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The introduction of a partner can alter the dynamics  
of our friendships. Ellen Tout shares three experts’  
advice on making love and friendship work together

 Three’s
  a crowd

CritiCising a Couple
I never warmed to my friend’s partner, who was 
boring and a bit of a snob, but she seemed happy with 
him, so I always made an effort. Then they split up 
and, over a coffee one day, I told her the truth – that  
I never liked him. She seemed surprised, but not 
upset. Now they’re back together. How do I handle 
this – now and going forward?
‘We can never know what goes on behind closed doors  
in someone else’s relationship, which is why we need to 
think carefully before criticising a friend’s partner,’ says 
Relate couples and family counsellor Barbara Bloomfield. 
‘Apologise for speaking out of turn and say that her 
friendship is very important to you. Explain that you 
want her to be happy and are pleased they have reunited.’

Psychologies’ agony aunt Mary Fenwick has two tips for 
commenting on someone else’s relationship: ‘Say nothing 
unless directly asked. If asked, say: “What matters to me 
is your happiness. How do you feel when you’re with 
him?” or “It looks like this to me from the outside, but 
how does it feel on the inside?” or “I’ve known you for  
X amount of time, and I notice this about you when you’re 

with him”.’ Try rebuilding the relationship with an open 
mind, suggests Fenwick. ‘What sort of things does he like 
doing? Is it possible to arrange that activity as a group 
outing, so that you might see a different side of him?’ she 
says. ‘If you get to know him better, you might learn to 
like him,’ says Fenwick.

stuCk in the middle
My boyfriend and I have been together for three 
years, during which time my closest friend and  
her husband have been living abroad, but now they 
are home. Last weekend they met him for the first 
time and, although my boyfriend was a bit difficult,  
I thought it went OK. But afterwards, my friend 
emailed me to say that she was sorry, but they didn’t 
want to spend time with him again. I was shocked, 
but on reflection I realised that both she and he are 
‘big’ personalities and are used to being at the centre  
of the party. What do I do? Just see my friend alone 
from now on? I feel really upset and let down.
‘Try having a delicate conversation with your friend to 
find out why she has reacted like this. Start by asking her >>>

IlluSTRATIon  stanley hooper
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some open questions: is it purely  
a personality clash or does she feel hurt 
or threatened in some way? Is she 
concerned for you? Or is there another 
reason?’ suggests psychologist  
Dr Victoria Galbraith.

You may discover this has more to  
do with your friend than your partner. 
‘Perhaps she needs the reassurance 
that she is still important to you 
despite the commitment you have  
with your boyfriend,’ says Galbraith.  
In which case, a little attention and smooth-talking may 
go a long way. ‘Investigate any compromises that can be 
made. This could start with meeting with her one-to-one 
for a proper chat to get to the bottom of it.’

Fenwick thinks this may have been a case of too much 
too soon. ‘It’s quite ambitious to launch straight into  
a four-way relationship,’ she says. ‘There are a number of 
what psychologists call dyads [two-person relationships] 
involved – you with your friend; you with your partner; 
you with your friend’s partner; your partner with your 
friend’s partner and so on. It’s asking a lot that these will 
all immediately slot into place.’

One solution, she says, would be to start again from the 
beginning. ‘How about you focus on fun times for the two 
of you as good and old friends, and allow the foursome to 
evolve at a slower pace?’

Controlling or Caring?
One of my oldest friends is getting married next  
year and she’s asked me to be her bridesmaid. Since 
asking her to marry him, her fiancé has become 
increasingly controlling. Whenever I see her now,  
he tags along and cuts the meeting short. Recently, 
she left me to attend a party alone because he didn’t 
want her to go. I know he also calls her home early 
from work events and makes snarky comments. I’m 
seriously worried about her, but how do I tell her?
‘You are right to be worried,’ says Fenwick. ‘What you 
describe is potentially coercion under a new UK law.’ The 
new law means it is an offence to carry out patterns of 
controlling or coercive behaviour in a relationship,  
and recognises this form of abuse as potentially more 
harmful than a single act of violence. The types  
of behaviours covered by the law include monitoring  
a person’s time, isolating a partner, controlling aspects  
of their life or repeatedly degrading their self-worth.

The first challenge is finding space so you can talk. ‘Is 
there a way of creating an activity that wouldn’t involve 
her fiancé?’ asks Fenwick. ‘A special date just for you two 

– a spa day, wedding dress shopping  
or trying out hair and make-up?’

The conversation needs to be handled 
with care. ‘Sharing your concerns with 
her in a critical way could make her 
defensive and less likely to open up,’ says 
Galbraith. ‘Show her you care by asking 
her how she feels about her relationship 
in a supportive and non-judgemental 
way. It is often through providing the 
space for someone to discuss their 
issues, through empathising, offering 

genuine concern and listening non-judgementally, that 
we can empower others to make changes in their lives.’

‘Try to ensure she does most of the talking, so you’re 
not another person telling her what to do,’ says Fenwick. 
‘She needs to know what genuine concern feels like.’

Be aware that your friend may have no worries at all. 
‘Sometimes, in the excitement of getting engaged, we 
don’t notice this kind of behaviour from a partner,’ says 
Bloomfield. ‘We think they’re so in love with us that they 
can’t bear to be apart.’ And, as Galbraith points out, ‘She 
may be aware that her fiancé is controlling, but she has 
decided to accept it by agreeing to marry him.’

But if you have real concerns, do speak up. ‘She could 
really welcome someone to talk to,’ says Galbraith.

‘She may value your honesty and if she’s having doubts, 
this could be the conversation that helps her to reflect,’ 
says Bloomfield. ‘If this is indeed an abusive relationship, 
helping her to see this will be an invaluable gift.’

If your concerns don’t pass, then Fenwick suggests 
looking for external support. ‘The National Domestic 
Violence Helpline is there for friends and family who 
want to support a suspected victim. They would help you 
to work out a conversation with your friend, which can be 
pretty direct, like, “I’m worried about you because…”’
nationaldomesticviolencehelpline.org.uk; 0808 2000 247
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“      It is often 
through providing 
the space for 
someone to 
discuss their 
issues that we can 
empower others 
to make changes

“
the experts 
We spoke to the following people for advice:
l BArBArA 

BLOOMfIELd, Relate 

couples and family 

counsellor and author, 

relate.org.uk

l MArY fENwICk, 

Psychologies’ resident  

wise woman, journalist  

and international 

business coach, 

maryfenwick.com

l dr VICtOrIA 

GALBrAItH, 

psychologist and  

founder of Seacotherapy, 

seacotherapy.co.uk
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