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Almost all couples believe that their initial in-love state is “hot enough to last” to borrow the
expression from an old disco song. Yet over half will eventually divorce. Do we assume that
the remaining half will live in bliss? It is more reasonable to assume that many will
gradually become emotionally numb and retreat into parenting or work instead of each
other. Perhaps only about one quarter of couples will get long-term emotional fulfillment
from their marriage. Why is that?

Long ago, my therapist introduced me to two concepts. One is the feeling of love. The other
is the practice of love. The feeling of love is just a transient feeling, a reflex. The practice of
love is what we do to promote and protect that feeling. It requires behavior and discipline.
In Western culture, we often view love as something divine that we simply fall into, as if we
are not responsible for it. That view sets us up to fail at the practice of love, leaving many of
us dependent on the feeling of love rather than committed to its practice.

Some therapies offer behavioral fixes for marital problems, such as improving
communication or increasing bids for connection. But those approaches alone are often
too limited for long-term romantic relationships. People are complex, and dynamic needs-
based counseling addresses that complexity through an architectural model of core
relationship needs. When those needs are met, attachment can deepen our sense of
meaning. Shared experiences become richer and more vivid. That is the reward many of us
seek in a romantic relationship. We don’t just want closeness but we also want a fuller
sense of meaning in our lives.

The dynamic needs-based counseling model focuses on four interacting needs:
attachment, autonomous identity, safety, and meaning. Although Maslow identified
additional needs, we find these four most influential in relationships. Our approach is
distinctive because it treats them as interdependent—how a partner responds to one need
affects the others. That is why we describe them as “dynamic.”

Here are the four needs in more detail:

Attachment — The need to feel close, typically through the sense that our partner values
and actively engages with our thoughts and feelings.

Autonomous identity — The need to feel separate and self-directed—to have our own mind
and decide for ourself what matters. This aligns with CarlJung’s concept of individuation
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and Murray Bowen’s concept of self-differentiation. This conceptis often overlooked in
attachment-based therapies.

Safety - In relationships, safety means there is little risk of being deeply shamed by our
partner. It also requires enough autonomous identity to maintain healthy internal
boundaries. Because all power-sharing relationships involve some frustration and
disapproval, we need to have a strong internal “disapproval immunity system.”

Meaning — Meaning is what we love and value. It takes two forms: shared meaning and
intrapersonal meaning. Shared meaning is a central reward of close romantic
relationships; by communicating what matters to us, partners help shape each other’s
view of the world. Intrapersonal meaning is the value framework we already carry within our
own mental model of the world. Psychophysiologists call this “context.” It is powerful and
largely subconscious.

In a healthy romantic relationship, these fulfilled needs follow a clear hierarchy. The
following framework shows how they are organized.
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Emotional architecture of a healthy romantic power-sharing relationship

This architecture of need follows a clear hierarchy. At its foundation are two emotionally
regulated individuals with integrity. They have internalized core values early in life and can
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refrain from lying, cheating, stealing, or needlessly harming others. Without that basic
socialization, people are more prone to antisocial behavior. Recovery from long-term
addiction often begins at this level. It is also where intrapersonal meaning must take root.

Higher on the architectural ladder is the issue of mental integration—how efficiently the
brain is functioning. Conditions such as active addiction, bipolar disorder, and borderline
personality disorder can impair emotional regulation. ADHD can also interfere, though
typically to a lesser degree.

Another level of personal integrity is maintaining autonomous identity. This is hot what
most people assume. It is not about being able to withdraw from a partner or manage daily
tasks on our own. Autonomous identity means holding our own view of what matters
without needing our partner to agree. It also means not surrendering what is important to
us just to keep the other person’s approval. Strong autonomous identity makes us less
vulnerable to disapproval. It functions like a disapproval immunity system and protects us
from accumulating emotional damage. Research supports the value of strong autonomy
within relationships. Murray Bowen found that partners with well-differentiated selves
tended to fare better, and studies using the Differentiation of Self Scale have also predicted
relationship success.

