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i
Demystifying Relationship Therapy

What happens when two therapists work together in extended sessions with couples in crisis? Demystifying Relationship Therapy: A View from the Therapist’s Chair takes readers inside the therapy room to witness the Duo Coaching framework in action; a pioneering approach that challenges the limitations of traditional 50-minute sessions.

Through eight complete therapeutic journeys, from couples drowning in decades of silence to those navigating the aftermath of betrayal, Dr Neil Wilkie reveals the inner workings of co-therapy: the unspoken communication between therapists, the pivotal moments of breakthrough, and the delicate art of holding space for transformation. Interwoven with these case studies is the Relationship Paradigm framework, offering both theoretical grounding and practical insight into what makes relationships thrive.

This is relationship therapy with the curtain pulled back; essential reading for therapists and counsellors seeking alternatives to conventional models, and for anyone curious about how profound change actually happens between two people.

Dr Neil Wilkie is a relationship therapist, founder of Duo Coaching and creator of the Relationship Paradigm. Awarded his doctorate in the Phenomenology of Relationships, he is a Visiting Fellow at Middlesex University. His previous work includes Reinventing Relationship Therapy through the Duo Coaching Framework.




ii‘This groundbreaking book offers a new way to look at the complexity of human relationships and provides a roadmap towards clarity, potential and ultimately transformation for couples facing the challenges of modern living. Having wrestled with couples therapy over the years, this work is quite simply a breath of fresh air.’

Dr Keith Jones, Psychotherapist and Organisational Development Consultant



‘This book challenges conventional thinking and provides a powerful alternative that is proven to make a sustainable difference in couples’ relationships — a must-have resource for anyone working in this field.’

Nikki Owen, Author and Transformationalist



‘Relationship therapy has been slow to evolve to meet the challenges of contemporary times. This work is notably generous in spirit, inviting practitioners across diverse modalities to expand their practice through collaboration, and it draws a clear link between the interventions it offers and the wider benefits of reparative relationships for social cohesion, health and wellbeing.’

Professor Kate Maguire, Social Anthropologist, Trauma Psychotherapist, Head of Transdisciplinary Research Programmes, Middlesex University
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About the Author

Some therapists study relationships from a distance. Dr Neil Wilkie has lived them – in all their messy, beautiful, heartbreaking, and transcendent complexity. Now seventy, Neil brings to his work as a relationship therapist the kind of wisdom that only comes from walking through fire: marriage, divorce, remarriage, widowhood, and the courage to keep opening his heart despite knowing intimately what love costs.

But Neil’s journey to the therapy room took an unexpected path. He started work life as a chartered accountant, moved into running large businesses, and spent years as a strategy consultant – achieving success by conventional measures while sensing something essential was missing. In his late forties, he made a radical choice: to leave the boardroom behind and discover what would truly give him fulfilment. That search led him to helping others navigate their relationship journeys, marking the beginning of both his professional calling and his own deeper learning about love’s expression. What had been a successful career became preparation for something more meaningful – using his understanding of systems, strategy, and human dynamics to help couples transform their most intimate connections.

This personal and professional journey led Neil to create Duo Coaching, an innovative approach that pairs two therapists in extended sessions, drawing from multiple therapeutic modalities to help couples achieve breakthroughs that traditional therapy often cannot reach. His Relationship Paradigm framework, born from both rigorous training and lived experience, offers couples a practical roadmap toward the kind of connection that sustains.

Neil holds a doctorate in the Phenomenology of Relationships and serves as Visiting Fellow at Middlesex University, bringing academic rigour to work that remains profoundly human.

Perhaps his most important credential, though, is his willingness to remain a student of relationships even after fifteen years of professional practice. Some of his most profound insights have arrived in unexpected places – standing on a beach in South Georgia watching penguins navigate partnership with enviable clarity, or adjusting course aboard Moon River, the sailing yacht he shares with his wife Gwen.

ixGwen, a recent doctoral graduate in the Future of Work, shares Neil’s commitment to both professional excellence and personal balance. Ten days each month, they leave behind emails and appointments to sail wherever winds and tides take them – practising what Neil preaches about the necessity of protecting time for connection. Together with their two adopted daughters, they’ve created a family that honours both complexity and joy.

At an age when many contemplate retirement, Neil describes himself as getting his ‘second wind’ in this work. His love of travel, sailing, and ‘unexpected and challenging situations’ reflects a life philosophy that shapes his therapeutic approach: growth happens when we lean into discomfort rather than avoid it. Though he misses his Golden Retrievers of previous chapters of life, he’s learned that every stage offers its own gifts – if we’re willing to receive them.

After witnessing hundreds of couples transform their relationships, Neil remains convinced that connection is humanity’s greatest untapped resource. This book represents his invitation to join what he calls the ‘relationship revolution’ – not through grand gestures, but through the daily choice to show up, speak truth, and nurture the bonds that make life meaningful.


[image: A line drawing shows a man in a suit standing on a cloud while holding a long telescope to his eye.]




x
Acknowledgements

Some books emerge from solitary contemplation. This one was forged in collaboration, refined through countless conversations, and shaped by the generous wisdom of people who believed in work that challenges convention.

