Morning Gratitude Practice

Start Your Day with Connection & Appreciation

Overview

The Morning Gratitude Practice is a powerful 5-10 minute ritual that sets a positive tone for
your entire day. By intentionally expressing appreciation for your partner each morning, you
build a foundation of positivity that strengthens your emotional bond and increases
relationship satisfaction. Research by Dr. John Gottman shows that couples who regularly
express gratitude report higher levels of commitment and happiness.

Why This Practice Works

Neurological Impact: Gratitude activates the brain's reward system, releasing dopamine
and serotonin

Positive Start: Beginning the day with appreciation creates momentum for positive
interactions

Attention Training: Regularly noticing positive qualities rewires your brain to focus on
strengths

Buffer Against Stress: Morning gratitude provides emotional resilience for daily
challenges

Connection Ritual: Creates a consistent touchpoint that prioritizes your relationship

How to Practice

Step 1: Set the Scene (1 minute)

Find a quiet moment before the rush of the day begins. This could be while still in bed,
during breakfast, or right before leaving for work. Minimize distractions - put phones away
and make eye contact.

Step 2: Take Turns Sharing (6-8 minutes)
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Partner A shares three specific things they're grateful for about Partner B. These should
be concrete and recent. Then Partner B does the same. Use the format: 'I'm grateful for
[specific thing] because [how it impacted you].'

Step 3: Physical Connection (1 minute)

End with a meaningful hug (at least 20 seconds), kiss, or hand-hold. Physical touch
releases oxytocin, the bonding hormone, and seals the positive emotions you've just
expressed.
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Example Gratitude Statements

« "I'm grateful that you made coffee this morning because it showed you were thinking
about me and wanted to do something kind."

« "| appreciate how you listened to me vent about work yesterday without trying to fix it - |
felt heard and supported.”

* "I'm thankful for the way you smiled at me when you woke up. It made me feel loved and
reminded me why | chose you."

* "I'm grateful you took out the trash without me asking because it shows you notice what
needs to be done and care about our space."

* "l appreciate your patience with me when | was stressed last night. You stayed calm and
it helped me calm down too."

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

Being Too Generic: "I'm grateful for you" is sweet but not specific enough. Name
concrete actions or qualities.

Rushing: Don't treat this as a checkbox. Take time to really feel and express your
appreciation.

Making It Transactional: This isn't about keeping score or hinting at what you want them
to do more of.

Negativity Creep: Don't let complaints sneak in ("I'm grateful you finally..."). Keep it
purely positive.

Weekly Variations to Keep It Fresh

* Monday: Share gratitude for something from the weekend together
* Tuesday: Express appreciation for a quality you admire in your partner

* Wednesday: Be grateful for something small they did recently
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e Thursday: Share something about their personality that you love
e Friday: Express excitement about something you're looking forward to doing together
e Saturday: Share gratitude for how they supported you during the week

e Sunday: Express appreciation for the life you're building together

Tracking Your Practice

Keep a simple log of your morning gratitude practice. Note the date and one word describing
how you felt afterward. After 30 days, review your notes and discuss how this practice has
impacted your relationship. Many couples report feeling more connected, arguing less, and
noticing more positive qualities in each other.
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Evening Check-In Ritual

End Your Day Connected & Aligned

Overview

The Evening Check-In Ritual is a brief but meaningful conversation that helps couples stay
emotionally connected despite busy schedules. This 5-10 minute practice creates a consistent
space to share your inner worlds, address small issues before they grow, and end the day
feeling close. Dr. John Gottman's research shows that couples who maintain daily emotional
connection rituals have significantly lower divorce rates and higher satisfaction.

The Three Essential Questions

Each evening, take turns answering these three questions. Keep answers brief (1-2 minutes
each) and focus on genuine sharing rather than problem-solving:
1. What was a high and a low from your day?

Share one moment that felt good and one that was challenging. This helps your partner
understand your emotional state.

2. What's on your mind as you head into tomorrow?

Voice any concerns, excitement, or plans. This prevents you from going to bed with
unshared worries.

3. What do you need from me right now?

Be specific: a hug, space, help with something, or just listening. This prevents
mind-reading and meets actual needs.