Many people do not realize that autonomous identity can be strengthened or weakened by
one’s own behavior. Like a muscle, it develops through use and atrophies through neglect.
When someone routinely allows a partner’s expectations to determine their choices, they
may gradually lose their sense of self. | call this “relationship depersonalization.” It often
appears in statements such as, “l don’t know who | am anymore” or “l feel like I’'m
suffocating.” Conversely, identity becomes stronger when a person consistently acts from
virtue. Aristotle called this “eudaimonia.” Twelve-step programs cultivate eudaimonia
through radical accountability. Each step functions like a training station that strengthens
part of the mind, helping it prevail against addiction. Maintaining autonomous identity in a
relationship requires a similar discipline. A person must enact virtuous behavior grounded
in their own value system. This creates a back-programming effect that consolidates and
strengthens the underlying value even in the subconscious. | call this “eudaimonic
consolidation.” As with physical strength, autonomous identity grows through continued
practice.

The three levels of individual integrity do not depend on loving one’s partner. They remain
part of a person’s character even during intense conflict. They determine whether someone
can regulate emotions and resist impulses to lie, cheat, rage, or become violent. This self-
control protects the relationship from destructive behavior. Only within that framework of
safety can love be cultivated after the initial euphoria fades. If a partner is irresponsible or
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disrespectful, affection becomes difficult to sustain. Social psychologist John Haidt uses
the term “companionate love” to distinguish this mature form of love from short-term
infatuation. Companionate love can last a lifetime.

When a relationship is grounded in responsibility and respect, the conditions are right for
nurturing attachment. A helpful metaphoris a garden: if it is overrun with weeds, exposed
to pests, or deprived of water and nutrients, it will fail. Likewise, when a relationship is
protected from shame, fear and depersonalization, then caring behaviors can produce a
rich, lasting affection.

The greatest threat to a relationship

Most couples believe they communicated well at the start of their relationship but lost that
ability over time. Did they simply forget how? Would retraining communication skills alone
solve the problem? Probably not. Psychophysiologists use the terms “latent inhibition” and
“passive inhibition” to describe a hidden relationship threat. It works like gradual
calcification—not in the bones or veins, but in the subconscious mind. Rooted in shame, it
suppresses other important reflexes including curiosity and sexual desire. Here, shame
does not necessarily mean overt public humiliation. It can be far more subtle, such as a
disinterested look when one partner bids for the other’s attention. Sarcasm, ridicule, and
hyperbole can all inject shame into a relationship. One especially subtle form is the
implied command. Instead of inviting choice, a partner may say, “Let’s do this” or simply,
“We should do this.” Though mild on its face, this can signal that the other person’s
perspective matters less. Over time, these moments accumulate damage. It is like placing
a drop of acid on a house beam every day for years: eventually, the structure weakens.
Meaningful communication usually collapses long before the whole relationship does.

The next sections describe some common causes of impairment.

How safety becomes impaired

An important truth about relationship safety is that subtle fear can be conditioned at a
subconscious level. Severe threats are easy to recognize—physical violence, rage, and
sarcasm, for example—but the deeper issue is often status. Why do conflicts become
fights? Usually not because of money or the immediate decision at hand. A conflict
escalates when one partner senses that losing would diminish their status and place them
beneath the other. Many people assume abandonment is the greatest fear in relationships,
but fear of subjugation is often stronger. No one wants to feel unimportant. A drive for
status is deeply human and likely offered evolutionary advantages in early tribal life, but it
can be toxic in an intimate power-sharing relationship. Partners who recognize this
narcissistic element in themselves gain an advantage: they can see that part of the struggle
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is not only with each other, but also with a reactive part of their own mind. That awareness
can help explain why people often regret their angry reactions after they “lose it” in a fight.

Itis helpful to think of the mind as having different parts. One is the logical, conscientious
system, associated largely with the upper cortex. Another is the emotionally driven limbic
system in the midbrain. The limbic system can generate powerful automatic impulses with
little wisdom attached. The conscientious system helps regulate those impulses. At times
these systems feel at odds, but they ideally work together so that we can enjoy pleasure or
relief when appropriate and rely on discipline when needed. Greek philosophers called this
adaptive balance “sophrosyne,” the opposite of excessive hubris. When couples fight, they
often lose that balance and give way to hubris, allowing narcissism to dominate.