Writing a practical guide feels different from writing theory. Theory can hide behind abstraction, but implementation demands specificity – and that specificity was only possible because of the practitioners, colleagues, and partners who’ve walked this path alongside me.

My deepest gratitude goes to Maria, my co-therapist and co-pilot in this work. Every protocol in these pages has been tested in the crucible of real sessions, and Maria’s calmness, insight, and ability to hold space for both couples and for me has been invaluable.

I remain grateful to Cathy, whose early partnership planted seeds that grew into everything that followed. Her vision and collaboration gave Duo Coaching its initial foundation – without which none of this would exist.

The transdisciplinary team at Middlesex University deserves special acknowledgement. They taught me to think beyond single modalities, to honour complexity without drowning in it, and to remain intellectually rigorous while staying grounded in human experience. Their encouragement to look not just at couples but within myself transformed both my practice and my understanding of what relationship work requires.

To the hundreds of couples who’ve trusted us with their most intimate struggles – thank you for your courage. You’ve taught me more about relationships than any textbook ever could. Your willingness to be vulnerable, to risk change, to show up even when hope felt distant – this is what makes the work meaningful. Every technique in this book was refined because you showed me what actually helps and what merely sounds good on paper.

To my fellow relationship therapists who work within traditional frameworks – I honour your commitment even as I challenge some conventions. This book isn’t a rejection of what came before but an invitation to consider what else might be possible. The field grows through respectful dialogue, not dogmatic certainty.

My wife Gwen deserves acknowledgement that goes beyond words. She’s lived with a man who’s simultaneously writing about relationships while figuring out xihis own. Her patience with my absences – both physical when I’m in sessions and mental when I’m lost in writing – has been extraordinary. More than that, she’s shown me what partnership looks like when two people choose each other daily, even when winds aren’t favourable. Our ten days each month sailing together aren’t an escape from life but a return to what matters most. She keeps me honest, calls me on my blind spots, and reminds me that expertise doesn’t exempt anyone from the hard work of showing up.

To my adopted daughters – thank you for teaching me that family takes many forms and that love’s expression isn’t limited by convention. You’ve each shaped my understanding of connection in ways that inform this work.

I acknowledge the relationships that preceded this one – the marriages, widowhood, partnerships, and connections that taught me about love through both joy and heartbreak. Every ending held lessons. Every beginning required courage. The man who writes this book was shaped by all of it.

Finally, to readers holding these pages – whether you’re a therapist seeking deeper understanding of this work or someone navigating your own relationship journey: you’re the reason this book exists. If you’re a practitioner, watching real couples transform through these approaches will deepen your own practice in ways theory alone cannot. If you’re in a relationship yourself, seeing how others have walked through fire and emerged stronger may illuminate your own path. My hope is that these stories don’t remain abstract case studies but become mirrors in which you recognise something of your own experience, your own struggles, your own possibilities.

The relationship revolution we need won’t happen through grand manifestos but through daily choices – therapists choosing to truly see the couples before them, partners choosing vulnerability over self-protection, all of us choosing connection even when isolation feels safer.

Thank you for joining this journey. Whether you’re offering help or seeking it, these pages hold stories that matter – because every relationship matters.

With gratitude and respect

Neil


[image: A line drawing shows three sailboats with tall sails positioned across a calm water surface.]

 xii is blank


1
Chapter 1Introduction
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The silence in my therapy room was so thick I could almost touch it. Hazel sat frozen on the left side of the sofa, her hands clenched in her lap, knuckles white. Roger occupied the far-right corner, as far from her as the furniture would allow, his jaw working as he stared at a spot on the carpet between them. The space separating them – no more than two feet – might as well have been an ocean.

‘So’, I said gently, ‘what brings you both here today?’

Hazel’s breath caught. Roger’s eyes flickered briefly to her face, then away. Neither spoke.

I’d witnessed this moment hundreds of times – the terrible weight of unsaid words, the fear of what might happen if the dam finally broke, the hope and dread mingled in equal measure. This couple, like so many before them, had arrived at my door carrying years of accumulated pain, standing at a crossroads they never imagined they’d reach.

‘Take your time’, I assured them. ‘This is often the hardest part – beginning’.

It was Roger who finally spoke, his voice rough. ‘We had an affair. I mean ... she did. Two years ago’. He swallowed hard. ‘We’re trying to move past it, but I don’t think ... I don’t know if we can’.

Hazel’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I’ve said I’m sorry a thousand times. I don’t know what else to do’.

‘Saying it and meaning it are different things’, Roger shot back, still not looking at her.

‘I do mean it. God, Roger, I do. But you won’t let me–’

‘This is good’, I interrupted gently, seeing the familiar spiral about to begin. ‘You’re both here. You’re both speaking. That’s more than many couples manage when they first arrive’.

Later, after they’d left – Hazel tearful but composed, Roger rigid with controlled emotion – I stood at my window watching the rain tap against the glass. Steam rose from my cup of peppermint tea as I reflected on what I’d just witnessed. Another couple taking their first tentative steps on a journey that might save them or finally give them permission to let go.

