light or playful might be just right. There’s no 
set path here. Follow your energy and curiosity, not a rigid sequence. 

 

1. Schedule It 

Yes, scheduling a conversation might sound unromantic, like 
penciling in passion. But here’s the truth: if it’s not planned, it 
probably won’t happen. Life is full of interruptions and 
responsibilities, and good intentions often get swallowed by the 
day-to-day. 

Setting a regular time for connection, maybe Sunday mornings 
over coffee or Thursday nights after the kids go to bed, creates 
consistency. It turns talking into a meaningful ritual that you look 
forward to, not just something you squeeze in when everything 
else is done. Block out anywhere from 10 to 30 minutes where 
your only focus is each other. That small investment pays huge 
dividends in deepening emotional closeness. 

 

2. Create Phone-Free Zones 

As much as we love our devices, they are serious distractions. 
Even a buzzing notification or glance at the screen can pull a 
couple out of a meaningful moment. The best thing to do is either 
power off your phones for a few minutes or put them in another 
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room. The message in doing so is: “You matter more to me than 
anything that might show up on this screen.” 

It may feel uncomfortable at first, but the quiet it creates is fertile 
ground for real connection. You’re not just removing distractions; 
you’re reclaiming each other’s full attention. 

 

3. Start Small 

These questions are intended for quality over quantity. Don’t 
overload your time with too many questions. You are not on a 
game show trying to shout out the “right answers” under a ticking 
clock. 

Instead, start with one or two well-chosen questions and go deep. 
Let the conversation unfold naturally. One powerful exchange is 
worth far more than a dozen rushed answers. You’re not here to 
check boxes; rather, you’re here to slow down, connect, and 
discover each other together. 

 

4. Set a Positive Tone 

Your environment sets the emotional stage. While we can’t 
always have the perfect environment, there are always things we 
can do to enhance the mood. This may include turning on soft 
music in the background, sharing a cup of tea or a glass of wine, 
enjoying your favorite snacks, or simply sitting together in a cozy, 
quiet spot. The goal is to signal to your nervous system: this is 
safe, warm, and inviting. 
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When both people feel relaxed, curiosity and vulnerability flow 
more easily. You’re not performing or fixing anything; you’re 
simply sharing a moment of closeness. 

 

5. Approach it Like a Date 

Remember the thrill of those early conversations? You likely were 
not multitasking or half-listening, but were fully present, eager to 
know more. When you wipe the slate clean and assume that you 
don’t really know the other person, it lends itself to sparking real 
curiosity, as when you first dated. That same energy is still 
available to you now. Your partner may be familiar, but they’re 
not fully known. People change. Layers emerge. Interests shift. 
This is your chance to be reintroduced to each other, again and 
again. Treat these moments as discovery, not obligation. 

 

6. Take Your Time with Each Question 

Think of the questions as doorways into meaningful territory, not 
items to quickly “get through.” When you open up a question, stay 
in it; swim in those waters together and let one question lead to 
memories, stories, emotions, laughter, or even gentle silence. One 
thoughtful conversation that stays with you for days is more 
powerful than rushing through a list. 
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7. Use Your Body to Communicate 

Nonverbal signals matter just as much as words. Turn toward 
each other. Make eye contact. Nod. Smile. Hold hands if that feels 
right. Use your whole body to say, “I’m here with you.” 

These small gestures foster trust and emotional safety. They show 
your partner they’re not just being heard; they’re being felt. 

 

8. Practice Positive Curiosity 

Curiosity is the lifeblood of long-term connection. Without it, we 
assume we already know our partner, when in reality, people 
change, and we risk missing those updates. Curiosity is the tool 
that allows us to keep falling in love again and again. It says, “I 
care enough to learn more.” Instead of assuming you know your 
partner’s thoughts or story, choose to explore them again with 
fresh eyes. Listen for the parts you’ve never heard before or the 
nuances that were never fully unpacked. 

Remember that if curiosity opens the door, judgment slams it 
shut. When you are the one asking a question, your job is to really 
listen to your partner. Do your best to remove all judgment or 
preconceived ideas, even if you have a completely different 
opinion. In a curious state of mind, you can wonder and learn 
about the other’s views and get to know how they see the world—
rather than try to share why you disagree. 

A great technique for staying in that curious role is to ask follow-
up questions. As you read the questions in this book, you will 
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notice that most have a follow-up aimed at helping you dig 
deeper. Be sure to add your own as the conversations unfold. 

For example: 

• “What was that like for you?” 

• “Tell me more about that.” 

• “What made that moment matter so much to you?” 

• “How could I better support you?” 

Avoid questions that interrogate or criticize (especially when your 
partner is being vulnerable): 

• “Are you sure that’s how it happened?” 

• “Why do you make everything so dramatic?” 

• “Well, that’s not true. Didn’t you say the opposite last time?” 

The key to good listening is not to contradict or argue with your 
partner’s perspective, but to remain open to seeing the world 
through their eyes. These curious conversations are not about 
right or wrong, or setting the record straight, rather how to gain 
a deeper understanding of the other, especially when you have a 
different view. 

 

9. Listen More Than You Speak 

One of the greatest gifts you can give your partner is undivided, 
non-defensive attention. Let them share without interruption. 
Listen not to reply, but to understand. 
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Use simple signals: nods, soft “mmhmm” sounds, leaning in 
slightly. Think of it like enjoying a slow, delicious meal to be 
savored, not swallowed.  

 

10. Affirm Their Sharing 

Vulnerability can be scary, even in committed relationships. 
When your partner opens up, create safety by showing them you 
are holding what they are saying with care. Try to affirm it by 
saying something like: 

• “Thank you for telling me that.” 

• “That was brave to share.” 

• “I really appreciate your honesty.” 

• "I loved learning about that side of you." 

• "It felt really good to laugh together like that." 

This builds emotional safety. When someone knows they’ll be met 
with respect and gratitude, not correction or criticism, they’re 
more likely to open up again. 

 

11. Take a Breather if Needed 

Not every conversation will feel light and easy. Some questions 
may surface deeper emotions or even disagreements. That’s okay. 
If the tension rises, take a slow breath and pause. 
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Say something like, “Let’s come back to this when we’re both 
feeling more centered.” Then flip to a lighter prompt or take a 
short walk. Connection grows in safety, not pressure. 

 

12. Follow the Tangents 

These questions are meant to be starting points, not scripts. If one 
response leads you into a totally different memory, story, or 
insight, just follow it. Resist the urge to pull your partner back to 
the question at hand, and try to go with the flow wherever it takes 
you. 

Sometimes the richest conversations grow from those unplanned 
detours. Trust the process. The goal is not to “finish the page,” but 
to rediscover each other along the way. 

 

13. Reflecting on Each Chapter 

At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a set of reflection questions 
designed to help you process and personalize your conversations. 
These prompts aren’t quizzes or tests, they’re invitations. Use 
them as a way to slow down, notice what stood out, and uncover 
insights that may not have surfaced in the moment. Simply by 
revisiting and processing what was learned or discovered can 
help deepen the feeling of connectedness. 

You can answer these questions together in dialogue, take turns 
responding, or even journal your answers separately and share 
them later. However you choose to engage, this space is meant to 
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deepen your learning and solidify the growth that’s unfolding in 
your relationship, one conversation at a time. 

 

14. Skip Around the Book 

You will notice checkboxes next to each question. These are there 
to invite you to jump around to the questions that speak to you 
and not to feel the pressure of going in order. Just check off the 
questions you’ve discussed as you go and enjoy the journey of 
wherever the questions take you. (For a real challenge, feel free to 
revisit checked questions later and see if new conversations 
emerge).  

 

15. Have Fun! 

Take a breath and remember to laugh and have fun. This 
experience is the feeling of going deeper into one another’s inner 
world, building connection and strengthening your shared love. 
That should be something worth enjoying! 
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QUICK SUMMARY FOR 
MEANINGFUL CONVERSATIONS 

 
 

1. Schedule it:  Set intentional time for meaningful connection. 
 

2. Go phone-free: Eliminate distractions; give undivided 
attention. 

3. Start small: Focus on quality over quantity of questions. 

4. Set the tone: Environment should feel calm, safe, and inviting. 

5. Treat it like a date: Be present and curious. 

6. Don’t Rush: Stay with emotionally significant moments instead 
of moving on too quickly. 

7. Use your body: Eye contact, body language, and gentle touch. 

8. Practice curiosity: Ask clarifying questions before reacting or 
forming conclusions. 

9. Listen to understand: Resist the urge to defend or solve issues. 

10. Affirm vulnerability: Show appreciation to openness. 

11. Pause when needed: Slow or pause conversations if needed. 

12. Follow the tangents: Just go with any organic detours. 

13. Reflect together: Process what you learned after each chapter. 

14.  Skip around: Follow what interests you. 

15. Keep it Fun: Remember that connection should feel 
energizing, not like an obligation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

Safety, Vulnerability & Emotions  
 
 
 

 

 

“Vulnerability	is	not	winning	or	losing;	it’s	having	the	
courage	to	show	up	and	be	seen	when	we	have	no	

control	over	the	outcome.”	

