
Couples Issues & Connection Building Exercises 

 
Over the past few years I’ve observed interactions, dialogues, conflict patterns with couples, and 

listened to countless stories. There are several common threads that always come up. Feeling 

disconnected from each other, feeling like they lost the spark, struggling to discuss their feelings, 

challenges in the relationship due to fear of not knowing how to interact when a partner becomes upset, 

financial goals not being the same, as well as lack of emotional and all too often physical connection 

follows this.   

One of the recommended ways that we approach couples counselling is through focusing on initially 

understanding the concerns, patterns of interactions, barriers to getting what each other emotionally, 

physically, intellectually needs from their partner, and then building upon strategies to rebuild or enhance 

the connection.  

 

It can be helpful to start with building trust, and this can be done through communication. Some simple 

communication strategies that do take effort and require consistency to be effective are listed here: 

 

Written Dialogue 
 

If you find yourself feeling flooded/anxious/overwhelmed when you sit down to talk to your partner face 

to face, then I recommend you try this technique. Try writing down what you want to say, your feelings 

(affectionate or hurt), and then giving to your partner and agreeing to a time to discuss it in the near 

future. You can also use this journaling technique, if one partner tends to rapid fire off emotional 

reactions, and ideas/thoughts, leaving the other partner unsure how to respond, needing time and space to 

process and formulate their answer. By acknowledging that each partner has heard the other person’s 

statement/words, and agrees to sit down with a response, written or verbal on a date/time it can alleviate 

the worry thoughts of anticipating when will it get resolved, or when will I hear an answer. This can be 

utilized as a step towards building trust to communicate face to face in the moment once trust and 

understanding are developed more in the relationship.  

 

CODE WORD FOR ADULT TIME OUTS 
 

A colleague of mine, used to use the word, “couples dialogue” to teach partners when either of them felt 

upset, hurt, or needed to talk privately”. This was a code word to cue their partner into having a private 

conversation away from other stressors, and able then to focus on each other. I’ve heard feedback from 

couples who adopted this strategy as a positive way to communicating when they need a time out to speak 

together, and when it’s not the feasible time to do this, they can “schedule” a time to have couples 

dialogue about the identified concern while having time to calm down/take space to prepare to discuss it.  

 
Uninterrupted Timed Listening 

 
This is the first verbal exercise on the list, and for good reason. I think that in order to drop into our 

connection with our partner it’s beneficial to start with some non-verbal exercises. Exercises 4, 5, and 6 

are verbal, and I would strongly recommend doing one or two of the aforementioned non-verbal exercises 

first before you start in with your words. 

For this exercise, set a timer and let your partner say whatever they need to in order to vent to you. They 

can talk about their day, their career, how they feel about you, what’s been on their mind lately… 

whatever they feel like. 



During their verbal brain dump, it is the receiver’s job to simply listen. The receiver doesn’t offer any 

advice or verbal feedback in any way. You just imagine your partner’s words as a flowing stream of 

emotion, and you soak it up. 

You are free to give non-verbal listening cues with your eyes or body language. But the exercise as the 

receiver is to simply listen to whatever the speaker has to say. Once the timer has gone off, the roles 

switch and the other partner has their turn to speak in an uninterrupted stream of consciousness. 

One partner might be more verbal than the other, and that’s just fine, the goal here is to just be present 

with your partner without judgment. Often the partner who is quieter or in their head more of the time will 

welcome the chance to verbalize their thoughts without interruption because they might feel more 

frequently interrupted in their daily life (whether by their partner, friends, or co-workers, etc. leading to 

increase stress) 

Sounds simple? Yes, it can be this simple to slow down a busy life day to day, and take even 5 minutes to 

connect with each other. This exercise is intended to build listening to respond with compassion intention 

skills in communication, as opposed to listening to respond or react which we may do without even 

realizing.  

 

IMPROVING CONNECTION 
 

If the communication strategies are working well, and you are wanting to spend more time together and 

connected think back to when you first started dating, and sought out getting to know each other. This is 

another area where I see couple saying, they spend time together but feel distant from each other. Upon 

further exploration, it’s observed that they do individual activities in the same room, so there is still an 

emotional distance. Here are some strategies/activities to try out to improve the connection you and your 

partner once had but seems to have faded.  

 

Soul Gazing with Eyes 
 

This can be a challenging activity, however try committing to just doing it for a short duration once or 

twice a week, for 3-4 weeks and see what changes you can mindfully observe through this experience 

 

To engage in soul gazing, face each other in a seated position with your knees close to touching and hold 

eye contact for 3-5 minutes. Yes, you are allowed to blink. Yes, it may feel slightly awkward for the first 

1-2 minutes if you’ve never tried this before. And yes, you should avoid talking during the exercise.  

 

If the quiet is too uncomfortable for you, choose a 4-5 minute song and commit to holding the eye contact 

for the duration of the song. 

 

In a world that is increasingly trying to grab our attention and distract us, this connection exercise is sure 

to efficiently re-spark the home fires. Doing this a few times per week will give you that slowed down 

connection you and your partner are looking for. 

 

Extended Cuddle Time 
 

So simple, yet so often ignored or not prioritized. 

What is your bedtime routine? Do you distract yourselves with cell phones, laptops, or books? Do you 

rationalize that using those things helps you get to sleep? Well, the happy chemicals that get released in 

your brain from cuddling and/or sex help you get to sleep even easier. 

 



Whether it’s close to your collective bedtime or not, having an extended cuddle session a few times per 

week does wonders for your intimate relationship. If you have a specific space/position you sleep in that 

doesn’t promote cuddle time, then I propose as a couple you engage in a “cuddle” session for a set time 

before then changing locations or positions to get into sleep position for the night.  