My name is Neil Wilkie, and for the past fifteen years, I have had the extraordinary privilege of witnessing the most intimate moments of hundreds of couples’ 2lives. As a relationship therapist, I have become a keeper of secrets, a witness to pain, and a guide toward healing.

This book is an invitation to join me on the other side of the therapy room, to see relationships through my eyes – not as abstract concepts, but as living, breathing entities that grow, falter, and sometimes flourish against all odds.


An Unexpected Journey

This is not the career I had planned for myself decades ago. My path to becoming a relationship expert was circuitous, marked by my own failed relationships, heartbreaks, and eventual discovery of profound love. It was those personal experiences – the darkness of disconnection and the light of genuine intimacy – that ultimately led me to develop Duo Coaching and the Relationship Paradigm, approaches that have helped countless couples find their way back to each other.

I believe that one of the greatest gifts in life is a loving and fulfilling relationship. Yet for many, this remains elusive. We are not taught how to create and maintain healthy relationships. Most of us learn by trial and error, often repeating patterns we observed in our childhoods, wondering why we keep arriving at the same painful destinations despite taking what seem to be different paths.

Through the stories in this book – all based on real couples whose identities have been carefully disguised – I hope to demystify the therapeutic process and offer insights into the complex dynamics that shape our most important relationships. I will take you through the journeys of eight couples; starting with their first session and, later in the book, where this journey took them. I have interleaved this with my thoughts on relationships as well as some vignettes of other couples.


The Couples You’ll Meet

You will meet:


	Rebecca and James – struggling with an affair and its lingering aftermath

	Stuart and Clare – who drifted apart over many years and are trying to resolve cultural differences, a blended family, and protective children

	Thomas and Eleanor – dreading retirement as they were strangers with no shared purpose

	Sarah and John – who had been living different lives for many years with constant arguments

	Sam and Suzy – their love under attack from a toxic ex

	Barry and Edith – the pain of betrayal still causing misery after thirty years

	Jon and Sophia – trying to come to terms with life-changing illness

	Richard and Kaye – dealing with irreconcilable differences


These narratives are not merely case studies. They are windows into the human heart, into our universal need for connection, our fear of vulnerability, our capacity 3for growth, and our remarkable resilience. Between these stories, I will share the frameworks and approaches I’ve developed throughout my career, Duo Coaching, and explaining the elements of the Relationship Paradigm: Communication, Connection, Commitment, Fun, Growth, and Trust.

I will also take you on my own journey – from a boy growing up in post-war Scotland, where emotions were rarely expressed, to a man who has found purpose in helping others express and understand their deepest feelings. My personal story is woven throughout these pages because I believe that as therapists, we cannot separate ourselves from our work. Our own wounds and healing inform how we guide others.

The world of relationship therapy has high walls and can be a scary place to enter. It requires couples to be open, honest, and prepared to accept that their partner may have very different perceptions. It demands bravery to face what many see as failure or embarrassment. My hope is that this book will take down those walls, making relationship therapy more accessible and less intimidating.

Whether you are a therapist, someone in a relationship seeking understanding, or simply curious about the complex dance of human connection, I invite you to step into my world. Together, we will explore the full spectrum of relationship experiences; the joys, the sorrows, the challenges, and the profound moments of transformation that I have been privileged to witness.

As you read these stories, you may recognise aspects of your own relationships. You may find comfort in knowing that your struggles are not unique. You may discover new perspectives or tools that help you navigate your own journey. And perhaps most importantly, you may find hope; hope that even relationships that seem irreparably broken can be healed with the right guidance, commitment, and understanding.

So let us begin this journey together; a journey into the heart of what it means to love and be loved, to hurt and to heal, to connect and to grow. Welcome to a view from the therapist’s chair.
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Chapter 2Rebecca and James – The Price of SilenceA Modern Love Story
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It was early morning when Maria, my colleague and co-therapist, and I greeted our newest couple. In our years of practising Duo Coaching, we’ve learned to read the unspoken language of couples in crisis. The moment Rebecca and James walked through the door, the tension between them was palpable – like a glass wall, transparent but impenetrable.

Rebecca, a successful executive with piercing eyes that couldn’t quite mask her exhaustion, sat rigidly in her chair. Her fingers constantly fidgeted with her wedding ring – the symbol that had lately begun to feel more like a question mark than a statement of commitment. Beside her, James, a distinguished academic whose polished exterior betrayed none of the nightmares that would later be revealed, kept stealing glances at his wife of twenty-five years.

‘I feel hollow’, Rebecca whispered, her voice carrying the weight of recent discovery. As therapists, we’ve learned that affairs often create what we call a Toxic Triangle – a complex dynamic between the betrayed partner, the partner who had the affair, and the person with whom the affair occurred. But in Rebecca and James’s case, we would discover layers of complexity that went far beyond the usual patterns.