—	Dr.	Brené	Brown	
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On some level, we all crave emotional intimacy. Surprisingly, 
however, very few of us were ever taught how to build it. Instead, 
we’re raised with conflicting messages: Speak up. Lower your 
voice. Open up more. Keep it to yourself. Be strong. Don’t cry. Let 
it out. Stay composed. It’s no wonder that, when it comes to 
emotions, many of us feel confused, shut down, or overwhelmed.	

But emotions are not the problem, nor should they be avoided. In 
fact, emotions are the very fuel that powers meaningful 
connection. And vulnerability? That’s the purest grade of fuel 
there is. 

In a healthy relationship, there needs to be room for the full 
emotional spectrum—not just joy, excitement, and attraction, but 
also fear, sadness, shame, longing, and even anger. But many of 
us learned early on to hide certain feelings, believing they were too 
messy, burdensome, or unsafe to share. So we developed coping 
tools to keep us safe. For example: perfectionism to shield us from 
criticism, humor to deflect pain, people-pleasing to avoid trouble, 
or withdrawal to avoid rejection. While these tactics may have 
once helped us cope at an earlier time in life, now that we are in 
an intimate relationship, they often create distance in place of 
closeness. 

Researcher Brené Brown’s work has reframed vulnerability not as 
a weakness but as a profound form of courage. Her studies show 
that people who embrace vulnerability experience stronger 
relationships, deeper connection, greater creativity, and more 
authentic joy. As she writes, “Vulnerability is the birthplace of 
love, belonging, joy, courage, empathy, and creativity.” 
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But vulnerability doesn’t mean oversharing every thought or 
emotion. It’s not about dramatic displays or forced openness. 
Instead, it’s about offering your inner world slowly, deliberately, 
and with trust—while paying attention to how your partner 
receives and responds. It’s about saying, “Here’s something 
tender,” and seeing if it’s held with care. It paints a picture of a 
relationship which feels safe and can support the exchange of 
tender feelings, doubt, and insecurity. 

The questions in this chapter are meant to help you explore that 
inner world together. Some will ask you to share old wounds; 
others will surface longings, doubts, and deeper hopes that you 
may rarely voice. If your heart beats a little faster while 
considering your answers, that’s a sign you’re brushing up against 
something meaningful and worth sharing. 

It’s important to remember: vulnerability looks different for 
everyone. One of you may open up through deep conversations. 
The other may need quiet moments, shared activity, or physical 
touch to feel safe. One may name emotions easily; the other may 
take longer to access them. There is no “right” way—only what 
works for you as a couple. These conversations are about 
discovering and sharing the emotional conditions in which you 
both feel safe enough to open up, and they will hopefully continue 
long after you close the book. 

Most importantly, vulnerability blooms in environments of 
acceptance, trust, and care. As you move through these 

questions, commit to being present without judgment, 
without fixing, and without rushing. Sometimes, listening, 
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nodding, and simply holding space with compassion is the 
greatest act of love you can offer.



 

EARLY	INFLUENCES	

 

1 
 

What did you learn about emotions from 
watching each of your parents? How did this 
impact who you are today? 
 

2 
 

When you were a kid, how did the adults in your 
life respond when you were hurting? How might 
that have shaped some of your expectations in 
our relationship? 
 

3 
 

Growing up, what were some ways you tried to be 
heard or seen? Did it have the desired effect? 
 

4 
 

Was there an emotion that felt dangerous or 
unwelcome in your childhood home? How did 
you learn to handle that feeling, and how does 
that show up between us today? 
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5 
 

What did you need emotionally as a child that 
you didn't fully receive? How does that unmet 
need still whisper to you in our relationship? 

 

    6 
 

What did you see and learn about conflict as a 
kid? How do those lessons play out between us? 
 
 

7 
 

Were you closer to one parent than the other? 
How did that impact you? 
 
 

8 
 

Who was there to protect you when you were a 
child? Do you still hold any feelings toward those 
who did or did not protect you when you needed 
it most? 
 

9 
 

Was there one particular relative that really 
showed you love when you were growing up or 
helped you feel truly safe? 
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PAST	WOUNDS	

 

10 
 

Is there a painful experience from your past that 
still feels tender or easily triggered? How does it 
affect how safe you feel being vulnerable with 
me? 

 

   11 
 

When an old wound is triggered, what does it feel 
like emotionally and physically?  How might you 
act because of it? 

 

12 
 

If you are ever triggered, what would help you 
come back to the present moment? How do you 
want me to support you? 

 

13 
 

What forms of coping or escape help you soothe 
your deepest emotional scars? 
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14 

 

Are there situations today that make you feel like 
you want to escape or self-soothe? 

 
 

15 
 

If a younger version of you could speak to us now, 
what would they want us to know about the 
wounds you carry? What does that younger 
version still need? 

  

16 
 

How can I best honor the past traumas you carry 
without letting them define who you are? What 
new story are we writing together? 

 

 17 
 

Can you recall a time in your past when you felt 
deeply rejected or abandoned? Are there times 
that same feeling comes up in our relationship?   
 

	



 51 

AUTHENTIC	CONNECTION	

 
 

18 
 

When have you felt most fully seen and accepted 
by me, exactly as you are? What made that 
moment feel so safe and connecting? 

 
19 

 

Are there any difficult memories between us of 
when you did not feel accepted by me? How 
would you have preferred I acted at the time? 

 

20 
 

Think of a time when sharing something 
vulnerable led to unexpected closeness between 
us. What gave you the courage to take that risk, 
and how did it change things? 

 

21 
 

When do you feel most emotionally authentic with 
me? What creates the conditions where your heart 
feels it can come out of hiding? 
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22 
 

How do you feel about being authentically 
vulnerable with me? Do you enjoy it, or does it 
make you cringe? Why? 

 
 

23 
 

Can you remember a specific conversation we had 
where you shared something difficult and my 
response surprised you? How can we use that 
example to make our relationship stronger in the 
future?  

 

24 
 

What topic still feels risky to bring up with me? 
What's your fear about what might happen if you 
shared it? 

 

EMOTIONAL	BARRIERS	

 

25 
 

Think back to the last time you felt yourself putting 
up a wall between us. What was happening in your 
heart and in your body in that moment? What 
would have helped you feel safe enough to lower 
that wall? 
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26 
 

What does it feel like if you’re hurting and I miss 
the signals to be there for you? 

 

27 
 

How comfortable are you sharing with me when 
you are feeling down? How can I make it feel even 
easier? 

 

28 
 

What is it like to express your needs to me? What 
situations make it either easier or harder to do?  

 

29 
 

If I think you seem down, would you prefer space 
or for me to check in with you? What if you 
respond, “I’m fine,” should I challenge it, or trust 
it? 

 

30 
 

Was there a moment in your life when you 
decided certain emotions weren't safe to show? 
Can you share that story? 
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31 
 

Can you think of a specific disagreement we had 
where you held back your true feelings? What 
were you actually feeling that went unexpressed, 
and what would have helped you share it? 

 

 

   32 
 

Do you ever notice yourself using a defense 
mechanism instead of vulnerability (such as 
humor, changing the subject, perfectionism, or 
getting busy with tasks)? Where did those 
defense mechanisms originate? 

  

 

EXPERIENCING	SADNESS	

 
 33 

 

Is sadness a frequent emotion for you?  What is 
an example of when it shows up? 
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34 
 

Do you welcome or resist sadness? Where do you 
first feel it in your body? 

 

35 
 

What does your sadness need most from me—to 
give space, to stay with you, to help lighten the 
mood, or something else entirely? 

 

36 
 

Tell me about a time when your heart felt truly 
heavy. What helped the sadness feel less lonely or 
overwhelming in that moment? 

 
37 

 

When tears come, what thoughts or worries cross 
your mind about how I might respond? What 
would help you feel completely safe to let those 
tears fall? 
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38 

 

How does it feel when you see me cry? What does 
it do to you inside, and how do you tend to react? 

