
Problematic communication 
    styles 
Lack of trust 
Infidelity 
Mental or physical health 
    difficulties

Relationships can be hard. Whether it is with your partner, your family member, or even a friend, it can be 
difficult to know how to manage conflict when it arises. It can be especially hard when this conflict occurs 

so often, or so severely, that you're unsure whether to maintain the relationship any longer. However, 
there are strategies you can use to improve the communication, problem-solving, and connection between 

you and your loved ones.

Common reasons for relationship difficulties

Relationships

So, what can I do to improve my relationship before it's too late?

Dr. John Gottman is a relationship researcher who identified four 
problematic communication styles called 'The Four Horsemen'. 
Ask yourself the following questions to identify if these may be 
present in your relationship. 

www.vcps.com.au

Substance use 
"Growing apart" or 
   developing different 
   interests 
Lack of connection, 
    romance or intimacy

Criticism Contempt

Defensiveness

Stonewalling

The Four 

Horsemen
Is there regular criticism about a partner's actions, personality 
or qualities? 

Is there a feeling of contempt - or a sense of dislike, hatred, 
or disgust?

Is someone in the relationship too defensive to take on constructive criticism, and always 
feel as though the problem at hand is not their fault? 

Is one person stonewalling another by not discussing their true thoughts or feelings, or 
ignoring the issues at hand?

It can be helpful to read these questions together with your partner, and discuss any that you recognise in your 
relationship. Try to focus on one during your next conversation. Keep mindful of your words and actions to avoid 

slipping into the pattern, and if you notice your partner doing so inform them of this in calm, gentle tone.
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Nothing has helped and I don't know what to do. How could a psychologist 
help?

A psychologist is not only helpful for "couples counselling", but is trained to assist in 
improving relationships in a number of different ways, including: 

 
Individual therapy 

Providing strategies to improve a relationship, assisting decision-making on 
whether to remain in an unhealthy relationship, improving communication, and 

providing emotional support. 
 

Couples therapy with a partner 
Providing a safe, comfortable, and supported space to hear each other's 

perspectives and find solutions to long-standing problems. 
 

Family therapy 
Identify and alter dysfunctional relationships or communication styles within the 

family, and work through shared issues with the help of a professional.

Below are some of the practitioners at VCPS that are specialised in improving relationship 
difficulties. 

Click on each of the practitioners or visit www.vcps.com.au/practitioners to view their profiles. 
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