
An introduction to relationships for gay men 



 

 
The aim of this booklet is to help you think about the kinds of relationships you 
want to have and offers you some guidance in developing and maintaining healthy 
gay relationships today and in the future. 
 

When a partnership is the coming together of 
two whole people, rather than two halves 
looking for completion, the odds of a healthy 
relationship developing are greater. It’s 
important to remember that a relationship with 
a significant other is unlikely to ‘complete’ you 
or repair your wounds.  Those are things you 
need to do for yourself. 
 

You may feel that you’re not ready or willing to enter into a committed 
relationship, preferring platonic friendships and occasional casual sex encounters. 
Some people find friendships that offer the benefit of both, whilst others 
subscribe to a more traditional vision. 

Introduction  -  Love, Sex and Companionship 



 

 

There’s a range of opportunities available to men wishing to 
pursue sex with other men, with no emotional strings 
attached.  Beats, hook up apps (Grindr, Scruff, Squirt) and 
sex-on-premises venues make this a relatively 
straightforward endeavour. 
 

Of course, the highly sexualised ‘scene’ of beats, sex-on-
premises venues, and nightclubs is only part of a diverse gay 
community and there’s a range of possibilities when 
considering how best to connect with other gay men.  
 

Pubs and clubs can feel like a natural environment for many to hook up with a 
potential partner, but there are pitfalls to consider. When alcohol and other drugs 
are involved in a night out, your decision-making capacity can be compromised 
and you may not be making choices that promote the possibility of a healthy 
ongoing relationship. 
 

The environments mentioned can lend themselves 
to an emphasis on physical attractiveness and 
youth. This can sometimes foster superficial 
attitudes, which prioritise designer labels over 
stimulating conversation; perfect pecs over an 
interesting personality. A balance between these 
factors can assist healthy relationships. 

Pubs, clubs and sex-on-premises venues 



 

 

Depending on your location, age and inclinations, 
there may be youth-groups, social and special-
interest groups available to you, where gay men 
meet to play footie or tennis, go bush-walking, 
participate in political activism, or simply catch-up 
for a social drink or lunch. 
 

 
 

The Internet offers a range of social networking 
options for same-sex attracted men. Sites like 
Grindr, Manhunt & Squirt allow you to create a free 
profile describing yourself and what you are looking 
for, down to the finest detail. Some find it a 
practical way to connect without having to face the 
awkwardness of the pubs and clubs mating game; 
others see this kind of forum as cold and faceless, or perhaps tacky. Dating sites 
don’t need to be overtly sexual (unless that’s what you are seeking). 
 

Maintaining your own sense of self-respect and a respect for others is probably a 
helpful way to inform how you interact on the net. 
 

 
 

When meeting up with someone you’ve never met before, or don’t know very well 
yet, safety needs to be factored into any decision you make. In addition to being 
vigilant around your sexual health, it’s important that you protect yourself from 
potential abusers. Letting friends or housemates know where you are going and 
always meeting first in a public place are important strategies, as well as being 
clear about your intentions and boundaries before finding yourself in a vulnerable 
situation. 

Social Groups 

Social Networking Sites 

safety 



 

 

Gay men are perhaps fortunate in not having a rigid model of relationships that 
must be followed. This allows you the freedom to 
choose the kind of relationship you want to build. 
It’s never easy choosing when and how to initiate 
those important conversations about your emerging 
relationship, but facing your differences and 
working through them, if managed thoughtfully and 
respectfully, is how you will deepen your connection 
with each other. Below are three significant areas you are likely to encounter as 
you move from a casual to a more committed relationship. 
 
 

 
 

 
In the early flushes of an exciting new relationship you might wish to spend every 
waking hour together. Conversely, you might be inclined to 
guard your life balance more cautiously. There’s nothing wrong 
with indulging yourself and each other while the passion is 
there, but at some point it’ll be important to take stock and 
consider together the balance of individual time, couple time 
and shared family/friends time.  Few people find that their 
every need or desire is fulfilled by one person alone. It’s 
healthy to maintain a range of relationships in your life. It may 
feel a little threatening to experience your partner beginning 
to want to spend more time apart with other friends or family, but remember that 
time spent with others outside the relationship, as well as together in groups of 
others, can add richness to your partnership and help you appreciate your special 
couple time. 

Are we having a relationship? 

Getting the balance right 



 
 

If you choose to share finances in your relationship, you may first want to have some 
clarity around your different approaches to spending, saving, budgeting and investing. It 
would be unrealistic for you to trust a new partner with your life savings or credit rating 
without first knowing something of his financial history or current spending habits. One 
idea might be to have a shared account into which you both pay an agreed amount each 
month. Money is only drawn from this account for ‘couple’ activities, and only with the 
consent of the other partner. 
 
Note: Centrelink now recognises same-sex de facto couples. This means that if you are in 
a de facto relationship, you will be required to declare this when applying for benefits 
and Centrelink will consider your partner’s income when assessing your eligibility. 
 

 
 

Living together is sometimes viewed as the natural progression of a committed intimate 
relationship. This may, or may not feel right for you.  Discussing feelings and concerns 
with your partner, without attacking or blaming, will ease this transition phase. 
 