Safety can also erode in another way. Consider the immune system. Long-term overuse of
antibiotics can weaken it, and so can physical inactivity. Human beings are designed for
activity. In relationships, boundaries work similarly. If you never exercise them, they will
grow weak. Many partners hide their authentic truth to avoid immediate disapproval, but
over time that weakens their “disapproval immunity system.” As a result, they become
more vulherable to shame and feel less safe in the relationship.

How personal identity becomes impaired

The surest way to lose your identity in a relationship is to stop expressing what you want.
People who remain connected to what they want, love, and value rarely say they no longer
know who they are. Identity is closely tied to the deeply held values in our subconscious.
But when we stop expressing those values in words and actions and consistently prioritize
another person’s desires, we can lose our sense of self. This leads to a paradox often
overlooked in couples counseling: episodic healthy detachment from our partner helps
sustain passion in a companionate relationship. By healthy detachment, | do not mean
the silent treatment, physically leaving or emotionally shutting down. The latter is a form of
emotional dissociation where a person momentarily stops caring about anything at all. By
healthy detachment | mean the shifting of attention from the other person’s perspective
back to our own sense of what is true and responsible. We still care but we care more
about our own perspective in an autonomous state. This internal shift in perspective is
what matters. | call it an “autonomy shift,” and it is essential for maintaining personal
identity within a relationship.

“Personal boundary” is a common term in counseling, often framed as “setting a
boundary.” But that language can obscure a deeper truth. | often tell clients, “The
strongest boundary is an autonomous perspective on what matters more than your
partner’s disapproval.” That perspective operates largely at a subconscious level, so it
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must be cultivated. The Greeks called this kind of inner balance “sophrosyne.” It requires
shifting your internal attention back to that grounding perspective, even when it conflicts
with your partner’s wishes. Here is a funny paradox: if your partner senses that you have
this autonomous sophrosyne, it may frustrate them in the moment but increase their
attraction to you over time. In that sense, respect can be a powerful aphrodisiac.

So far, we have focused on detachment and boundaries. But there is another expression of
personal truth that is essential to identity: positive desire. Personal identity is tied most
closely to what we value, love, and actively want—not just to what we want to avoid.
English does not make this distinction easy. We might say we “want” ice cream, or we
“want” to get off a hot stove, but those wants are fundamentally different. One is a positive
desire; the other is an urge to escape pain. Partners who struggle to express positive
desires are more likely to lose their sense of identity. When those desires go unspoken, the
internal value system that supports personal identity begins to weaken.

Another factor that can erode personal identity in relationships begins in early childhood.
The inhibition of positive desire can be learned when parents fail to attune to a child’s bids
for attention, creating a powerful negative schema. The child may subconsciously learn, “If
| openly ask for what | want, | will be painfully frustrated, so | must stay safe by always being
responsible instead.” Partners who carry this schema are more likely to lose attraction and
eventually become depersonalized in their relationships. This pattern can sometimes be
revealed through simple language exercises. | have had many clients feel uncomfortable or
even nauseated when asked to repeat the phrase, “l want... will you?” After several
repetitions, the underlying schema often begins to surface in the form of discomfort.

How attachment becomes impaired

The concept of emotional attachment gained prominence through John Bowlby’s work
beginning in the 1930s and was later grounded empirically by Mary Ainsworth and Mary
Main in the 1980s. It is now widely accepted that humans have a biological need for
attachment. What remains less clear is how couples sustain emotional attachment—that
sense of “closeness,” which is ultimately a psychological experience.

Anyone who has loved a dog or cat knows the warm bond that attachment can create. But
how is that bond sustained in an adult romantic relationship? Many couples discover that
mechanical touch is not enough. In adulthood, the mental and emotional dimensions
matter more. My therapist once told me, “Bryce, adult loving has more to do with receiving
than giving.” Over the years, | have found that insight to be profound. A partner does not feel
deeply loved unless their other partner shows visible delight while exploring the first
partner’s inner experiences. Three elements matter here: delight, exploration, and
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experience. Experience refers to how a partner has felt and the meaning that they have
placed on events. Exploration is a curiosity-driven desire to know the partner’s inner world.
Delight is the nonverbal signal that receiving it feels pleasurable rather than burdensome.
Together, these create intimacy, the most powerful love language for adult attachment. A
simple way to think about it is with a funny equation. Intimacy = into me see.....with
curiosity.

