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A Note Before You Begin

This guide offers general information and a coaching perspective on rebuilding a struggling relationship. It is 
not a substitute for therapy, psychiatric care, or legal advice, and reading it does not create a coaching or 
clinical relationship. If you are experiencing abuse or are afraid of your partner, this guide is not the right 
resource. Contact the National Domestic Violence Hotline at 1-800-799-7233. If you are having thoughts of 
harming yourself, contact the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline by calling or texting 988.

Why This Guide Exists

Most relationship advice is either too generic to apply to your actual situation, or written for problems milder than what 
you're dealing with. This guide skips the platitudes. It's a direct look at what actually predicts whether a struggling 
relationship can be rebuilt, and what tends to be wasted effort.

Struggling vs. Over: A Real Filter

Not every relationship in trouble is over, and not every relationship worth ending feels dramatic enough to justify leaving. A 
few honest questions that cut through the noise better than 'do you still love them':

● Is there still mutual respect, even during conflict, or has it curdled into contempt?

● Are both people willing to actually change something, or does only one person want to do the work?

● Is the core problem something addressable (communication, time, unresolved resentment) or something more 
fundamental (incompatible life goals, ongoing betrayal, abuse)?

If both people are willing to engage honestly and the core issues are addressable, rebuilding is realistic. If only one person is 
willing, or the issues are more fundamental, that's worth naming clearly rather than pretending otherwise for months or years.

Why Generic Advice Doesn't Work

'Communicate more' and 'schedule a date night' aren't wrong, exactly, but they treat symptoms without addressing why 
communication broke down in the first place, or why the relationship stopped feeling worth prioritizing. Generic advice tends 
to produce a brief uptick in effort that fades within weeks, because it never touched the actual pattern driving the disconnect.

The Four Patterns That Actually Predict Divorce

Decades of research by psychologist John Gottman, built on direct observation of thousands of couples, identified four 
communication patterns that predict relationship breakdown with unusually high accuracy, often cited above 90%, when they 
show up regularly and go unaddressed. Gottman calls them the Four Horsemen:

● Criticism: attacking your partner's character rather than addressing a specific behavior ('you're so irresponsible' 
instead of 'the bill didn't get paid')

● Contempt: mockery, eye-rolling, or sarcasm delivered from a position of superiority. Of the four, this one is the 
strongest predictor of breakdown

● Defensiveness: responding to a complaint with counter-attack or victimhood instead of hearing it

● Stonewalling: shutting down and withdrawing from the conversation entirely, rather than engaging, even in 
disagreement

If you recognize one or more of these as a regular pattern in your relationship, that's not a death sentence, but it is a specific, 
addressable target, more useful than vague advice to 'communicate better.'



Research referenced: Gottman, J. Research from the Gottman Institute on communication patterns and relationship outcomes, based on longitudinal 
observational studies of couples.

The Repair Attempt: A Skill Most Couples Never Learned

Gottman's research also identified something just as important as the Four Horsemen: the 'repair attempt,' any small effort to 
de-escalate tension during a conflict before it spirals, a joke, a softened tone, an apology mid-argument, even just saying 'can 
we pause for a second.' Couples who stay together long-term aren't the ones who never fight. They're the ones whose repair 
attempts actually land, meaning the other partner recognizes and accepts them instead of steamrolling past them.

If repair attempts in your relationship tend to get ignored or dismissed, that's often a more useful thing to work on directly 
than trying to eliminate conflict altogether. Conflict is normal. A relationship where repair attempts don't work is where 
conflict becomes dangerous to the relationship's stability.

When 'Falling Out of Love' Isn't What's Actually Happening

Many people describe a long relationship as having 'lost the spark,' and read that as evidence the relationship is over. Often 
what's actually happened is more specific: the early infatuation phase, which is neurochemically temporary by nature, has 
faded, and it's been replaced by unaddressed resentment, disconnection from busy schedules, or simply the absence of any 
deliberate effort to stay emotionally close. That's a different problem than genuinely falling out of love with someone, and it 
usually responds to focused work rather than requiring the relationship to end.

The Role of Individual Responsibility

It's tempting, especially mid-conflict, to focus entirely on what your partner needs to change. Relationships that actually 
rebuild tend to involve both people examining their own contribution honestly, not as a bargaining tactic ('I'll change if you 
change first'), but because it's true that both partners typically contribute something to a pattern of disconnection. Waiting for 
the other person to go first is one of the more common ways rebuilding efforts stall out before they start.