 
39 

 

Is there a sadness you've carried for so long it 
feels like part of you? What would it be like to 
share the weight of that particular sorrow with 
me? 

 

    40 
 

Think about a loss or disappointment we've faced 
together. Were we both able to feel our sadness 
concurrently? What did you appreciate about 
how we moved through it, and what could we 
improve? 

 

41 
 

Can you recall a time when you were sad and I 
misunderstood what you needed? What would 
have been more supportive in that moment? 
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MANAGING	ANGER	

 
42 

 

When anger rises in you, what happens in your 
body? Can you describe a slow-motion play-by-
play? 

 

43 
 

What did you see and learn about anger when you 
were growing up? 

 

44 
 

Are you more inclined to push down your anger, 
let it out slowly over time, or let it explode? What 
might this look like? 

 

 45 
 

What does it feel like for you when you see me get 
angry? What about if that anger is directed at 
you? 

 

 



 58 

46 
 

When you are feeling angry, how can I be most 
supportive? 

 

47 
 

Are there any internal signals that you notice 
when your anger is starting to bubble up? How 
would you feel about alerting me before the cork 
pops off the bottle? 
 

48 
 

If you are feeling angry at someone else, how 
would you like me to be most supportive? 

  
 

FACING	FEARS	&	ANXIETIES		

 
49 

 

What childhood fear has followed you into 
adulthood? How does it show up in our 
relationship in ways I might not recognize?  
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50 
 

Do you differentiate between the feelings of fear 
versus anxiety? How do they each show up for 
you? 

 
 

51 
 

What do fear and anxiety feel like in your body—
butterflies, tightness, numbness, or something 
else? 

 

 

52 
 

What situations tend to heighten your anxiety, 
and how can I be most supportive of you in those 
moments?  
 

 

53 
 

What's a fear you've never told me because it feels 
too vulnerable or even too silly to admit? When 
did it first start? 
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54 
 

Think of a specific moment when fear almost 
prevented you from taking an important step in 
life. What helped you move forward despite that 
fear? 
 

55 
 

Do you hold any deep fears that keep you up at 
night or visit you in your nightmares? 

 

        56 
 

What are ways that help you self-soothe when 
you feel anxiety? Are there things I can do that 
may also be helpful? 

  

	 																	BEING	ALONE	AND	

																											FEELING	LONELY	

 
57 

 

Were there times in childhood when you found 
yourself feeling isolated, lonely, or left out? 
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58 

 

When you were a child, how did you cope with 
feeling alone or misunderstood? Do you still use 
any of those same strategies today? 
 

59 
 

Were there times in our relationship when you 
felt alone, even when we were together? What 
would have helped you feel connected? 
 

60 
 

How does loneliness feel different from 
aloneness for you? 

 

         61 
 

When does being alone with yourself replenish 
you, and when does it feel like abandonment? 
 

 

62 
 

How comfortable are you asking me to give you 
space? Do you have any hesitations? 
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63 
 

Think about a time when we were physically 
apart. What helped you feel connected despite 
the distance? 
 

EMOTIONAL	NEEDS	

 

64 
 

What kind of emotional needs do you long for but 
feel awkward asking for directly? How might I 
recognize that need without you having to find 
the words? 
 

65 
 

When you're feeling empty or depleted 
emotionally, what fills your cup most effectively? 
What small, specific action from me makes the 
biggest difference? 
 

66 
 

There are so many ways to say "I need you" 
without saying it. What's a way that you express 
that you're longing for connection? 
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67 

 

What fears arise when you imagine voicing 
vulnerable needs to me? How can I give you 
maximum reassurance? 

 
68 

 

If you need more love, hugs, or reassurance from 
me, does asking for it make it feel less 
meaningful? Why or why not? 

 
69 

 

Were there times when instead of asking me to 
meet your needs, you were secretly hoping I’d 
read your mind? How do those situations tend to 
unfold? 

 
70 

 

Between your physical and emotional needs, 
which are you more uncomfortable asking me to 
meet, and why?  
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BUILDING	TRUST	

 

71 
 

What does trust mean to you in a relationship, 
and how does it feel? 

 
72 

 

What's a trust that was broken in your past that 
still affects how freely you can share your heart 
today? How do you navigate the tension between 
old caution and new possibility? 
 

73 
 

Think about a moment when you chose to trust 
me despite feeling vulnerable. What made that 
risk feel worth taking, and what was the 
outcome? 

 

74 
 

Can you recall a specific instance when I earned 
your trust in a meaningful way? What action or 
response made the difference? 
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75 
 

Are there situations in our relationship that you 
worry will weaken our trust? How can I add 
stability in those moments? 
 

76 
 

What are some things I could do that could make 
you feel more secure and trusting of me? 

  
 

BEING	PRESENT	

 

77 
 

Can you share a time in our relationship when 
you felt me being completely present with you? 
What did that feel like, and how does it impact 
you? 

 

78 
 

When emotions are running high, what helps you 
stay present rather than shutting down mentally 
or emotionally? What grounds you? 
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79 

 

What distracts you from being fully present? Is 
there a kind way in which we can gently bring 
each other back to the present moment?  

 

 80 
 

When I scroll on my phone to zone out at the end 
of the day, does that ever feel like I am being 
distant? How can we find the right balance? 

 
81 

 

How does your body signal when you're fully 
emotionally present versus when you've armored 
up or drifted away? What subtle signs might I 
notice? 

 
82 

 

What aspects of my presence do you find to be 
most soothing when you are feeling charged? Is 
there anything I can do or say that helps ground 
you? 
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83 
 

After a fight, what makes it easier for you to open 
up again and reach for me? What are things I can 
do that would make it even easier? 

 

84 
 

How does work impact you when you are home? 
How can we make sure it does not interfere with 
our connection? 
 

 

COMMUNICATING	EMOTIONS	

 

85 
 

When emotions feel too big or complex for 
words, how else might you express what's 
happening in your heart? What alternative 
languages speak for you when words can't? 

 
86 

 

Can you tell me about any specific emotions that 
leave you feeling paralyzed or shut down, unable 
to engage with me? 
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87 
 

When silence falls between us, how do you 
typically interpret it? When does it make you 
comfortable or uncomfortable? 

 
88 

 

Can you tell me how you feel inside when you see 
me convey emotion with my body language or 
facial expressions? 
 

89 
 

How does physical touch feel to you when big 
emotions are present? Is it aggravating or 
soothing? What kind of touch would you find 
most helpful? 

 

90 
 

How has your relationship with a specific 
emotion (like anger, sadness, or joy) changed 
over the years? Can you describe a situation from 
early in our relationship and how you might 
respond differently to it now? 
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RELEASING	SHAME	

 

91 
 

Is there a particular aspect of yourself that shame 
tells you is unlovable or unacceptable? How 
would it feel to share more of that part with me 
and how can I make you feel most safe and 
accepted? 
 

92 
 

What triggers your deepest feelings of "I’m not 
enough"? How would you like me to respond 
when I sense that cruel voice has gotten loud in 
your head? 
 

  93 
 

What are some things that you have done that 
allow your shame to dissipate? What created that 
moment of relief or acceptance? 

  

94 
 

Think about a time when you felt deeply ashamed 
of something and were surprised by how kind 
and supportive I was in that moment. How did 
that feel for you? 
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EXPERIENCING	JOY	TOGETHER	

 
95 

 

What does joy mean to you? How is it different 
than feeling content? 

 
96 

 

What are some things that bring you immense 
joy? What are some of your simple joys in life? 
  

97 
 

How does joy feel to you emotionally and 
physically? 

 

98 
 

Can you share a time when you witnessed me 
experiencing genuine joy? How did it feel for you 
to see me so happy?  
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99 

 

Can you think of any situations that bring you 
joy, but you hesitate sharing it with me? How 
could we connect more around it? 

 

 

100 
 

What is a truly happy memory of us that you hold 
onto, where it brings you joy whenever you 
return to it? 
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After the Conversation: 
 Safety, Vulnerability & Emotions 

 

As you complete this chapter, take a moment to pause and reflect on 
the conversations you have just shared. Many couples spend years 
talking about schedules, responsibilities, and day-to-day logistics. 
While those discussions are necessary, they rarely touch the deeper 
emotional experiences that shape how partners actually feel inside 
the relationship. 

