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Starting a new relationship usually brings great
excitement and high expectations. Emotions are
at a peak, life is rosy and we want the relationship
and the intensity to last forever. But most people, as they move
into a new relationship, have attachments and commitments to
many other relationships already – their families, ex-partners,
children and friends. The new couple relationship often means
that there will have to be some changes in these other important
attachments.

Sometimes this happens easily but for

many couples

it can mean ongoing negotiations,

which at times can be difficult.

Many of us experience

intense feelings during this

time of change includ-

ing fear of loss, jealousy, guilt and concern about whether our
new partner will be accepted or rejected.
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Differences resulting in conflict occur at some time in every one of
the relationships that are important to us. Being able to handle
conflict and deal with differences is important in establishing
healthy relationships.
People often get very emotional and sometimes angry when they see their
partner has different values, beliefs or expectations. We all need to
understand and accept that between any two people there will be differences
in ideas and expectations and, at some times, conflict and strong expression of
feelings. Our relationships actually become stronger if we talk about these
differences. We need to find out what differences are always going to be just
part of the relationship and what issues might have a solution if they are
discussed more.
For many of us, there are big decisions to make about relationships, work and
children. We have different choices than our parents and grandparents had.
Some of these choices may include:
•

What kind of couple relationship do I want?

•

What career/course/job do I want?

•

Do I want to marry?

•

Do I want to have children?

•

If I do have children, do I want to then work full-time, part-time or not at
all?

In making these decisions it is important to find ways to balance the needs of
our partners, families, friends and jobs with our own individual needs.
The following commonly asked questions and their answers offer advice to
help you build a successful adult relationship.
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What is a fulfilling adult relationship?
A good adult relationship is one in which both people have equal rights, equal
opportunities and equal responsibilities. Basically, good relationships are based
on each person respecting the other and being able to communicate clearly.
Different people have different definitions of what a fulfilling, intimate
relationship means for them. Some of the things most of us
expect in a relationship include:
•

Love

•

Intimacy and sexual expression

•

Communication

•

Commitment

•

Equality and respect

•

Compatibility

•

Companionship

•

Emotional support

•

Loyalty

How do I find out what my partner’s
relationship and life needs are?
Ask your partner to write down the five qualities/needs that are most
important for him/her in a relationship. Have a look at the list and see which of
the needs you can do something about, and which you need to negotiate with
your partner.
Do the same yourself then talk about each other’s relationship needs. It is
essential for each partner to try to understand and respect the other person’s
needs as they can be very different from our own.
Similarly, we don’t all want the same things out of life. You could each make a
list of what is most important in life. Talk to each other about what is on your
list. Remember, most people will want different things.
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What sorts of issues usually need to be discussed in
intimate relationships?
There are a wide range of issues which need to be discussed in an intimate
adult relationship. Questions you may need to ask each other and discuss
include:
•

Who is going to do what around the house?

•

How is our income going to be shared?

•

How much time are we going to spend together and how much time are
we going to spend doing things separately?

•

What do we expect from each other when it comes to loyalty, trust, sexual
faithfulness?

•

What do we both like or dislike about our sexual relationship?

•

If there is a problem with jobs, whose career will take priority – how will
this be compensated for over time?

•

What role do family and friends play in our lives?

Do we make time to talk about how our relationship is
going?
Ask yourselves these questions, then check your answers with your partner:
•

How well do you think your partner understands you – how you think,
how you feel, what’s important to you? Do you tell him/her?

•

How well can the two of you discuss a difficult issue?

•

How often do you argue? If you have many arguments that you don’t
resolve, there may be communication problems. Lots of arguments over
trivial issues may be a sign of a power struggle. If you never have any
arguments, is it because you are avoiding important issues out of a fear of
arguments?

•

What interests do you have in common? What do you do together for fun
and relaxation? How often do you do something enjoyable as a couple?

•

How do you feel about your sexual relationship? Does sex usually leave
you both feeling satisfied and good? Are you having any sexual problems?

How can I encourage my partner to communicate more
openly?
To encourage open communication, each person must first accept
responsibility for his/her own feelings. It is important to be honest, as honesty
is at the heart of good communication. Be aware of the following:
•

The only thing we have total control over is our own thoughts, attitudes
and actions.

•

Set aside time for both of you to talk, as talking about what is happening
and how it affects you is the first step.

•

Try to tell your partner exactly what you are feeling and thinking, even if it
might upset him or her.

•

State what you want and be prepared to negotiate.

•

Don’t forget, change can be painful and scary, so let your partner know
that you understand this.

•

Listen to your partner, put aside your own thoughts for the time being,
and try to understand his or her intentions, needs and wants.

Why should I be the one to make the effort?
For a relationship to be good both partners must want to make it work and
show goodwill. Good relationships don’t just happen; they are created by
people willing to work at them. Once you get the hang of it, working at a
relationship can be very satisfying. Don’t just wait for the other person to start.
You may be pleasantly surprised by how much difference taking the first small
step can make.