Their love story had begun like many great romances – on a hiking expedition in the Lake District, with shared adventures and intellectual debates. Young James had been immediately drawn to Rebecca’s sharp mind and vitality, and she to his thoughtful perspective and quiet confidence. For three years, they built their relationship weekend by weekend, until it blossomed into marriage. The foundation seemed solid, built on shared passions and mutual respect.

But life, as it often does, had other plans. While they built their dream life – successful careers, a beautiful home, enviable social status – something else was quietly unravelling. Many nights, in their Tudor-style home, James would wake up in cold sweats from nightmares he couldn’t explain, carrying the crushing weight of his hidden learning disability. Every day at the prestigious university where he lectured, he lived in fear that someone would discover his secret, even after decades in academia.

Meanwhile, Rebecca was fighting her own battles. She had faced a serious health crisis five years ago which changed her view of life. At work, she shouldered the 5burden of being understaffed whilst trying to meet challenging targets; all while doubting her own self-worth. She sought validation in extreme physical challenges – mountain climbing, ultra-marathons – pushing her body to extremes perhaps to feel something beyond the growing numbness.

Their lives had become a carefully choreographed dance of avoidance – James immersed in his research, Rebecca with her outdoor pursuits. The space between them grew wider until someone else stepped into it: a colleague, with whom James began an affair. This is where the Toxic Triangle began to form – that complex three-way relationship between the betrayed partner, the unfaithful partner, and the affair partner; but with a twist we often see in long-term relationships. The affair was less about passion and more about escape from the suffocating silence that had enveloped their marriage. In this triangle, the colleague represented not primarily a romantic alternative but rather an emotional refuge where James could feel competent and accepted, free from the pressure of maintaining his carefully constructed professional facade. Meanwhile, Rebecca sensed the energetic shift in their relationship even before discovering the affair, intensifying her feelings of disconnection and inadequacy without understanding their true source.

When Rebecca discovered the truth, it wasn’t anger that consumed her, but a deep, resonating sadness. ‘Will I be enough?’ she asked during our session, her voice barely above a whisper. This question revealed the heart of their struggle – both partners had been asking versions of this same question for years, but neither had found the courage to voice it.

As therapists, we’ve seen many couples devastated by infidelity, but something about Rebecca and James felt different. We introduced them to our pebble constellation exercise – a technique we use to help couples visualise their relationship dynamics. Perhaps it was the way they both created nearly identical representations of their relationship, showing that somewhere, beneath the pain and fear, they still shared the same vision of their future.

We explained to them the four stages of healing from betrayal, using our Toxic Triangle framework:


	
The Initial Stage – where the affair creates intense emotions and complex dynamics

	
The Discovery Stage – where the betrayal comes to light and trust is shattered

	
The Recovery Stage – where both partners decide whether to rebuild

	
The Resolution Stage – where the triangle dissolves and a new relationship can form


James, despite his academic achievements, sat before us like a student again, finally sharing his terror of being ‘found out’. His affair, we came to understand, was less about desire and more about finding someone who didn’t expect him to be perfect. Rebecca, the ultra-marathoner who had overcome a life-threatening illness, allowed herself to appear vulnerable, acknowledging that her strength had become a wall between them.

6By the end of our first session, something had shifted. The glass wall wasn’t gone, but hairline cracks had appeared. James spoke of ‘trusting the process’, while Rebecca admitted her mind felt quieter. As they left, walking slightly closer together than when they arrived, Maria and I shared a knowing look. In their brokenness, we saw the potential for something new to grow – a relationship built not on the polished surface of success, but on the solid ground of shared vulnerability and truth.

Their story exemplifies why relationship therapy can be so transformative. It’s not just about healing from betrayal or improving communication – it’s about creating a space where long-held secrets can finally be spoken, the unconscious mind brought into the open, where strength can coexist with vulnerability, and where two people can rediscover each other through their shared willingness to change.

Sometimes it takes breaking apart to build something stronger, as in the Japanese art of Kintsugi where broken pottery is repaired using very visible gold. In the shattered pieces of their past, we could already see the glimmers of a more authentic future taking shape. Their story wasn’t over; in many ways, it was just beginning. The affair that threatened to end their marriage might become the catalyst that saves it, not because of the pain it caused, but because it finally broke the silence that had been slowly suffocating their love.

As they continue their journey through the stages of healing, Rebecca and James’s story reminds us that real love isn’t about perfection; it’s about having the courage to be imperfect together. Sometimes the price of silence is too high to pay, and only by finding our voice can we find our way back to each other.

I head out into the sunshine; their words still echo and I release them with each step, returning with a clear mind ready for the next challenges.

We will return to Rebecca and James in Chapter 22.
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As a therapist, I’ve observed that we often use the word ‘relationship’ without truly examining what it means. We speak of ‘being in a relationship’ or ‘working on our relationship’ as if we all share the same definition. Yet in my years of practice, I’ve come to understand that relationships are far more complex, nuanced, and multidimensional than our everyday language suggests.

At its most fundamental level, a relationship is a connection between two people. But this simple definition belies the intricate dance of emotions, expectations, histories, and hopes that constitutes a true relationship. Relationships are living entities; they breathe, grow, stumble, evolve, and sometimes wither. They exist not just between two individuals but in the invisible space between them, what I often call the ‘relationship field’.


