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Disclaimer

The material included in this report is intended for informational 
purposes only and in no way is meant to substitute for individualized 
mental health therapy provided in person by a professional. No claim 
to cure, treat, diagnose or otherwise provide mental or behavioral 
health care is guaranteed, promised or implied by this report. We do 
not accept any liability or injury, loss, or damage incurred by the use 
of, or reliance upon, information contained in this report. 

If you are in need of mental health services, please contact a licensed 
professional. If there is an immediate or life threatening crisis, or any 
other mental health emergency, CALL 911.
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Whether you feel like you can't live with them or you can't live without 

them, relationships are one of the biggest sources of stress for most 

people. An American Psychological Association poll shows that 54 

percent of Americans say stress causes them to fight with relatives. 

And one in four says that stress has alienated them from family and 

friends.

Relationships are not always easy; they usually require time and 

attention. But the effort you put into them pays off in long run. Just as 

your favorite potted plant needs water, fertilizer, and sunlight to 

bloom, your relationships need tending if they are to thrive. There’s a 

lot you can do to nurture and grow stress-resistant relationships.

Traits of Stress-Resistant Relationships

The key to keeping your relationships vital starts with good 

communication. Stress-free relationships flow freely and have the 

following qualities.

 Both parties are willing to communicate about problems and 

concerns.

 Neither party is interested in conflict, judging, criticism, or in 

interpreting each other's action.

 Both parties strive for harmonious connection through empathy 

and respect for the other’s point of view.

 Overwhelming episodes of appreciation are frequent, and both 

partners are susceptible to receiving love and have an 

uncontrollable urge to extend it.

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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Communications Gridlock

Under stress, communication goes down the toilet. Your stress can 

come out sideways and get displaced on the people you care about the 

most. But an understanding of how stress erodes interpersonal 

relationships can help you save, build, or strengthen interpersonal 

bonds.

Psychologist John Gottman pinpoints four red flags that indicate stress 

is driving a relationship south and a break up is imminent:

Shock Absorber

Are you managing your most important investments? Think of your 

special relationships as a bank account. Then compare your recent 

deposits with the withdrawals. As with a bank account, relationships 

require periodic deposits-time, attention, support, understanding, heart-

to-heart talks, encouragement, forgiveness-to stay solvent. These 

deposits offset withdrawals-demands, stress criticism, 

misunderstandings, disagreements, blame-that naturally occur in most 

relationships.

Consider making a special effort to keep your relationships vital by 

creating special moments when you try to connect by e-mail, text 

message, phone, or in the old-fashioned way: face-to-face. It's good 

economics to ask yourself each day what you’ve deposited into your 

relationships. Making one daily deposit gives you a stress-proof return 

on your investment.

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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 Criticism

 Defensiveness

 Withdrawal

 Contempt

These four warning signs signal terminal relationship gridlock, usually 

the result of poor listening and speaking skills.

Are You Stuck in Communication Gridlock?

Gridlock occurs when you're stuck in your own point of view, 

unwilling to see a problem from another party's vantage point. You 

communicate your feelings as facts, turning a deaf ear to another 

person's thoughts and feelings because you’ve already made up your 

mind that you're right. And you're determined to force your point of 

view by commanding, finger-pointing, criticizing, and being negative. 

Gridlock leads to defensiveness, criticism, withdrawal, and contempt 

from both parties-signs of a complete breakdown of the relationship.

Truth Serum

After breaking up with husband Arnold Schwarzenegger, Maria Shriver 

said, “It’s stressful not knowing what you're doing next.” There is a 

chance you, too, could feel stressed after a breakup, uncertain what the 

future holds, feeling as if a part of your body has been torn off.

Research shows, that a break up with someone you have affection for 

can have the same painful feeling in your body as getting burned. It 

stimulates the same part of your brain that says, “I’m hurt.”