The questions in this chapter were designed to move beneath the 
surface. Rather than focusing only on what happens between you, 
they invite you to explore what happens within you. You may have 
discussed emotions that are easy to express, such as happiness, 
excitement, or pride. You may also have encountered emotions that 
are more difficult to name, such as fear, insecurity, loneliness, or 
frustration. These conversations matter because emotions are not 
random interruptions in a relationship. They are signals. They tell us 
when something feels meaningful, when something feels threatening, 
and when something important inside us is asking to be heard. 

When couples learn to recognize and share their emotional 
experiences, something important begins to shift. Conversations 
become less about defending positions and more about 
understanding perspectives. Reactions that once seemed confusing 
or exaggerated begin to make more sense when the emotions 
underneath them are finally expressed. 
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For many people, emotional awareness is not something that was 
taught growing up. Some families openly discussed feelings, while 
others avoided them entirely. Some people were encouraged to talk 
about their inner experiences, while others learned to keep emotions 
contained or private. As adults, partners often bring these different 
emotional habits into their relationship without realizing how 
strongly they influence communication. 

This is why emotional awareness is the first step in strengthening a 
relationship. Before partners can respond effectively to one another, 
they must first understand what they themselves are experiencing 
internally. When individuals develop greater awareness of their own 
emotional landscape, they become better equipped to communicate 
clearly, listen with empathy, and respond with care. 

These conversations are not about becoming overly emotional or 
turning every interaction into a therapy session. They are about 
becoming more aware of what is happening beneath the surface so 
that your reactions and responses are guided by understanding 
rather than impulse. 

As you reflect on this chapter, consider what you discovered about 
yourself and about your partner. You may have noticed patterns in 
how each of you processes emotions. You may have recognized 
situations that tend to trigger strong reactions. You may also have 
discovered new empathy for experiences your partner has been 
carrying quietly. 

These insights are the beginning of a deeper process. Emotional 
awareness creates the foundation that makes safety possible. When 
partners feel understood and accepted at the emotional level, 
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conversations become calmer, more productive, and far more 
meaningful. 

Take a moment now to reflect on what you learned together. 

 
 
 

 



 75 

WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED? 

 

As you reflect on the conversations and responses from this chapter, 
discuss the questions below and take a few moments to journal your 
thoughts. 

 

1. What emotions do we each tend to express easily, and which ones 
feel more difficult for us to talk about? 
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________ 

 

2. During these conversations, what did I learn about how my partner 
experiences emotions internally? 

_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________ 

 

3. Were there any emotional experiences or reactions that I previously 
misunderstood about my partner? 

_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________ 
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4. Were there any patterns we noticed about situations that 
trigger strong emotional responses for each of us? 

_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________ 

 

 

5. How can we become more attentive to the emotional signals 
in our bodies that arise before reacting? 

_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________ 

 

 

6. What helps each of us feel emotionally understood and 
validated during difficult conversations? 

_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________ 
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7. What is one emotional experience my partner shared that 
helped me see them in a new or deeper way? 

_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________ 

 

8. What small changes could we make in our conversations to 
create more space for emotional safety and honesty? 

_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________ 

 

9. In what ways do we each hope our relationship will grow 
stronger as we become more aware of each other’s emotional 
experiences? 

_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________ 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

 Improving Communication and 
Conflict Resolution 

 
 

 
  

 

“Conflict is connection. It’s how we bridge our 
differences and find our similarities, our points of 

connection.” 
—Dr. Julie Schwartz-Gottman 
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No matter how deeply two people love each other, unless they are 
both talented at mind-reading, they will desperately need to 
communicate in order to maintain their connection.  

Each person carries a whole world inside of them—thoughts, 
emotions, assumptions, longings. Without a way to share those 
inner experiences with a partner, they will remain invisible. That’s 
why communication is one of the most important foundations of 
a healthy relationship. Without it, misunderstandings multiply, 
needs go unmet, and resentment starts to grow, quickly resulting 
in conflict and distance. 

The truth is, even the most loving and happy couples will fight. 
Research from the Gottman Institute shows that nearly 70% of the 
happiest couples live with their unresolved disputes. So what 
makes them strong? It’s not that they avoid conflict, but they do it 
right. 

Rather than trying to win the fight, thriving couples stay open and 
curious. They understand that the fights don’t come from bad 
intentions, but from missed signals. They long to understand the 
other, and to express themselves with honesty and kindness, even 
when they disagree. They don’t focus on winning the argument. 
They focus on protecting the connection. And when they do mess 
up—and all couples do—they work together toward a repair. 

This chapter invites you to take a closer look at how you and your 
partner communicate. How do you express needs? What happens 
when tension rises? What do you each do when you feel 
misunderstood or hurt? The questions ahead are designed to help 
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you understand not just what you say, but how you say it—and 
how those patterns shape the emotional climate between you. 

Improving communication doesn’t mean never messing up. It 
means staying committed to trying again, to listening better, and 
to making space for each other’s truth. You don’t have to say things 
perfectly—but when you speak with care and curiosity, you create 
a relationship where both people can feel seen, heard, and safe. 
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COMMUNICATION	FOUNDATIONS	

 

101 
 

Can you share any stories or role models from 
childhood that showed you what healthy 
communication looks like? 
 

102 
 

Thinking back to your childhood—what kind of 
communication culture did you grow up with in your 
home? What was it like for you? 
 

103 
 

What memories stand out when you think of your 
parents communicating? How might that influence 
how we talk to each other today? 

 
104 

 

Are there any unhelpful communication patterns that 
we inherited from watching our parents' 
relationships? How can we continue to heal and 
improve upon them?  
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105 

 

When you were a child, did you feel heard and seen? 
What forms of communication would you naturally 
use to gain attention of others? 

 

  106 
 

Did you grow up seeing vulnerability in 
communication, such as validating and apologizing? 
How did that impact how you communicate as an 
adult? 

 
 

107 
 

Is there any style of communication between us that 
triggers uncomfortable feelings from your childhood? 
How can I be most sensitive to those triggers? 

  
 

108 
 

When you were growing up did you observe that 
conflict can be healthy and respectful? What 
memories do you have? How did your experience 
shape your own conflict style? 
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OUR	COMMUNICATION		

 
109 

 

When have you felt most connected to me during a 
conversation? What elements made that exchange 
feel particularly meaningful? 
 

110 
 

What small shifts in how I listen would help you feel 
more deeply understood? Can you share a recent 
example when you felt truly heard?  

 

 111 
 

How do you experience the balance between 
speaking and listening in our relationship? Does it 
feel equitable or tilted? 

 

112 
 

Does one of us tend to interrupt more? How does 
that impact us and how can we safely improve that 
dynamic? 
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113 
 

If you had to grade how well we do with staying in 
touch with each other when we are apart, how 
would our report card look? What areas do we want 
to work on together? 

 

114 
 

Imagine we could establish one new 
communication ritual—maybe a daily check-in or 
weekly reflection—what would you choose and 
why? 

  

115 
 

When do you find it hardest to express to me what 
you're really thinking or feeling? What creates that 
hesitation and how can I give you more 
reassurance that might make it easier? 

 

116 
 

Can you share a time when you felt you explained 
yourself repeatedly, but I still did not seem to 
understand you. What could I have done 
differently? 
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117 
 

If we were to watch a video replay of when we got 
locked in a miscommunication or argument, what 
patterns might you notice? Can you share a recent 
example? 
 

118 
 

How do you experience the rhythm of our 
conversations—the pacing, the back-and-forth? 
When does it feel enjoyable for us to chat, and 
when is it stressful?  
 

COMMUNICATING	IN	SILENCE	

 

119 
 

When we sit in awkward silence together do you 
find it to be peaceful or uncomfortable? Do you feel 
pressure to fill those moments of silence?  
 

120 
 

Think about the last time I did something that 
silently communicated care to you without words. 
What was it, and why did it register so deeply? 
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121 
 

When I seem distant or preoccupied, what 
assumptions do you find yourself making about the 
cause? How would you feel about checking in with 
me about those assumptions? 
  

122 
 

What gestures or expressions from me 
communicate care most clearly to you, even 
without words? How does it make you feel? 

 
123 

 

How do your sleep, stress, mood, or energy levels 
affect your ability to accurately read my intentions 
or hear my perspective? 

 
124 

 

What unspoken signals or body language do you 
notice yourself sending when you feel 
uncomfortable in a conversation, and what should 
I specifically look out for?  
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125 
 

Under what circumstances is touch more effective 
than words in reaching your heart? 

	

										CREATING	SAFETY	IN	COMMUNICATION	

 

126 
 

What makes a conversation feel emotionally safe 
for you? How do you know when it's okay to be 
vulnerable? 
 
