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Relational Stages 
 

1. The Urge to Merge—biology trumps brains. 
This stage is experienced as blissful, and any 
issues that arise are glossed over, ignored, or 
excused. “After all, we’ re in love!”  

2. Conflict—this is inevitable, as the veneer slips 
and the partners become more comfortable.  

Suddenly, it seems, there are differences, and the 
differences (there all along) become both obvious and 
impossible to ignore.  
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3. Fights are always about ‘who is right,’  as all 
that changes is the ‘ reason for the rightness’  
(I’m smarter, my parents did it this way… I’m 
just trying to help, etc.) 

4. Boredom and Apathy are popular choices. Relationships become ‘polite,’  like roommates. If the heat goes up, someone leaves the room 
to attend to something important. Conversations are stilted. 

5. Dialog is the harder choice, and is taken by perhaps 5%. Open, honest, vulnerable dialog leads to a sense of aliveness, vibration, and 
energized living. Its characteristics are curiosity, passion, integrity, and co-creativity. (With thanks to Ben Wong and Jock McKeen, The 
Relationship Garden.) 
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No doubt, this is why you’ re reading this. You’ve reached this place, do not like it, and have realized that conflict, fighting, blaming, and 
distancing are not making things better. So, let’s briefly see what is happening, and then propose 10 Exercises to move past this stage, into 
dialog.  

At the conflict stage, people blame others, and then just ‘sit there,’  feeling self-righteous and victimized. Wise souls take conflict personally. In 
other words, rather than looking to place blame (self or other) the wise soul looks at the behaviour that isn’ t working, and then does something 
different.  

Tension is the result of the drama that is always going to exist between any two people. There must be tension, simply because we are different, 
totally different—in upbringing, values, and understandings. Tension, in and of itself, is neither good nor bad—it is judging that causes the 
problems. 

Judging—the game of “who is right,”  is an exercise driven by wanting ones partner to live differently, think differently, believe differently. In 
other words, conflict comes when I think my way of being is not different, but better and/or right, and should therefore be adopted by others. 

Letting go of the need to be right is vital for personal development. Understanding that differences are differences of opinion, not fact, is the 
mark of the beginning of maturity. Letting go of the need to be right allows me to become curious about who my partner is, and how he/she 
operates (differently than me, not wrong.)  

Our belief is that we are here to learn who we are and to expand and deepen our self knowledge. This is done in dialog. Dialog is required, 
because we are really good at self-justification (lying to ourselves.) Left to our own devises, we simply continue to make our crappy lives all 
about what the other person (or situation) is “doing”  to us. 
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About Dialog 
We teach a self-responsible communication model, designed to start people down the path of self-observation and self-revelation. Once a 
person begins to think and talk self-responsibly, the pattern of the model can go background. The dialog has been agreed upon, and thus is no 
longer optional.  
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The chief characteristic is total honesty. This means that you keep your partner in the loop—telling him/her what is up for you—and you do 
this all the time. There are no secrets, no games, no lying. What you do and how you think is an open book. 

The second characteristic is cur iosity. This is deep interest in your partner’s growth and “ truth.”  There is no competition with each other—over 
who is better, or smarter, or more “evolved.”   

The third characteristic is openness and vulnerability. I’ve joined them together because they are similar.  

Openness is the willingness to share everything you are thinking and doing. Vulnerability takes this one step further. Being vulnerable entails 
revealing information that is difficult for you, for your partner, or for both of you, to hear. 

This differs from honesty, which is ‘simply’  telling the truth about everything. Openness and vulnerability add a sense of ‘shared risk’  into the 
mix, as you choose to reveal the more deeply defended ‘stuff.’   

The fourth characteristic is par tnership. Partners are “ in this together.”  Partners take each other’s side in all external conflict. Partners look for 
solutions, not to place blame. Partners look for ways to resolve issues, and to do so quickly and elegantly.  



4 © 2007 Wayne C. Allen 

The fifth characteristic is commitment. In successful relationships, people do not commit to each other. They commit to a way of being and 
relating. To commit, then, is to opt-in, or to select.  