Agreeing on a trial period for the new living-together arrangement – perhaps two or 
three months - may help with this major transition. Discuss what will happen if either of 
you decide you don’t wish to carry on after the trial and how this might impact on your 
relationship. 
 
 
 

My money?  Our money? 

Moving in 



 

 

Living separately doesn’t necessarily indicate a lesser commitment. Nor does 
moving in together ensure an increased closeness. The bottom line is that you will 
need to talk about it together. Perhaps you could follow these four practical 
steps: 
 
Divide two pieces of paper into two columns: 
 Title the columns ‘Advantages’ and ‘Disadvantages’  
 Each list as many advantages and disadvantages you can think of  
 Share your lists to explore all the possible implications, making it easier for 

you to move towards a decision. 
 
When you move into a space that’s already been your 
partner’s home, or vice versa, you may both have to 
consider what steps you’ll take together to 
transform ‘his place’ into ‘our place’.  
 
For some, this may mean having to let go of absolute 
control over the physical environment; furniture and 
décor choices; standards and systems of tidiness and cleanliness, etc. This will 
require flexibility and compromise, which may not feel easy and you may 
experience a period of discomfort.  This is a natural part of the process and 
sharing your concerns with your partner, without attacking or blaming, will ease 
this transition phase.  
 
Agreeing on a trial period for the new living-
together arrangement – perhaps two or three 
months - may help with this major transition. 
Discuss what will happen if either of you decide 
you don’t wish to carry on after the trial and how 
this might impact on your relationship. 

Living separately 



 

 

Later we’ll talk in detail about ways to nurture sexual intimacy in your 
relationship, but for now let’s focus on how sex is viewed and managed 
in and out of the relationship. Discussing various options openly and 
honestly early in the relationship allows both parties to make informed 
choices. Here are some of the options you may wish to explore together. 
 

 
 

Perhaps the most traditional arrangement is the monogamous relationship, in 
which both parties commit to an exclusive sexual relationship together. It may be 
argued that choosing to share your sexuality with your 
partner alone, to the exclusion of all others, can be a 
catalyst for the deepening of intimacy in the relationship. 
On the other hand, it could be suggested that this is an 
unrealistic goal for gay couples, given the sexual appetite 
of many men and the easy access to casual sex within 
our community. On the other hand, it may be argued that 
choosing to share your sexuality 
with your partner alone, to the exclusion of all others, 
can be a catalyst for the deepening of intimacy in 
relationship. 
 

 Will condoms be used at all times? 
 Will we engage in kissing with other partners? 
 Will we agree to limit the number of times we 

will meet with a sex partner? 
 Will we inform one another when we have had 

sex outside our relationship? 
 

Managing your sex life 

Monogamous (closed) relationship 



 

 

Opening up a relationship to the involvement of other parties can mean a more 
exciting sex-life and a relieving of pressure on the primary sexual relationship. It 
can also mean a potential for feelings of anxiety, insecurity, jealousy and low self 
esteem. 
 

Below are some of the questions you may wish to discuss with your partner, if 
considering an open relationship: 
 
 Will we have sex with friends, ex-partners or other people that we know? 
 Will we engage in social activities, beyond sex, with our other sexual 

partners? 
 Where will we meet other sex partners? 
 What kinds of sexual practices will we engage in with our other partners? 
 
 

 
 

This arrangement generally accommodates multiple coexisting relationships on a 
more intimate level. It might be suggested that a close 
circle of three or four trusted partners reduces the 
risk of sexually transmitted infections, if all participants 
adhere to agreements made.  
 
A small and trusted circle may also feel more 
emotionally safe and allow greater intimacy to develop. 
Of course, no two relationships are ever equal, nor do 
relationships remain static. What begins as practical 
and ‘drama-free’, can change as feelings grow or wane 
and relationships evolve. 

Open relationship 

Three-way or polyamorous relationship 



 

 

Many people, particularly later in life, come to 
feel that companionship, intimacy and affection 
are the most important elements in a relationship.  
Finding all these qualities in one relationship can 
be extremely gratifying 
and may, for some, negate the need for a regular 
sexual relationship. It may also be that people who 
accept this kind of relationship might agree to allow for outside sexual 
experiences if desired. 
 

 
 

Some men, who don’t find time or the inclination for an 
emotionally involved relationship, may still wish to satisfy 
their sexual desires on a fairly regular basis. Having a 
regular sex partner can reduce some of the time and 
energy that might otherwise be required to continually 
seek new sex partners. There is generally an agreement 
(spoken or unspoken) between fuck-buddies that whilst 
the sexual chemistry is good, both parties choose to keep 
the relationship to a ‘no-strings’ sexual basis. 
 
 

 
 
 

A step beyond the fuck buddy relationship, the friendship-with-benefits can, for 
some, be a more fulfilling arrangement, providing more of a social and emotional 
outlet, with a regular sexual relationship, but without the emotional commitment of 
a more involved intimate partnership. 

