
      

 
  

Rupture & Repair 
Finding Our Way Back After 
Something Goes Wrong… 

Tracy Henderson 
Counseling 



 

Relationships will experience moments of rupture. 

A rupture is any interaction, event, misunderstanding, or behavior that disrupts the felt sense of 
connection, safety, trust, or understanding between partners. Some ruptures are small and happen in 
everyday moments. Others are more significant and may impact the relationship for an extended period 
of time. 

A rupture does not automatically mean the relationship is unhealthy. 

Healthy relationships are not relationships that never experience hurt, misunderstanding, 
disappointment, or conflict. Rather, healthy relationships develop the awareness, skills, structure, and 
willingness to return, repair, and reconnect when something goes sideways. 

Trust grows through repeated experiences of safety, predictability, transparency, consistency, and repair. 
Small moments of connection or disconnection influence the system over time, which makes repair an 
ongoing relationship practice not a one-time event.  

Think of repair as the relationship saying: “Something happened between us. Let’s understand it, take 
responsibility for our part, and figure out how to find our way back.” 

 

What Is a Rupture? 

Ruptures can happen in many ways. 

• A misunderstanding  
• A harsh tone  
• Feeling ignored or 

dismissed  
• Criticism or 

defensiveness  
• Withdrawal  
• Breaking an agreement  

• Failing to follow 
through  

• Crossing a boundary  
• An argument that 

escalates  
• Emotional 

disconnection  
• Feeling unsupported  
• A secret  

• A betrayal  
• A missed opportunity 

to show up  
• Repeating an old 

pattern  
• Saying something 

hurtful  
• Not saying something 

that needed to be said  
 

Sometimes the rupture is obvious. Other times it happens slowly through accumulated micro-moments 
of disconnection. This is why it can be helpful to think of the relationship as a system. 

The question becomes less: “Who is wrong?” and more: “What happened in our system”, how did we 
each experience it, and what does repair require? 

 

 



 

Rupture Is Not the Same as Repair 

Couples often become very practiced at having conflict. They may be less practiced at closing the loop 
afterward. Sometimes a couple stops arguing and assumes the rupture is over. 

But: Conflict stopping ≠ Repair 

• Silence is not necessarily repair. 
• Moving on is not necessarily repair. 
• Having sex is not necessarily repair. 
• Saying “I’m sorry” is not always repair. 
• Avoiding the topic is not repair. 

Repair occurs when partners make enough sense of the experience that the system can begin to regain 
safety, clarity, connection, and trust. 

The “good enough” framework emphasizes that repair involves acknowledging what happened, taking 
responsibility, listening to the impact, and demonstrating change through future behavior.  

 

The Goal of Repair 

Repair is not necessarily about agreeing. It is also not about proving who remembers the event correctly. 

The goal is to help both partners understand: 

• What happened? 
• How did it impact each other? 
• What was the purpose or utility? 
• What needs attention now? 
• What can we learn? 
• What do we want to do differently next time? 

The relationship shifts from: ME vs. YOU to: US trying to understand what happened to the system. 

 

Step 1: Recognize the Rupture 

Before something can be repaired, both people need enough awareness to recognize that a rupture 
occurred. Sometimes one partner recognizes it immediately. The other may not. 

Try starting with neutral language: 

• “I think something happened between 
us.”  

• “That interaction didn’t feel good to me.”  



• “I think we got caught in one of our 
patterns.”  

• “Something feels unresolved.”  

• “I’m noticing some distance between us.”  

• “I think we need a do-over.”  

• “Can we revisit what happened earlier?”  

The purpose is not to assign blame. The purpose is to name it to tame it. 

 

Step 2: Regulate Before You Repair 

Repair is difficult when either person is still highly activated, flooded, defensive, or shut down. 

When the nervous system is in a fight, flight, freeze, or submit state, it can become difficult to listen, stay 
curious, tolerate feedback, or communicate clearly. 

Before returning to the conversation, ask: 

• Am I regulated enough to listen?  
• Can I hear something uncomfortable without immediately defending myself?  
• Can I describe my experience without attacking?  
• Can I remain curious?  
• Do I need more time before returning?  

Your communication and co-regulation resources consistently emphasize that the body needs to settle 
before the mind can effectively process the conversation.  

A useful process is: Pause + Reflect + Return = Respond 

The pause is not abandonment. 

The pause supports the return. 

 

Step 3: Understand What Happened 

Once both partners have enough capacity, review the game tape, seek to understand the experience 
before trying to solve it. 

