
Relationship Rescue: Nine Methods for Resolving Relationship 
Crises 
 
 
Recently while shopping in a health food store, I came across a 

flower essence called Rescue Remedy©. It’s an all-purpose remedy 

for emotional or health crises to help calm down or heal. I thought 

it would be nice to have a similar remedy for relationship crises and 

impasses, those times when tempers flare and can threaten the basic 

equilibrium. These nine methods are designed to be your relationship 

Rescue Remedy©, to help you quickly break through relationship 

impasses and resolve crises. If you are going through a tough time in 

your relationship, cut them out and keep them in your wallet or 

purse or hang them on the refrigerator so they’ll be handy in case 

of a crisis. 

 
1. Change your usual conflict patterns or style 

This method reflects the old saying Insanity is doing the 

same thing over and over again and expecting different 

results. If you are having recurring problems, determine 

what you keep doing the same way and change your approach. 

If you usually get loud, soften your voice volume. If you 

usually run away or withdraw during an argument, stay put. 

If you usually try to argue your point of view with a 

lawyer’s precision and aggressiveness, just state your 

feelings in the matter and let it rest. If you usually 

interrupt your partner’s talking to rebut or refute what 

they are saying, just listen until they are done talking, 

then repeat what they have said back to them and ask 



whether you have understood what their point is or 

feelings are. If you usually point your finger during an 

argument, sit on your hands while you are having the 

argument. 

 

You might also try changing the mode of expression you 

usually use to communicate. Instead of talking, switch to a 

piece of paper and write out what you have to say.  Or 

record it onto a cassette and ask your partner to listen to 

it in another room. 

 

You can also change the location or the timing of your 

usual conflict patterns or style. Instead of arguing in the 

living room, go to the front seat of the car or to a 

restaurant to argue. If you usually argue late at night, 

make an appointment for the next afternoon and have the 

argument then. Or limit the argument to ten minutes using 

the kitchen timer and then take a break for ten minutes, 

getting some physical distance from one another and 

remaining silent. Then argue another ten minutes, followed 

by another ten minutes of silence. Continue this pattern 

until the issue is resolved or until you both agree to stop. 

 
 
2. Do a 180: Change your usual pursuer-distancer pattern 

This is a variation on the last method, but it is more specific. 

Most couples fall into a typical pattern of who pursues and 

who withdraws, both in the relationship in general and 



during conflicts. Figure out which part of the pattern you 

usually play out and change your style (from the person 

who withdraws to the person who stays or pursues or vice 

versa). Of course, both of you can make these changes or 

either one of you may do so. 

 
 
 
3. Change vague, blaming, and loaded words into action talk 

Notice what words you are using that get a rise out of your 

partner and find a way to use less loaded or provocative 

words or phrases. For example, you might find that when 

you say things like, “You’re being selfish,” or “You’re just 

like your father,” your partner reacts badly. The simplest 

way to defuse such phrases and words is to translate them 

into what I call action talk. Instead of saying, “Well, when 

you were judging me, I got defensive.” You could try saying, 

“When you pointed your finger at me and said I was 

immature, I got defensive.” 

 
4. Change your complaints into “action requests” 

Probably the most crucial area to use action talk is in 

telling your partner what is bothering you about the 

relationship. Instead of indicting the person for 

personality flaws or for having the wrong feelings, 

describing their behavior in action talk usually seems less 

blaming and is more likely to give them a hint about what 

they might change to make things better. Instead of “You are 

too sensitive,” try, “I would like you to tell me when you are 



upset rather than going out without telling me.” Instead of 

“We never go out anymore because you don’t like to do 

anything,” try, “I would like to go out to movies with you at 

least once every two weeks.” 

 
5. Catch your partner doing something right 

This is a quick way to change the climate in the moment. Most 

of us feel attacked and unappreciated during conflicts. Try 

noting to your partner about something in the recent past 

they have done that you can think of to give them credit for. 

Or tell them about times when you felt cared about, helped 

or understood by them and the specific things that they did 

that led you to feel that way. Catch them doing or almost 

doing something you want them to do differently and praise 

them for it.  Notice when they do something during an 

argument that seems more fair, more compassionate or more 

friendly or that helps you to resolve things. (Hint: You can 

also catch yourself doing something right and silently give 

yourself credit.  Note that being righteous, that is, making 

yourself right and your partner wrong, is not encouraged. 

Rather, notice when you are being flexible, compassionate 

and understanding.) 

 
 

6. Focus on how you (not your partner) can change and take 
responsibility for making that change 

Even if your partner is the source of the problem, this 

method involves you assuming responsibility for making 

changes. This is based on the systems idea that people are 



responsive to changes around them. If you stop doing the 

tango and start doing the fox trot, your partner will have a 

harder time doing the old tango steps. So, figure out places 

in the usual course of things that go wrong in which you 

have a moment of choice to do something different and new 

that isn’t harmful or destructive.   

 
7. Make a specific plan for change 

Often we do better at making changes if we sit and plan a 

strategy of action, write it down and check on what we have 

written down on a regular basis. This can be done with or 

without your partner. In making such a plan, it is important 

to include specific actions that you, your partner, or both 

of you are going to take. You might make a timeline for 

taking such actions or a commitment about how frequently 

you will take such actions. You might also need to make a 

time to check back on the plan to see if it’s working or to 

make adjustments. For example, if you both agree that you 

would like to spend more time alone without the children, 

determine which of you is going to arrange a babysitter, who 

is going to make reservations for the restaurant or call 

about the movie, and so on. Or if you decide that you would 

like to work on increasing your intimacy, make a plan for 

what activities you will do (such as reading aloud to one 

another or giving each other back rubs), how often you will 

do those activities and some specific times and dates to 

check in with each other to make sure you have followed 



through with the planned actions or plan other actions if 

those didn’t work. 

  
8. Blow your partner's stereotype of you 

Sometimes the people we live with get a stereotyped 

impression of who we are. And we confirm that by always 

playing our typical roles. Figure out what your partner’s 

stereotype of you is (you never do any work around the 

house, or you are always critical when they want to watch 

football) and make a determined effort to shatter their 

expectations. Surprise yourself and them by doing 

something that would be entirely out of character for you 

(but again, make sure it is not destructive or mean spirited). 

For example, you could blow their image of you by being 

apologizing if that is unlike you. 

 
 
 
 
9. Compassionate listening 

Sometimes the simplest solution is to just stop and listen to 

what your partner is saying and imagine how he or she could 

be feeling that way or seeing things in that light. Don’t try 

to defend yourself, correct their perceptions or talk them 

out of their feelings. Just put yourself in their position 

and try to hear what they are saying and imagine how you 

would feel or act if your were seeing things that way. Let 

them know that you understand their perspective (even if 

you don’t agree with it) and you can imagine how difficult it 



must be for them in the situation, given how they are 

feeling about it. 

 
When you are stuck in a relationship problem, things can seem 

hopeless.  These methods can given you some ideas you can use to get 

yourself unstuck. Of course, if problems persist or you find 

yourself too discouraged to even consider these methods, it is wise 

to seek the help of a marriage or relationship counselor. 

Bill O’Hanlon, M.S., is a marriage counselor and has authored/co-authored 
30 books, Including Do One Thing Different (HarperCollins, 2000), from 
which this article was adapted. Visit him at www.billohanlon.com for a free 
book and to find out more. 