Platonic intimate relationship 

Sex-only relationship 

‘friendship-with-benefits’ 



 

 

Relationships where one partner is HIV-positive and the other HIV-negative 
(serodiscordant) don’t have to be a drama. They do require 
that both parties be very clear and open in their negotiation of 
safe sex practices. Once some clear agreements are in place, 
it may be the emotional and psychological challenges that put 
more pressure on the relationship. As close as two people can 
become, an HIV-negative partner will never completely 
understand or share the world of the HIV-positive partner. 
Some HIV-positive men consciously choose to be in 
relationship with other positive guys seroconcordant 
relationships) partly for this reason. 
 

 
 
 

Of course, a commitment to safe-sex practices should not be confined to 
situations in which you know that one party is positive. If you are having sex with 
people whose sexual history you are unsure of, it 
might be wise to assume that they are all a 
different HIV status to you. 
 
HIV isn’t the only risk when you have unprotected 
sex. Some STIs (sexually transmissible infections) 
can be passed on through kissing, rimming and oral 
sex, as well as anal sex.  
 
Whilst condoms and dental dams can dramatically reduce the risk of infections 
being passed on, sex is never 100% safe, so it’s important that you make clear 
boundaries for yourself and try to stick to them. This is particularly important if 
you are engaging with numerous sexual partners.  

HIV positive/negative relationships 

Safe sex 



 
 
You and your new partner may find that the task of creating a 
‘relationship contract’ might provide a useful focus for your negotiations 
and agreements on a range of relationship issues, not just sexual matters. 
How you construct and word your relationship contract is entirely up to 
the both of you, but here are just a few of the items that you may wish to 
consider: 
Boundaries of sexual relationship (as previously discussed) 
Safe-sex practices (inside and outside the relationship) 
Process for addressing ‘slip-ups’ and getting back on track 
Details of financial matters (if relevant) 
Minimum allocated ‘couple time’ 
Minimum allocated ‘individual time’ 
‘Complaints procedure’ – When once of us does something the other 
doesn’t like 
Process for working through conflict 
Housework 
When to involve a counsellor or other third party 
 
Talk about it 
Whatever your relationship hopes, desires, needs or fears, the most 
important person to speak to about them is your partner. And no matter 
how well you negotiate and carve out agreements, the application and 
monitoring of these agreements can be a delicate and sometimes 
precarious dance. Sometimes you may trip and fall short of expectations – 
we are all human – and this can challenge the trust you may have built 
together. Where possible, agree to turn back towards each other at these 
times of crisis and work through the difficult feelings together, 
maybe with the help of a counsellor. 
 
 

Relationship contract 
 
You and your new partner may find that the task of creating a ‘relationship 
contract’ might provide a useful focus for your negotiations and agreements on a 
range of relationship issues, not just sexual matters. How you construct and word 
your relationship contract is entirely up to the both of you, but here are just a few 
of the items that you may wish to consider: 
 Boundaries of sexual relationship (as previously discussed) 
 Safe-sex practices (inside and outside the relationship) 
 Process for addressing ‘slip-ups’ and getting back on track 
 Details of financial matters (if relevant) 
 Minimum allocated ‘couple time’ 
 Minimum allocated ‘individual time’ 
 Process for working through conflict 
 When to involve a counsellor or other third party 

 
 
 

Whatever your relationship hopes, desires, needs or fears, the most important 
person to speak to about them is your partner. 
And no matter how well you negotiate and carve 
out agreements, the application and monitoring of 
these agreements can be a delicate and 
sometimes precarious dance. Sometimes you may 
trip and fall short of expectations – we are all 
human – and this can challenge the trust you may 
have built together. Where possible, agree to 
turn back towards each other at these times of crisis and work through the 
difficult feelings together, maybe with the help of a counsellor. 

Talk about it 



 
 

Building the Friendship 
Sometimes in a new relationship you might become 
so caught up in the whirlwind of the new and 
exciting emotional connection that you forget 
some of the basic steps of getting to know who 
this other person really is. If you haven’t made the 
time and effort to build a genuine friendship 
together, you may find yourself a few weeks or 
months down the road wondering what to talk about. 
 
Here’s a fun way to share something of yourselves with each other. Do the 
exercise separately and then come together to compare results. You may want to 
swap pieces of paper afterwards and keep your partner’s, as a reference when 
planning nice surprises! 
 
 My all-time favourite movie is… 
 If I could invite any three people (alive or dead) to dinner, they would be… 
 My ideal date would be… 
 My favourite piece of music is… 
 My vision for my life in five years is… 
 The best gift I ever received was… 
 If I had to eat one food or meal for the rest 

of my life, it would be… 
 My happiest moment was… 
 Someone who has inspired me in life is… 
 If I were an animal I would be… 

Deepening your connection 



 
 
You and your new partner may find that the task of creating a 
‘relationship contract’ might provide a useful focus for your negotiations 
and agreements on a range of relationship issues, not just sexual matters. 
How you construct and word your relationship contract is entirely up to 
the both of you, but here are just a few of the items that you may wish to 
consider: 
Boundaries of sexual relationship (as previously discussed) 
Safe-sex practices (inside and outside the relationship) 
Process for addressing ‘slip-ups’ and getting back on track 
Details of financial matters (if relevant) 
Minimum allocated ‘couple time’ 
Minimum allocated ‘individual time’ 
‘Complaints procedure’ – When once of us does something the other 
doesn’t like 
Process for working through conflict 
Housework 
When to involve a counsellor or other third party 
 
Talk about it 
Whatever your relationship hopes, desires, needs or fears, the most 
important person to speak to about them is your partner. And no matter 
how well you negotiate and carve out agreements, the application and 
monitoring of these agreements can be a delicate and sometimes 
precarious dance. Sometimes you may trip and fall short of expectations – 
we are all human – and this can challenge the trust you may have built 
together. Where possible, agree to turn back towards each other at these 
times of crisis and work through the difficult feelings together, 
maybe with the help of a counsellor. 
 