Now, you may be saying, “Yeah. And I committed to him or her as my life-partner. What’s wrong with that?”  I would reply, “Nothing, other 
than that it won’ t work.”  

This is a normal misperception. I can commit only to what I am in direct control of. You cannot commit to an external object or belief. The 
biggest cause of relationship discord is the disenchantment that comes when the object of our affections “changes.”  When we think we can 
commit to a person, we set ourselves up for failure, because such a commitment is to that person at a particular point in time. Absolutely no 
one living is a static entity, and no one you know is as you perceive them.  
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Integr ity holds it all together  

 

 

Integrity, for me, is demonstrated in how I behave. Integrity = “My word is my bond.”  Integrity is doing what I say I will do. 

Now, notice I did not say that my integrity is dependent upon the behaviour of others. My integrity is a characteristic of me and my willingness 
to be whole, complete, and clear. My level of integrity is solely determined by how and whether I live up to what I have committed to. 

I can only commit to an action - to something I  will do. 

Most people are unwilling to make anything other than conditional commitments. “ I’ ll do this if you will do that.”  And you get to go first, of 
course. It’s a variation on an old theme – “ If you love me, you’ ll behave the way I want you to, so that I don’ t have any conflicts or work to 
do.”  Any such statement demonstrates a complete lack of integrity. 
 
You are never going to meet one person who will always do everything you want them to, act exactly the way you want them to, or treat you 
exactly as you expect to be treated.  
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Remember: I am not obligated to do something just because someone wants me to. I am obligated if I agree. It’s just that simple. 
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The Core of an Excellent Relationship 
Excellent relationships require that the participants be open, honest, and revealing. There can be no hidden material, no hidden agendas. This 
requires great discipline.  

We have a resistance to self-revelation. It’s pretty simple. We hate many aspects of our selves. We feel our emotions directly, and as they rattle 
our insides, we fear their expression. We watch the movies we create in our heads, and thank god no one else can see the things we say and do 
in there. We are sure that if our partner ever knew what want on in our heads, they’d run for the door.  

And we assume that we are the only one doing this, the only one who is “ this bad, evil,”  whatever.  

Then, our partner lets one of their cats out of the bag, and we pounce. “You lied to me!”  We conveniently forget all of the crap we are stuffing, 
and turn the whole thing inside out, blaming “ the other”  our partner has become.  

The alternative is as simple as, “ If I have nothing to hide, there is nothing hidden.”  This project is totally about one’s willingness to open up 
and say what’s going on, because that’s the only way to get anywhere. In this process of saying, of revealing, one learns to respect, forgive, and 
(horrors!) even like oneself.  

Cur iosity and Acceptance  
Curiosity is an interesting thing. Often, poorly trained communicators think curiosity means that others should be endlessly curious about them 
– about every detail of their life. This becomes the focus, and it is not reciprocal. Naturally, this is 180 degrees off.  
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If, in the middle of my being curious (which is a process I’m engaging in internally – not just mouthing the word “curious,” ) something is not 
clear for me, I may ask, “ I’m curious as to what you intend by your words or actions.”  This is for clarification of my internal process. 

I’m providing this explanation because many people don’ t “get”  that listening, being curious and commenting is not the same as judging. Poor 
communicators think that curiosity is a sneaky way to get in a judgment or two. The question, above, becomes, “ I’m curious as to why you 
behave so badly and are so stupid.”  This is not curiosity – it is judgment. 

Acceptance: Curiosity helps me to add data and experience to the “ file”  of the person (or situation) I’m with. Acceptance is actively choosing 
to relate to the whole person. I am not picking parts I like and rejecting the rest.  
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My goal is to achieve a more and more accurate internal picture of the person. This means that I must add and incorporate new data without 
judgment.  

In other words, I do not have a “here are all the things I’d change” list about Dar. We’re coming up on 22 years married and 26 years together, 
and I’ve never had such a list. What I have is a “Here is Dar, as I know her today”  file. It contains all that I know about her, to date.  

There are elements in that file, behaviours that she does and I don’ t, that I judge to be part of her and something I don’ t do. What they are not is 
BAD. 

