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Your Relationship Is a System 

A relationship is more than two individuals. When two people build a life together, they create a system. 

Each person brings their own personality, beliefs, family history, attachment experiences, emotional 
patterns, communication styles, strengths, needs, boundaries, habits, and ways of responding to stress. 
Over time, these individual characteristics interact with one another and create patterns within the 
relationship. 

Some of those patterns work naturally and become strengths. Others may create friction, 
misunderstanding, emotional fatigue, or disconnection. 

Every system has strengths and vulnerabilities. 

A system vulnerability does not necessarily mean something is wrong with either partner or that the 
relationship is unhealthy. It is simply an area where the combination of ME + YOU + LIFE creates an 
increased opportunity for the relationship to become stressed, dysregulated, disconnected, or caught in 
an unproductive pattern. 

The goal is not to eliminate every vulnerability. The goal is to understand your system well enough to 
support it intentionally. 

Think of your relationship this way: ME + YOU + LIFE = OUR SYSTEM 

Our system contains: Strengths + Vulnerabilities 

When we understand both, we can build: Awareness → Support → Structure → Practice → Repair 

The ME | WE | US process begins with understanding yourself, then understanding your partner, and 
finally using those insights to intentionally strengthen the relationship you are creating together.  

 

Where Do System Vulnerabilities Come From? 

Relationship vulnerabilities can develop from several sources. Often, it is not one thing that creates 
difficulty, but the interaction of multiple variables. 

Individual Vulnerabilities 

Each partner brings a unique internal system into the relationship. 

These may include: 

• Personality and temperament  

• Family-of-origin experiences  

• Attachment patterns  

• Beliefs and internal stories  



• Trauma or previous relationship 
experiences  

• Emotional sensitivities and triggers  

• Communication styles  

• Boundaries  

• Stress tolerance  

• Need for closeness or independence  

• Expectations about relationships  

• Habits and default coping strategies  

For example, one person may need structure and predictability while the other prefers flexibility and 
spontaneity. One may seek closeness when distressed while the other needs space. One may process 
experiences emotionally while the other processes them through thinking and analysis. 

Neither style is necessarily the problem. 

Sometimes the frequency mismatch or interaction between styles creates the vulnerability. 

Relationship patterns are often influenced by personality, modeling, culture, family experiences, and 
other life experiences. Building awareness of where these styles complement one another and where 
they collide can help couples understand and accommodate their differences.  

 

Relational Vulnerabilities 

Some vulnerabilities emerge specifically between two people. Relationship “traps” occur all the time.  

For example: 

Pursue + Withdraw: One partner moves toward the conflict to restore connection. The other moves away 
to reduce emotional intensity. 

Structure + Spontaneity: One partner experiences planning as safety. The other experiences too much 
structure as restrictive. 

Emotion + Analysis: One partner wants the experience acknowledged emotionally. The other wants to 
understand or solve the problem cognitively. 

Closeness + Independence: One partner seeks reassurance and connection when activated. The other 
seeks autonomy or space. 

Directness + Conflict Avoidance: One partner believes talking immediately creates resolution. The 
other experiences the conversation itself as overwhelming. 

These combinations can create predictable cycles. 

Rather than asking: “Which one of us is the problem?” 

Try asking: “Where is our system vulnerable, and what happens when that vulnerability gets 
activated?” 



 

Environmental Vulnerabilities (3rd Variables) 

Sometimes the relationship itself is not the primary problem. The system is operating under too much 
load.  

Common examples include: 

• Fatigue  

• Poor sleep  

• Hunger  

• Work stress  

• Parenting demands  

• Financial pressure  

• Family stress  

• Health concerns  

• Grief  

• Major transitions  

• Travel  

• Alcohol or substance 
use  

• Lack of time  

• Technology and screen 
use  

• Sexual or intimacy 
changes  

• Too much 
togetherness  

• Too little connection  

• Isolation  

• Major decisions or 
uncertainty  

Our less productive “junk food” patterns are particularly likely to emerge when we are fatigued, 
overwhelmed, emotionally hungry, hypervigilant, or trying to avoid discomfort.  

