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Toolkit for Couples 
Tip Sheet #6: Problem-Solving in Your Relationship 

 
Not all of the problems you face in your relationship result from conflicts between you and your partner. 

Sometimes, you face problems together. These could be financial problems, conflict with family 

members, or career-related problems. Challenging circumstances are a part of life, but by working 

together to resolve problems that arise, they become opportunities to grow closer together rather than 

further apart. This Tip Sheet suggests a nine-step problem-solving model to use to address the unique 

problems that arise in your relationship 

 

1. Identify the problem. Before you can resolve a problem, you need to know what the problem is. 

Although this seems simple, many problems are more complex than they first appear. When you face a 

challenging situation, carefully consider every aspect of the situation and work with your partner to 

agree upon a shared understanding of the problem you are facing. 

 

2. Examine the problem. Once you have a basic understanding of the problem, take time to examine 

it further to gain a deeper understanding of the situation. Consider the following questions: Who is 

involved? What are the important influences on the problem? What chain of events led to the problem’s 

creation? How do you know that it is a problem for you? As you answer these questions, you can 

develop an expanded view of the problem to help you identify a broader range of available solutions. 

 

3. Consider what you have done to solve similar problems in the past. People often attempt 

many solutions before they discover an effective solution to a particular problem. Often, past attempted 

solutions contain clues for how to solve the current problem. Before you develop new solutions, review 

the solutions you attempted previously. 

 

4. Evaluate the effectiveness of past solutions. Once you identify the solutions you attempted 

previously, evaluate the effectiveness of each one. Previously-successful solutions may be able to re-

use to address the current challenges. Solutions that we ineffective before can provide clues of 

strategies to avoid now. Understanding the effectiveness of previous attempted solutions can help you 

to develop strategies to resolve the current problem you are facing. 

 

5. Brainstorm. Brainstorming involves developing new ideas for solutions without judging the value of 

those ideas. When you brainstorm, suspend judgment of your ideas, even if they seem totally crazy at 
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first. Let the ideas flow: The more possible ideas you generate, the more likely you will be able to strike 

upon one that works. 

 

6. Review your ideas and choose one to try. Once you’ve brainstormed a solid list of possible 

solutions, it’s time to identify the ideas that are most likely to contain the solution to your problem. Cross 

off any ideas that do not seem possible or desirable. Consider the resources available to you, and 

determine which ideas are realistic. Create a plan you feel confident that you and your partner can 

carry out as you work to address the problem together. 

 

7. Experiment with this solution. Once you decide on a solution, put it into action. Trial and error is 

often the best way to discover an effective solution to a problem. Don’t be discouraged if you don’t find 

the best solution on your first try. Instead, think of this stage as an experiment, so you can see what 

happens when you try out your idea. It may work, or it may not work. Your goal right now is to act. 

 

8. Evaluate the effectiveness of the attempted solution. After you give your solution an adequate 

testing period, evaluate its effectiveness. Ask yourselves, “How well has our solution worked?” Be 

honest about your progress. If your solution worked, then you can stop at this step and continue to 

maintain the effective solution. If your solution was wholly or partially ineffective, consider if you should 

try it again, especially if you didn’t follow through with it fully the first time around. If it seems like the 

solution simply won’t work, accept that it’s time to move on to the next step. Knowing that this solution 

didn’t work can help bring you one step closer to finding a solution that will work. 

 

9. Modify or change the solution if necessary. If the strategy you tried did not produce an effective 

solution, re-evaluate your original decision. If your plan isn’t working, figure out what you can do 

differently. You can learn more about the problem by thinking about what didn’t work with the first 

attempted solution, so you are now in a better position to figure out a better solution. Revisit the list of 

ideas you created during the brainstorming session, and consider if new ideas should be added to the 

list. Choose a new potential solution to attempt, and repeat steps 7, 8, and 9 until you discover the best 

possible solution to your current problem.  

 

Once you have co-created a positive solution to a problem facing your relationship, celebrate 

that accomplishment with your partner. By managing the problems you face, you can reduce 

stress in your relationship, as well as grow closer to one another in the process! 

 

 