 

127 
 

In what situations do you find yourself analyzing 
my tone of voice or choice of words? What typically 
triggers you to look at me under a microscope? 
 

 
128 

 

When you're hesitant to bring up a difficult topic, 
what reassurance from me would help you feel 
more comfortable? 
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129 
 

How do you prefer I approach you when I have a 
sensitive concern—directly or with a gentle lead-
in? Can you help me understand what feels best for 
you? 

 
130 

 

Is there a time or place that is more conducive to 
bringing up a delicate conversation? What are 
some times or places that I should definitely avoid? 

 

 

131 
 

How does it feel for you when your walls go up and 
you get defensive? Is that reaction tied to earlier 
life experiences? 

 
132 

 

What types of phrases or questions tend to make 
you feel defensive, even if it’s not my intention? 
How can I better support your walls staying down? 
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133 
 

After a disconnected moment, what helps you feel 
safe enough to reach out and try again? Do you 
need time, a hug, to talk it out, or something else? 

 

134 
 

When have you felt most validated by my response 
to something difficult you shared? What 
specifically helped?  

 
135 

 

If we could create a safe, private, or funny 
codeword for something heavy that we frequently 
discuss, what topic and codeword should we try? 
How might it help us better engage in this 
conversation? 

 
136 

 

Think about an early conversation in our 
relationship that established trust between us. 
What do you remember about that conversation, 
and what were the ingredients of that exchange 
that we can try to recreate?  
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137 
 

Do you ever notice your body tensing up during a 
conflict— such as going into fight-or-flight mode? 
How can we create more safety in those moments? 

 
 

NAVIGATING	DIFFICULT	
CONVERSATIONS	

 

138 
 

During a disagreement, what helps you shift from 
wanting to win to genuinely trying to understand 
my perspective?  
 

139 
 

When emotions run high, what's your first 
instinct—to move closer, pull away, or something 
else? How can I best respond? 

 

140 
 

 If we're stuck in a communication loop, what 
unexpected approach might break us out of the 
pattern—humor, a change of scenery, or something 
else? 
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141 

 

Picture the last time you felt completely 
misunderstood—what could have helped us 
connect in that moment? 

 
 142 
 

When a conversation becomes heated, what things 
can we do to ‘pump the brakes’ and slow things 
down from going off course? 

 
143 

 

How do you prefer to approach topics we've 
previously argued about? What helps make the 
second attempt more successful? 

  

144 
 

Can you remember the worst argument we've ever 
had? What do you remember about it, and what 
have we learned from that experience? 
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145 
 

What topic seems to be a lightning rod for us – 
always leading to a fight? Could we try to focus 
more on common ground, rather than where we 
disagree? 

 
146 

 

Think about our most recurring argument or 
miscommunication. What underlying need or fear 
of yours do you think fuels this pattern? 

 
 
				REPAIR	AND	RECONNECTION	

 
147 

 

After an argument ends— is it really over for you? 
What do you need to move beyond the fight?  

  
148 

 

What makes an apology feel genuine and 
meaningful to you, beyond just saying "I'm sorry"? 
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149 
 

If you were to rewind the video replay to the 
moments just before a miscommunication, what 
factors can you notice that may have contributed to 
this disconnect? 
 

 

150 
 

How do you signal that you're ready to reconnect 
after tension? What signals from me do you look 
for that suggest I am ready to make up? 

 

 

151 
 

Think about our most impressive bounce-back 
from a major fight. What specifically made that 
repair successful? 
 

 

152 
 

When you need space after a disagreement, how 
can I respect that need while still showing I care? 
Are you comfortable asking for that space? 
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153 
 

What small gestures help rebuild connection 
between us when words alone aren't enough? What 
reminds you that I care? 

 

154 
 

How important is physically reconnecting—through 
touch, proximity, or eye contact—after an emotional 
disconnect, and why? 

 
155 

 

When we both feel hurt, what helps you remember 
we're on the same team rather than opponents? 
How can we jointly implement steps to reunite? 

		
DIGITAL	COMMUNICATION	

 

156 
 

Are there certain topics or times when you actually 
feel more comfortable communicating by text? 
Why might it feel better? 
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   157 
 

How do you feel our digital communication (texts, 
emails, social media) affects us in-person 
connection? What patterns have you noticed? 
 

 

158 
 

When there's a delay in my response to a message, 
what story does your mind start creating? How 
accurate are these stories usually? Can you think of 
an example?  

 
159 

 

What unwritten rules or expectations do you have 
about our phone use when we're together? How 
has this unfolded between us? 

 
160 

 

How do emoji’s, GIFs, or other visual elements in 
our digital communication enhance or complicate 
understanding? Would you prefer more or less of 
these in our digital communication? 
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161 

 

What types of conversations do you believe deserve 
the dignity of face-to-face interaction rather than 
digital exchanges, and why?  

 

  162 
 

In what ways do you express affection or 
connection differently in digital versus face-to-face 
communication? Does one allow you to take more 
risks?  
 

 

163 
 

How does the permanence of written 
communication (being able to save and reread 
messages) affect what or how you share? Has this 
helped or hurt us in the past?  
 

 

164 
 

If we were to analyze our text messages to look for 
patterns in our communication, what might we 
discover? What steps can we take to improve those 
patterns? 
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165 
 

Suppose we were still living in an age before cell 
phones; what would be different about our 
communication? How would our relationship feel 
different on a day-to-day basis? 

   
UNDERSTANDING	EACH	

OTHER'S	STYLES	

 

166 
 

How would you describe your communication style 
when you are stressed compared to when you're 
relaxed? What differences have you noticed? 

 

 

167 
 

If I am turning to you to be there for me while I 
share something stressful, does my negativity push 
you away? Is there something I can say or do to 
help you stay more connected?  

 

 

168 
 

What aspect of my communication style do you 
find most challenging to navigate? How do you 
typically respond? What would make it easier for 
you? 
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169 
 

How does your communication style differ with me 
compared to others in your life? What does this 
reveal about our particular dynamic? 

 

170 
 

Are there differences between us in the pace, 
volume, or intensity of our communication? How 
might those differences impact us? 

 

171 
 

What’s it like for you to try to stay present when 
listening to me speak? Does your mind tend to 
wander or begin to form a response? How can we 
help each other stay more present? 
 

 
		COMMUNICATION		
AS	CONNECTION	

 

172 
 

What conversations consistently leave you feeling 
more connected to me afterward? What elements 
make it special?  
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173 
 

How do you feel when we engage in deep 
intellectual, philosophical, or highly academic 
conversations? 

 
174 

 

What conversation topic reliably invigorates you, 
even when you're tired? How might we 
incorporate more of these exchanges into our 
regular communication? 

 
175 

 

Can you recall our most recent belly laugh 
together? What sparked it, and what kind of 
playful communication between us reliably 
creates that shared feeling? 
 

 

176 
 

When do our conversations leave you feeling most 
creative or inspired? What elements create this 
experience? 
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177 
 

What question do you wish I would ask you more 
often? Why is this particular inquiry meaningful to 
you? 

 
178 

What is your preferred way for me to communicate 
my love and appreciation? How does it feel when I 
do it? 
 

 

EXPRESSING	NEEDS	AND	DESIRES	

 

179 
 

How do you feel when you ask me for help? What 
could I do to make that feel easier? 

 
180 

 

When I miss subtle hints about your needs or 
desires, how does it leave you feeling? How do you 
tend to react? 
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181 

 

Suppose you were hoping for a certain gift that 
you’ve hinted at— but I completely missed the hint. 
How would you feel? Under what circumstances 
would you be comfortable asking me directly? 

 
182 

 

How comfortable do you feel asking me for 
something that you know might inconvenience 
me? How can we better bridge this gap? 

 

 

183 
 

Do you have a different way to communicate a need 
that feels very important versus one that is simple? 
How should I learn to distinguish between these? 
 

 

184 
 

If you find the courage to express a need to me, but 
it later changes, how likely are you to share the 
update versus keeping it bottled up, and why? 
   



 103 

185 
 

How do past experiences of having your needs 
dismissed or minimized affect how you express 
them with me now? Is there a specific story behind 
this for you? 
 

186 
 

What need feels most vulnerable to express to me? 
What's your fear about sharing it directly? 
 

187 
 

How does it feel when your needs are in direct 
competition with mine?  Can you think of a time 
when this happened?  How could we have handled 
it   better? 
 