Beyond the Dictionary

The Oxford Dictionary defines a relationship as ‘the way in which two or more people or things are connected, or the state of being connected’. But this clinical definition captures none of the richness, none of the messy beauty that characterises human connections.

In my therapy room, I’ve witnessed relationships in all their forms, from the passionate beginnings of new love to the comfortable silences of decades-long marriages, from the raw pain of betrayal to the tentative hope of reconciliation. What I’ve learned is that relationships are not static states but dynamic processes. They are not things we have but things we do, continuously, day after day.

When Tanya and Frank first sat in my office, their definition of their relationship bore little resemblance to each other’s. For Frank, their relationship was a vital, living connection that had simply lost its way. For Tanya, it had become a business arrangement, a practical partnership devoid of emotional intimacy. Neither was wrong; they were simply experiencing different aspects of the same relationship, like the proverbial blind men describing different parts of an elephant.


8
Relationships as Mirrors

Perhaps one of the most profound aspects of intimate relationships is their capacity to serve as mirrors, reflecting back to us parts of ourselves we might not otherwise see. Our partners trigger our deepest wounds and our greatest joys, often without realising it.

I remember Clare saying of Stuart, ‘He brings out a childish part of me I don’t like’. This insight revealed not just something about Stuart, but something about Clare herself, a vulnerability she’d rather not acknowledge. Similarly, Stuart’s dominant behaviour in their relationship reflected his own early experiences of feeling powerless.

This mirroring quality of relationships offers us extraordinary opportunities for growth if we’re brave enough to look at what’s being reflected. When we react strongly to our partner, with anger, hurt, or even overwhelming love, it’s often because they’ve touched something deep within us, something that belongs to our own story.


The Many Dimensions of Connection

In my work, I’ve found it helpful to conceptualise relationships along multiple dimensions:

Emotional Connection: This is the feeling of being emotionally attuned to another person, the sense that they see you, understand you, and respond to your inner world. When Harriet described the moment Ed truly listened to her fears about not being ‘enough’, she was describing a moment of profound emotional connection.

Physical Connection: Beyond just sexuality, this encompasses all forms of physical touch and presence, from passionate lovemaking to the simple comfort of holding hands, from the electric excitement of a new lover’s touch to the familiar warmth of an aging partner’s embrace.

Intellectual Connection: The sharing of ideas, the stimulation of conversation, the respect for each other’s minds; these form the basis of intellectual connection. John and Sarah had lost this dimension amid their struggles, no longer seeing each other as thinking beings with valuable perspectives.

Spiritual Connection: This transcends religious beliefs, though it can include them. It’s about shared values, a sense of purpose, and the feeling of being connected to something larger than ourselves through our bond with another.

Practical Connection: The day-to-day logistics of shared lives, managing households, raising children, navigating finances, making decisions; these form the practical dimension that many couples underestimate until it becomes problematic.

A thriving relationship doesn’t require perfect alignment across all these dimensions at all times. Rather, it requires awareness of them, attention to them, and a willingness to nurture them over time.


9
The Dance of Autonomy and Connection

One of the most common paradoxes I observe in relationships is the tension between our need for connection and our need for autonomy. We desire closeness, yet we also require independence. We want to be fully known, yet we fear being fully seen. We seek security in our bonds, yet we crave freedom within them.

This tension lies at the heart of many relationship struggles. When Clare spoke of feeling ‘controlled’ in her relationship with Stuart, she was expressing his thwarted need for autonomy. When Rebecca worried she ‘wouldn’t be enough’, she was voicing her fear that their connection wasn’t secure.

Healthy relationships aren’t those that eliminate this tension; they’re those that dance with it gracefully. They allow space for individual growth while maintaining the bonds of intimacy. They recognise that sometimes we need to move apart to come together more fully.


Relationships as Systems

One of the most important shifts in my understanding of relationships came when I began to view them not just as connections between two individuals but as systems in themselves. A relationship system has its own patterns, rules, feedback loops, and homeostasis, its tendency to maintain equilibrium even when that equilibrium is dysfunctional.

This systems perspective helps explain why change can be so difficult in relationships. When one partner begins to change, the entire system must reorganise itself. This creates instability, which the system naturally resists. That’s why, when Clare began to express emotions after years of emotional withdrawal, Stuart initially found it destabilising rather than welcome; their system was designed around her silence, however unhealthy that might have been.

Understanding relationships as systems also helps us see why individual therapy sometimes isn’t enough. We may gain personal insights and growth, but when we return to our relationship system, its patterns pull us back into familiar roles. This is why I developed Duo Coaching, to work with the relationship system as a whole.


The Three Levels of Relationship

In my work with couples, I often describe three levels of relationship that exist simultaneously:

The ‘Me’ Level: This encompasses everything we bring to the relationship as individuals, our histories, wounds, expectations, dreams, fears, and patterns.

The ‘You’ Level: This is our perception and experience of our partner, who we believe them to be, how we interpret their behaviours, and what we expect from them.

