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What it can look and feel like when a relationship is under pressure

Most close relationships go through strained periods, often around stress, big changes or unmet needs. Strain tends to show up as patterns
rather than single moments: patterns to notice over time, in both directions, not a verdict on the relationship or anyone in it.

01 Nine signs to notice patterns that repeat, not one hard day

D I STANC E

Drifting

apart

Turning away

Small bids for attention are more often
missed or brushed aside, linked in couple
studies with less warmth during conflict.

e.g. Sharing news and getting no response.

Living in parallel

Time together shrinks to logistics, screens or
tasks, and conversations rarely go beyond the
practical.

e.g. Talking mainly about who is collecting

whom.

Stress spilling over

Pressure from work, money, health or caring
can leave less patience and make small
missteps loom larger.

e.g. A hard day ending in snapping, then

silence.

CONFLIC T

Arguments
that sting

Criticism and contempt

Complaints turn into attacks on character;
sarcasm, mockery or eye-rolling creep in.
Contempt is among the most corrosive
patterns observed.

e.g. “You always…” instead of “I felt…”

Defensiveness

Concerns are met with counter-complaints or
excuses, so neither person ends up feeling
heard.

e.g. “Well, what about when you…”

Shutting down

When feelings run high, one person goes
quiet, leaves or stops responding, often
because they feel flooded.

e.g. A blank look in the middle of an argument.

PATTE RNS

Stuck in
a loop

Pursue and withdraw

One person presses to talk while the other
pulls back, and each response tends to
intensify the other.

e.g. More questions, shorter answers.

Repair not landing

Attempts to soften or reconnect are missed
or turned down, and the same argument
keeps returning.

e.g. A light-hearted remark met with a glare.

A negative filter

Neutral moments start to be read as criticism
or indifference, and good moments are
discounted.

e.g. “They only did that because they want

something.”

On the evidence: findings mostly come from Western, largely heterosexual couple samples and show associations, not causes; strain can look different across cultures and
relationships.

02 Strain tends to build in cycles a clinical way of thinking, not a measured law

Strain is not the same as a failing relationship. Many clinicians describe strain as a cycle both people get caught in, where one person’s way of protecting

themselves sets off the other’s. Naming the cycle, rather than blaming the person, often makes it easier to step out of it together.
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Everyday connection

Small hurts,
left unrepaired

…start to
stack up

Distance can
start to feel normal

when hurts are repaired
when hurts stack up

i Notice Name the cycle, not the person.

ii Soften Start with “I feel…” rather than “You always…”.

iii Pause
If flooded, take a break and agree when to
return.

iv Share
Say the softer feeling underneath: hurt, worry,
loneliness.

v Reconnect Offer or accept a small repair; follow through.

03 Reflecting on one relationship optional · a partner, friend, family member or anyone close

Signs from section 01 I notice lately: When the cycle starts, what I tend to do: One small step that might help:
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