Creating the Right Environment

* Timing: Choose a consistent time before bed but not when you're exhausted (30-60 min
before sleep is ideal)

e Location: Pick a comfortable spot - your bed, the couch, or a cozy chair. Same place
each night builds habit
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* No Screens: Phones away, TV off. This is your time to focus on each other without
digital interference

» Physical Proximity: Sit close enough to touch. Hold hands, lean against each other, or
maintain gentle contact

» Soft Lighting: Dim the lights to create a calm, intimate atmosphere that signals
transition from day to night
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Deep Listening Guidelines

The quality of your check-in depends on how well you listen. Follow these guidelines when
your partner is sharing:

« Put Down Everything: No multitasking. Your full attention is the gift you're giving
» Make Eye Contact: Look at your partner, not past them or at your phone

* Use Minimal Encouragers: Nod, say "mm-hmm," or "tell me more" to show you're
engaged

* Don't Interrupt: Let them finish completely before you respond or ask clarifying
questions

* Validate Feelings: "That sounds frustrating” or "I can see why you'd feel that way"
* Resist Fixing: Unless they explicitly ask for advice, just listen and empathize

» Reflect Back: Occasionally summarize what you heard: "So what I'm hearing is..."

When to Go Deeper (And When Not To)

The evening check-in is designed to be brief. If a topic needs more discussion:

* Acknowledge it: "This sounds important - let's talk about this more tomorrow when
we're fresh"

* Schedule it: Set a specific time the next day for a longer conversation
* Don't force resolution: The check-in is for connection, not problem-solving

e Trust the process: Small daily connection prevents many bigger issues from
developing

Sample Check-In Conversation

Partner A:
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"My high was getting positive feedback on my presentation. My low was feeling
overwhelmed by emails. Tomorrow I'm worried about the client meeting at 2pm. Right
now | need a hug and maybe 10 minutes of quiet together."

Partner B responds:
"I'm so proud of you for the presentation! The client meeting will go great - you're well
prepared. Let's do our hug and then just sit here quietly for a bit." [Gives hug]

Partner B shares:

"My high was lunch with my sister - we had a great talk. My low was feeling frustrated that
my boss dismissed my idea again. Tomorrow I'm looking forward to sleeping in since it's
Saturday. Right now | just need you to listen - I'm not looking for solutions about work, just
want to vent for a minute."

Overcoming Common Obstacles

"We're too tired:" Do it earlier in the evening. Even 5 minutes counts.

"We have nothing to talk about:” Use the three questions as structure. You always
have answers.

"It feels forced:" New rituals feel awkward at first. Give it 2-3 weeks to become natural.
"We skip days:" Don't aim for perfection. 5 days a week is still relationship-changing.

"It turns into an argument:" Stick to sharing, not solving. Save problem-solving for
another time.

Long-Term Benefits

Couples who maintain an evening check-in ritual for 30+ days report: feeling more emotionally
connected, having fewer major conflicts (because small issues are addressed daily), better
understanding of each other's inner worlds, improved sleep quality (going to bed feeling
close), and a stronger sense of partnership. This simple practice creates compound benefits
that strengthen your relationship foundation.
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Appreciation Sharing Exercise
Building Love Through Specific Recognition

Overview

Appreciation Sharing is a structured 10-minute exercise where partners take turns expressing
specific, meaningful appreciation for each other. Unlike casual thank-yous, this practice
requires thoughtful reflection on the unique ways your partner contributes to your life and
relationship. Dr. Sara Algoe's research at UNC shows that thoughtful appreciation not only
makes the receiver feel valued but also increases the giver's feelings of love and commitment.

The Science of Appreciation

When we express genuine appreciation, several powerful processes occur:

* Neurochemical Bonding: Both giver and receiver experience oxytocin release,
strengthening emotional bonds

* Positive Attention: Your brain begins noticing more positive qualities, creating an
upward spiral of goodwill

» Reciprocity Effect: Feeling appreciated makes your partner more likely to show
appreciation in return

« |dentity Affirmation: Being seen and valued for who you are strengthens sense of self
and relationship security

» Buffer Against Negativity: Regular appreciation creates a reservoir of good will that
cushions against conflicts

The 5-5 Structure

This exercise uses a '5-5' format: each partner gets 5 uninterrupted minutes to share
appreciation. The structure prevents the common pitfall of quick exchanges where neither
person really goes deep.

Phase 1: Partner A Shares (5 minutes)
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Partner A shares at least THREE specific appreciations. Each should include: (1) What
the person did or who they are, (2) How it made you feel, (3) Why it matters to you/the
relationship.

Phase 2: Partner B Receives (During A's sharing)

Partner B simply listens, makes eye contact, and receives the appreciation without
deflecting, minimizing, or immediately reciprocating. Just say 'thank you' or ‘that means a
lot to hear.'