The ‘Us’ Level: This is the relationship itself, the shared identity, the co-created patterns, the unique culture that emerges between two specific people.

10Problems arise when we confuse these levels or focus exclusively on one while neglecting the others. Many couples come to therapy focusing entirely on the ‘You’ level: ‘If only my partner would change, everything would be fine’. True healing requires attention to all three levels. It also requires each to understand that ‘in a relationship there is no reality, there is only perception. Each can have very different perceptions and be equally right’.


Cultural Narratives and Relationships

Our understanding of relationships doesn’t develop in a vacuum. We’re influenced by cultural narratives about love and connection, from fairy tales promising ‘happily ever after’ to romantic comedies suggesting that finding the right person solves all problems, from religious teachings about commitment to contemporary notions of self-fulfilment.

These narratives shape our expectations, often without our awareness. They lead us to believe relationships should be a certain way, should follow a particular path, should feel a particular way. When our lived experience doesn’t match these narratives, we may feel something is wrong with our relationship rather than questioning the narrative itself.

Stuart and Clare’s relationship was profoundly influenced by cultural narratives from their respective upbringings, South African and French, creating subtle but significant differences in their expectations about gender roles, communication, and the nature of commitment.


Relationship Role Models

One of the most profound insights I’ve gained through years of working with couples is that we don’t enter relationships as blank slates. Long before we meet our partners, we’ve been absorbing messages about what relationships should look like, how they should function, and what we should expect from them. These relationship role models shape our expectations, behaviours, and patterns – often without our conscious awareness.

At the heart of how we learn to relate to others lies attachment theory – a framework first developed by John Bowlby and later expanded by Mary Ainsworth and others. This theory illuminates how our earliest relationships with caregivers create internal ‘working models’ of what relationships are and how they function. These models become the template upon which we build all future connections.


Parents: Our First and Most Powerful Models

For most of us, our parents or primary caregivers provide our first and most influential relationship template. Not only do we observe their interactions with each other, but our direct experiences with them form our attachment style; the particular way we connect with others and manage emotional intimacy.

11Attachment theory identifies several patterns that develop in early childhood and often persist into adulthood. Those fortunate enough to experience consistent, responsive caregiving typically develop secure attachment; characterised by comfort with both intimacy and autonomy. Others might develop anxious attachment (preoccupied with fears of abandonment), avoidant attachment (uncomfortable with closeness), or disorganized attachment (exhibiting contradictory behaviours in relationships) based on less consistent or responsive caregiving experiences.

I recall working with Derek and Alison, a couple whose arguments followed a predictable pattern: Derek would withdraw into stony silence when tensions rose, while Alison would pursue with increasing intensity, demanding engagement. This classic ‘pursue–withdraw’ dynamic often reflects attachment patterns from the past being activated. Derek’s avoidant attachment style led him to disconnect when emotional intensity increased, while Alison’s anxious attachment triggered escalating efforts to reestablish connection.

When we explored their family backgrounds, Derek described a father who retreated to his garage whenever conflicts arose at home, and a mother who eventually stopped trying to engage him. He had learned early that emotional needs were overwhelming and best managed through distance. Alison, meanwhile, grew up with parents who had explosive arguments that always ended in tearful reconciliations, teaching her that emotional intensity was necessary to maintain connection.

Neither consciously chose these patterns, yet they were faithfully reproducing both what they had witnessed and what they had experienced. As Derek put it when the realisation dawned: ‘I’m becoming my father, aren’t I? I always swore I wouldn’t do that’.

What’s particularly powerful about parental role models is that we absorb them during our formative years, before we’ve developed the critical thinking skills to evaluate what we’re seeing. A child doesn’t think, ‘My parents have an unhealthy communication style that I should avoid replicating’. Instead, they simply internalise: ‘This is what relationships are’.

Even when we consciously reject our parents’ relationship model, we may unconsciously reproduce it or swing to the opposite extreme, which brings its own problems. I’ve worked with many couples where one partner is determined to be ‘nothing like my parents’, only to discover they’ve created a relationship with different but equally challenging dynamics.


Siblings: The Practice Ground

For those who grew up with siblings, these relationships often provided a first experience of navigating conflicts, sharing resources, and handling complicated emotions with peers. The negotiation skills (or lack thereof) developed with siblings frequently transfer to adult romantic relationships.

Hannah and Tom sought therapy because Hannah felt Tom never truly engaged with conflict in their marriage. During our exploration, Tom revealed he was the youngest of five brothers in a household where disagreements were settled through 12physical dominance. Having always been the smallest, he’d learned that the safest strategy was avoidance and appeasement. This pattern, which had protected him in childhood, was now undermining his marriage.

Sibling relationships can also model positive patterns. Those lucky enough to witness healthy conflict resolution, mutual support, and respectful boundaries between siblings often carry these skills forward into their adult relationships.


Friends and Peer Relationships

As we move through adolescence and early adulthood, our friends’ relationships increasingly influence our expectations. We observe their dating experiences, listen to their relationship stories, and absorb their advice (whether sound or misguided).