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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Overcoming Gridlock with Effective Communication

You can reduce interpersonal stress and overcome gridlock by learning 

to communicate well. That means paying attention to how you give 

and receive information. Using empathy by putting yourself in the 

other person’s situation and temporarily suspending your own 

viewpoints, for example, sharpens your listening skills. It gives you a 

clear understanding of another person's point of view without needing 

to agree with him or her. Plus, being more mindful of how you 

respond can give you a sober awareness of how you're perceived by 

others in relationships. There are actions you can take to remove 

communication roadblocks.

Avoid Verbal Trespassing

In her book The Power of Two: Secrets of a Strong and Loving 

Marriage Susan Heitler describes a form of communication called 

verbal trespassing, which can harm relationships. These verbal 

crossovers are presumptive, heavy-handed, and sound parental. They 

disregard input about what the other person might be thinking or 

feeling. If you're like most people, you've probably engage in one or 

more crossovers at one time or another without realizing it. 

Here are five types of verbal trespassing to be aware of with 

examples of how to avoid them:

 Mind Reading: You jump to conclusions about what the other 

person is thinking. You might say something like, “You probably 

think I'm irresponsible because I lost my cell phone.” To sidestep 

this trespass, check it out: “Do you think I'm irresponsible?”

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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 Emotions Reading: You conclude what someone is feeling 

without evidence. You might say, “You’re angry with me 

because I'm late.” To avoid this trespass, ask what the other 

person is feeling: “Are you angry with me?”

 Name Calling: You label someone with negative attributes: 

“You’re mean and selfish.” To Dodge this trespass, step back and 

speak of yourself, using I messages instead of you messages: “I'm 

uncomfortable with how we're talking; I'd like to take a time out 

and come back when we're calmer.” When you refer to your own 

feelings (I messages) instead of pointing your finger (you 

messages), it reduces defensiveness and tension and promotes 

more open dialogue.

 Put Downs: You criticize someone's behavior or habits: “You 

always pile dirty dishes in the sink instead of putting them in the 

dishwasher.” To reverse this trespass use, “When you... I feel...” 

to communicate how a certain action makes you feel, “When 

you continue to pile dirty dishes in the sink, it makes me feel my 

requests don't matter.”

 Commanding: You tell someone what to do and expect him or 

her to do what you say, “Don't eat that; it's bad for you.” To 

prevent this trespass, state your concern or ask a question: “Are 

you sure you want the meal fried or would you rather have 

something grilled?”

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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Listen with Empathy

Now you might be thinking, “But why should I be empathetic to 

someone who’s blasting me, whether loved one or stranger?” That's a 

good question. Empathetic listening can liberate you from your own 

narrow and negative thinking, help you see the big picture and refrain 

from snap judgments. Plugging into someone's point of view can 

increase understanding and compassion, thereby neutralizing your 

stress and helping you remain calm. Plus, it raises your ability to 

connect with someone you care about and neutralizes resentment you 

might have. You can employ empathetic listening to help settle 

disputes or keep calm when someone is exploding.

Suppose you've had a pleasant, serene day. Then all of a sudden, 

someone bounds through the door, cursing, slamming doors, and 

kicking the dog. Most likely you’re upset that he or she is raining on 

your parade. You might even start slamming things and cursing 

yourself. But if you know the underlying cause of the rant, your 

empathetic reaction could buffer your stress.

Suppose the person just got fired, had a wreck, or was just diagnosed 

with an illness? Whatever the root cause of the unsettling behavior, 

when you take time to put yourself in someone’s place and imagine 

what it's like for that person, it can mitigate unnecessary turmoil.

Practice Active Listening

Active listening, versus passive listening, actively engages you in what 

another person is saying and feeling. Your body language moves in 

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/


Stress-Resistant Relationships

8 www.BryanRobinsonOnline.com

sync with the other person's comments and emotions. For example, 

you might nod your head or lean forward with interest. You have 

direct eye contact, and you're listening with empathy. You don't give 

advice unless it's asked for and you don't hijack the conversation to 

your point of view or to talk about what you did when the same thing 

happened to you. You reflect back what the other party says and show 

support by conveying what you imagine he or she must be feeling. 