Phase 3: Switch (5 minutes)

Now Partner B shares their appreciations while Partner A receives. Use the same format.
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Example Appreciations
Specific Action:

"l appreciate that you took time to ask about my difficult conversation with my mom
yesterday. You remembered it was happening and checked in. It made me feel like my
struggles matter to you, and it reminds me that | have a true partner who pays attention to
my life."

Character Quality:

"l appreciate your patience, especially how you stayed calm yesterday when | was
stressed and snappy. You didn't take it personally or snap back. It made me feel safe to
have a bad moment without damaging us, and it shows me the emotional maturity you
bring to our relationship.”

Ongoing Contribution:

"l appreciate how you consistently make our bed every morning. | know it seems small,
but it creates a sense of order that calms me when | walk into our room. It makes me feel
like we're building a life together with care and intention, not just coexisting."

What Makes Appreciation Meaningful

*» Specificity: "You're great" feels nice but empty. "The way you laugh at my silly jokes" is
memorable

e Timeliness: Appreciate recent actions or moments - they're more emotionally resonant
» Effort Recognition: Notice things that required thought, time, or overcoming difficulty
e Impact Statement: Always include how their action/quality affected you emotionally

» Relationship Context: Connect it to your shared story, values, or what you're building
together

Common Mistakes to Avoid

The Compliment Sandwich: Don't follow appreciation with criticism or requests for
change
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Comparative Appreciation: Avoid 'You're so much better than my ex' or comparisons to
others

Transactional Framing: Don't make it about what you get ('l like when you cook because
then | don't have to')

Deflection When Receiving: Don't minimize ('Oh, it was nothing'’) or immediately redirect
(‘'Well, YOU...")

Generic Platitudes: Skip vague statements like "You're amazing' without specific reasons
why

Receiving Appreciation Gracefully

Many people struggle more with receiving appreciation than giving it. Here's how to receive
well:

* Make Eye Contact: Look at your partner while they share - it shows you're taking it in

* Breathe and Allow: Let yourself feel good rather than immediately thinking about what
you should say back

» Simple Acknowledgment: 'Thank you,' 'That means a lot," or 'I'm glad you noticed' are
perfect responses

* Resist Deflecting: Don't minimize your actions or immediately change the subject

*« No Immediate Reciprocation: You'll have your turn - don't interrupt their appreciation
with yours

Weekly Practice Suggestions

Make this a weekly ritual on the same day/time. Many couples choose Sunday evening to
reflect on the week, or Friday evening to celebrate making it through. After 4-6 weeks,
evaluate how this practice has affected your relationship. Most couples report feeling more
seen, valued, and committed.
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Eye Contact Exercise

Deep Connection Through Sustained Gaze

Overview

The Eye Contact Exercise is a surprisingly powerful 5-minute practice where partners simply
gaze into each other's eyes without speaking. This ancient intimacy practice, backed by
modern neuroscience, creates profound emotional connection and vulnerability. Research by
Dr. Joan Kellerman found that just 2 minutes of mutual eye contact significantly increases
feelings of romantic love and attraction - even between strangers.

Why Eye Contact Creates Intimacy

» Mirror Neurons Activate: Looking into each other's eyes triggers neural synchrony -
your brains literally start mirroring each other

» Oxytocin Release: Sustained eye contact stimulates oxytocin production, the 'bonding
hormone'

« Emotional Transparency: Eyes reveal genuine emotions - sustained gaze requires
vulnerability and authenticity

e Present Moment Focus: You can't maintain eye contact while thinking about other
things - it demands full presence

* Breaks Down Barriers: The intimacy of being truly seen dismantles emotional walls
and pretense

How to Practice

Setup (1 minute)

Sit facing each other, close enough that your knees touch. You can hold hands or place
hands on each other's legs - physical contact enhances the connection. Turn off all
distractions and set a timer for 4-5 minutes.

The Gaze (4-5 minutes)
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Look into your partner's left eye (the one connected to the emotional right brain
hemisphere). Maintain soft, gentle focus - not staring intensely or trying to 'read' them, just
being present with what you see. Allow yourself to be seen in return. Let whatever
emotions arise be there - awkwardness, giggles, tears, warmth - all are normal and

welcome.

Closure (1 minute)

When the timer sounds, take a moment to close your eyes together, then embrace for at
least 20 seconds. No need to talk immediately - let the experience settle. When you do
speak, share briefly what you noticed or felt.
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What to Expect - The Phases of Eye Contact

Phase 1: Discomfort (First 30-60 seconds)

Most people feel awkward, want to laugh, or look away. This is normal - our culture
teaches us that sustained eye contact is unusual or inappropriate. Acknowledge the
awkwardness with a smile and keep going.