GROWING	AND	
EVOLVING	TOGETHER	

 

188 
 

How has our communication evolved since the 
beginning of our relationship? What changes have 
you appreciated most?  
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189 

 

What communication habits from your past are 
you currently working on changing? How might I 
help nurture this growth? 

  
 

190 
 

When you observe other couples communicating, 
what patterns do you notice that you'd like to 
incorporate or avoid? Are there things we do well 
compared to others that you are proud of? 

 
191 

 

Can you remember a communication  
breakthrough in our relationship that significantly 
improved our sense of connection? 

 
 

192 

 

How has giving or receiving feedback evolved 
throughout our relationship? What has made this 
easier or more difficult? 
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193 
 

How has the way we argue changed over time? 
What past conflict patterns have we successfully 
broken, and which ones still need work? 
 

194 
 

Think about a conversation that fundamentally 
changed our relationship for the better. When and 
where did that conversation take place? What 
made that exchange so transformative? 

 

OUR	COMMUNICATION	JOURNEY	

 

195 
 

What's the most significant communication 
barrier we've overcome together? How did we 
manage to break through it? 

 

196 

 

Can you share an old wound left behind from one 
of our old fights that could still use some care and 
attention? How can I help it heal?  
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197 

 

What conversation are we still avoiding having 
that, if we found the courage to engage in it, might 
transform our relationship? What would life look 
like if we resolved it? 

 
198 

 

What's one conversation we had years ago that you 
still think about? Why has this particular exchange 
stayed with you? 

  

199 
 

What challenges have we faced that enabled you to 
develop new communication skills? How have 
those skills helped you in other areas? 

 
200 

 

If we could take a quantum leap forward in our 
communication, what would that change look like? 
What's the next frontier for us? 
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AFTER THE CONVERSATION: 
Improving Communication and  

Conflict Resolution 
  

The conversations in this chapter invited you to explore one of the 
most important elements of a healthy relationship: the way you 
communicate when things become difficult. 

Most couples do not struggle because they have different opinions. 
Differences in perspective are inevitable in any relationship between 
two independent individuals. The real challenge emerges in how 
those differences are handled when emotions rise and tension enters 
the conversation. 

When communication breaks down, it is rarely because one partner 
is intentionally trying to hurt the other. More often, both individuals 
are responding to internal signals of stress or threat. One partner 
may raise their voice or push harder because they fear not being 
heard. The other may withdraw or become quiet because they fear 
making things worse. 

When these reactions collide, conflict escalates quickly. Each partner 
becomes more focused on protecting themselves than on 
understanding the other. 

This chapter encouraged you to slow down and examine the 
dynamics that unfold during conflict. By reflecting on your 
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communication habits, you begin to recognize patterns that may have 
developed over time. Some of these patterns may have served a 
protective purpose in the past, but they may now interfere with the 
connection you want to maintain in the present. 

Healthy communication does not require perfection. It requires 
awareness, patience, and the willingness to remain curious about 
each other even during moments of disagreement. 

When couples learn to approach conflict with curiosity instead of 
defensiveness, something powerful happens. The conversation shifts 
from a struggle for control into an opportunity for understanding. 
Instead of trying to prove a point, partners begin trying to understand 
the experience that led to the other person’s perspective. 

This shift takes practice. It requires slowing down reactions that may 
have developed over years of habit. It also requires learning to listen 
in ways that communicate respect and openness. 

Many couples are surprised to discover that conflict can actually 
strengthen a relationship when it is handled constructively. Difficult 
conversations often reveal important values, fears, and hopes that 
might otherwise remain hidden. When partners learn how to 
navigate these moments with patience and care, they build trust in 
their ability to work through challenges together. 

The goal of this chapter was not to eliminate conflict from your 
relationship. The goal was to help you recognize the patterns that 
influence your conversations so that disagreements become less 
threatening and more productive. 
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Take a moment now to reflect on what you discovered about the way 
you communicate during moments of tension. 
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WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED? 

 
As you reflect on the conversations and responses from this 
chapter, discuss the questions below and take a few moments 
to journal your thoughts. 

 

1. During these conversations, what communication 
patterns did we notice about ourselves when conflict 
begins? 

______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 

 

2. How do each of us typically respond when we feel 
criticized, misunderstood, or overwhelmed? 

______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 

 

3. Were there moments when we recognized how our 
reactions might unintentionally escalate conflict? 

______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 
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4. What helps each of us remain calm and present during 
difficult conversations? 

______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 

 

5. How can we remind ourselves in the future that conflict 
is not a threat to the relationship but an opportunity to 
understand each other more deeply? 
 

______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 

 

6. What communication habits would we like to improve 
moving forward? 
 

______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 

 

7. When have we successfully navigated a disagreement in 
the past, and what helped that conversation go well? 

 

______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 
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8. How can we support each other when one of us begins to 
feel overwhelmed during a conversation? 

______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 

 

 

9. What commitments can we make to ensure that even 
during conflict, we continue to treat each other with 
respect and care? 
 
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 
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CHAPTER  6 
 

 Supporting Your Partner's 
Dreams 

 
 

 
 
 

 

“A dream you dream alone is only a dream. 

 A dream you dream together is reality.” 

— John Lennon  
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Once upon a time, before you were ever a couple, you were 
individuals first. Remember those aspirations you had before 
your relationship—the business you wanted to start, the 
creative pursuit that lit you up, the career path you felt drawn 
toward, the degree you wished to pursue, or the skill you were 
determined to master? 

Some people incorrectly assume that by merging two separate 
people to form a couple, the individual somehow gets absorbed 
or even dissolved into this new entity. Research shows that the 
happiest couples don’t focus only on the whole of their 
relationship but on supporting each other as fulfilled 
individuals. Having shared dreams as a couple is certainly 
important, but it is equally important to support one another’s 
individual hopes and dreams.   

In fact, many busy couples find that as daily responsibilities 
grow, individual dreams quietly flicker, and the flame 
eventually dies out. Over time, one person may notice a void 
inside, where they no longer feel like their authentic and 
fulfilled self. Ultimately, the void takes a toll on the relationship 
and starts to foster quiet resentment and brewing conflict. 
Beneath the surface of these fights, dreams are slowly 
disappearing, and all they want is to be seen and honored.  

For example, consider a scenario where one person feels 
strongly about spending money on an extravagant purchase, 
while the other wishes to save those funds for retirement. While 
at the surface, the conflict may be about money, the deeper 
aspects of this fight are rooted in each person’s own dream. One 
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may hold the dream of feeling a sense of accomplishment 
through their hard work by indulging in an expensive purchase, 
while the other may feel a deeper dream of having long-term 
safety and security by saving up money for retirement. Each 
one holds an existential dream, reflecting core ideals they value 
and feelings they yearn to experience.  

The solution here is not to argue over the purchase but to put it 
aside in order to explore, learn, understand, and validate the 
other’s deeper needs and dreams. It does not mean they must 
agree, but through dialogue, they can certainly show 
understanding and caring for what is fundamental to their 
partner. 

The questions in this chapter invite honest conversation about 
personal dreams. They aim to help develop a deeper 
understanding and appreciation for the latent sparks that may 
still be glowing beneath the surface of each individual. Through 
discussion and exploration, you can each become your 
partner's most dedicated supporter, strengthening both the 
individual and the couple. 
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REDISCOVERING	YOUR		
INNER	CHILD	

 

201 
 

Can you recall what it felt like as a child to dream 
freely? What do you recall about that feeling? 

 

202 
 

As a child, what did you want to be when you grew 
up? What was it about that dream that excited you? 

 

203 
 

When you were little, what activities made you lose 
all sense of time—where hours felt like minutes? 
When do you still feel glimpses of that pure 
absorption today? 
 

204 
 

What subject in school made you excited to learn 
more (science experiments, art class, history 
stories, math puzzles)? Do you still feel curious 
about that area? 
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205 

 

What questions fascinated you as a child that 
adults couldn't or wouldn't answer? Which 
mysteries still call to you? 

 

 206 
 

What childhood collection or obsession revealed 
early hints about your deepest passions? How has 
that intensity of interest evolved or hidden itself? 

 
207 

 

If I could meet you as a seven-year-old, what would 
that child want to show me first? What would they 
be most proud of or excited about? 

  

208 
 

When you played as a child, what themes showed 
up again and again? Was there a part of your future 
adult life that you were unknowingly preparing 
for? 
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209 

 

What made you feel powerful and capable as a 
child—before you learned to doubt yourself? 
Where does that same feeling live in you now? 

 
210 

 

If your inner child could design our life together, 
what elements would be non-negotiable? What 
wonder would they insist we preserve? 