Each person may have experienced the same interaction differently. Same territory. Different maps. 

Take turns exploring: 

What happened from my perspective? Stick as closely as possible to the event rather than immediately 
interpreting motives. 

Instead of: “You didn’t care.” 

• Try: “I was talking and noticed you looking at your phone several times.” 



Then explore: What happened inside me? 

• What emotions showed up?  

• What story did I tell myself?  

• What did I assume?  

• What did the situation remind me of?  

• What did I need in that moment?  

• What did I do next?  

This is where emotional awareness, beliefs, attachment, family-of-origin experiences, and personal “junk 
food” patterns may enter the conversation. 

The goal is curiosity. Not prosecution. 

 

Step 4: Understand the Impact 

One of the most important parts of repair is separating intention from impact. You may not have 
intended to hurt your partner. The impact may still have been painful. 

• Try asking: “How did that land for you?” 

Then listen. 

The role of the listener is not to immediately explain why the interpretation is incorrect. 

The role is to seek understanding. 

Useful statements include: 

• “I can understand how that hurt.”  
• “I hear that you felt dismissed.”  
• “I can see why that felt unsafe.”  
• “It makes sense that you experienced it 

that way.”  

• “I didn’t intend that, although I 
understand the impact.”  

• “Tell me more about what that moment 
was like for you.”  

 

Reflective listening supports repair because it demonstrates that the speaker has been heard and 
understood rather than simply waiting for the other person to defend their own position.  

 

Step 5: Own Your Contribution 

Repair requires accountability. In a system, both parties contribute. Both parties influence what occurs. 

Each person can ask: “What did I contribute to what happened?” 

That contribution may involve: 

• Tone  • Timing  • Criticism  



• Withdrawal  
• Defensiveness  
• Assumptions  
• Interrupting  
• Not communicating a 

need  

• Escalating  
• Avoiding  
• Minimizing  
• Withholding 

information  
• Breaking an agreement  

• Expecting mind-
reading  

• Acting outside of one's 
values  

• Falling into a familiar 
pattern  

The objective is not shame. The objective is agency. 

Your “junk food” patterns often serve a purpose, but awareness creates the opportunity to interrupt them 
and practice a different way of showing up.  

Accountability might sound like: 

• “I became defensive instead of listening.”  
• “I raised my voice.”  
• “I withdrew and left you hanging.”  
• “I expected you to know what I needed.”  
• “I minimized something that mattered to 

you.”  

• “I was trying to be right instead of trying to 
understand.”  

• “I did not follow through on what we 
agreed to.”  

• “I crossed a boundary.” 

 

Try to own the behavior without immediately adding: “But you…” 

 

Step 6: Offer the Corrective Experience 

Not every person experiences repair the same way. A generic apology may not close the loop. 

Ask: “What would help repair this for you?” 

Repair may involve: 

• Acknowledgment  
• An apology  
• Validation  
• Remorse  
• Reassurance  
• Physical affection  
• Space  

• Transparency  
• Clarification  
• Making amends  
• Changed behavior  
• Rebuilding 

predictability  

• Re-establishing a 
boundary  

• Following through on 
an agreement  

• Giving the other person 
time  

 

Repair can include acknowledgment of the specific wrongdoing, sincere remorse, responsibility, listening 
and validation, making amends, and demonstrating how future behavior will differ.  

A useful question is: “What would have to prove true for you to begin feeling safer with me again?” 

The answer may not be a conversation. Sometimes repair needs to be demonstrated. 



 

Step 7: Apologize With Intention 

An apology works best when it communicates understanding rather than simply trying to end the 
discomfort. 

Consider including: 

• What I did: “I raised my voice and interrupted you.” 
• What I understand about the impact: “I can see that it made you feel like I wasn’t listening and 

that the conversation was no longer safe.” 
• Ask for Forgiveness: “When you are ready, please forgive me for my actions…” 
• Responsibility: “That was my behavior and I own it.” 
• Remorse: “I’m sorry I handled it that way.” 
• Repair: “What would help you feel like we’ve closed the loop?” 
• Do Different: “Next time I notice myself getting that activated, I’m going to call a pause rather than 

push through the conversation.” 

Repair strengthens the system when acknowledgment is followed by consistent behavior rather than 
relying solely on the apology itself.  

 

Step 8: Look for the System Vulnerability 

After the emotional repair, take time to review the game tape.  

Ask: “What made our system vulnerable to this?” 