 

 
 

The demands of work, study, family and friends can sometimes mean that taking 
the time to really attend to your partner on a daily basis can be neglected. The 
regular maintenance that a relationship requires may begin to feel like work, so 
that instead of turning toward one another in times of stress, you may begin to 
turn elsewhere. 
 
Making time for each other each day (if you live together) or every couple of 
days, to simply connect emotionally, is important. It provides an opportunity to 
share communication that is not just about the practical things, but about 
exploring each other’s inner worlds. Always stay with what you are feeling, not 
what your partner is making you feel. If we remove blame and focus on just 
sharing our honest feelings, our partner will respond in kind. 
 

Many of us have become reliant on our ability to instantly connect with the world 
through T.V, Internet and mobile communication devices. We need never be out of 
touch and may feel anxious if we go too long without checking our emails, 
Facebook page or the latest news headlines. 
 
The conveniences of all this technology can add great benefit to our lives if we 
interact with them in healthy ways. Relationships can suffer when we allow the 
T.V. to dominate the lounge room, or the mobile phone to interrupt the serenity of 
a romantic walk on the beach.  Make a pact together to leave the TV and mobile 
phones off for an entire evening and do something new, like playing cards or a 
board-game; going for a walk around the neighbourhood or reading together. Enjoy 
just being with each other, if only for a couple of hours. How does it feel? 

Sharing, caring and honouring 

Technology  -  Control It, before it controls  your relationship 



 
 
You and your new partner may find that the task of creating a 
‘relationship contract’ might provide a useful focus for your negotiations 
and agreements on a range of relationship issues, not just sexual matters. 
How you construct and word your relationship contract is entirely up to 
the both of you, but here are just a few of the items that you may wish to 
consider: 
Boundaries of sexual relationship (as previously discussed) 
Safe-sex practices (inside and outside the relationship) 
Process for addressing ‘slip-ups’ and getting back on track 
Details of financial matters (if relevant) 
Minimum allocated ‘couple time’ 
Minimum allocated ‘individual time’ 
‘Complaints procedure’ – When once of us does something the other 
doesn’t like 
Process for working through conflict 
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Talk about it 
Whatever your relationship hopes, desires, needs or fears, the most 
important person to speak to about them is your partner. And no matter 
how well you negotiate and carve out agreements, the application and 
monitoring of these agreements can be a delicate and sometimes 
precarious dance. Sometimes you may trip and fall short of expectations – 
we are all human – and this can challenge the trust you may have built 
together. Where possible, agree to turn back towards each other at these 
times of crisis and work through the difficult feelings together, 
maybe with the help of a counsellor. 
 
 

 
 

Time 
Agree on a time in the day when you feel you can both attend to the activity and 
each other without distraction or interruption. 
 

Place 
Choose somewhere that supports the kind of focus and alertness that is required. 
This may be the dining table or two chairs on the veranda. 
 

Structure 
Sit facing one another. One person takes the talking-ball and begins to speak from 
the heart. After a few minutes, or whenever you feel you have said enough, pass 
the ball to your partner, who will do the same. Only the person holding the ball is 
permitted to speak. The other must simply sit silently, breathe and ‘receive’. 
 

What do we talk about? 
To begin with, it may be useful to be very structured, to support you through the 
discomfort of doing something so new. For this reason each person could begin 
with the words: “Today, in our relationship, I feel...” 
 

Conclusion 
The activity may be as brief as five minutes (2 minutes each way) or as long as 
20 minutes, but at the end it is important to thank each other for your honesty 
and commitment to the activity, cemented with some physical affection (perhaps a 
hug) if that feels ok for you both. 
Repeat this activity daily (or at least three or four times each week.) Remember it 
need only be a few short minutes. Before long you will notice that the activity 
becomes easier and begins to foster a new culture of sharing and emotional 
connection in your relationship. 
 

Additional important guidelines 
Always stay with what you are feeling, not what your partner is making you feel. If 
we remove blame and focus on just sharing our honest feelings, our partner will 
respond in kind. 

The talking ball 



 
 
You and your new partner may find that the task of creating a 
‘relationship contract’ might provide a useful focus for your negotiations 
and agreements on a range of relationship issues, not just sexual matters. 
How you construct and word your relationship contract is entirely up to 
the both of you, but here are just a few of the items that you may wish to 
consider: 
Boundaries of sexual relationship (as previously discussed) 
Safe-sex practices (inside and outside the relationship) 
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We all give and receive love, care, appreciation and acknowledgement in different 
ways. As an example, you may feel that cooking a meal for your partner is the 
ultimate expression of love, and an honouring of the relationship. This may have 
been a value you learnt through growing up in a family where shared mealtimes 
were indeed the emotional heart of family life. Of course, your partner may have 
had a very different set of experiences, so that food and shared mealtimes hold 
none of the same connotations. 
 