A useful equation is: Vulnerability + Stress + Scarcity (Low Resources) = Increased Risk of Default 
Patterns 

This does not mean the pattern is inevitable. It means the system may need more support. 

 

Identify Your System Vulnerabilities 

Take some time individually and together to explore where your relationship becomes most vulnerable. 

Complete the following statement: Our relationship tends to become more vulnerable when... 

Consider: 

• We are tired, hungry, stressed, or depleted.  

• One of us needs closeness while the other needs space.  

• We disagree about how quickly something needs to be resolved.  

• One of us feels criticized, rejected, ignored, controlled, or misunderstood.  



• We stop communicating our needs clearly.  

• We assume we know what the other person is thinking or feeling.  

• Work, parenting, finances, or family demands consume our resources.  

• We stop prioritizing affection, intimacy, play, or quality time.  

• One or both of us fall into familiar “junk food” patterns.  

• Old wounds, beliefs, or attachment sensitivities become activated.  

• We begin operating as ME vs. YOU instead of US vs. the problem.  

• We experience a rupture but do not return and repair it.  

 

Our System Vulnerabilities 

1. Our system is especially vulnerable when: 

 

When this happens, we tend to: 

 

 

2. Our system is especially vulnerable when: 

 

When this happens, we tend to: 

 

 

3. Our system is especially vulnerable when: 

 

When this happens, we tend to: 

 

 

 



 

Learn the Early Warning Signs 

Healthy systems become easier to manage when we recognize a vulnerability before it becomes a 
crisis. 

Ask: What are the “chirps” before the alarm? 

You might notice: 

• Tone changes  

• Faster speech  

• Interrupting  

• Becoming unusually 
quiet  

• Repeating the same 
argument  

• Withdrawal  

• Irritation  

• Defensiveness  

• Physical tension  

• Feeling the need to 
prove a point  

• Mind-reading  

• Catastrophizing  

• Feeling rejected  

• Wanting immediate 
reassurance  

• Wanting to escape the 
conversation  

• Losing curiosity  

• Thinking in “always” 
and “never”  

Emotional awareness begins with noticing and naming what is happening before the response becomes 
overwhelming.  

The earlier the system recognizes the pattern, the more choices the system has. 

 

Build Support Around the Vulnerability 

Once you identify a vulnerability, avoid relying solely on willpower or promising to “do better.” 

Instead ask: What can we build around this vulnerability that makes a healthier response easier? 

Consider four types of support. 

1. Guardrails 

Guardrails help prevent the system from moving too far into an unhealthy pattern. 

Examples: 

• We do not have difficult conversations after a certain hour.  

• We do not introduce major emotional topics while someone is leaving for work or trying to sleep.  



• Either partner can request a pause.  

• A pause always includes an agreed-upon return time.  

• We avoid yelling, contempt, insults, threats, or hostile language.  

• We agree on clear boundaries involving outside relationships.  

• We do not make major decisions while emotionally flooded.  

• We clarify whether the conversation is for listening, support, or problem-solving.  

Existing communication guardrails emphasize intentionally choosing when, where, and how difficult 
conversations happen while creating agreements that support regulation and safety.  

2. Scaffolding 

Scaffolding is additional support that makes something difficult easier to navigate. 

Examples include: 

• A shared journal  

• Weekly relationship check-ins  

• Calendar reminders  

• A code word for escalation  

• Written agreements  

• Planned decompression time after work (Transition time) 

• Individual regulation strategies  

• Co-regulation strategies  

• Couple’s counseling  

• Visual reminders of your relationship mission  

• Texting or writing before discussing a difficult topic verbally  

For couples who become overwhelmed during live conversations, a shared journal can provide another 
communication pathway allowing each partner to regulate, reflect, and communicate with greater clarity 
before returning to the conversation.  

Scaffolding is not weakness. 

It is good system design. 



3. Structure & Process 

Some relationship problems continue because the couple has no agreed-upon process for what to do 
when the predictable problem occurs. 

Instead of figuring it out while already dysregulated, create the process before you need it. 