Here’s an example of what active listening is and isn't:

Your friend: “The bills are piling up, I still don't have a job, and the 

stress is getting to me.”

What active listening isn't: "That happened to me one time, but I 

finally got a job. Maybe you need to try harder.”

What active listening is: “That's got to be stressful when you don't 

know where the next paycheck is coming from and you've got bills to 

pay.”

Be Assertive

You want to speak your truth in a direct, genuine way. But you also 

want the other party to hear your concerns. There are ways to achieve 

both by using assertiveness-that midpoint on the scale between 

passivity on one end and aggressiveness on the other-to get your point 

across with strength and clarity. 

It's important not to blame others when you feel they make an 

unreasonable request (it might not seem unreasonable to them) or have 

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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not honored a line that you haven't drawn. It's up to you and me to tell 

others where that line is and when we think there've crossed it. So 

practice informing the other person calmly matter-of-factly without 

making apologies or excuses.

Suppose a friend ask you to help him move on your only Saturday off 

in a month. You say you’ll check your calendar and get back to him 

(consult yourself first before agreeing to something you're not sure you 

want to do). After you’ve given it some thought (about three seconds), 

you decide you need that day yourself. You inform your friend in a 

calm, genuine, matter-of-fact manner with something like, “I'd like to 

help you out, but that's my only day off in weeks and I've made other 

plans.” And you probably would like to help him out, but you do have 

other plans: to take care of yourself. When you stand up for yourself 

with consideration and respect, usually other people will follow your 

lead.

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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Recharging Your Batteries

One of the best ways to strengthen your intimate relationship is to 

spend time together. Studies show that talking fifteen minutes a day 

creates solidarity against outward pressures. And you're stressed-out 

mate has the biggest drop in stress when you're subtly supportive such 

as by sharing time and attention. Preparing meals jointly and having 

pleasant mealtime conversation (without the distraction of TV or the 

Internet) also provide a platform for supportive communication.

Another possibility is creating fun pastimes that you share as a couple 

such as tennis, golf, walking. Whatever your approach, take a genuine 

an active interest in your mate’s life. Listen to your partner's dreams 

and disappointments and find out what he or she has been up to and 

feeling.

Research shows that couples who share their daily ups and downs feel 

happier and more harmonious. Sharing involves your intimate partner 

in your daily experiences and makes the two of you feel more 

connected.

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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State Your Frustration as a Desire

Start to see your criticism and frustration as desires stated in a negative 

way. Then turn them inside out and communicate your desire. For 

example, when you want a procrastinator to stop holding everybody 

back, replace the critical comment, “You never complete your work on 

time and you’re holding everybody back” with a comment of desire, “I 

like the efficiency of things running smoother when you meet the 

deadlines we set.” When you want your spouse to keep a cleaner 

kitchen, say something like, “I appreciate it when you put dirty dishes 

in the dishwasher” instead of, “How many times have I asked you to 

stop piling up dishes in the sink?”

Use a Positive Approach

Use the Burger King approach, or the bun-meat-bun method of 

communication. Nobody likes to be blasted with negative comments, 

but if you ease into them with a genuinely positive statement (the bun), 

it makes it easier for the recipient to hear your beef. Then you close 

with another bun (positive statement).

This method of communication allows you to give critical feedback in 

a way that is honest and direct and that allows others to hear you 

without getting defensive. It softens your critical comments by 

sandwiching potentially negative comments between two positives: 

“This report has a lot of merit. I would change the wording in the last 

paragraph. But overall you have done a great job.”

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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Effective Communication Through Love Languages

Do you know your love language? Chances are if you're in an intimate 

relationship, you hit a snag because you and your intimate partner 

speak different love languages. No matter how hard you try to express 

yourself in English, if your mate only understands Chinese, your 

ability to communicate and connect is stalled. So it is with the 

expression of love. Your love language and that of your mate could be 

as different as English and Chinese. But when you learn each other's 

primary love language and speak it, it helps you develop mutual 

empathy, appreciation, and strong communication.