The two of you are speaking different ‘languages’ emotionally and in order to 
show appreciation in ways that you can both truly receive it, you will have to learn 
each other’s languages. Remember, none of us is a mind-reader. It’s important 
that we help each other to understand the specific ways in which we wish to 
receive support from each other.  

 
 
 

Don’t underestimate the importance of the special little things that you and your 
partner do for each other; those things that 
flow effortlessly in the early euphoric stages of 
the relationship and can then fade away if we 
allow them to.  
 
The little notes left in the fridge; the flowers 
and cards on birthdays, anniversaries or 
Valentine’s; the phone call or text message 
from work, just to say I love you; the surprise meal cooked, or gift purchased; the 
morning cup of tea lovingly prepared or the lingering kiss or hug before you walk 
out of the door. Your lists may be similar or very different, but 
whatever they are for you and your partner, the little things can be the glue that 
holds your emotional connection together. 

Speaking each other’s emotional language 

Attending to the little things 



 
 
You and your new partner may find that the task of creating a 
‘relationship contract’ might provide a useful focus for your negotiations 
and agreements on a range of relationship issues, not just sexual matters. 
How you construct and word your relationship contract is entirely up to 
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Whatever your relationship hopes, desires, needs or fears, the most 
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times of crisis and work through the difficult feelings together, 
maybe with the help of a counsellor. 
 
 

 
 

Life might be simpler and more manageable if it was constant and predictable, but 
it probably wouldn’t be as interesting. Feelings of 
helplessness or loss of control in the face of major 
change in your relationship may lead you to resist 
it. But the natural cycle of life means that our 
roles within our family, community, professional 
world and significant relationships are always 
evolving, so flexibility in the face of change is a 
skill, which will serve you well throughout your life. 
When the two of you unite to address the impact of change on your relationship, 
you can be a powerful and creative force, supporting personal growth. Working 
through the following questions individually, then sharing your results might 
provide a useful springboard for talking through the change. 
 
 

 
 

None of us is without ‘baggage’ and nor should we be. The rich tapestry of your 
relationship experience is what makes you who you are today. The thing that 
prevents your swag of accrued wisdom turning into an emotional suitcase that 
weighs down your new relationship is your ability to examine your past; to hold on 
to the bits that help you move forward and let go of the bits that hold you back. 
 
Many of the ways you behave in your relationships can be traced back to earlier 
experiences. You don’t have to enter therapy to begin to understand more about 
the impact of these early experiences, but sharing with your partner may help him 
to better understand who you are and why you do the things you do. 

Dealing with change in the relationship 

We all have baggage 
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Whatever your relationship hopes, desires, needs or fears, the most 
important person to speak to about them is your partner. And no matter 
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times of crisis and work through the difficult feelings together, 
maybe with the help of a counsellor. 
 
 

Activity 
The following activities are two creative ways to help you begin 
understanding some of the links between your past experiences and the 
way you are in your relationship today: 
 

 
 
 

On a large piece of paper, each draw the shape of a house and inside the house 
write down all the spoken or unspoken rules or cultural norms that you grew up 
with in your family-of-origin. These might range from the very practical, such as 
‘shoes are never worn indoors’, to the more social, such as ‘Boys never cry’. 
When you have exhausted all your ideas, share your entries with each other. 
 

 
 
 

On a large piece of paper, each draw the outline of a person. Around the outside 
of the outline, write the messages that were communicated to you as a child about 
who you were. These might include positive and negative things that people said, 
as well as did, which conveyed something to you about your own worth. On the 
inside of the outline, write words and phrases that express what you thought of 
yourself as you were growing up. This can be quite a confronting exercise, but 
remember that you don’t have to share these stories with your partner until 
you’re happy to. 
Remember that your new relationship doesn’t have to be like your parents’ 
relationship or any previous relationships you’ve had. By understanding past 
experiences better, you will be in a stronger position to make healthy relationship 
choices now. 

Family rules 

Messages of self 
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If you have felt unheard or unappreciated in a past relationshp, it may become 
particularly important for you to feel acknowledged in 
your new relationship. If you have felt controlled or 
dominated in the past, you may be particularly sensitive 
to behaviour in your new partner that feels controlling, 
and you may feel compelled to resist it. By being more 
aware of your emotional vulnerabilities, you can begin 
to respond to them in new ways. You can also help your 
partner to understand the things you do, so that you 
can support each other better, rather than holding each 
other responsible for your happiness. 
 
Below are some examples of behaviours, which can threaten 
your relationship if left unchecked: 
 

 
 

Withdrawing from communication or contact with your partner is something that 
many people do after conflict, to lick wounds, regain 
composure and perhaps seek solace from a trusted 
friend or family member. In other cases, however, 
withdrawal can be used as a conscious act of control. 
No one likes to be shut out by those they care about. If 
this is a repeating behaviour in the relationship, it is 
likely that resentment will gradually build for the 
partner who feels constantly shut out and always takes 
the lead in repairing the rift. 
 