Rebuilding Trust and Intimacy After Damage

Trust rebuilds through consistent behavior, not through a single conversation or apology. If trust was damaged by dishonesty, 
broken commitments, or emotional withdrawal, the rebuild has to happen through demonstrated reliability over weeks and 
months, not a single grand gesture. Intimacy, emotional and physical, tends to follow trust rather than lead it. Trying to force 
physical closeness before the emotional trust has actually rebuilt tends to feel hollow to at least one partner, even if the other 
doesn't notice.

What You Can Fix Alone vs. What Needs a Professional

Communication ruts, disconnection from busy schedules, drifting apart over time: these respond well to structured coaching 
work. Untreated addiction, active abuse, or a partner showing signs of serious untreated mental illness are not things 
coaching alone should address; those need a licensed professional first, sometimes as a condition of any relationship work 
happening at all.

The Difference Between Compromise and Losing Yourself

Healthy rebuilding requires compromise, but there's a line between compromise and slowly disappearing into what the 
relationship demands of you. Compromise looks like both people giving something up toward a shared goal. Losing yourself 
looks like one person consistently suppressing their own needs, opinions, or identity to keep the peace. If rebuilding the 
relationship requires one partner to stop being who they actually are, that's not a sustainable repair, regardless of how much 
conflict it temporarily avoids.



Common Mistakes Couples Make

● Waiting until resentment has built for years before addressing it directly

● Turning every disagreement into a scoreboard of past grievances instead of the issue at hand

● Trying to win the argument instead of resolve the problem

● Avoiding the actual issue in favor of surface-level fixes that don't touch the real disconnect

What Rebuilding Actually Looks Like Week to Week

Rebuilding isn't usually one breakthrough conversation. It tends to look like small, repeated choices: catching a criticism 
before it lands and rephrasing it, noticing a repair attempt and accepting it instead of brushing past it, choosing to ask a 
genuine question instead of assuming you already know your partner's answer. None of these individually feel significant. 
Compounded over months, they're usually what separates couples who successfully rebuild from couples who have one good 
conversation and then slide back into the same patterns within weeks.

Frequently Asked Questions

Can a relationship survive if only one person wants to work on it?

It's difficult, though not always impossible if the reluctant partner is willing to at least engage honestly rather than actively 
resist. One-sided effort sustained for a long period tends to produce burnout in the person doing all the work, so this is worth 
addressing directly rather than continuing indefinitely.

How long does it take to rebuild a relationship?

This varies enormously based on the depth of the issues and how long they went unaddressed. Meaningful change in 
communication patterns can show up within weeks of focused work, while deeper trust repair, especially after betrayal, tends 
to take months.

Is couples therapy the same as relationship coaching?

No. Therapy is appropriate when trauma, mental health conditions, or significant dysfunction are present, and is delivered by 
a licensed clinician. Coaching focuses on communication skills, structured goals, and accountability, and doesn't treat clinical 
conditions. Many people benefit from both, used for different purposes.

What if we keep having the same fight over and over?

A repeating fight is usually a symptom of an unresolved issue underneath the surface topic. Identifying what that deeper issue 
actually is, rather than re-litigating the surface argument each time, is usually what breaks the cycle.

Is it too late if we've already grown apart for years?

Years of distance make the work harder, not impossible. What matters most is whether both people are genuinely willing to 
re-engage now, not how long the disconnection has lasted. Long-dormant relationships have been successfully rebuilt; it 
simply requires sustained effort rather than a quick fix.

How do I get my partner on board if they're not interested in working on things?

You can't force willingness, but modeling calm, consistent change in your own behavior, without keeping score of whether 
they've noticed, sometimes shifts a reluctant partner more than direct requests do. If there's no movement after genuine effort 
over a reasonable period, that itself is useful information about where things actually stand.

A Final Note

If you want structured, one-on-one support rebuilding your relationship, that's exactly the kind of work I do.



If it would help to talk this through with someone, I offer a free 30-minute conversation, no pitch, just a chance to talk 
through where things stand and whether working together makes sense.

Chris Fields, CB Fields Coaching

MrCBFields.com