• We were exhausted.  
• We started the conversation too late.  
• One of us was already overwhelmed.  
• We had not spent meaningful time 

together.  
• A boundary was unclear.  
• We assumed rather than asked.  
• One person needed reassurance while 

the other needed space.  

• We had no agreed process for navigating 
the issue.  

• We stopped communicating wants and 
needs.  

• We fell into our pursue/withdraw pattern.  
• We were trying to solve the problem 

before regulating the emotions.  
• We had too few emotional resources 

available.  
 

The goal is to learn from the rupture rather than simply recover from it. 

 

 



 

Step 9: Build a Guardrail 

Once the vulnerability is identified, ask: “What can we put in place that would make this less likely to 
happen again?” 

Examples: 

• No difficult conversations after 10:00 PM.  
• No serious conversations when alcohol is involved.  
• Establish a return time when someone asks for space.  
• Ask before bringing up emotionally heavy topics.  
• Use a shared journal when talking becomes overwhelming.  
• Clarify whether the listener is being asked to listen, validate, or problem-solve.  
• Use a code word when escalation begins.  
• Schedule weekly check-ins around recurring stressors.  
• Create clearer boundaries.  
• Communicate the “minimum dose” of connection each person needs.  

 
Guardrails are not designed to control the relationship. They create the conditions that support safety, 
understanding, and successful outcomes.  

 

Step 10: Practice the Repair 

Repair is a skill. Skills require practice and repetition. 

Each successful “rep” gives the relationship another reference point: 

• We had a difficult moment. 
• We stayed connected enough to return. 
• We understood what happened. 
• We took responsibility. 
• We repaired. 
• We CAN! 

Over time, those experiences help the system become more resilient. 

This is especially important because trust is not built through perfection. It develops through repeated 
experiences of consistency, predictability, transparency, empathy, accountability, and productive repair.  

 

 

 



 

A Repair Framework 

When something goes sideways: RECOGNIZE → REGULATE → UNDERSTAND → OWN → REPAIR → LEARN 

• Recognize: Something happened between us. 
• Regulate: Address emotions first.  
• Understand: What happened for each of us? 
• Own: What was my contribution? 
• Repair: What corrective experience is needed? 
• Learn: Review the game tape to understand what do we need to do differently next time? 

 

Repair Conversation Prompts 

Try these prompts individually or together: 

1. What happened from my perspective?  
2. What happened inside me emotionally?  
3. What story did I tell myself about what 

happened?  
4. What did I need in that moment?  
5. What did I do that helped?  
6. What did I do that made the situation 

harder?  
7. What did my partner experience?  
8. What impact did my behavior have, 

regardless of my intention?  

9. What can I take responsibility for?  
10. Is there something I need to apologize 

for?  
11. What would repair look like for me?  
12. What would repair look like for my 

partner?  
13. What system vulnerability contributed to 

the rupture?  
14. What guardrail or support would help next 

time?  
15. What do we want to practice differently?  

 

Repair Is Not Perfection 

Sometimes repair happens quickly. Sometimes it takes several conversations. 

Sometimes the person who caused the hurt is ready to repair before the person who experienced the hurt 
is ready to receive it. 

Be patient. 

A rupture may close emotionally before it closes cognitively or the other way around. 

Some experiences require time, repetition, transparency, reassurance, or behavioral evidence before 
safety and trust return. The goal is not to force closure. 

The goal is to create enough safety and consistency for closure to become possible. 



 

Keep Focused on the Relationship  

During difficult moments, try to remember: You are not only interacting with the problem. 

You are also interacting with the relationship. 

Ask: 

• How do I want to show up? 
• What does my partner need from me? 
• What does our relationship need from us right now? 

The broader ME | WE | US framework encourages each partner to understand their own contribution, 
understand the other person, and use that awareness to intentionally strengthen the shared relationship.  

That same philosophy applies to repair: 

• ME: What happened inside me and what do I own? 
• WE: Can I understand what happened for you? 
• US: What does our relationship need now? 

 

Closing Thought 

Ruptures will happen. What matters is what the relationship learns to do next. 

Repair is the practice of returning to one another with enough curiosity, humility, accountability, 
compassion, and courage to understand what happened and determine how to move forward. 

The objective is not: “We will never hurt each other.” 

A healthier objective may be: 

“When something happens between us, we will work to recognize it, return to it, repair what needs 
attention, and use the experience to strengthen how we care for our system.” 

Practice over perfection. 

Repair over avoidance. 

Understanding over winning. 

US vs. the pattern. 

 