Phase 2: Recognition (60-90 seconds in)

You start really seeing your partner - not just their eyes, but their humanity, vulnerability,
and essence. You might notice emotions in their face you usually miss. This phase feels
tender and present.

Phase 3: Deep Connection (2+ minutes)

Time slows down. You may feel a profound sense of love, gratitude, or emotion. Some
people cry. Others feel peaceful and deeply connected. This is the transformative phase
where real intimacy happens.

Phase 4: Integration (After exercise)

The effects linger. Many couples report feeling closer for hours or days afterward, as if
they've shared something sacred that words couldn't capture.

Navigating Common Challenges

The Giggles: Nervous laughter is extremely common. Smile, breathe, and return to the
gaze. It usually passes

Tears: Being truly seen can be emotional. Let tears come without breaking eye contact -
they're not a reason to stop

Distracting Thoughts: Your mind will wander ('Did | send that email?'). Gently return
focus to your partner's eyes

Feeling Exposed: Vulnerability is scary. Remember your partner is feeling just as
exposed - you're in this together

One Partner Struggles More: Some people find this harder than others. Be patient and
try shorter durations at first
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Pro Tips for Deeper Connection

» Soft Face: Let your face relax - don't try to maintain a particular expression

» Breathe Together: Consciously sync your breathing if you want to deepen the
connection

e Gradual Progression: Start with 2-3 minutes if 5 feels like too much, then build up

* Regular Practice: Weekly practice deepens trust and makes the exercise more
comfortable

« Different Timing: Try it at different times - morning vs evening creates different energy

 After Conflict: This exercise can rebuild connection after arguments, but wait until
emotions have cooled

e Candlelight: Dim lighting or candlelight creates a more intimate, vulnerable atmosphere

When NOT to Do This Exercise

While powerful, this exercise isn't appropriate in every situation:

 During active conflict or when emotions are running hot

* When one partner is pressuring the other - this must be consensual

« If it consistently causes one person significant distress (may indicate deeper issues)
* When exhausted - you need some energy to be present

* As a way to avoid necessary conversations - intimacy yes, avoidance no

Deepening Your Practice

Once you're comfortable with basic eye contact, try these variations:
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* The Appreciation Gaze: Before starting, each person silently thinks of something they
deeply appreciate about the other

» The Question Gaze: Before the exercise, ask yourselves 'What do | need my partner to
see in me right now?' then let it show

» Extended Practice: Work up to 10 minutes for profound connection experiences

» The Gratitude Close: After the gaze, whisper one thing you're grateful for about your
partner

Long-Term Benefits

Couples who practice regular eye contact exercises report: increased feelings of being truly
known and accepted, greater comfort with vulnerability, improved ability to stay present during
conversations, deeper empathy and emotional attunement, reduced need for words to feel
connected, and stronger sense of spiritual/emotional intimacy. This simple practice can
transform the quality of your emotional connection.
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36 Questions for Intimacy

The Research-Backed Path to Deep Connection

Overview

The 36 Questions for Intimacy, developed by psychologist Dr. Arthur Aron at SUNY Stony
Brook, is one of the most scientifically validated exercises for creating closeness between
people. Originally designed to study the formation of intimate relationships in the lab, these
guestions have been used by thousands of couples to deepen their connection. The exercise
takes 45-60 minutes and progressively moves from surface-level to deeply vulnerable
sharing.

The Science Behind the Questions

e Gradual Vulnerability: Questions are ordered to slowly increase self-disclosure,
building trust stepwise

* Reciprocal Self-Disclosure: Taking turns creates balance and prevents one person
from dominating

» Sustained Attention: An hour of focused conversation signals that you prioritize
knowing each other

* Novel Information: Even long-term couples discover new things, reigniting curiosity
and interest

e Creates Emotional Safety: The structure provides permission to share things you
might not spontaneously bring up

How to Use This Exercise

Setup: Find 60 uninterrupted minutes. Turn off devices. Sit comfortably facing each other.
Keep water nearby - deep conversation is work!

Taking Turns: One person asks a question, the other answers. Then the asker answers the
same question. Move to the next question. No skipping allowed - every question matters.

Pace: Don't rush. Some questions merit 2-3 minutes each. It's fine if you don't finish all 36 in
one session.
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Listening: When your partner shares, just listen. Don't judge, problem-solve, or interrupt. Ask
follow-up questions if they invite it.