I can never figure out people who endlessly criticize their partners. Who blame their partners. Who put their partners down. Who mock or 
berate their partners, either to their face, or to others. I cannot understand why I would do that with the person I choose to spend my life with, 
nor can I understand what would give me the right to do this. 

Yet, blame and criticism seem to be the bookmarks of relationships.  

Here are two truths.  

First, your partner is exactly and precisely who they appear to be – how they act – (not who they say they are…) Given who he/she is, the only 
two viable choices regarding your relationship are acceptance or packing your bag and leaving. The third option, endless carping, 
manipulating, fighting, judging, is just stupid. 

Second, you are not there to fix your partner. You can only fix yourself. Your job is to work on yourself and to share yourself with your 
partner. And your partner, in a healthy relationship, does the same. Each step along the way, the task is to integrate my “new partner”  (the new 
data) into my present picture or file. Period. 

Self-Responsible Relating 
Over the years, I’ ve been struck by the amount of time and effort people put into trying the get others to “ love them,”  or “ treat them right.”  
And, over the years, I’ ve never, not once, met someone who successfully changed another person. Oh, I’ve met people who have cajoled, and 
bartered, and whined, and griped, and complained, and got their partner to shift something in the moment. But lasting change? Forget it. 

People treat each other the way they treat each other. This seems like such an obvious idea. Compatibility is a difficult proposition, because our 
culture is invested in telling us that how we feel, and the way we act, is the result of “good” or “bad”  external forces. Therefore, compatibility 
gets mixed up into, “getting my partner to behave in a compatible (read “my” ) way.”   

We suggest that the time for figuring out if someone is compatible with you is at around the second date – as in whether there will be a second 
date. If I want to be in a relationship between equals, I should notice equality from the start.  

My commitment is totally about what I  will do, whether in relationship or as I engage with the world. So, if things seem to be “slipping,”  my 
responsibility is to state what I observe, and then state what I  will do to get things back on track.  
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Rather than hold my partner accountable to my whims and desires, I turn it around and hold myself accountable, and then give my partner 
permission to also hold me accountable. In a sense, I am saying, “Here is how I agree to be and act in our relationship. I will slip from time to 
time. I intend to catch myself when I slip. If I don’ t, please remind me.”  

Now, of course, this will work elegantly only if my partner has made the same agreement with me, and sticks to it. 

I would argue, though, that in less than ideal relationships, one person can choose to be accountable to his or her partner, without the requisite 
agreement in return, and that the person who chooses accountability will be much, much better off than he or she was when all that was 
happening was blaming. 
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Set aside thirty minutes per day, for communication practice. 

No excuses! Many people tell me how busy their lives are, what with kids, work, shopping, TV 
watching, Hockey, whatever. Their relationship sucks, but hey, what do you expect of me?  

I  expect 30 minutes a day of communication time from you. Or, go call your  lawyer. 

1) Pick a specific time and a specific location. Each person commits to showing up, every day, 
whether or not your partner is there. Live up to your commitment!  

2) When partner shows up, each of you gets fifteen minutes to talk about whatever you choose. The 
very first thing to establish (each and every time) is what the speaker wants from the listener. There 
are really only three options: 

• I want you to listen. 

• I want you to listen and ask questions. 

• I want you to listen and offer suggestions. 

3) The pronoun of the authentic life is I . During this communication exercise, (and really, all the time) you must commit to speaking always 
and only for yourself, by using the pronoun, “ I.”  “ I think, I feel, I judge, the story I am telling myself (my personal favourite!)”  is key to 
elegant dialog. 

3) No matter what is said, it is the responsibility of the listener to listen, not to get defensive, make excuses, or explain. The goal of this 
exercise, which will go on day by day forever, is to provide a safe environment for each person to vent. What’s being said isn’ t true or false. 
It’s just words—and an entryway into the mind of the speaker. There is nothing to defend. 

4) After ten minutes (you may want to set a timer) the listener asks, “Do you want some feedback?”  Ninety per cent of the time, the speaker 
would be wise to agree. Why? You have blind spots, and hearing about them is the first step to fixing them! 

5) The feedback must not be in the form of a defense. It is a reflection on what the listener understood of the speaker’s choice(s). For example, 
“So, I’m aware that you are angering yourself over this situation. I’m wondering why you’ re choosing that response.”   