Other love languages can also strengthen attachment, but none is as powerful as intimacy.
Desired touch is one example but not touch imposed without a partner’s desire, which is
why prescribed sex is often counterproductive. Another is creative contribution, in which
one partner enriches the other’s experiential world through fun and pleasurable activity.
Both are ways of communicating, “l know you, and | care about your emotional
experience.” In the end, adult attachment depends on knowing and caring about each
other’s inner lives.

Attachment in a relationship can be impaired in several ways. At the simplest level,
couples may be totally ignorant about motivational state management. | use the term
“state blindness” for couples who do not recognize when conditions are favorable—or
unfavorable—for closeness. Preparing taxes, for example, is rarely effective foreplay.
Curiosity and intimacy are less available when a partner is highly stressed or stuck in work
mode. Research shows that marital satisfaction often declines after children arrive, likely
because parenting keeps partners in a near-constant state of responsibility. The technical
term for this is a “telic state,” meaning goal-focused. In a goal-focused telic state, affection
is hard to cultivate. State mismanagement can therefore weaken attachment in very
ordinary ways. Some couples can shift out of it by changing their environment. Time away
from children, chores, screens, and other responsibility cues can help partners reconnect.

A more common way attachment becomes impaired is through mismanagement of safety
and personal identity. Curiosity, like sexual arousal, does not emerge in an unsafe
environment. It also fades when a partner feels worthless or emotionally numb. Here lies a
paradox: strong autonomy and a stable personal identity create the safety that allows
affection to grow. These dimensions interact. Strong autonomous identity creates strong
internal boundaries, making a partner more individuated in the Jungian sense and less
vulnerable at a subconscious level. When the mind feels less vulnerable, it permits greater
openness and intimacy. Conversely, avoidant defenses such as lying, cheating, or
subjugation weaken autonomy and internal boundaries. The weakened autonomy and
internal boundaries increase vulnerability and make intimacy too risky. All this can happen
at a subconscious level. The system is highly dynamic.

How meaning becomes impaired
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One view of meaning, rooted in existential thought, is that we create it through our actions.
A more psychological view is that we project meaning into the mental model of the world
we carry in our minds. We now know that this psychological context is largely
subconscious. That raises two questions: how does meaning become embedded there,
and how can it be lost?

There are two ways meaning becomes embedded in our mental world. One is
“introjection,” the basic mechanism of socialization. We absorb values from people with
whom we have important positive relationships—first from parents, later from friends, and
in adulthood from the people and groups we identify with most closely. Twelve-step
programs rely heavily on group affiliation and sponsorship to help members internalize
values such as truth, honesty, and engagement. The sophrosyne that develops through this
process has helped many people recover from addiction.

The other mechanism for embedding meaning is so subtle that | have never found an
established term for it, so | call it “reciprocal consolidation.” By this | mean that whatever
value you repeatedly struggle to serve gradually becomes strengthened in the
subconscious and may later protect you from destructive impulses. Twelve-step programs
rely on this process, even if they do not name it. Each step requires effort and struggle, and
that repeated practice helps reinforce subconscious meaning. In Sex and Love Addicts
Anonymous, for example, members often speak of “living in truth.” Over time, truth
becomes a more central value in how they understand the world. In that sense, the
existentialists were partly right: meaning is created through action—not mainly in the
external world, but in the subconscious model through which we interpret it.

Just as close relationships can strengthen meaning through introjection and reciprocal
consolidation, they can also erode it through the same mechanisms. If we surround
ourselves with addicts or psychopaths, we are more likely to absorb values that favor base
pleasures over transcendent ones. Introjection can work in the wrong direction. The
company we keep can infect us with immoral values. Reciprocal consolidation can also
reinforce what is unhealthy: whatever values we repeatedly struggle to serve become
embedded in the subconscious. If we prioritize a partner’s approval over experiential truth,
authenticity will weaken and relationship depersonalization can begin.