 

Unhealthy & abusive relationships 

withdrawal 
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Insecurities & Jealousy  
 

Perhaps you have felt betrayed by a partner in the past or 
maybe you’re projecting on to your partner a lack of trust 
in your own behaviour. Either way, jealousy is a 
destructive force in a relationship. It sends the message 
to your partner that he is, in your eyes, not trustworthy. 
 
You will never resolve your own insecurities by trying to 
control the world outside of you. Instead you need to look 
inward, to the reasons for these feelings taking such a 
hold in your life. You may be able to have such 
conversations with your partner. Alternatively, you may 
find it useful to talk with a counsellor about these feelings. 
 

 
 

 

In extreme cases, insecurity and jealousy can lead a person to check his partner’s 
mobile phone messages, insist on knowing his whereabouts for every hour of the 
day and ban him from speaking with certain friends. None of these behaviours 
promotes an honest, loving partnership, and will probably lead to the demise of the 
relationship when the partner being controlled eventually finds the strength and 
conviction to call it quits. 
 
You or your partner may yourselves have had to endure abuse and cruelty in your 
lives, and you both have a responsibility to address your emotional issues in ways 
that do not continue patterns of abuse in your current relationship. There is a 
range of behaviours that signal abuse between partners. Are any of these present 
in your current relationship? 

Power & Control 
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 Name-calling and put-downs  
 Using body language to physically intimidate during conflict 
 Trying to control your partner’s spending 
 Trying to control who your partner sees socially 
 Physically pushing, slapping, hitting or punching 
 Using emotional black-mail or ultimatums to try to control your 

partner 
 Deliberately embarrassing or humiliating your partner in front of 

others 
 Forcing sexual acts on your partner 
 

You have a right to have your own friends, family life, social activities and 
interests, separate from your partner. You have a right to earn and spend 
your own money. 
 

You have a right to refuse sex whenever you do not feel like it. A 
relationship in which one partner denies the other any of these basic 
rights is unhealthy and probably abusive. 
 
 

Power & Control Cont’d 
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One of the most difficult questions to be faced when considering entering a 
committed relationship is: 
 

“What core values do I choose to hold on to and what am I willing  
to let go of as I enter this relationship?” 

 

The differences between you will inevitably draw you into conflict together, 
particularly as you grapple with ‘new language’ and ‘new rules’ early on. 
 
Remember that conflict need not be a bad thing, but simply the convergence of 
different ways of seeing and being. The following are some tools, which you may 
find useful in the task of communicating through difference with you partner: 
 

 
 
 

Let it Out 
 Don’t bottle up the little feelings, allowing them to build into great big ones you 

may not be able to control. 
 
Stick to the Topic 
 Stay focused on the topic at hand. Veering into past events or other grievances 

can draw you into murky waters, which may derail the process. 
 
Start with “I”  
 Sentences that start with “I feel..” rather than “you make me feel..”, help us 

to take responsibility for the way we feel and move away from blaming. 

Communicating through difference 

Rules of healthy engagement 
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Rules of healthy engagement Cont’d 

Stay Respectful 
We can easily become rude or abusive towards the ones we are most comfortable 
with. Respectful language and attitudes pave the way for better communication. 
 

Listen actively 
Listening is more than just shutting up. Practise letting go of whatever you want 
to say and really hearing what the other is communicating. 
 

Respond constructively 
When our buttons are pushed we sometimes 
throw out the first thing that comes to mind, 
which is often aimed to cause the same hurt we 
are feeling. Stop, breathe and respond 
constructively. 
 

Reflect back 
Restating and paraphrasing what you’ve heard can be a useful way to 
check that you’ve understood and show the other that you’ve listened. 
 

Let go of control 
Are you trying to change your partner into who you want them to be? 
Let go of control and begin accepting that they are who they are. 
 

Time-Out 
Deciding to stop an argument needn’t mean avoiding. The time-out 
technique means knowing when things have become too heated 
and stepping away for an agreed time period, to calm down and 
then return. 
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When conflict does escalate to a point at which it feels unhealthy, it is important 
to stop and take stock before you do more damage. The kinds of behaviours that 
are likely to be unhealthy are shouting; name-calling and 
abusive language; criticizing or demeaning; threats or 
ultimatums and any kind of physical violence. The time-out 
technique dictates that whenever you suspect that 
unhealthy behaviour is creeping into the conflict, either 
party can call “time-out”. The conflict must then be 
suspended and both parties must retire to their own space, 
away from each other, to calm down and breathe. 
 
Decide on a reasonable timeframe for the time-out and 
stick to it. This may be half an hour or it may be three 
hours. Both parties commit that when the time has elapsed 
you will both come back to the topic of the conflict and resume the discussion, but 
this time observing the ‘Rules of Healthy Engagement’. 
 
 

 
 
 

Certain things that your partner says or does can sometimes trigger negative 
thoughts and strong emotions in you. Instinctively you may find yourself reacting 
from this difficult state, possibly prompting a similar process in your partner. 
Before you know it, you may both be embroiled in conflict, unclear about the 
reason for the argument. 
 