6) Then, shift. The listener becomes the speaker, following the pattern, above. 

This differs from “normal”  discussions in several ways: 

• It’s about talking, not about assigning blame. 

• It’s about self-exploration, not about making the partner responsible for fixing things. 

• It’s about learning to listen to complaints and blaming without biting. 

• It’s about listening to another’s pain without rushing in to rescue. 
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This is a wr iting exercise. The goal is to answer the following questions, then share your answers with 
your partner. DO NOT edit your writing to fit what you think your partner wants to hear! Remember, 
we’ re all about honesty here! I’ve interspersed questions, in purple, below. 

Think back on the stages of your relationship.  
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You meet, strike up a conversation, and decide you like someone. This leads to deciding to date. Now, 
as soon as you met, both begin to create data files, filled with bits of data. Initially, it’s filled with “enchanting”  bits—hormonally driven data 
about appearance, smell, what (s)he wears, how (s)he sounds. We could call this data, “The things about my new friend that turns me on.”  
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As time goes by, biographical data is inserted, as are “ likes and dislikes.”  Sexual preferences show up. Safe topics, unsafe topics, both appear 
as “do and don’ t”  lists. This list and meaning-making goes on both when your partner is there, but perhaps more importantly, when (s)he is 
absent. It is during the absences, especially, that you attached meaning to the bits of data in the file. Hopefully, you see the problem emerging. 
THAT piece of data was added by you, and is therefore about you—it has absolutely nothing to do with your partner.  

This is where I loose most people, so stick with me.  

You created an expectation and a story about who your partner was, and all of it was based upon your observations and interpretations.  
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At some point, you toted up all of your beliefs, and decided you were ready for a commitment. Here’s the irony: you committed to a 
relationship to the person you created in your head. Or, as a client recently put it, “ I don’ t want the fantasy to end!”  

We jump ahead a few months, after the “commitment.”  At some point, the novelty wore off. You began to notice stuff that you had ignored.  
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Typically, this is when the game-playing begins, and it may go on forever. You pulled out certain behaviours from your bag of tricks, all in an 
attempt to get your partner to change—to match the person you created in your head! Think about it. You created a person, in your head, and 
now you want the ‘ real person’  to match your invention. 
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Take the time to really consider the image in your head, how it matches, and more important, how it does not match the ‘present appearance’  of 
your partner. Write it all down. 

Now, pick a day or two to share what you wrote with your partner, following the above communication rules. No blaming, no defending. 
Listener, just listen. You may begin to see how things keep getting off the rails. 

Then, without defense or comment, switch, and the other person reads what they wrote, while the other listens. 

 

� 	 � 	 � 	 
 � � � � � � � � � 	 � � 	 
 � � � � � � � � � 	

 

Above, on page 3, is a list of characteristics of a healthy, committed relationship. 

Talk with your partner about your ‘ take’  on this list. Which parts work for you? Which seem difficult, 
which seem impossible, and which do you disagree about completely? 

Make your own list of things you will agree to. 

Devise a clear, “ I”  based statement of what you will commit to in your relationship, along with a 
statement asking your partner to hold you accountable for what you commit to. 

Example: Here is one statement that has integrity: “ I will always tell you the truth about me. Honesty is 
so important to me that if I lie to you, I would expect you to leave. And vice versa.”   

This is diametrically the opposite of, “ If you love me, you will not lie to me,”  or “ I’ ll stop lying when you stop lying,”  or “Don’ t you know you 
shouldn’ t lie.”  

What is on the table is that lying has consequences. This is different from erroneous boundary setting, which typically is a variant of, “You are 
not allowed to lie to me,”  or, “ If you love me you won’ t lie to me,”  or, “You can’ t treat me that way.”  Anyone can treat you any way they treat 
you. Your choice is always limited to what you will or will not do. 

Most people wimp out right here. I hear a lot of, “You do that again and I’m leaving,”  and whatever it is happens again, and the person does 
not leave. This is a monumental lack of integrity on the part of the “ threatener.”  Threats are stupid and childish. Integrity means: “ If I say I will 
do something, I  do it.”  This is not a threat. It’s a consequence. 