 

211 
 

When you were young, who saw potential in you 
that others missed? What would it mean for me to 
see you with those same believing eyes? 

  

212 
 

What childhood dream still whispers to you in 
quiet moments? How has our relationship made 
that dream feel closer or further away? 
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	BURSTING	THE	BUBBLE	

 

213 
 

Can you share your earliest memory of watching a 
dream of yours go unfulfilled? How did it feel then, 
and how does it feel now to discuss it? 

 

214 
 

Did you ever hold any “outrageous” dreams that 
you thought were possible before the world took 
the wind out of your sails? What would it be like 
today to still make that dream a reality? 

 

215 
 

What specific adult in your childhood either 
nurtured or crushed a particular dream? How does 
their voice still echo when you consider new 
possibilities? 

 

216 
 

What childhood dream got repackaged as 
"unrealistic" that might have simply been ahead of 
its time? How would you feel giving that dream 
another try today? 
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217 
 

Before anyone taught you to be self-conscious, did 
you naturally express joy and creativity? What 
would it mean to reclaim that uninhibited 
expression? 

 

218 
 

Was there a friend or social moment that caused 
you to hide or extinguish a passionate part of 
yourself? How would your life look differently if 
that never happened? 
 
 

PRACTICAL	DREAM	BUILDING	

 

219 
 

What's a skill you've always wanted to learn 
(language, instrument, cooking technique, sport) 
but keep putting off? What would it take to start 
this month? 
 

220 
 

Is there a personal journey or adventure you've 
always wanted to try? What draws you to that 
specific destination? 
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221 
 

What physical challenges have you considered 
trying (rock climbing, marathon, yoga teacher 
training, martial arts)? What appeals to you about 
pushing your body in that way? 

 
222 

 

Is there a business idea or side hustle (food truck, 
online shop, tutoring, freelancing) that you've 
thought about? What would you need to test it out? 

  

223 
 

What creative hobby (writing, painting, 
photography, woodworking, etc.) have you thought 
about trying? What would you need to take the first 
step? 

 
224 

 

Can you think about something you dream of 
creating with your hands (garden, furniture, 
jewelry, pottery)? Where could you start small? 
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225 
 

What resources—time, money, space, tech, tools, 
etc.—would make the biggest immediate difference 
in chasing a dream? How can we creatively acquire 
or allocate them? 

  
226 

 

What time of day or week could become sacred for 
you to focus on pursuing your dream? How can I 
support making that happen?  

 
227 

 

What accountability structure helps you thrive—
gentle check-ins, firm deadlines, or something 
else? What role should I play, if at all? 

 
228 

 

What environment or conditions help you enter 
flow state? How can we create more opportunities 
for that? 
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229 
 

Are there other places in our lives that we can 
reallocate time, money, and energy in support of 
your dream becoming a reality? Where would they 
come from, and how could we best compensate for 
that shift? 

 230 
 

What small environmental changes in our home 
could better support your pursuits? What would 
make our space more dream-friendly? 

  

DREAMS	IN	OUR	STORY		
TOGETHER	

 
231 

 

What dream have you put on hold since we've been 
together? What would need to shift for you to feel 
free to pursue it? 

 

232 
 

How have my reactions to your interests—positive 
or negative—shaped which dreams you share with 
me versus keep private? Are there things I can do 
to be more supportive? 
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233 

 

When have you chosen us over a personal dream? 
How do you feel about that choice now, and how 
can I honor that sacrifice? 

 
234 

 

What aspiration have you watched me pursue that 
awakened something dormant in you? What did 
witnessing my journey teach you 

 
235 

 

Looking back at our relationship, when have I been 
your best dream champion? What did I do that 
made the difference? 

  

 

236 
 

In an effort to just be practical, have I ever 
accidentally talked you out of pursuing a dream? 
What feelings do you have about that? 

 



 127 

 
237 

 

Are there any new dreams you’ve started dreaming 
as a result of our relationship? How can I fuel more 
of your dreams? 

 

238 
 

What is it like when you’re in the middle of working 
on a passion project and I interrupt you? Are you 
able to easily put it on hold? What do you need 
from me in those moments? 

 

THE	HEART	OF	YOUR	DREAMS	

 

239 
 

What dream would you move to the top of your 
wish list?  What part of you comes alive when you 
think about pursuing it? 

 

240 
 

If you think about completely letting go of your 
dream, what feelings do you notice? What are 
those emotions trying to tell you? 
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241 
 

What dream did your family or culture expect you 
to pursue versus what your heart actually wanted? 
How has this tension impacted the person you’ve 
become? 

 
 

242 
 

What early life experiences planted the seeds for 
your current deepest aspirations? How can I help 
honor those experiences? 

 
PLAYFUL	EXPLORATIONS	

 

243 
 

What's the most impractical dream on your list? 
How do you feel when you think about tackling it?  

 

244 
 

If you could apprentice with any master of their 
craft—living or dead—who would it be? What 
would you hope to gain from them? 
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245 
 

How does the fear of failing impact you? What 
would you attempt if failure were genuinely 
impossible? 

 

246 
 

What hobby did you love as a kid (model trains, 
dance, gardening, building things) that you might 
enjoy rediscovering? How could we make space for 
that? 

 
 

247 
 

If your dreams came with theme songs, what would 
play during different pursuits? What song captures 
your "going for it" energy? 

  248 
 

What childhood game or activity would be amazing 
to recreate with adult resources? How might we 
make that happen? 
 

249 
 

If we could design a "dream date,” what would it 
include? How would you feel about me working to 
make it a reality? 



 130 

 

THE	COURAGE	TO	BEGIN	

 

250 
 

What dream have you almost started countless 
times? What happens in that moment of pulling 
back, and how can I help you push through? 

 

251 
 

What would you need to believe about yourself to 
take the first step? What would you need to believe 
about us? 

 
252 

 

If you knew you could live another 150 years, what 
would you start tomorrow? What would that 
freedom feel like? 
 

        253 
 

When fear whispers all the reasons not to begin, 
what truth could I remind you of? What 
encouragement can I provide to pierce through the 
doubt? 
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254 
 

What past evidence of your capability could we 
recall when this dream feels too big? When have 
you surprised yourself before? 

 
255 

 

What belief do you hold about yourself or others 
that leads to hesitation in pursuing your dream?  Is 
there a worst-case scenario that you imagine, and 
how might we handle it together? 

  

SUPPORTING	WITHOUT		
SMOTHERING	

 

256 
 

When I get excited about your dreams, how can I 
channel that energy without accidentally making 
them about me? Has this ever happened in the 
past? 
 

257 
 

Are there times you’ve felt that I stood in the way 
of you pursuing something important to you? How 
did that make you feel? 
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258 
 

What's the difference between helpful involvement 
and overstepping? Can you give me specific 
examples so I can honor your boundaries? 

  

 
259 

 

When you share a new interest, are you seeking 
practical help, emotional support, or just sharing 
your excitement? What would you like me to keep 
in mind? 
 

 

260 
 

What responses from me energize your pursuits 
versus deflate them? What well-intentioned support 
actually doesn't help? 

 
261 

 

How should I handle my own fears about your 
dreams—share them, keep them to myself, process 
them elsewhere, or something in between? What 
serves us best? 
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262 

 

What practical obstacles could I help remove without 
taking over? Are there ways that my support will start 
to feel like I am interfering? 
 

263 
 

When have you felt I truly understood both what you 
needed from me and why it was important to you? 
How can I create more of those moments? 

  
DREAMS	THAT	CHALLENGE	US	

264 
 

Do you have any lofty aspirations that you worry will 
intimidate or overwhelm me?  How can we safely 
talk about both of our feelings so we can advance 
your dreams, without ignoring my emotions? 

 

265 
 

If pursuing your dream required significant time 
away from us, how might it impact our 
relationship? How can we take steps to keep us 
strong? 
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266 
 

How might the person you become through this 
pursuit actually enhance our relationship? What 
new dimensions might emerge? 

 
 

267 
 

What responsibilities or pressures make it feel 
impossible to pursue your dream?  What creative 
solutions might help? 

 
268 

 

How do we navigate moments when pursuing your 
dreams creates emotional distance? What 
agreements would help us both feel secure? 

 
 
 

269 
 

How do you feel about failed dreams serving as 
stepping-stones toward bigger things in the future? 
Do you have any personal examples? 
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HIDDEN	DREAMS	&	
SECRET	WISHES	

 

270 
 

What dream feels too vulnerable to voice because 
it might reveal a significant insecurity or deep void 
in your life? How would you feel to try and discuss 
it from a place of acceptance? 