Set I: Building Foundation (Questions 1-12)

1. Given the choice of anyone in the world, whom would you want as a dinner guest?
2. Would you like to be famous? In what way?

3. Before making a telephone call, do you ever rehearse what you are going to say?
Why?

4. What would constitute a "perfect" day for you?
5. When did you last sing to yourself? To someone else?

6. If you were able to live to the age of 90 and retain either the mind or body of a
30-year-old for the last 60 years of your life, which would you want?

7. Do you have a secret hunch about how you will die?

8. Name three things you and your partner appear to have in common.

9. For what in your life do you feel most grateful?

10. If you could change anything about the way you were raised, what would it be?

11. Take four minutes and tell your partner your life story in as much detail as possible.

12. If you could wake up tomorrow having gained any one quality or ability, what would it
be?

Set Il: Deepening Connection (Questions 13-24)

13. If a crystal ball could tell you the truth about yourself, your life, the future or anything
else, what would you want to know?

14. Is there something that you've dreamed of doing for a long time? Why haven't you
done it?

15. What is the greatest accomplishment of your life?
16. What do you value most in a friendship?

17. What is your most treasured memory?
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18. What is your most terrible memory?

19. If you knew that in one year you would die suddenly, would you change anything
about the way you are now living? Why?

20. What does friendship mean to you?

21. What roles do love and affection play in your life?

22. Alternate sharing something you consider a positive characteristic of your partner.

Share a total of five items.

23. How close and warm is your family? Do you feel your childhood was happier than
most other people's?

24. How do you feel about your relationship with your mother?
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Set lll: Maximum Vulnerability (Questions 25-36)

These final questions require the deepest vulnerability. By now, you've built trust. Lean into
the discomfort - that's where real intimacy lives.

25. Make three true "we" statements each. For instance, "We are both in this room
feeling..."

26. Complete this sentence: "l wish | had someone with whom | could share..."

27. If you were going to become a close friend with your partner, please share what would
be important for them to know.

28. Tell your partner what you like about them; be very honest this time, saying things that
you might not say to someone you've just met.

29. Share with your partner an embarrassing moment in your life.
30. When did you last cry in front of another person? By yourself?
31. Tell your partner something that you like about them already.

32. What, if anything, is too serious to be joked about?

33. If you were to die this evening with no opportunity to communicate with anyone, what
would you most regret not having told someone? Why haven't you told them yet?

34. Your house, containing everything you own, catches fire. After saving your loved ones
and pets, you have time to safely make a final dash to save any one item. What would it
be? Why?

35. Of all the people in your family, whose death would you find most disturbing? Why?

36. Share a personal problem and ask your partner's advice on how they might handle it.
Also, ask your partner to reflect back to you how you seem to be feeling about the
problem you have chosen.

After the Questions

Dr. Aron's original study included a final step: four minutes of sustained eye contact. After the
emotional vulnerability of the questions, this silent connection often feels profound. Many
couples report feeling closer than they have in years.
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Important Notes

* Emotional Intensity: Don't be surprised if tears come up. Vulnerability is emotional.
Have tissues ready.

* Not a One-Time Thing: Couples benefit from returning to these questions annually as
you both evolve

* Privacy Matters: What's shared stays between you. This builds trust for future
vulnerability.

* No Right Answers: The goal is honest sharing, not impressing each other with perfect
responses.

» Follow-Up Conversations: Themes will emerge that merit deeper discussion later.
Note them.
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Vulnerability Practice

Building Trust Through Emotional Nakedness

Overview

Vulnerability Practice is a 45-minute structured exercise designed to help couples share their
deeper fears, insecurities, and authentic selves. Based on Brené Brown's research on
vulnerability and shame, this practice creates a safe container for the kind of emotional
nakedness that builds unshakeable intimacy. Many couples avoid vulnerability because it
feels risky, but research shows that relationships deepen precisely through moments of
shared vulnerability.

The Vulnerability Ladder

This exercise uses a "ladder" approach - starting with easier vulnerabilities and gradually
moving to deeper ones:

Rung 1 (10 min): Share a current surface worry ("I'm anxious about the presentation
tomorrow")

Rung 2 (10 min): Share a deeper insecurity ("l sometimes worry I'm not interesting
enough")

Rung 3 (10 min): Share a core fear about yourself or the relationship ("I'm scared I'll
disappoint you")

Rung 4 (10 min): Share something you've never told anyone ("My deepest shame is...")