Example: Conflict Process 

• NOTICE → PAUSE → REGULATE → RETURN → LISTEN → UNDERSTAND → REPAIR 

Example: Difficult Conversation 

• SCHEDULE → PREPARE → SHARE → LISTEN → CLARIFY → DECIDE → FOLLOW UP 

Example: Emotional Activation 

• NOTICE → NAME → COMMUNICATE → REGULATE → ASK FOR SUPPORT 

Structure creates predictability. Predictability can create safety. 

Safety creates more opportunity for curiosity, vulnerability, understanding, and repair. 

4. Support & Maintenance 

Strong systems require regular deposits and time for play, not just repairs when something goes wrong. 

Consider the conditions that help your relationship remain well-resourced: 

• Sleep  

• Individual self-care  

• Friendships  

• Personal interests  

• Affection  

• Physical intimacy  

• Emotional intimacy  

• Play  

• Shared experiences  

• Novelty  

• Humor  

• Gratitude  

• Encouragement  

• Quality time  

• Individual autonomy  

• Shared goals  

• Consistent follow-
through  

Small, intentional moments of appreciation and encouragement help partners feel seen and valued while 
reinforcing behaviors that strengthen connection. Over time, those “deposits” can increase trust, 
warmth, and resilience within the relationship.  

Connection itself also benefits from diversification. Conversation, affection, humor, shared activities, 
support, quiet presence, novelty, and play all provide different pathways for partners to remain 
connected when circumstances change.  



 

Create Your System Support Plan 

Choose one vulnerability at a time. 

Vulnerability 

Our system becomes vulnerable when: 

 

What Happens 

When this vulnerability is activated, our typical pattern is: 

 

Early Warning Signs 

The first signs that we are entering the pattern are: 

 

Guardrail 

One agreement that could help prevent escalation is: 

 

Scaffolding 

One tool, resource, or support that could make this easier is: 

 

Process 

When this occurs, we will practice the following steps: 

 

Support 

One thing we can regularly do to make our system more resilient is: 

 

 

 



 

Focus on the Pattern, Not the Person 

One of the most useful shifts a couple can make is learning to neutralize and externalize the pattern. 

Instead of: “You always do this.” 

• Try: “I think we're entering our pattern.” 

Instead of: “You're the problem.” 

• Try: “Something about this situation makes our system vulnerable.” 

Instead of: “You need to change.” 

• Try: “What would help us navigate this differently?” 

This creates an important shift: ME vs. YOU → US vs. THE PATTERN 

The goal is collaboration rather than blame. 

 

Practice Over Perfection 

Healthy relationships are not relationships where nobody becomes triggered, defensive, tired, 
withdrawn, irritated, or overwhelmed. 

Healthy relationships are systems that increasingly learn: 

• What tends to happen. 
• Why the pattern occurs. 
• What is the utility of the pattern. 
• How each person contributes. 
• What the early warning signs look like. 

• What each person needs. 
• How to accommodate one another. 
• How to interrupt the pattern. 
• How to repair when things go wrong. 

 

Your relationship vulnerabilities may change as life changes. Parenting, careers, health, finances, aging, 
loss, intimacy, family relationships, and transitions can all place different demands on the system. 

Return to the conversation periodically and ask: 

• What's working well in our system? 
• Where are we currently vulnerable? 

• What is scarce currently? (What are we 
missing…) 

• What is too much currently? (Abundant) 



• What are the early warning signs? 
• What does each of us need? 
• What guardrails or scaffolding would 

help? 

• What needs repair? 
• What should we practice more often?

 

 

The objective is not to create a perfect system. 

It is to create a system that becomes increasingly aware, flexible, supportive, predictable, safe, and 
capable of repair. 

Healthy relationships aren't built by eliminating vulnerability. They are built by understanding where the 
system is vulnerable and intentionally creating the awareness, support, structure, and practice needed to 
care for it. 

• ME understands what I bring. 
• WE understand one another. 
• US builds a system capable of supporting both. 

That reflects the broader ME | WE | US objective of moving from individual self-awareness toward shared 
understanding and intentional practice within the relationship.  

 


