Shared Relationship Dictionary Template
A tool for building positive perspective, emotional safety, and a sense of “we are on the same team.”
Purpose
In moments of stress, couples often interpret each other’s words and behaviors through fear, defensiveness, or past hurt. This exercise helps create a shared language where each partner can recognize:
· “My partner is not my enemy.” 
· “We are protecting the relationship together.” 
· “This behavior has meaning beyond the surface.” 
· “Even when we struggle, we are allies.” 
The goal is to intentionally define phrases, behaviors, and signals in ways that reinforce:
· goodwill 
· emotional safety 
· secure attachment 
· repair attempts 
· positive perspective 

How to Use This Exercise
For each phrase:
1. Write the literal phrase or behavior 
2. Define what it actually means in your relationship 
3. Clarify what your partner likely needs in that moment 
4. Identify a helpful response 
5. Note common negative interpretations to avoid 


Shared Dictionary Template Examples
	Phrase / Behavior
	What This REALLY Means
	What I Need In That Moment
	Helpful Response From My Partner
	Negative Interpretation To Avoid

	“I need a time out.”
	“I don’t want to hurt you or us. I need a moment to regulate so I can come back more grounded.”
	Space, nervous system regulation, reassurance we’ll reconnect
	“Okay. Thank you for protecting us. Let’s come back at ___.”
	“You’re abandoning me.”

	“Can we talk later?”
	“I want this conversation to go better than it would right now.”
	Time to think/process
	“That makes sense. Let’s set a time.”
	“You don’t care.”

	Silence / withdrawal
	“I’m overwhelmed, flooded, or unsure how to express myself.”
	Patience, gentleness, reduced pressure
	“I’m here when you’re ready.”
	“You’re punishing me.”

	Asking lots of questions
	“I’m trying to understand and regain connection/safety.”
	Clarity and reassurance
	Calm, direct responses
	“You’re interrogating me.”

	Defensiveness
	“Something inside me feels blamed, ashamed, or unsafe.”
	Reassurance and softer startup
	Validation before problem solving
	“You never take accountability.”

	“I’m fine.”
	“I don’t yet feel safe, ready, or able to express what’s happening.”
	Curiosity without pressure
	“I care about what’s going on for you.”
	“Nothing is wrong.”

	Repeating a concern
	“This issue still feels emotionally unresolved for me.”
	Understanding, not necessarily agreement
	Reflect back what was heard
	“You just want to fight.”

	Crying
	“Something vulnerable is present.”
	Comfort, attunement, emotional safety
	Softness, presence, reassurance
	“You’re being manipulative.”

	Needing reassurance
	“My attachment fears are activated.”
	Connection, grounding, comfort
	“We’re okay. I’m with you.”
	“You’re needy.”

	Irritability
	“There is likely stress, hurt, fear, or overload underneath.”
	Curiosity and slowing down
	“What’s been hard today?”
	“You’re just mean.”

	“I don’t know.”
	“I’m disconnected from myself, overwhelmed, or afraid to answer.”
	Time and support
	“We can figure it out together.”
	“You’re avoiding.”



Create Your Own Shared Definitions
Phrase or Behavior:

What this REALLY means:


What I likely need in this moment:


Helpful response from my partner:


Negative interpretation to avoid:




Relationship Agreements
You may also create agreements that reinforce the couple identity.
Examples
· “A time out is a form of protection, not rejection.” 
· “We assume good intent before bad intent.” 
· “We are fighting the cycle, not each other.” 
· “Curiosity before conclusions.” 
· “Repair matters more than perfection.” 
· “We speak to the vulnerable feeling underneath the reaction.” 
· “Connection over winning.” 
· “We are allowed to be imperfect and still loved.” 
Questions For Couples To Explore Together
1. When you are distressed, what are you hoping your partner understands about you? 
2. What behaviors are commonly misinterpreted in your relationship? 
3. What does emotional safety look like to each of you? 
4. What helps you feel pursued versus pressured? 
5. What signals say “I still love you” during conflict? 
6. How does each of you attempt repair? 
7. What phrases help you feel like teammates? 
8. What interpretations tend to escalate conflict? 
9. What would it look like to assume good intent more consistently? 
10. How can you recognize when your partner is protecting the relationship, even imperfectly? 
Summary
The meaning couples assign to behaviors often determines whether they experience:
· safety or threat 
· connection or disconnection 
· teamwork or opposition 
This exercise aims to helps couples move from:
“Why are you doing this to me?”
toward:
“What is happening inside you right now, and how can we protect the relationship together?”