Integration (5 min): Hold each other and acknowledge the courage it took to share

Ground Rules for Safe Vulnerability

* What's shared stays private - absolute confidentiality
« Listen without judgment, advice, or trying to fix

* Validate feelings even if you don't fully understand: "That makes sense" or "Thank you
for trusting me"

© 2026 Commitment Blueprint | www.commitmentblueprint.com Page 1



* Don't weaponize vulnerabilities later during arguments
* Physical comfort is encouraged - hold hands, touch, embrace

« If someone gets too uncomfortable, they can pause (but encourage gentle pushing
through discomfort)

© 2026 Commitment Blueprint | www.commitmentblueprint.com Page 2



Example Vulnerability Shares

Rung 1: "I'm worried that my parents are disappointed in my career choices but | haven't
asked them directly because I'm scared of the answer."

Rung 2: "I feel insecure about my body, especially compared to how | looked when we
met. | worry you're less attracted to me now."

Rung 3: "I'm terrified that if you really knew all of me - the jealous parts, the insecure
parts - you'd leave. So | hide those parts."

Rung 4: "I've never told anyone this, but | struggle with feeling worthy of love. Deep
down, | worry there's something fundamentally wrong with me."

How to Respond to Vulnerability

When your partner shares vulnerability, your response matters enormously. Here's how to
create safety:

Immediate Validation: "Thank you for sharing that with me" or "I'm honored you trust me
with this"

Normalize Their Feelings: "Those feelings make total sense" or "l can understand why
you'd feel that way"

Express Unchanging Love: "This doesn't change how | see you" or "l love all of you,
including these parts"

Physical Reassurance: Reach for their hand, move closer, or offer a hug

Avoid Minimizing: Don't say "You shouldn't feel that way" or "That's silly" - feelings are
valid

After the Exercise

Most couples feel intensely close after vulnerability practice, but some feel emotionally raw or
exposed. Both are normal. Take time to reconnect physically (long hug, cuddling) and discuss
what it felt like to share and to listen. Many couples report that vulnerability practice deepens
trust more than months of regular conversation.
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Frequency Recommendation

Monthly vulnerability practice keeps emotional intimacy alive. Some couples make it a
monthly ritual on the same day (first Sunday, full moon night, etc.). The safety and depth
increase with repetition - you'll find yourself able to share more vulnerable things over time as

trust compounds.



Dream Sharing Sessions

Aligning Your Future Visions Together

Dream Sharing Sessions are 45-minute conversations where partners share their individual
dreams, aspirations, and visions for the future, then work to weave them into a shared vision.
This exercise prevents the common relationship pitfall where partners drift apart because they
stop sharing their evolving dreams. Research by Dr. John Gottman shows that successful
couples maintain detailed "love maps" of each other's inner worlds, including hopes and
dreams.

Why Dreams Matter in Relationships
* Prevents Growing Apart: People evolve. Sharing dreams keeps you aware of how

your partner is changing

» Creates Shared Purpose: Aligned dreams give you something bigger than daily life to
work toward together

« Validates Individuality: Supporting each other's separate dreams strengthens the
relationship

« |dentifies Conflicts Early: If dreams are incompatible, better to know sooner than later

 Inspires Hope: Talking about dreams reminds you that the future holds possibility and
excitement

The Three Layers of Dreams

Effective dream sharing explores three layers, moving from surface to depth:

Layer 1 - Practical Dreams (10 minutes): Tangible goals like travel destinations, career
changes, home improvements, skills to learn, or experiences to have. These are concrete
and achievable. Examples: "I dream of visiting Japan," "l want to learn to play guitar," "I'd
love to renovate our kitchen."

Layer 2 - Relational Dreams (15 minutes): How you want your relationship to feel and
evolve. This might include family dreams, how you want to grow old together, the kind of
partnership you're building. Examples: "I dream of us being that couple who still holds
hands at 80," "I want us to be adventure partners who try new things together."
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Layer 3 - Soul Dreams (20 minutes): The deepest aspirations about who you want to
become, your legacy, and what you want your life to mean. These are often harder to
articulate. Examples: "I dream of making a difference in my community," "l want to live a
life I'm truly proud of,” "I hope to become more patient and present as | age."

pagebreak

How to Conduct a Dream Sharing Session

Step 1 - Individual Reflection (10 minutes): Before sharing, each person spends 10
minutes alone writing down dreams across all three layers. Don't censor or filter - write
whatever emerges, even if it seems impossible or silly.

Step 2 - Sharing Without Discussion (20 minutes): Take turns sharing your dreams out
loud. The listener doesn't interrupt, question, or problem-solve - just listens deeply and asks
clarifying questions. The goal is understanding, not evaluation.