At the end of the day, nothing is more important than this: I do what I say I will do. No excuses. No wiggling out of it. No trying desperately to 
make it the fault of the other person.  
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Have a conversation about something that has, in the past, been a difficult topic.  

One of our favourites is to set up a “people who turn me on”  conversation, by sitting with your partner on a 
bench at the beach, the mall, wherever people gather. 

As usual, take turns. When someone walks by whom you find attractive, tell your partner about it—what you 
find attractive, what you’d like to ‘do’  with the person. 

Partner, listen and learn. It is just information, so let go of making yourself think this is somehow threatening.  

Now, shift roles.  

The more aware you are of what’s happening between your partner’s ears, the more honest communication will 
flow. After all, this material is “ in there”  for all of us, denials to the contrary.  

Be aware, this week, of how many times you keep yourself from being fully open and revealing with your 
therapist, your partner, yourself. Listen and see if you’ re presenting excuses and justifications as opposed to open, honest, vulnerable 
communication. Then, see what happens as you begin to self-disclose.  
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 For several years Dar and I have been offering what we call Weekend Residentials. It’s an opportunity to move in 
with us for a weekend and to explore your issues. We provide dialogue, exercises, and bodywork as regular parts 
of this experience. 

One of the exercises we always assign couples is what we call the chair exercise. This is especially nice in good 
weather—the lounge chairs outside are perfect—but the exercise can be done indoors also. 

One person sits in a comfortable lounge chair (or on a bed or couch) and leans against the back(board), with legs 
extended and spread. In a pinch you can sit on the floor, back against a wall, with a cushion under you. The other 
person sits between the open legs, back against chest. 

Then the person in front talks. One way to do this is for the front person to simply describe what you are seeing (in 
the room or space in front of you) and how you interpret it. Or you can talk about your life or your inner 
experience. The person behind “ just listens,”  and encourages the front person to keep sharing. The speaker speaks 
for 10 minutes, no interruptions. 

Then change positions, and do the thing again. No feedback, no comments. This is a great way to make physical contact while learning more 
about how the person in front processes their reality. Not right or wrong. Just listening to another person’s experience. 
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One of the essential things to ‘get’  is what is possible and what is not.  

First, take two pieces of paper. Put your name on the top of one of them, your partner’s name on the other. Then, create a listing of the 
numbers 1 to 20, down the left side, leaving some space between each line. 

Now, we will differentiate between possible and impossible requests.  

Examples: 

Impossible: Be nice to me (what’s ‘nice?’ ) Make me happy (no one makes anyone anything.) Love me. (How?) Make me feel safe. (You make 
you safe.) Fix my problems. (You create your problems, and you fix them.) Don’ t demand things from me. Let me be me. Don’ t get mad. 
Never look at another woman. 

Possible: Give me a hug. Say “ I love you,”  3 times today. Give me gentle neck rub. Ask me how my day was. Invite me to go for a 15 minute 
walk. Hold my hand in public. Take a shower with me.  

Exercise:  

1) On a blank piece of paper, list the Impossible Things you regularly expect from your partner. Share the lists with each other, and then burn 
the lists! 

2) Take your number page, which was created, above. Create a Car ing Days L ist. Each item on the list must be possible, positive (i.e.) “Rub 
my head,”  vs. “Don’ t ignore me,”  and do-able in 15 minutes or less. See above for suggestions. 

1) You may list up to 20 behaviours (below). You MUST list at least 10. 

2) Post your list. 

3) Read your partner’s list. Commit to doing 5 items from the list, each day, for 30 days. 

4) You do not have to do everything on the list. You must do at least 5 different ones each day. 

5) You do your 5 no matter what your partner does! 
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Amazing, really, how far off the rails most couples get. As I said above, in # 1, getting couples to agree to talk 30 
minutes a day is quite the struggle. I’ve noticed that couples in trouble seldom if ever have dates with each other, let 
alone have “dirty weekends away.”   