These peer role models can be particularly influential during formative relationship years. The friend who tolerates disrespectful behaviour from partners may normalise such treatment for their entire social circle. Conversely, friends who demonstrate healthy boundaries and mutual respect can inspire others to expect the same.

I’ve noticed how frequently couples in therapy reference their social circles when discussing relationship expectations: ‘None of our friends seem to have these problems’ or ‘My best friend says all couples go through this’. These comparisons, often based on limited information about what truly happens in others’ private lives, significantly shape how people evaluate their own relationships.


Teachers, Mentors, and Community Leaders

Beyond family and friends, authority figures like teachers, religious leaders, and mentors provide relationship templates that can be equally influential. These adults often explicitly discuss or implicitly model values around commitment, gender roles, conflict resolution, and partnership.

In communities with strong religious or cultural traditions, these figures may be the primary source of relationship education. Their teachings – whether progressive or traditional, empowering or restrictive – often carry the weight of moral authority.

Raj and Surya came to therapy struggling with expectations around gender roles in their marriage. Both had been raised in a religious community where male leadership and female submission were explicitly taught as divine principles. Despite their conscious desire for a more equal partnership, they found themselves unconsciously reproducing these patterns and feeling guilty when they attempted to establish more balanced dynamics.


Media Representations: The Pervasive Influence

Perhaps no influence on our relationship expectations has grown more powerful in recent decades than media. From childhood fairy tales to romantic comedies, from advertising to social media, we are continuously bombarded with images and narratives about what relationships should look like.

13These portrayals are often deeply problematic, emphasising romantic myths that can lead to unrealistic expectations:


	
The ‘soulmate’ myth that suggests there is one perfect person for everyone

	
The belief that love should be effortless if it’s ‘meant to be’

	
The idea that passion should remain as intense as in the early stages

	
The narrative that jealousy and possessiveness are signs of true love

	
The expectation that a partner should intuitively know our needs without communication


When Cathy and William came to therapy, Cathy expressed profound disappointment that their relationship didn’t match her vision of true love. ‘I thought when I found “the one”, everything would just fall into place’, she explained. ‘We wouldn’t need to work at it. We’d just understand each other completely’. This expectation, largely shaped by the romantic media she had consumed, had prevented her from engaging with the normal challenges of a long-term relationship.

Social media has intensified these effects by presenting carefully curated glimpses into others’ seemingly perfect relationships. The #RelationshipGoals phenomenon creates the impression that other couples experience constant romance, adventure, and harmony – making normal relationship challenges seem like evidence of failure.


Celebrity and Influencer Relationships

In today’s digital age, celebrities and influencers have emerged as a new category of relationship role models. Their partnerships are publicly documented, celebrated, and analysed, creating new templates for what relationships should look like.

While some public figures provide positive examples by openly discussing the work they put into their relationships, many present highly idealised versions that bear little resemblance to most people’s lived experiences. The recent trend of ‘relationship content’ on platforms like TikTok and Instagram often presents performative displays of affection or material demonstrations of love (elaborate proposals, expensive gifts) as standards to aspire to.

These influences can be particularly powerful for younger generations who have grown up in a media-saturated environment. I’ve noted an increase in couples whose expectations have been shaped more by these public displays than by witnessing actual relationships in their immediate community.


Breaking the Pattern: Creating Conscious Relationship Models

Becoming aware of our relationship role models and attachment patterns is the first step toward evaluating which serve us and which we might want to change. This awareness allows us to make conscious choices rather than unconsciously repeating what we’ve observed and experienced.

14The good news from attachment research is that while our early experiences create powerful templates, they are not our destiny. What researchers call ‘earned secure attachment’ can develop through meaningful relationships later in life, whether with partners, friends, therapists, or mentors. These relationships can provide corrective emotional experiences that gradually reshape our internal working models.

In my work with couples, I often suggest creating an explicit ‘relationship genealogy’ that maps the models they’ve been exposed to and identifies the patterns they’ve absorbed. Alongside this, we explore their attachment histories; the specific experiences that formed their comfort with intimacy, trust, and dependency. This dual exploration can be revelatory, helping partners understand both their own behaviour and their reactions to their partner’s approaches.

For couples with children, this awareness carries additional importance. They are now creating the relationship template that their children will carry forward. This perspective often motivates couples to work through difficulties they might otherwise avoid. As one father told me, ‘I realised I’m not just fixing our marriage for us; I’m showing my son what marriage should be’.


The Possibility of New Models

What gives me hope is that relationship patterns can be changed. While our early role models and attachment experiences create powerful templates, neuroplasticity – the brain’s ability to form new neural connections throughout life – means we can intentionally seek out and incorporate healthier models at any stage.

Attachment researchers have demonstrated how emotionally focused therapy can help couples create a ‘secure base’ for each other, gradually healing attachment wounds through new experiences of emotional availability and responsiveness. When partners can consistently be there for each other during vulnerable moments, they essentially rewrite each other’s relationship expectations at the neurobiological level.

