
What makes a great relationship?
The biggest difference is whether two 
people are functioning as one or still 
operating as two individuals. It sounds 
intuitive, but it’s not. Thinking as an 
individual is sometimes referred to as liv-
ing in a “one-person system.” When we 
operate in a one-person system, we lose 
track of what our partner needs in the 
moment as we advocate for ourselves. 
Living in a two-person system requires 
tracking our own and our partner’s feel-
ings simultaneously, and giving equal 
importance and care to both. It takes 
paying attention to our partner’s face and 
eyes to make sure we understand what 
they are experiencing, even as we are 
discussing something important to us.

How do you know if partners do 
that well? 
Couples do it well when they approach 
problems collaboratively, like team-
mates trying to figure something out. 
Each partner thinks about what is good 
for the relationship, not just what he or 
she wants. They prioritize the well-
being of each partner in the moment 
over making a point. Sometimes people 
point out issues in their partner without 
trying to be part of the solution. Life to-
gether, however, makes us responsible 

for helping each other out, especially in 
our partner’s weak areas. 
 Or, people isolate, retreating into 
separate corners with their differences. 
It’s better to stay engaged and find a 
way to be proactively helpful. A two-
person perspective uses “we” state-
ments that invite partners to take joint 
responsibility, rather than “I” statements 
that emphasize individual views. As an 
exercise in my office, I sometimes write 
the couple’s concerns on a piece of pa-
per, stick it to the wall, and ask partners 
to stand side-by-side, holding hands, as 
they look at and discuss the issue. This 
practice builds a sense of togetherness 
around differences.

What is the most needed skill in 
relationships? 
Aside from knowing how to care for 
yourself and another person at once, it’s 
probably knowing how to soothe your 
partner. Everyone gets stressed, tired and 
in funky moods at times. If we’re not 
careful, these states can cause negative 
behaviors. Pointing the finger when our 
partner is irrational or unfair isn’t helpful. 
 Everyone should know their partner 
well enough to soothe them quickly 
and shift their mood. If you have to ask 

your partner what they need, you’re al-
ready behind the curve. Know the two 
or three things that calm your partner 
and do them fast. You’ll realize how 
much power you have to help your 
partner feel better. A bonus prize: Your 
value in the relationship goes up the 
better you get at soothing your partner 
faster than they can for themselves.

Why are relationships so  
challenging? 
Relationship is a growth opportunity, not 
just a feel-good experience. We choose 
partners that can help us grow as people, 
and like any good learning experience, 
there are stressful and difficult times as 
well as easy and fun times as that growth 
takes place. In addition, our society does 
a poor job training us for relationship. 
 Emotional intimacy requires certain 
skills, such as softness of heart, flex-
ibility of mind, curiosity and attention. 
We learn many subjects in school, 
but not how to be in close emotional 
relationship with others. Families are 
not always the good example of caring 
behaviors we wish they were. Early 
teen and young adult relationships can 
reinforce immature patterns and non-
mutual behavior. Consequently, even 
when we find a committed relation-
ship, we are often unprepared for how 
to deal with it, deepen it and continue 
learning together as a couple.

What’s a quick way to improve a 
relationship?
Research shows that positive interactions 
outweigh over-processing negative ex-
periences. That is to say, if you and your 
partner are in a tough spell, get out and 
play together, don’t just talk about what’s 
wrong. Create fun-loving, positive memo-
ries. Those go into a bank that counter-
acts negative feelings. It’s important to 
repair negative emotions, so don’t neglect 
that, but don’t overdo it. Healthy couples 
argue, and patch things up quickly. 

What is the best advice you can 
give to couples?
Form a friendship. Learn how to talk. If 
you can explore difficult and tender sub-
jects, your love will grow. The more you 
show vulnerability with your partner, the 
more chance there is to receive care that 
gives meaning to the relationship. Don’t 
get caught opposing one another. You 
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should always feel like you’re on the same side because your 
goals are a win-win interaction for both people every time. 
 A good relationship should make life better than liv-
ing alone, so expect being together to be an enhancer. You 
should strive to feel more authentically yourself and more 
relaxed when together. Seek out sources of inspiration and 
learning, like healthy couples or relationship seminars. And 
consider proactive couples counseling before small issues 
become big ones, so you can get back to having an exciting, 
joyful and fulfilling life together.

John Howard is a relationship counselor and spiritual teacher 
with a private practice based in Austin. He specializes in 
couples therapy, premarital therapy and helping individuals 
find a partner. For more information, call 512-469-0535 or visit 
AustinProfessionalCounseling.com.
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