Step 3 - Finding Alignment (15 minutes): Together, discuss where your dreams align,
where they're different but compatible, and where they might conflict. Look for ways to support
each other's separate dreams while identifying shared dreams you can pursue together.

Questions to Explore
« If money and time weren't constraints, what would you spend your days doing?
* What's a dream you had as a child that you've let go of? Would you want to revive it?
* What do you want to be known for or remembered for?
* What experiences do you want to have before you die?
« How do you want our relationship to be different in 5 years? 10 years?
* What's a dream you've been afraid to tell me about?
« If you knew you couldn't fail, what would you attempt?

« What does your ideal daily life look like 20 years from now?

Common Pitfalls to Avoid
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Dream Crushing: Don't immediately respond with "That's not realistic" or "We can't afford
that." Just listen first.

Making It About You: When your partner shares, don't hijack with "Well, | want..." Let
them finish completely.

Assuming Permanence: Dreams can change. That's okay. Revisit this exercise annually
as you both evolve.

Forcing Agreement: You don't have to share every dream. Some individual dreams are
healthy for the relationship.

Creating Action Plans

Before ending the session, choose ONE shared dream and ONE individual dream for each
person (three total). For each, identify one small action step you can take in the next month.
Big dreams become real through small, consistent actions. Write these down and check in
next month on progress.

Monthly Practice

Make dream sharing a monthly ritual, ideally on the same date (like the first Sunday of each
month). You don't need to share entirely new dreams each time - tracking how existing
dreams evolve is equally valuable. Over time, you'll build a rich understanding of each other's
inner world and create a relationship that supports both individual flourishing and shared
purpose.
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Relationship State of the Union

A Comprehensive Relationship Check-In

The Relationship State of the Union is a structured 60-minute quarterly assessment where
couples step back from daily life to evaluate the health of their relationship across key
dimensions. Similar to how businesses conduct quarterly reviews, this practice helps you
identify strengths to celebrate, weaknesses to address, and goals to set before small issues
become major problems. Dr. William Doherty's research on intentional relationships shows
that couples who regularly assess their relationship have significantly higher satisfaction and
lower divorce rates.

Why Regular Assessments Matter

e Prevents Drift: Without intentional check-ins, couples slowly drift apart without noticing
until it's a crisis

» Addresses Issues Early: Small resentments caught early are easy to fix; ignored, they
become deal-breakers

e Tracks Progress: You can see how your relationship is evolving and whether changes
you've made are working

» Celebrates Wins: Acknowledging what's going well creates positive momentum

« Clarifies Expectations: Regular reviews ensure you're still on the same page about the
relationship

The Seven Domains to Assess

Rate each domain from 1-10 (1=crisis, 5=okay, 10=thriving), then discuss:

1. Communication & Connection: How well do we talk, listen, and understand each
other? Do we have meaningful conversations regularly? Do we feel heard?

2. Intimacy & Affection: Are we satisfied with emotional and physical intimacy? Do we
feel desired and close? Is our sex life working for both of us?

3. Conflict & Problem-Solving: How do we handle disagreements? Can we repair after
fights? Are we addressing issues or avoiding them?
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4. Trust & Commitment: Do we feel secure in the relationship? Are we confident in each
other's loyalty? Do we trust each other with vulnerability?

5. Shared Life & Partnership: Are we functioning well as a team? Do we support each
other's goals? Are household and financial responsibilities fair?

6. Individual Growth & Autonomy: Do we support each other's personal development?
Do we have healthy independence? Are individual needs being met?

7. Fun & Adventure: Are we enjoying our time together? Do we laugh? Are we creating
positive memories and experiences?

pagebreak

The State of the Union Process

Part 1 - Individual Reflection (15 minutes): Each person privately rates all seven domains
and writes brief notes about what's working and what needs attention. Be honest - this is for
your relationship's benefit.

Part 2 - Sharing Ratings (15 minutes): Take turns sharing your ratings for each domain.
Notice where you agree and where perceptions differ. Different ratings aren't wrong - they're
important information about differing experiences.

Part 3 - Deep Dive Discussion (20 minutes): Choose the 2-3 domains with the lowest
ratings or biggest rating differences. Discuss: What specifically needs attention? What would
improvement look like? What can we each do differently?

Part 4 - Celebrate & Commit (10 minutes): Acknowledge at least three things that are going

well. Then set 1-3 concrete goals for the next quarter with specific actions you'll each take.