I’ve worked with many couples who have transformed their relationships by:


	
understanding and modifying unhelpful patterns

	
deliberately practising new forms of communication and conflict resolution

	
creating ‘secure base’ experiences where they respond to each other’s attachment needs in healing ways


These efforts can gradually replace unhealthy internalised models with more constructive approaches. The couples who succeed in this transformation often become powerful role models themselves, breaking intergenerational patterns and creating ripple effects through their families and communities.


Expanding Our Relationship Vision

Perhaps the most important thing to understand about relationship role models is that their influence is neither deterministic nor permanent. While we may begin 15with the templates we absorbed in childhood, we have the capacity to critically evaluate these models, retain what’s valuable, and consciously develop new approaches when needed.

This process requires both awareness and intention. We must be willing to examine our assumptions about what relationships should look like, consider where these assumptions came from, and ask ourselves whether they truly serve our well-being and connection.

When couples engage in this reflective process together, they often discover the possibility of creating a relationship that transcends the models they inherited; one that incorporates the best of what they’ve witnessed while avoiding the patterns that caused pain or disconnection. This co-creation of a unique relationship model, tailored to their specific values, needs, and aspirations, represents one of the most meaningful aspects of partnership.

As one client beautifully expressed after working through this process: ‘We realised we weren’t doomed to repeat our parents’ mistakes, nor did we have to swing to the opposite extreme. We could take the pieces that worked from all the relationships we’d observed and create something that was uniquely ours. That was incredibly liberating’.

In this possibility lies great hope for the future of relationships. Each couple that breaks unhealthy patterns and heals attachment wounds creates new neural pathways not just within their own relationship but potentially across generations. When securely attached children grow from witnessing healthy attachment between their parents, the intergenerational transmission of relationship patterns can shift from a cycle of dysfunction to one of connection and security.


What Makes a Relationship ‘Good’?

After working with hundreds of couples, I’m often asked what makes a ‘good’ or ‘successful’ relationship. My answer may surprise some: there is no universal standard. A relationship that works beautifully for one couple might be intolerable for another.

What matters is not whether a relationship matches some external ideal, but whether it supports the growth, well-being, and authenticity of both partners. A relationship isn’t an achievement to be unlocked or a destination to be reached; it’s a continuous journey of co-creation.

That said, certain qualities tend to characterise relationships that thrive over time. These are the elements I’ve integrated into my Relationship Paradigm framework: Communication, Connection, Commitment, Fun, Growth, and Trust. When these elements are fulfilling the needs of both, relationships tend to flourish. When they’re absent, relationships tend to struggle.


Relationships as Journeys, Not Destinations

One of the most liberating perspectives I try to share with couples is the idea that relationships are journeys without a final destination. There is no point at which we 16can say, ‘We’ve arrived. Our relationship is complete’. There is only the continuing journey of deepening understanding, renewed connection, fresh challenges, and new discoveries.

This perspective frees us from the pressure of perfection. It allows us to see disagreements, miscommunications, and challenges not as failures but as inevitable terrain on the relationship landscape. It invites us to approach our relationships with curiosity rather than judgement, with a spirit of exploration rather than evaluation.

When Harriet and Ed began to see their relationship this way, as a journey they were on together rather than a problem to be fixed, something shifted. Their focus moved from what had gone wrong to what they were creating together, from the pain of the past to the possibilities of the future.


The Cardiovascular System of Relationships

Just as a heart needs constant, healthy blood flow to thrive, relationships require a continuous stream of positive interactions to remain vital and strong. Micro connections and disconnections are the small, seemingly insignificant moments that can either nourish or gradually diminish the health of our relationships.

Imagine your relationship as a living, beating heart. Each positive interaction, no matter how small, represents fresh, oxygen-rich blood flowing through healthy arteries. These micro connections keep the relationship strong, resilient, and full of life. However, just as cardiovascular disease often begins with small changes in the arteries, relationship deterioration frequently starts with minor negative interactions or missed opportunities for connection.


Relationships as Choices

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, relationships are choices, not just the initial choice to be together, but the thousands of small choices we make each day to turn toward or away from our partner, to open or close our hearts, to risk vulnerability or retreat into safety.

These choices aren’t always conscious. They’re influenced by our past experiences, our attachment patterns, our fears, and our hopes. But becoming aware of them, bringing them into consciousness, is one of the most powerful steps we can take toward creating the relationships we truly desire.

I’ve seen couples transform seemingly hopeless situations through the simple but profound choice to see their relationship differently, to approach their partner with curiosity instead of criticism and to take responsibility for their part in co-created patterns.


Conclusion

So, what are relationships? They are connections and systems. They are mirrors and dances. They are choices and journeys. They are the spaces between us where we discover not just each other, but ourselves.

17In the chapters that follow, we’ll explore how these understandings translate into practical approaches for healing and strengthening relationships. We’ll see how real couples have navigated the complexities of connection, and how the elements of the Relationship Paradigm can guide us toward more fulfilling ways of being together.

For now, I invite you to consider your own definition of relationship. What does it mean to you to be in relationship with another? What expectations, hopes, and fears colour your understanding? What narratives influence your perspective? As we continue this journey together, these reflections will provide fertile ground for deeper understanding and growth.
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