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Relationships require each partner to develop awareness around their own wants, needs, limits, and
emotional experiences and then learn how to translate those experiences so the other person has an
opportunity to understand and respond.

That sounds simple. Although, it can be surprisingly difficult.

We may know that something feels “off,” that we are frustrated, disconnected, lonely, overwhelmed, or
disappointed without clearly knowing what we need or what we want the other person to actually do.

When needs remain unspoken, unclear, or assumed, partners are left to fill in the blanks.

This can lead to:

e Mindreading e Criticism e Disappointment
e Assumptions ¢ Passive ¢ Feelingunseen or
e Resentment communication unheard

¢ Reassurance seeking e Scorekeeping

o Withdrawal e Over-functioning

Some relationship “traps” develop when individuals withhold needs to preserve harmony, expect others
to recognize what they need without being told, or become resentful when an unspoken expectation is
not met.

A healthier practice involves: Internal Experience > Awareness > Need 2> Request 2 Action
The goal is not to have every request fulfilled.

The goal is to become better at knowing yourself, translating yourself, and giving your partner an
opportunity to understand you.

Start With ME
Before asking another person to respond to a need, begin by turning inward.
Ask: What is happening for me?

You may notice:

e Anemotion ¢ Aboundarybeing e Adesire for
. ) tested reassurance
e Aphysical sensation
e Alonging for o Fatigue or low capacit
e Anunmet expectation g g g pactty
connection

e Afeeling of being

e Afeeling of scarcit
& y e Aneedforspace unseen, unheard, or

unsupported



ME | WE | US begins with building awareness around your own beliefs, behaviors, tendencies, limits, and
patterns before translating that information to your partner.

Try asking:

The objective is curiosity. Not judgment.

Emotions Are Often the First Clue

What am | feeling?
What am | reacting to?
What story am | telling
myself?

What feels missing?

What matters to me
right now?

What do | want more
of?

What do | want less of?

What would feel
supportive?

What am | hoping my
partner notices?
Have | actually
communicated that?

Emotions can act like a smoke alarm - the signal, or “chirp”, that something needs our attention.

You might experience: Loneliness and discover underneath it: “l want more connection.”

You might experience: Frustration and discover: “I need more help.”

You might experience: Anxiety and discover: “l need more predictability or reassurance.”

You might experience: Resentment and discover: “l have been saying yes when | actually need

to say no.”

You might experience: Disappointment and discover: “Something mattered to me more than|

communicated.”

The emotional “chirp” is information. It does not automatically tell you what your partner needs to do.

That requires another step.

Identify the Need

Once you notice the signal, try to determine what may be underneath it. Name the source.

Common needs may involve:

Connection
Affection
Attention
Appreciation
Respect
Reassurance
Understanding
Acceptance
Reliability

Predictability
Transparency
Autonomy

Space

Rest

Support

Play

Intimacy

Sexual connection

Safety
Belonging
Partnership
Recognition
Encouragement
Help

Time

Grace
Boundaries



Try completing: “What | need right now is...”
Then stay curious. You may discover that the first answer is only the surface.
For example: “l need you to text me more.”

What for?

e Perhaps: “lI need reassurance that we are connected when we're apart.”
e And/Or: “l need to feel remembered.”
e And/Or: “Predictability helps me feel safe.”

Understanding the deeper need creates more options for how that need can be supported.

Wants, Needs & the “Minimum Dose”

Not every want carries the same weight. Some preferences are flexible. Others are closely connected to
emotional safety, identity, values, intimacy, or the health of the relationship.

It can be useful to understand: What would be nice? Versus What really matters?
To distinguish between the two. Establish what is the minimum dose | need to feel nourished.
Explore: What is my minimum dose?

Connection:
¢ A meaningful conversation several times a week
e Ahugwhen we reconnect after work
o Twenty minutes together without phones
¢ Aweekly shared activity
Affection:
e Holding hands
e Agoodbye kiss
o Sitting close
e Physicaltouch thatis not always sexual
Autonomy:
e Time alone
e Maintaining hobbies
e Seeingfriends independently
¢ Not having to process everything immediately

The pointis not to create a rigid relationship contract.

Itis to translate what helps each person stay healthy within the system.



Scarcity Can Amplify a Need

When people believe there is not enough, such as connection, affection, time, attention, reassurance, or
emotional availability, the nervous system may begin responding from scarcity.