Five Types of Love Languages

In his book The 5 Love Languages: The Secret to Love That Lasts, 

Gary Chapman names five different languages of love:

 Words of Affirmation: You communicate appreciation, 

encouragement, kindness, humility, and empathy, seeing the 

world from your intimate partner's point of view.

 Quality Time: You spend time together, giving your full attention 

to your spouse or partner, have meaningful conversations in 

which you share your deepest feelings and experiences, or enjoy 

activities in which you both share an interest.

Stress Vocab

Love language is the unique way in which you send and receive 

expressions of love from your intimate partner.

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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 Receiving Gifts: You give and accept money or gifts that 

represent an expression of love, or you gift yourself by being 

emotionally present during your mate’s time of need.

 Act of Service: You perform an action that you know would 

please your partner such as cooking a favorite meal, washing the 

car, or doing the grocery shopping.

 Physical Touch: You are physically intimate in the form of 

hugging, kissing, holding hands, giving back rubs, or having 

sexual intercourse.

Truth Serum

Physical touch is a powerful way to communicate caring and kindness 

without saying a word. Scientists say that a gentle touch when you're 

communicating with someone-even when asking a stranger for 

directions-elicits more support from the other person. Being touched is 

calming, and it releases oxytocin, creating safety and trust and 

establishing a platform for settling differences. So if you're comfortable 

with touching, go ahead-snuggle, hold hands, hug, or give a back rub; it 

bonds your relationship.

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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Quiz: What is Your Love Language?

Answering the following questions can give you a clue to your (or your 

partner’s) love language and a clearer picture of how you receive your 

mate’s love: 

 What does your intimate partner do or fail to do that frustrates 

you the most or hurts you deeply? (The opposite of what hurts 

you or frustrates you could indicate your love language.)

 What do you need emotionally from your spouse or partner that 

you don't get enough of? (Your unmet emotional needs are likely 

indicators of what would make you feel loved.)

 How do you usually show love to your mate? (Because we tend 

to love our intimate partner in ways we would like to be loved, 

your way of expressing love is often a clue to what would also 

make you feel loved.)

 What is your idea of an ideal spouse or partner?

Answers to these questions can give you a picture of your love 

language and that of your partner. The next step is to share your 

discovery and then practice speaking each other's love languages on a 

regular basis. 

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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Shock Absorber

You’ve heard it said time and again that opposites attract. And it's true. 

In most intimate relationships, one party is a rock and one is a bird. 

Rocks play their cards close to their vest, keep their feet firmly planted 

on the ground, are organized and logical, and usually have things under 

control. 

Birds show their cards. They could care less about order and 

organization. They are open, playful, spontaneous, flexible, and flow 

with the moment. They are often more creative and intuitive than rocks.

These differences can be sources of major conflict. But they don't have 

to be. One style is not more right or wrong. Actually, the rock and bird 

are a union made in heaven. The rock provides stability and the bird 

provides levity-both necessary ingredients for a balanced match.

Think about who's the rock and who’s the bird in your relationship. 

Then see if you can discover the value in your partner style. Once you 

start to look at the differences as a plus instead of a minus, you’ll inject 

less stress and more harmony in your relationship.

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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Your Past Relationships are Still Present

One of the things that makes Mark sizzle is when people let him down 

or don't follow through on what they say. When his wife would forget 

to mail a letter or make a phone call for him, Mark went ballistic. He's 

extreme reaction was out of proportion to the incident. What he 

eventually learned by paying attention to his outburst was that when 

someone let him down in a big or small way, his amygdala (see 

chapter 9) but it is current new emotional experiences with a past 

emotional memory, causing him to overreact. In a split second, the 

library in his brain held the memory of his boyhood disappointments 

and broken promises by his alcoholic father. He learned as a boy that 

he couldn't depend on adults to do what they said. And he continued 

to re-experience in his marriage the belief that grown-ups are 

unreliable.