How can I change my relationship?
Ask yourself how you would like your relationship to be different. If you
know, commit yourself to making the changes you need to make. One
small change can sometimes make a difference to a lot of big things.
Relationships need to be looked after. Why not try the following:
•

Spend time alone together.

•

Develop common interests.

•

Really listen, and try to understand what your partner is saying.

•

Tell your partner when you are unhappy about something.

•

Try to find solutions that are okay for both of you.

What is good for relationships?
Open communication and doing fun things together is good for
relationships. Try the following:
•

Learn new skills by teaching each other things.

•

Be supportive; do not make judgments when your partner makes
mistakes, or does things differently from how you would do them.

•

Do things your own way but don’t be afraid to ask for help when you
cannot cope with a situation.

•

Share the load – agree on who will do what in the household and offer
to do what you like the most.

•

Allow yourself the right to put up your feet and relax.

•

Make time specifically for yourself – soak in a bath, read, listen to music,
talk on the phone to friends.

•

Express your feelings honestly.

•

Show appreciation when your partner does something for you.

•

Listen attentively.

•

Take responsibility for your actions.

How can I improve the relationship I am in?
In long-term relationships we often assume we know all there is to know
about our partners. But people change and it is very easy to lose the sense
of connection that we once had. To avoid losing that connection:
•

Look at what is happening in the relationship.

•

Stay curious (but respectful) about each other.

•

Communicate your needs rather than waiting for your partner to try to
guess what is going on with you.

•

Be a good listener.

A good listener…
Keeps comfortable eye contact.
Leans towards the other person and makes appropriate gestures to indicate
interest and concern.
Has an ‘open’ position – fairly relaxed posture with arms and legs uncrossed.
Faces the other – does not sit or stand sideways.
Sits or stands on the same level to avoid looking up to or down on the
speaker.
Avoids distracting gestures, such as fidgeting with a pen, glancing at papers,
tapping feet or fingers.
Realises that physical barriers such as noise or interruptions are likely to make
effective communication difficult.
Is genuine when attention and interest is shown.

What are some of the warning signs of relationship
problems?
Noticing early warning signs of relationship breakdown can help a couple
resolve conflicts. Some early warning signs are:
•

Recurring arguments that are never resolved.

•

Feelings of dissatisfaction and unhappiness.

•

Complaints of loss of feeling – one or both partner/s speak of no longer
being in love.

•

Abandonment of joint activities – just living parallel lives.

•

Preoccupation with interests and activities outside the relationship,
leading to one partner feeling neglected.

•

An affair – becoming emotionally and/or sexually involved with a person
outside the relationship.

•

Increased fatigue and reduced ability to meet responsibilities at work.

•

Arguments over parenting.

When is it a good time to get professional help?
If your relationship has some of the early warning signs listed above it is time
to seek advice.
Relationship courses and seminars can help to improve your relationship and
prevent problems from occurring. They provide people with information and
skills on a range of relationship issues.
Counsellors can help you sort out what the problems are and help you find
ways to try to mend your relationship. Mediators can work with you to define
practical issues and identify present and future needs.
It is good for couples to learn new ways of relating, communicating and
resolving conflicts.
Services which may be useful include relationship or family counselling,
mediation and courses for couples or individuals in communication, conflict
resolution, parenting or relationship enhancement.
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What if the signs of conflict in my relationship are more
serious?
Some relationships involve behaviour that is very damaging to the other
partner and in some cases may be criminal. Domestic violence is a problem in
many households. In the cases that are reported, 95 per cent of the offenders
are male. If you suffer any form of domestic violence, seek help immediately.
What sort of things can be called domestic violence?
•

Physical assault – kicking, slapping, choking or using weapons against
the victim. All threats of physical violence should be taken seriously.

•

Sexual assault – a range of abusive behaviours such as rape (with or
without threats of other violence), forced compliance in sexual acts,
indecent assaults, and forced viewing of pornography.

•

Psychological/emotional/verbal abuse – using words and other
strategies to insult, threaten, degrade, abuse or denigrate the victim. This
can include threats to the victim’s children.

•

Social abuse – social isolation imposed upon a female partner, such as
stopping her from seeing her family and friends. This may include
enforced geographic isolation.

•

Economic abuse – controlling and withholding access to family
resources such as money and property.

•

If you are in trouble seek help as soon as possible. You do not have to put
up with domestic violence.

Where can a couple get professional advice?
Call your nearest Relationships Australia office on 1300 364 277 for
information, counselling, mediation, courses and brochures.

For information on courses, counselling and mediation,
or for brochures
please call Relationships Australia on

1300 364 277

or visit our website

www.relationships.com.au

1300 364 277
Relationships Australia provides counselling, mediation,
courses in family violence prevention, relationship skills,
family skills and parenting, and other relationship services. It
has branches across all states and territories of Australia.

www.relationships.com.au