Scarcity can increase:

o Vigilance ¢ Reassurance seeking ¢ Sensitivity to small
e Anxiety e Withdrawal changes

e Comparison o Competition for

e Pressure attention

Which means to address scarcity a partner can identify what is absent, translate that to their partner, and
request predictable connection, greater emotional transparency, diversified pathways for closeness,
reassurance without over-functioning, and consistent follow-through.

So when a need feels particularly intense, pause and ask: “Am | responding to what is happening right
now or to the fear that there is not enough?”

Sometimes what the system needs is not a bigger reaction.

It needs more predictability, transparency, and structure.

Translate the Need into a Request

Identifying the need is ME work. Communicating it is where we move into WE.
A useful progression is: FEELING > NEED > REQUEST

For example:

e Feeling: “I've been feeling disconnected.”
e Need: “| think | need some intentional time with you.”

e Request: “Would you be open to taking a walk together after dinner tonight without our phones?”

Another:

e Feeling: “I notice I'm getting overwhelmed.”
e Need: “| need some time to settle before | can talk productively.”
e Request: “Can we pause for 30 minutes and come back to this at 7:30?”

Another:

e Feeling: “I've been feeling unappreciated.”
e Need: “| think acknowledgment of what I'm contributing matters to me.”



e Request: “When you notice me taking care of something for us, would you be willing to
acknowledge it sometimes?”

A clear request helps move the relationship from: “Something is wrong.” toward: “Here is something
we can actually respond to.”

Make the Request Actionable

e Compare: “I need you to care more.”
o With: “When | tell you about a difficult day, could you ask me a couple questions
before offering advice?”
e Compare: “I need more affection.”
o With: “Would you be willing to hug me when you get home?”
e Compare: “l need you to support me.”
o With: “When I'm overwhelmed, it would help if you asked whether | want listening or
problem-solving.”
e Compare: “I need more quality time.”
o With: “Could we protect Wednesday evening for an hour together without screens?”

The more concrete the translation, the easier it is for the other person to understand what support
actually looks like. Clarity enables a partner with insight into what they can “do.”

Avoid Making Your Partner Guess

A common relationship trap is: “If they really knew me, they should know what | need.”

Sometimes our partners do notice. Sometimes they don't. Sometimes they notice the emotion but
misunderstand the need. Sometimes they know the need but offer support differently than we imagined.

Same territory...Different maps...

ME | WE | US emphasizes translating what you learn about yourself so that your partner has greater
opportunity to understand and support you.

Consider replacing: “You should know.” With: “Let me help you understand what would feel
supportive to me in this moment.”

Hit the easy button. Be specific. Make it actionable.



A Request Is Different from an Expectation
Sometimes we believe we made a request when we actually communicated an expectation.
For example:

e Expectation: “You should be helping more.”
e Request: “Could you handle dinner on Tuesdays and Thursdays?”

Or:

e Expectation: “You need to communicate better.”
e Request: “If you're going to be late, would you send me a quick text so | know what's happening?”

Or:

e Expectation: “You need to make me feel important.”
e Request: “Would you be willing to plan something for us occasionally rather than me always
initiating?”

Unspoken expectations can easily turn into resentment. Clear requests create an opportunity for
collaboration.

A Request Is Also Different From a Demand
A request creates space for the other person's:
e« Capacity ¢ Needs e Timing

¢ Boundaries e Perspective ¢ Autonomy

Which may result in the other person responding in a more productive manner. Such as: Yes. Not right
now. | can do part of that. Can we find another way? Help me understand why that matters to you.

Healthy interdependence involves supporting and relying on one another while still maintaining
individuality, boundaries, and personal responsibility.

The objective is not: “You are responsible for meeting every need | have.”

Rather: “l am responsible for understanding and communicating myself, and we can collaborate
around how we support one another.”



Know What Is ME and What Is WE

Some needs require support from the relationship. Some require action from yourself.

Many require both.

ME: What can | do to support myself? How can | be self-full?

WE: What could | reasonably ask my partner to contribute?

For example: Emotional regulation

ME:

WE:

Take awalk e Breathe ¢ Practice self-talk
Journal ¢ Rest

Ask my partner to stay e Askforreassurance ¢ Askthemto listen
close e Askforspace

Interdependence encourages individuals to honor their wants and needs, understand their capacity,
communicate limits, and practice healthy boundaries rather than abandoning themselves in order to

accommodate others.

Healthy support is not: “Fix this for me.” It may sound more like: “This is mine to manage and here's

how you can support me while | do it.”