Romantic Attraction

Situation in the president that are similar to those that have been 

recorded by the reptilian, or old, brain trigger the amygdala, which 

kicks into survival mode. The science behind romantic attraction 

shows that your brain tries to recreate the conditions of your 

upbringing (good or bad) in order to correct them.

Stress Vocab

Imago is the unconscious blueprint you carry from childhood that 

guides the kind of mate you’ll be attracted to in your adult intimate 

relationships.

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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In his famous book Getting the Love You Want: A Guide for Couples, 

Harville Hendrix explains romantic attraction in terms of what he calls 

the imago (pronounced eh-MAH-go, Latin for “image”).

The imago works such that your romantic attraction is based on a 

composite picture of the caretakers who influenced you most strongly 

at an early age. When an imago match is made deep in your brain, a 

surge of interest in the other person occurs. You and your intimate 

partner activate in each other stressors that plunge you back into the 

central conflicts of your upbringing in order to have it turn out better 

the second time around.

Truth Serum

If you're like most people, you were swept off your feet when you first 

met the love of your life. You swooned. Your heart leaped. And your 

partner’s virtues naturally stood out from the vices. Then after a few 

years into the relationship, you started to see the flipside of the coin: all 

the things that bug you. People say things like, “Boy, has she changed!” 

or “He's not the same man I married.” But the truth is that she hasn't 

changed, and, yes, he's exactly the same man you married. 

Psychologists say you’re just seeing the other side.

The things that cause problems in intimate relationships are the flip side 

of the things that originally attracted you. Think about it this way: 

virtues contain vices, strength contains wilfulness, stability contains 

control, spontaneity contains abandon. In intimate relationships, you 

get a package deal.

http://www.bryanrobinsononline.com/
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A Match Made in Heaven?

Without realizing it, you click with a mate who in some way matches 

your imago template. You surround yourself with people and 

situations that feel comfortable and familiar-even when you vow to 

avoid harmful situations, you end up in them anyhow, fully knowing 

the consequences of your actions. You go back to the same types of 

people for the same rejections and keep trying to solve problems in the 

same old ways that don't work. And if you're like the average person, 

you say something like, “I'll never hook up with an ogre like my 

father.” But, no matter what your conscious intentions, you are 

attracted to someone who has your caretakers’ positive and negative 

traits, and, typically, the negative traits are more influential.

Returning to the Scene of the Crime

You’re basically looking for a mate who duplicates your parents’ 

inadequacies. Your old brain is returning to the scene of the crime, so 

to speak, to right wrongs of your childhood. You expect your partner 

to make up for the problem but the unfortunate consequence is that, 

because of the imago match, you get re-wounded.

To change your pattern of attraction, you'll have to figure out what's 

not working and change it instead of repeating it. The first step is to 

pay attention to the red flags and recognize what's happening inside of 

you when you're attracted to someone.

For example, suppose in hindsight you realize you keep getting stuck 

in relationships with emotionally distant partners. That could be your 

imago at work, which means your blueprint probably came from 
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emotionally absent caretakers. Your imago is trying to fill that void 

with the only kind of relationship you’ve ever known: emotionally 

unavailable people.

So next time you fly off the handle, see if you can relate it to a pattern 

of feelings you’ve had before. The key is to recognize your triggers-the 

stored information in your old brain that keeps coming up for you. If 

you're honest, you’ll start to see a pattern of when you're angry, sad, 

hurt, or scared. And you’ll see it's an inner reaction that causes you to 

sizzle, not the present person or circumstance. Once you can separate 

your inner library from the present upsetting situation, you can make a 

more mature, rational response that makes you more stress resistant.

Excerpted from Bryan Robinson’s The Smart Guide To Managing Stress and 

published with permission.
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