The aim should never be to eradicate difference in your relationship. Difference is 
what makes the world such an interesting place. Conflict in your relationship is an 
opportunity to deepen your acceptance and 
appreciation of difference, and strengthen the emotional connection between you. 
 

Time out 

I feel, I think, I do... 
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Creating Fertile Ground for Intimacy 
Sex can be a physical act; one of relieving sexual tension and perhaps 
stress. Sex can also be a psychological and deeply emotional interaction. Your 
formative sexual experiences, feelings about your own body and your early 
experiences of emotional attachment may all 
inform your attitudes and feelings towards sex 
today. The act of having sex may, at different 
times, involve a spectrum of potent emotions 
including excitement, vulnerability, liberation, 
anxiety, exhilaration, aggression, comfort, 
sadness, and love. 
 
The way you relate sexually may be a mirror reflection of how you relate in the 
relationship as a whole. So if you want to nurture emotional intimacy and 
closeness in your sexual relationship, you may need to think about how you do this 
in the relationship in general. 
 
 

Trust 
Allowing yourself to be emotionally open and vulnerable in the presence of another 
is a choice not to be taken lightly. When you place your trust in 
another, there’s a risk of being hurt when the 
other party does not respond with the desired 
care or respect for your feelings. Breakdowns 
in trust can be caused by a variety of things, 
including dishonesty, a breach of the 
relationship agreement or disrespectful or 
abusive behaviour. The rebuilding of trust in a 
relationship can be a long and painstaking task after a breach, so try, at the 
outset, to identify clear and realistic expectations of your relationship. 

Sex and intimacy 
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Different Sex-Drives 
 

It’s unrealistic to expect that you and your partner will be interested and 
disinterested in sex at the exact same times and it’s likely that one of you might 
be more interested than the other more of the time. It’s simply a fact of life that 
we all have different libidos and that these will fluctuate from time to time. 
 
As much as one of you may really want to connect sexually at times when the 
other doesn’t, it’s unlikely that pressuring will lead to the other being more willing 
to participate in sex. It’s more likely that this will lead to a ‘pursuit-withdraw’ 
dynamic, in which the more the pursuer pushes to have sex, the more the 
withdrawer pulls away. 
 
Many factors, other than a breakdown in trust, may play a role in a reduced sex-
drive. These include stress, fatigue, poor diet, erectile dysfunction, anxiety and 
depression. If you and your partner are experiencing any of these issues and are 
struggling to resolve them, you may find it useful to speak with your G.P or a 
counsellor. 
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Cyber and Porn – Is it Cheating? 
Dating services, social-networking and sex services are more accessible than ever, 
thanks to the Internet. Increasingly couples are struggling to redefine boundaries 
in relation to sexual or romantic interactions on the net. 
 
There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ answer to the 
question of whether or not cyber-sex or 
Internet porn constitute breaches of 
relationship contract. This will depend on 
what agreements the two of you have 
negotiated. 
 
Some people find that cyber and porn add a new and fun element to the sexual 
relationship when shared together, whilst others may feel ethically uncomfortable 
with this kind of thing. 
 
If you are engaging in such activities without your partner, you may want to 
consider what need is being met and whether or not this need could be met within 
the relationship. If you are keeping your internet activities secret from your 
partner, you may ask yourself why you have chosen not to be open about it and 
what you expect your partner’s reaction would be to finding out about it. 
 

Spicing-Up Your Sex Life 
Porn isn’t the only option for spicing things up with your partner.  Some couples 
enjoy the adventure of sharing sexual fantasies and re-enacting them together. 
Another way to bring the excitement back to the sexual relationship is to try 
something new together. Toys and other sex aids can be a fun addition to your 
sexual relationship.  You may decide to visit an adult shop together and enjoy the 
arousal of perusing all the merchandise before choosing something to take home.  
Simple body contact can be overlooked when we focus only on the genitals for our 
sexual pleasure. Touching, kissing, licking, stroking and massage can be relaxing 
and very erotic ways to build intimacy and excitement, allowing time to learn more 
about each other’s bodies, complete with their hidden erogenous zones. 
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Going Solo 
Perhaps the sex you have with your partner is as much 
sexual activity as you need.  Conversely, masturbation 
(wanking or jerking off) may feel like a useful way to 
relieve stress or compensate for a difference in sex-drives 
at different times in the relationship. 
 
Some people feel strongly that masturbation – as well as 
sexual fantasies about other people – constitutes infidelity 
in the relationship and is, therefore, unacceptable. These 
are delicate issues, which can sometimes bring up childhood 
feelings of guilt and shame. You will only lend weight to these feelings by 
maintaining the code of secrecy about masturbation, so try to find a way of talking 
about these issues with your partner. The following activity might help. 

 

Question Bowls 
 Cut some paper into small pieces, about the size of business cards. 
 Take about fifteen minutes, with your partner, to write down five or six 

questions each about sex in your relationship. These should be questions, 
which help you both to learn about each other’s needs, desires, preferences, 
fears or uncertainties. 