Understand the Listener's Role

Once arequestis communicated, the listener does not need to immediately agree, defend, or solve.

Start with understanding.

“Help me understand why that matters to you.”

“What | hear you saying is...”

“It sounds like you're needing...”

“Is this something you need regularly or just right now?”
“What would that look like to you?”

“Am | understanding the request correctly?”

“How can | support you?”

Reflective listening encourages the listener to focus on the meaning of the message rather than getting

lost in details, defensiveness, or preparing a response.

Remember: Listen @ Understand > Validate > Respond.



When the Answer Is “No” or “Not Right Now”

Not every request can or should be met exactly as requested. When this happens, try to remain in
collaboration.

Instead of: “You never care about what | need.”
e Try: “Okay. Help me understand what's getting in the way.”
Then ask:

e Isthetiming wrong?

e Istherequestunclear?

e Isthere a capacity issue?

e Does the request conflict with a boundary?

o Isthere another way to satisfy the underlying need?
e Isthere a smallerversion we could try?

e What has to prove true for this to work?

Examine what needs to start, stop, change, or be supported and then identify small, achievable actions
to practice.

Sometimes negotiation creates a better solution than the original request.

Build Diversity into Support
Avoid creating a relationship where one need has only one solution.
For example: Need for Connection

Possible strategies:

o Talk e Share a meal e Watch something

¢ Walktogether ¢ Have sex together

e Hold hands o Sittogether quietly e Complete a project
e Cooktogether e Playagame e Plan an adventure

e Send a text

Often, individuals and couples foreclose and limit how they support a need. Be open to experiment and
expand the diversity of options available so that partners do not depend on only one pathway to satisfy
their needs.

Think: One Need > Multiple Ways to Support It. This creates flexibility within the system.



Build Predictability Around Recurring Needs

If the same request keeps appearing, consider whether it needs structure or process rather than
another spontaneous conversation.

Examples:

Recurring need for connection > Schedule a weekly activity.

Recurring need for planning > Use a shared calendar.

Recurring need for emotional check-ins > Establish a consistent check-in.

Recurring difficulty talking face-to-face > Use a shared journal.

Recurring need for decompression after work > Create a 20-minute transition ritual.
Recurring need for affection > Build small connection and simmering rituals into the day.

A shared journal, for example, can provide an alternative way to communicate requests and needs when

live conversation becomes emotionally difficult or when partners process differently.

This is where a request becomes scaffolding for the system.

Practice: Translate the Need

Use the following exercise individually to reflect, write down a response, and then share with your partner.

What happened?

What am | feeling?

What story or meaning am | giving the situation?

What feels missing?

What do | think | need?

What for? Why does this matter to me?

Whatis my “minimum dose?” What would be enough to help?
What can | do for ME?

What could | ask from WE?

My request: “Would you be willing to...”

Is there another way we could support the same need?

Once you’ve discovered the need. Try to Translate the request in a productive manner.

Instead of: “You don't care.”

Try: “I'm feeling disconnected and could use some reassurance. Can we spend a little time
together tonight?”



Instead of: “You never help.”
e Try: “I'm overwhelmed by what I'm carrying. Could you take responsibility for dinner tonight?”

Instead of: “You're ignoring me.”
e Try: “When we don't reconnect after conflict, | start feeling distant. Could we check back in before
bed?”

Instead of: “You're always on your phone.”
e Try: “I miss having your attention. Could we put our phones away while we eat?”

Instead of: “You need to leave me alone.”
e Try: “I'm getting overloaded and need some space to regulate. Can | take 30 minutes and come
back?”

Instead of: “Why don't you ever initiate?”
e Try: “It helps me feel wanted when you initiate connection. Would you plan something for us this
week?”

The objective is not to find the “perfect” words.

Itis to make the internal experience more explicit, understandable, and actionable.

Closing Thought
Your partner cannot always know what you need unless you help them understand.

And sometimes you cannot clearly communicate what you need until you have taken time to
understand it yourself.

The practice is: NOTICE » NAME > UNDERSTAND > TRANSLATE > REQUEST > COLLABORATE

e Be curious about your needs.

e Be self-full to honor those needs.

e Be courageous enough to communicate them.
e Be flexible about how they may be supported.

And remember that the goalis not perfect responsiveness from either partner.
The goal is to create a relationship where both individuals increasingly feel safe saying:

“This is what is happening for me. This is what | think | need. Can we figure out together what
support could look like?”

Practice over perfection. Requests over assumptions. Translation over mind reading.