Sure, out come the excuses. “We’re broke!”  (Want to know how much that shiny, new divorce is going to cost?) 
“There’s no time!”  (Maybe after you’ re dead there will be more…) “We have kids!”  (They’ ll live without you for a 
few hours.) “What if we fight while we’ re on our date?’  (Why the heck do you think you need a date in the first 
place? Get over yourself!) 

Start out with a date, somewhere outside of the house, at least once a week. In Canada, there is huge chain of Donut 
Shops—Tim Horton’s—we call them “Timmie’s”—even a coffee date at Timmie’s is preferable to nothing. Dar and I 
stop for coffee regularly—I’ ll even meet her during the day, on one of her breaks.  

Pick a few reasonable restaurants, and go there. Without the kids. Without friends. No distractions. 

Learn to hang out again. After all, you used to hang out, didn’ t you? Go to free concerts in the park. Go for walks. Hold hands and talk. 
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Guess what? Emotions are a part of life. Not just the ‘good’  ones—all of them. You do not get to pick and choose which ones to have. You’ve 
got them all.  

People get all bent out of shape about emotions. Anger is one that pops to the top of the list. Most people confuse anger with violence, which is 
never OK. To deal with anger safely, you need boundaries. We’d much rather see all emotions dealt with as they ar ise.  

 

We suggest: 

�  A safe space—an 8 x 10 area rug is about right. 

�  Get the furniture out of the way.  

�  No breaking stuff. Words, pounding on a pillow, or a couch cushion, are all OK. 

�  10 minute time limit, with repeats OK if everyone agrees. 

For more, read Anger, Boundaries and Safety by Joann Peterson. 
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Have a discussion about boundaries, and encourage each other to express anger, sadness, grief, disappointment, happiness, bliss. Be present 
with each other, and observe without comment. 
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Another opportunity to write and share. We tend to be fairly protected around things we fear, especially if we are male. Women also fear stuff, 
and might be freer to express, but get caught in not wanting to get their partners going—as the men ride the white 
horse to the rescue. 

Write about things you fear.  

�  What happens when you think about your death? 

�  Being alone—abandoned? 

�  Revealing the ‘messy stuff’  inside? 

�  Being seen—many people have dreams of being naked in public—this is an indicator that one fears being 
‘ really seen.’  

What’s on your list? Write about it, talk about it, using the above ‘back and forth’  method. 

No rescuing, fixing, jumping in, or judging allowed!! 
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Here’s one of those odd, chargy, scary things most people never do. 

 

�  Ignore the distance and touching in the picture. Set it up this way: Sit opposite your partner, 
in a chair, a couple of feet apart. Set your timer for 5 minutes. Set it where you can’ t look at 
it. 

�  Breathe. Breathe throughout the exercise. As anxiety rises, we tend to hold our breaths. 
Kind of dumb, as oxygen is a good thing. 

�  Now, stare into your partner’s eyes. Feel free to blink as you need to, and you will need to. 
Keep your focus on your partner’s eyes. No looking away. 

�  If you do look away, just return your eyes to your partner’s without comment.  

At the end of 5 minutes, share your experience with your partner. 
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By now, you’ re getting much better at listening and being revealing. This exercise is really the basis of 
your ongoing communication.  

From now on, as you have your daily talk time, recognize that the real topic is ‘ the state of the union,’  so 
to speak. From now on, keep your partner in your loop. Share your thoughts, feelings, emotions.  

Ask, specifically for what you want. Remember exercise # 5 – the Caring Days one. Remember to ask for 
what is possible, not for global, impossible things. Be a good communicator, using “ I”  language 
exclusively. 

Pull out your commitment list from exercise # 3, and review it, on your own time. See how well you are 
doing, and whether any of the items listed can use polishing. Re-write any ambiguous statements, and if something new has occurred to you, 
add it in. 

Bring your list to a conversation time, read it to your partner, and re-commit to living, with integrity, your relationship.  

 

Resources: 

Be sure to download our two free relationships booklets 

My book, This Endless Moment, is an excellent resource for living fully, deeply, and in the moment. 

If you would like to have a resource for a full year of self-reflection, have a look at Living Life in Growing Orbits, which is available as a PDF 
download. 

 

Blessings and metta,  

 

Wayne C. Allen 

http://www.phoenixcentre.com/blog 

 