Another way meaning becomes impaired in a relationship is when partners stop sharing it.
If they focus only on work or chores and rarely share their inner experiences, the
relationship can become barren. They no longer cross-pollinate meaning. Emotional
support is part of the introjection process. But when one partner shows disinterest in the
other’s experience, the other may internalize the message that their inner world does not
matter.
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It should be mentioned that biology can limit meaning in a relationship. Partners with
ADHD will have difficulty bringing meaning to the table. They will also tend to have more
difficulty with weak boundaries. Neurotypical partners often report that their ADHD
partners begin to feel more like dependent children. When the ADHD partner contributes
few new ideas, loneliness may develop for the neurotypical partner. ADHD medication can
sometimes provide relationship benefits.

The Dynamic Needs-Based Counseling strategy

The Dynamic Needs-Based Counseling (DNBC) strategy aims to avoid a common pitfallin
couples therapy, i.e. Relying too heavily on simple behavioral fixes. Research has linked
relationship problems to poor communication and fewer bids for attention, so it may seem
sensible to teach couples those skills directly. But that approach is like treating smallpox
by putting salve on the sores. Effective intervention requires understanding the underlying
problem. Relationship distress is complex and can arise from many different causes.
Psychology refers to this concept as equifinality—the idea that multiple pathways can lead
to the same outcome. In couples, communication breakdown and emotional
disconnection may stem from subconscious childhood schemas, poor management of
motivational states, addictive regression, defensive over-compliance, ADHD-related
boundary problems, poor theory of mind, or many other factors.

DNBC places strong emphasis on retraining subconscious patterns. Many harmful
relationship behaviors are not just bad habits but automatic, emotion-driven defenses that
occur quickly and are difficult to change. To help clients focus on this work, | sometimes
ask couples to repeat a lighthearted reminder: “| am the trainer of my dog brain...and I’'m
the trainer of his or her dog brain.” Couples are encouraged to make a mutual agreement to
support each other’s retraining. This includes learning how to address violations
constructively and not competitively. Rather than using a shaming “gotcha” approach,
partners agree to ask each other to practice a correction in the moment. We call this “in
vivo” training.

The DNBC strategy is not a single technique but a four-phase process. In the first phase,
the therapist analyzes the couple’s dynamics by exploring childhood experiences with
parents, childhood and adult trauma, relationship history, and current relationship
behaviors. When partners disagree about what has happened in the past, the therapist
does not adjudicate blame. This keeps the process focused and prevents sessions from
getting stuck in unproductive blame disputes.
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In the second phase of DNBC, the therapist develops an intervention plan tailored to the

couple’s most serious dysfunctional patterns. This may include daily or weekly

communication or behavioral exercises for the couple, trance or meditative practices for

individual partners, cognitive therapy type corrective self-talk, referrals for individual
trauma therapy, group therapy to improve theory of mind and insight, psychiatric
medication, or self-hypnosis techniques to strengthen self-management or internal
boundaries. In short, treatment is individualized rather than one-size-fits-all.

The third phase focuses on agreements between the partners and the therapist. Treatment
plans are negotiated, not imposed. The fourth phase involves follow-up, monitoring, and
revising the strategy as needed. Because not every plan works on the first attempt, the
process is iterative.

No ongoing affairs, adjudication or triangulation

We have found that DNBC is not suitable for every couple. As a result, we use a screening

process to identify couples for whom this approach will be unhelpful. Couples who match

the following descriptions are discouraged from pursuing DNBC.
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1)

2)

Couples where one partner has a severe narcissistic personality disorder such as
borderline personality.

Couples where one partner refuses to end an emotional or sexual affair to which the
other partner has not consented.

Couples where one partner accuses the other of lying, cheating or other
psychopathic behavior that the other denies. These cases will usually bog down in
case-building while attempting to get the therapist to adjudicate blame.

Couples where one partner insists that the other should act as their agent to
communicate with a third party (“triangulation”).

Coupleswhere one partnerwill not grant the therapist authority to redirect focus back
to dynamics on which both parties can agree. Adjudication of blame will be refused
by the therapist if couples perseverate in arguing about the past.