 Fold up the pieces of paper and place them in one of three bowls. 
 Take turns to draw out a piece of paper and read the question. 
 Take the time to explore the question together and respond to it as fully as 

you both feel comfortable before moving on to the next one. 
 Either of you may ‘pass’ on any question, which will then be placed in the 

second bowl to be returned to at a later stage if you both choose to. 
 Questions that you feel warrant further discussion are placed in the third 

bowl for the end of the activity or a later date. 
 Remember to be guided by sensitivity and respect when writing your 

questions and discussing them, so that you both feel safe and supported in 
the activity at all times. 



Endings 
As previously discussed, we all experience change differently, and the end of a 
relationship is a huge life-change, made particularly challenging when only one 
partner wants to end the relationship. If you are the initiator of the separation and 
have been emotionally preparing for this eventuality, you may well have a head 
start on your partner, in terms of processing the feelings that often accompany a 
major ending. 
 

Grief and Loss 
When you lose someone through the end of a relationship you may experience a 
process of grief and loss, not dissimilar from that which you might experience 
when you lose someone through death. Feelings of shock and confusion may 
be followed by feelings of denial and the compulsion to ‘bargain’ back the 
relationship. When you realise that the relationship really is over you may feel 
anger, which, if not dealt with, may be taken inwards to become depression or 
despair. Feelings that are not expressed and processed may be swept under the 
carpet, only to come back and ambush you when you least expect them. It’s 
important to allow yourself to feel the feelings and talk about them with someone 
who you can trust not to judge, but simply to listen and support. This may be a 
close friend, a family member, or perhaps a counsellor. 
 

Continuing Contact With the Ex 
In the lead-up to a relationship ending it is ideal for both of you to be able to 
communicate your feelings to each other, to promote an awareness and 
understanding of what is happening for you both. Once the separation has taken 
place, the ex is probably the least appropriate person to support you through the 
grief and loss process, as this will be likely to further aggravate the wounds of 
the separation for you both. 
 

The question of whether or not it is possible to have a friendship with your ex is a 
much-debated one and you will ultimately have to make this choice for yourself. If 
there is to be friendship after the relationship, it will be a different kind of 
connection than before, and a good deal of individual healing and rebuilding will 
need to take place for you both first. 



Your partner may have been the one person you turned to when you felt hurt, but 
now that the relationship has ended you will need to find someone else to fill that 
role. You can get through this and rebuild your life, but each late-night text or 
phone call to your ex (particularly when alcohol or other drugs are involved) is 
likely to renew the hurt and set you back a few more weeks in your rebuilding 
journey. Instead, try one of the following: 
 
 Phone a trusted friend or family member 
 Phone Lifeline and speak with a supportive ‘outsider’ 
 Write your feelings down in a note-book or journal (you can always destroy 
 them later) 
 Go out for a run or brisk walk (or any form of exercise you enjoy) 
 Read a self-help book or inspiring novel 
 Listen to a positive or inspiring piece of music 
 Do something creative: Drawing or painting; sewing or knitting; cooking, etc. 
 Write a list of things you are thankful for in your life today (They do exist!) 
 

Learning the Lessons Before Re-Entering a Relationship 
One of the greatest gifts of relationship is the mirror it holds up to us, so that we 
can learn more about who we are. The lessons offered aren’t always pleasant and 
complimentary and sometimes we’d rather not consider them, so we rush back 
into another relationship before the lessons can be learnt. 
 
When we fail to take time to understand our own part in the problems and 
challenges of the relationship, we are likely to make the same mistakes again, 
repeating patterns that we may have learnt a long time ago. The philosopher, 
Socrates, proclaimed “an unexamined life is a life not worth living”. When we take 
the time to confront and examine the choices we have made in the past, we create 
opportunities to consciously move forward into more fulfilling relationships in the 
future. 
 



Queensland AIDS Council 

QuAC promotes the health and well-being of gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender and intersex 
Queenslanders. 
Brisbane and South East Qld: Phone (07) 3017 1777 
Cairns & North Qld:  Phone (07) 4041 5451 
Email:  info@quac.org.au 
Website:  www.quac.org.au 
 
 

Clinic 30 (operated by the Queensland AIDS Council) 

Clinic 30 is a comprehensive sexual health service, testing for  
ALL STIs and HIV. 
Appointments Monday  -  Friday  
Walk in Clinic  -  ‘Testing Point’ - Every Tuesday evening 6pm  -  8pm 
 

 

QLife  -  Call 1800 184 527  

QLife is Australia’s first nationally-oriented counselling and referral service for 
people who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, and/or intersex (LGBTI). QLife 
provides nation-wide, early intervention, peer supported telephone and web 
based services to people of all ages across the full breadth of people’s bodies, 
genders, relationships, sexualities, and lived experiences.  https://qlife.org.au/ 
 

 

Open Doors Youth Service Inc 

Open Doors provides Advocacy and support services for lesbian, gay, bisexual and/or 
transgender (LGBT) young people aged 12 to 24 and their families who live in South East 
Queensland.  
Phone:  (07) 3257 7660 
Email:  opendoors@www.opendoors.net.au  
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