
Completing Relationships Process 

Here is a description of the relationship completion process we often do with 
couples. "Completion" in this phrase means completing the past of the relationship, and 
in fact it can be a helpful process for couples in the full-swing of their relationships 
too. It is also valuable for people in other kinds of relationships besides romantic 
partnerships. Completing the past does not imply no future. Rather, the process is 
about clearing the way for whatever comes next for each of you.  

Doing It Together 
The process is designed to do together, and the text below is written as if two people are 
speaking to each other. However, when one person's participation or presence cannot 
be secured, it can be done alone. When done alone, you are speaking to the person as 
they exist in your internal world, to the part of them that you have internalized. When 
someone has died, this process a worthwhile way to complete the relationship (either 
speaking to them within you or to their spirit out in the great unknown). 

Completing Your Relationship 
This is an opportunity to communicate to each other about anything from the past of 
your relationship which feels unresolved. There are five stages to the process, and each 
one can take some time to move through, in particular when it's been a long-term 
relationship. However, even with limited time available, and without being 
comprehensive, the process can still be valuable.  For each stage, one partner speaks 
while the other listens, until they are done. Then the other partner speaks. Alternately, 
if it seems like a stretch to listen to your partner list off items for a long period, you can 
go back and forth, taking turns, within each stage. 

1. Communicating Resentments 
State anything and everything you might otherwise hold as a resentment about your 
history together.  This includes whatever is upsetting to you about the way the 
relationship ended/is ending.  You can include specific historical incidents that you 
hold onto as well as overall trends in your partner's behavior throughout stretches of 
the relationship.  The idea here is that expressing what you're angry about, letting your 
partner know what was not OK with you, can often complete it for you.  You no longer 
need to carry the resentment around inside yourself.  Your partner has heard it clearly 
spoken. Examples: "I'm still mad at you for the time we ran into your cousin and you 
didn't introduce me, as if you were embarrassed about me." "I resent you for not putting 
more effort into falling back in love with me.  I think you just got resigned, and our 
relationship deserved better than that."  After your partner expresses each resentment, 
it can be useful to just say "thank you," thanking them for saying it out loud rather than 
just holding onto it and thinking it about you indefinitely into the future.  Do not 
respond in any other way, in particular in your own defense.  The idea is just to hear 
what your partner has to say to you.  Really try to take it in, even if it makes you feel 
bad. 
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2. Apologizing 
After you have both stated your resentments and heard your partner's, it often 
naturally happens that you want to apologize.  Take some time to tell your partner 
everything you want to apologize for, which may or may not include the things they 
expressed resentment about. Apologizing is appropriate if you realize, in retrospect, 
that you wish things had gone differently or that you had behaved differently (e.g. if 
you know you screwed something up). Often we don't apologize because we feel so bad 
about our role in past events.  In order to apologize to your partner, you almost have to 
implicitly forgive yourself, which is not always easy.  Keep in mind that you are 
apologizing for your own sake, about the things YOU need to apologize for.  This is the 
complement to expressing resentments, an opportunity to clear up what was not OK 
with you about your own behavior.  Examples: "I'm sorry that instead of telling you the 
truth about how I felt, I tried to 'protect your feelings,' but in doing so, left you guessing 
and confused."  "I'm sorry about the times when we got into arguments and I kept 
yelling long after I realized that the argument was going nowhere.  I don't know how I 
could have stopped myself, but I wish I had, and I'm sorry that I hurt you."  Again, don't 
respond except by thanking them for the apology, even if they do it clumsily.  Especially 
don't try to dismiss what they are saying.  The apology is important to them even if it 
doesn't seem like a big deal to you. 

3. Forgiving 
Having expressed your resentment and heard your partner's apologies, it is natural to 
want to forgive them.  Forgiveness does not imply that you condone your partner's past 
bad behavior.  Forgiveness comes from having compassion toward them and being able 
to imagine how, when everything is taken into account, their behavior was somehow 
constrained to be what it was.  In the future you may expect them to never repeat the 
behavior, but you are willing to forgive past transgressions, to give up the right to resent 
them into the future. Forgiving is something you're doing for yourself.  You may or may 
not forgive your partner for the things they apologized for.  Rather, your are doing this 
for YOU, to give yourself the opportunity to get complete with everything that 
happened.  Make the list as long as you want, and include "insignificant" details and 
relationship-sized problems.  Examples: "I forgive you for not cooking for me more 
often, even though you often said you would."  "I forgive you for being so insensitive 
during the last few months.  While I wish you had been more thoughtful about me, I 
realize that you had your own stresses to manage."  Thank your partner for each thing 
they are being gracious enough to forgive you for. 

4. Expressing Gratitude 
Now that you have made your way through many of the negatives of your past 
(transgressions, omissions, unfortunate incidents), you will hopefully have cleared 
some space to recognize the incredible contributions your partner has made to your life. 
 This is a chance to recognize all the ways you are different because of your life with 
your partner up until now.  You may take many of these things for granted, yet is likely 
that much of who you are now is a result of what your partner has given to you. 
 Examples: "Thank you for believing in me when I was so insecure about whether I was a 
good enough parent."  "Thank you for all these years of cuddling night after night. 
 Affection with you has fed me consistently and made me feel deserving of love." 
 "Thank you for teaching me how to do math in my head!"  "Thank you for forcing me to 
learn to stand up for myself by acting like such a jerk whenever we got into conflicts." 
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Instead of thanking your partner for thanking you, offer some equivalent of "you're 
welcome" or "it was my pleasure." 

5. Stating What You Loved And Will Miss About The Relationship 
Having shared your gratitude for all the ways your partner has changed you, take some 
time to honor and acknowledge what you loved about who you were together.  It is 
especially important at the end of a relationship not to pretend to yourself that you 
don't care about what you are losing.  In the short term, it can feel easier to separate if 
you devalue your partner or your past.  To counteract this pull, say everything you will 
miss.  Be real.  This is often where grieving comes into the process, though sometimes 
having gone through all the preliminary steps makes this last one just a pleasure.  It is 
important to remember that most relationships end.  Ending does not equal failure. 
 You have had a long, successful relationship that, for whatever reason, is now ending. 
 Examples: "I'll miss telling you about my day when I get home in the evening, and 
hearing about all the details of yours." "I loved going on adventures together.  We were 
good together.  I'll miss that."  Thank your partner for acknowledging what has been 
good. 

(WHEN A RELATIONSHIP IS ENDING / HAS ENDED) 
There is a sixth optional stage if you are both clear that you are ending a relationship.  It 
can be useful to each take a moment to say "Goodbye."  The goodbye may be symbolic 
(i.e. not implying you will never see each other again).  It is a chance to acknowledge, 
out loud, in no uncertain terms, that something is ending.  The relationship is over, and 
while it may still be difficult to understand what that means, it is important to face it 
together, in part in order to allow yourselves to grieve. 

Completing Completion 
After this process is over, you may choose to declare the past complete.  You will still 
remember each other, still move forward in the world having been changed by the story 
you have lived together until this point.  The future you have opened up, however, will 
now be unpredictable.
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