 

A few of my clients cuddle to a certain music playlist that they know is a specific length of time (often 

20-30 minutes) as their daily required minimum of physical affection. But that’s what works for them. A 

few of my clients who have experienced medical issues causing limitations or barriers to sexual 

interaction, have found that cuddling while naked together is a way to connect without the expectation of 

having sex, reducing anxiety as a barrier to this activity.  

 

What would you like to see change in your bedtime routine? Think about it, talk to your partner about it, 

and then incorporate it into your lives as a non-negotiable connection habit to try out over the next few 

weeks, as a new routine can take time to feel normal and be able to fairly judge if it’s working or not. If 

it’s not working well, then try something different, it’s ok to try new things, on this journey to improving 

your relationship. 

 
The 7 Breath Forehead Connection Exercise 
 

Give this modern, and creative strategy a try today! Whether you’re lying on your sides or sitting upright, 

face each other directly and gently touch your foreheads together. Put your chins down slightly so your 

noses aren’t quite touching (it’s okay if they touch a bit but touching noses is not necessary for this 

exercise). 

 

With your foreheads touching, breathe seven deep, slow breaths in sync with your partner. Similar to the 

eye contact exercise the first one or two breaths might feel like they’re taking up a lot of conscious 

thought, but by the third or fourth breath it will feel like a very natural thing to do. 

 

This exercise isn’t limited to seven breaths (you can keep going for several minutes if you’d like) but I 

find that seven breaths is the perfect minimum number of breaths for couples to really drop in to the 

moment and feel connected. 

 

If you and your partner are overachievers who like extra homework you can absolutely do this exercise 

for several minutes if you feel so inclined. 

 

You are free to give non-verbal listening cues with your eyes or body language. But the exercise as the 

receiver is to simply listen to whatever the speaker has to say. Once the timer has gone off, the roles 

switch and the other partner has their turn to speak in an uninterrupted stream of consciousness. 

 

One partner might be more verbal than the other, and that’s just fine, the goal here is to just be present 

with your partner without judgment. Often the partner who is quieter or in their head more of the time will 

welcome the chance to verbalize their thoughts without interruption because they might feel more 

frequently interrupted in their daily life (whether by their partner, friends, or co-workers, etc. leading to 

increase stress). 

 

The Weekly Connect Meeting 
 



Do you and your partner have fairly busy lives? Potentially there is travel that occurs, creating separate 

time. A lot of communication errors can occur through the course of a week (unfinished arguments, unmet 

expectations, un-heard needs/wants). 

Think of the weekly connect meeting as a way to take out all of your unfinished business and hold it up to 

the light. By creating a space where you can connect and openly talk about things often, it leads to less 

build up, and anticipatory anxiety about what is going to happen now. 

 

For this exercise, schedule a non-negotiable 30-minute connection block where you and your partner 

remove all distractions from your environment (phones, computers, children, etc.) and have a 

conversation like the intentional grownups you both are. You can start with questions like “How do you 

feel about us today?”, “Is there anything you feel incomplete about from this past week that you would 

like to talk about?”, or “How can I make you feel more loved in the coming days?” 

Or come up with your own list of questions that you find helpful, and share with another friend couple for 

them to try out.  

  
5 Things… & Go! 
 

This is a personal favourite of mine because it’s quick, simple, and can be done anywhere. 

Whenever you or your partner calls out your unique code word or theme, you both go through “5 things” 

within a certain topic. Some common examples would be 5 things that you’re grateful about in your life, 5 

things you love about your partner, or 5 things that you would love to do with your partner within the next 

few weeks. Or 5 places you want to travel together, or 5 of your favorite foods, or 5 things you want to do 

for your partner. 

 

You can either take turns counting out your five (1, 2, 3, 4, 5 – 1, 2, 3, 4, 5), or you can take alternating 

turns each round (1, 1, 2, 2, 3, 3, 4, 4, 5, 5) 

The versatility and playfulness of this exercise make it a total winner in my books. Get creative. The 

exercise and the numerous lists that you sound off are only limited by your imagination. 

(Want more examples of themes? 5 things that would go into your perfect day. 5 things that inspire you 

about your partner. 5 things that you love that your partner has done for you lately. 5 things your partner 

has ever said that had a huge impact on you.) 

 

Can You Inject Connection Into An Existing Relationship? 
 

When I first suggest to some of my clients that they intentionally set aside time in their planners or 

calendars, especially with a prompting alarm to remind them to connect as a couple, I am sometimes met 

with resistance. While, it’s important to recognize that your relationship means a lot to you, you must 

make continual dating a priority, and what I mean is taking time to connect, and sustain that connection. 

 

“We’re dating/we got married for a reason… shouldn’t we just feel connected automatically like we used 

to when we first started dating?” 

While it’s a romantic concept that your relationship should fully run on autopilot, relationships thrive 

when you put effort into them. And yes, I’m sure you can get by just fine without doing any of the above 

exercises and have a ‘good’ relationship… but if you want a great relationship I’d recommend giving a 

few of the above exercises a try. 

 

Worst case scenario, you lose a few seconds or a few minutes of your life on an exercise that didn’t do all 

that much for you. Best case scenario, you discover one of your new favourite things to do with your 



partner and it becomes an effortless and easy way to re-connect as a couple whenever you feel you may 

need it. 

 

Feel free to share feedback in your next couples counselling session about how these exercises went, 

which ones you prefer as a couple, and if you have created your own to share with other couples who 

could use ways to connect! 