Sample Goals Based on Assessments

e If Communication is low: "We'll do our Evening Check-In ritual 5 nights per week for
the next 3 months"

* If Intimacy is low: "We'll prioritize date night every other week and initiate physical
affection daily"

« If Fun is low: "We'll try one new activity together each month - no phones, just
presence"
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« If Partnership is low: "We'll have a household responsibilities conversation and create
a fairer division of labor"

Important Guidelines

No Blame: This isn't about who's wrong. It's about "we have a problem, how do we solve
it together?"

Be Specific: "Communication is bad" doesn't help. "I feel unheard when | try to talk about
my day" gives something to work with.

Balanced Feedback: For every area of concern you raise, also acknowledge something
you appreciate.

Action-Oriented: Don't just identify problems - commit to specific changes you'll each
make.

Follow Through: Set a calendar reminder for your next State of the Union and review
whether you kept your commitments.

When to Do Emergency Check-Ins

While quarterly is the recommended frequency, schedule an emergency State of the Union if:
you've been fighting more than usual, you feel disconnected or lonely in the relationship, a
major life change has occurred, or you find yourself thinking "Is this working?" more often.
Early intervention prevents crises.

Tracking Progress Over Time

Keep a simple spreadsheet or journal of your ratings each quarter. Over time, you'll see
patterns - which areas consistently need attention, which have improved, and whether your
overall relationship satisfaction is trending up or down. This data helps you make informed
decisions about your relationship and notice positive changes you might otherwise overlook.
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Relationship Retreat at Home

A 4-Hour Deep Connection Experience

Overview

A Relationship Retreat at Home is a dedicated 4-hour block where you create sanctuary
space in your own home to deeply connect, reflect on your relationship, and set intentions.
Unlike expensive couples retreats, this DIY version costs nothing but creates similar benefits:
renewed intimacy, clarified goals, and rekindled romance. The key is treating it as sacred time
- no interruptions, no outside world, just the two of you.

Why Relationship Retreats Matter

Planning Your Retreat (1-2 Weeks Ahead)

pagebreak
The 4-Hour Retreat Structure
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Retreat Themes to Try

Making It Special

Quarterly Practice
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Vision Board Creation Together

Visualizing Your Shared Future

Overview

Creating a Vision Board Together is a 2-3 hour creative exercise where couples
collaboratively build a visual representation of their shared dreams, goals, and desired future.
Using images, words, and symbols, you create a tangible reminder of what you're building
together. This exercise combines the power of visualization (proven to increase goal
achievement) with quality time and creative partnership. The finished board becomes a
meaningful artifact you can reference to stay aligned.

The Science of Visualization

Gathering Materials (Before You Start)
Y

(0]
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The Vision Board Creation Process
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What to Include on Your Board

After Creation - Putting It to Use

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

Deepening the Exercise
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Bucket List Building

Dreaming and Planning Your Life Adventures

Overview

Building a Bucket List Together is a 2-3 hour exercise where couples brainstorm and prioritize
experiences, accomplishments, and adventures they want to share before they die. Unlike
vague "someday" wishes, a well-crafted bucket list becomes a roadmap for an intentional,
adventurous life together. Research shows that couples who share novel, exciting
experiences maintain higher relationship satisfaction and feel more in love than those who fall
into routine.

Why Bucket Lists Matter for Relationships

The Five Categories of Bucket List Items

A
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The Bucket List Building Process

Making Your Bucket List Actionable

Questions to Spark Ideas

I
f

Common Bucket List Mistakes

Annual Bucket List Review
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Love Map Deep Dive

Mastering the Details of Each Other's Inner World

Overview

The Love Map Deep Dive is a 2-3 hour comprehensive exercise based on Dr. John Gottman's
concept of "love maps" - the detailed knowledge you have of your partner's inner world.
Couples with rich love maps know the details of each other's lives, dreams, worries, and
histories. This deep knowing creates intimacy, makes partners feel valued, and provides the
foundation for lasting connection. Even couples together for decades discover new
information during this exercise.

What Are Love Maps?

L
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A

Why Love Maps Matter
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The Love Map Deep Dive Process
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Domain 1 - Current Life (15-20 minutes)

Domain 2 - Dreams & Aspirations (15-20 minutes)

Domain 3 - Origins & History (20-30 minutes)

Domain 4 - Values & Beliefs (15-20 minutes)

Domain 5 - Us & Our Relationship (10-15 minutes)

The Art of Deep Listening During Interviews

After the Deep Dive

<
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Maintenance - Keeping Love Maps Current
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