 
271 

 

What dream would you pursue if you didn't have to 
monetize it or turn it into an achievement? What if 
joy and fulfillment were the only goals? 

 

272 
 

What calling keeps resurfacing despite your 
attempts to be "practical"? What is it trying to tell 
you? 

 

 

273 
 

What dream would you pursue if you knew it would 
inspire our future children or others who look up 
to you? 
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274 
 

What aspiration have you never spoken aloud 
because saying it would make it real? Is there a cost 
to keeping it silent? 

 

						SUPPORT	&	RECOGNITION	

 

275 
 

As I champion your progress, what kind of 
acknowledgment can I offer that feels 
meaningful—public praise, private notes, tangible 
rewards, quiet/space? What makes you feel most 
seen and motivated? 

 
276 

 

How do you prefer to mark your own milestones 
along the way? What would it look like for me to 
support you in celebrating a milestone 
individually? 

 

277 
 

What accomplishment are you quietly proud of 
that I might not fully grasp? Can you help me 
understand its significance? 
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278 
 

How do you feel about me celebrating your courage 
along the journey, not just the end result? What 
words or gestures honor the process? 

 
 

279 
 

Can you remember a time when someone's belief 
in you unlocked something you didn't know was 
there? How can I offer that gift? 

 

280 
 

If you find yourself struggling and unmotivated, 
what specific response would feel best from me?  
What should I definitely avoid saying or doing? 

	
DREAMS	&	IDENTITY	

 

281 
 

How have your cultural background and family 
stories shaped your aspirations? Which patterns 
serve you, and which need updating? 
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282 
 

What dreams reflect your core values most clearly? 
How do these pursuits express what matters most 
to you? 
 

283 
 

Are there times you’ve pursued a dream because 
someone else was pushing you toward it? How did 
that feel?  
 

 

284 
 

What unique experience do you carry that enables 
you to pursue dreams in a way that no one else 
could? What makes your approach special? 

 

285 
 

How has pursuing meaningful goals shaped not 
just your achievements but your character? What 
growth makes you proud? 

 

286 
 

If there were no obstacles holding you back, what 
dream allows you to give your greatest gift to the 
world? What contribution is uniquely yours to 
make? 
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287 
 

If your smaller dreams were like breadcrumbs 
leading to something much bigger, what larger 
purpose or calling might they be guiding you 
toward?  

 
FUTURE	HORIZONS	TOGETHER	

 

288 
 

If you were to look back from our final years, what 
unexplored dreams would you regret not 
pursuing? What courage does that perspective 
offer? 

 
 

289 
 

What dream deserves another chance with the 
wisdom you have now? What's different this time? 

 
290 

 

Is it important to you that we model dream-
chasing for our children or others who observe our 
relationship? What example do we want to set and 
why? 
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291 
 

What shared dream could unite our individual 
aspirations? Where do our separate paths create a 
beautiful intersection?  

 

292 
 

Are there lessons you have learned from being 
together with me that have created new abilities 
that can help you pursue your dreams? 

 

THE	DANCE	OF	TWO	DREAMERS	

 

293 
 

Do you ever feel lonely or ignored when I am in 
pursuit of my own dreams? Do you feel 
comfortable telling me at the time? Why or why 
not? 

 

294 
 

How do we balance championing each other's 
dreams without keeping score? What makes 
support feel mutual rather than transactional? 
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295 

 

When one of us is soaring and the other struggling, 
how do we celebrate and comfort simultaneously? 
What keeps us connected? 

 

 

296 
 

How has witnessing my journey with my dreams 
changed your relationship with your own? What 
have we taught each other? 
 

 

 

297 
 

What is a dream that I have which you are excited 
to support? Why? What does supporting it mean to 
you? 

 
 
 
 

298 
 

When we're old and gray, what dreams do you hope 
will have shaped our story? What legacy are we 
creating? 
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299 

 

What rituals can we create together to ensure that 
we preserve our excitement for each other’s 
dreams? 

 

 

300 
 

What role does love play in supporting each other’s 
dreams? How might my love for you fuel your 
dreams? 
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AFTER THE CONVERSATION 

Supporting Your Partner's Dreams 

 
As you finish this chapter, take a moment to reflect on a powerful 
idea that often gets overlooked in relationships: connection is not 
only built through avoiding fights or solving problems. It is built 
through supporting each other’s growth, dreams, and aspirations. 

Many couples spend significant energy managing responsibilities 
together. They coordinate schedules, handle finances, raise 
children, and maintain a household. While these responsibilities 
are important, they can gradually crowd out the deeper 
conversations that nurture a sense of shared purpose. 

Thriving relationships are not sustained only by managing life 
effectively. They are strengthened when partners actively 
encourage one another’s development and celebrate the goals that 
give life meaning. 

The questions in this chapter were designed to explore that 
dimension of your relationship. They invited you to talk about 
hopes that may not always be expressed in daily conversation. You 
may have shared dreams that feel exciting, ambitions that feel 
uncertain, or aspirations that still feel unfinished. 

These conversations are important because they remind partners 
that the relationship is not only about solving problems. It is also 
about building something meaningful together. 

When individuals feel supported in their personal growth, they 
often feel more energized, more fulfilled, and more connected to 
the relationship itself. Encouragement from a partner can create 
a sense of confidence and motivation that is difficult to generate 
alone. 
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At the same time, understanding each other’s dreams can deepen 
empathy. When partners understand the deeper motivations 
behind each other’s goals, they become better able to support 
those efforts with patience and encouragement. 

Relationships flourish when both individuals feel that their 
partner is not only beside them, but also behind them, cheering 
for their success and growth. 

As you reflect on this chapter, consider what you discovered about 
your partner’s hopes for the future. You may have learned 
something new about what inspires them, what excites them, or 
what they still hope to accomplish. 

These conversations can create a renewed sense of partnership. 
When two people actively support each other’s dreams, the 
relationship becomes more than a place of comfort. It becomes a 
place of encouragement, collaboration, and shared purpose. 

Take a moment now to reflect on what these conversations 
revealed about the future you are building together. 
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WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED? 

 

 
1. What hopes, dreams, or aspirations did we discover 

about each other during these conversations? 

____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________ 

 

2. Were there goals or interests my partner shared that 
I had not fully understood before? 
 
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________ 

 

3. How can we better support each other’s ambitions 
while still maintaining balance in our relationship? 

____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________ 
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4. What fears or uncertainties might each of us carry 
when thinking about pursuing our goals? 
 
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________ 

 

5. How can we create a relationship where both of us feel 
encouraged to grow and develop? 

____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________ 

 

6. In what ways can we celebrate each other’s progress 
and achievements along the way? 

____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________ 

 

7. What shared goals or visions for the future emerged 
during our discussion? 

____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________ 
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8. What emotions do we each feel when we think about 
being supported by our partner? 
 
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________ 
 
 
 

9. What steps can we take together to move closer 
toward the future we want to build? 

____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________
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Congratulations on Completing Volume 2 

BONUS QUESTIONS: 

 

1 

 
 

Are there any skills or tools that you will take away 
from having these conversations? 

2 

 
What is something you have learned about me from 
this book that helps you better understand who I 
am?  

3 

 
How might the conversations we’ve had from this 
book change how we interact with each other? 

 

4 

 
What are other areas of our relationship that you 
would like to explore together in the future and why? 
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extension of his commitment to bringing more love, 
compassion, connection, and kindness into the world. 

To contact Dr. Sytner, schedule a session or speaking 
engagement, please visit: www.asytner.com  
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COUPLES CONVERSATIONS™ SERIES  

 

Continue building every area of your 
relationship with these companion 
volumes: 

 

VOLUME I. Strengthen Your Foundation: 300 
Conversations to Build Love & Connection   

 

VOLUME II. Enhance Your Communication: 300 
Conversations to Manage Emotions, Improve 
Communication & Resolve Conflict 

 

VOLUME III. Reignite the Spark: 300 Conversations to 
Boost Romance, Fun, Sex & Intimacy 

 

VOLUME IV. Deepen Your Connection: 300 
Conversations on Core Values, Parenting, Finances, Faith & 
More 

 

VOLUME V. Thrive Together: 300 Conversations to 
Navigate Life’s Challenges, Stay Positive & Build Dreams 
Together 

THE MASTER EDITION: 1,500 Questions to 
Strengthen Every Area of Your Relationship. 

QR Code: couples-conversations.com


