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Communication Skills for Couples
Clear and caring communication is the bedrock of a good relationship. Developing effective communication skills takes time and practice, but couples who are committed to their partners and who are willing to work on their relationship can significantly improve the quality of their relationship. You are not always going to see eye-to-eye on things, but if you know how to communicate effectively, with gentleness and respect, you can get through disagreements with more positive outcomes and your love intact.
Suggestions for More Effective Communication:

*Practice active listening. Miscommunication begins by taking the words of our partner, filtering it through our own experiences, and sometimes reading unintended meaning into a word or how it is said. Active listening, on the other hand, requires that the listener focus their attention on the speaker by maintaining eye contact and receptive body language (leaning forward, arms and legs uncrossed).  The recipient listens objectively, without inferring meaning based on their personal experience, and then rephrases the speaker’s words for clarity and to show understanding. The listener mirrors back what a speaker has said, thereby ensuring mutual understanding. For example, an active listener might say, “I recognize you feel sad when…” or “I understand that you want….” By showing a genuine desire to understand, this type of statement reinforces effective communication and strengthens the connection between the listener and the speaker. 
* Use “I” statements.  "I" statements are very different from "you" statements. "You" statements place blame and judge the other person based on their behavior. "You" comments tend to bring out defensiveness or animosity from your partner and have a tendency to amplify conflict. Think about how you feel when you hear an accusation such as "You always..." or "You never....” In comparison, "I" statements let your partner know how you feel and why you feel that way. "I" messages have three parts: a description of the speaker’s feelings, followed by a description of the behavior in question, concluding with a reason. An example:  “I get angry [feeling] when you leave the table before I am done eating [behavior] because it makes me feel that you are only there for the food and not to share the meal with me [reason].”

*Avoid off-putting statements. When communicating with your partner, make a concerted effort to avoid personal criticism.  This includes abstaining from put-downs, insults and negative body language (eyeball-rolling, theatrical gestures, dramatic facial expressions).  Try not to blame or criticize your partner while you are expressing yourself: disparagement makes people feel defensive; it derails the listening process, and can lead to intensification of anger and hurt feelings. Such statements as "It’s your fault that...", or "You’re the idiot who. . .” will undercut your efforts towards successful communication. When something is bothering you, bring it up gently and without blame. Talk in a direct, clear way about your own needs and perceptions, not about what is wrong with your partner: attack the problem, not the person.  A mutually respectful attitude--one that is neither passive nor aggressive--can provide fertile ground for productive dialogue.
*Have one person speak at a time. When one speaks, the other should be listening—really listening, not just planning their rebuttal. Take turns speaking and listening so that you both have a chance to say what you need. Have you ever tried to work through a difficult issue when your partner was talking over top of you and interrupting you? How did you feel? Consciously remind yourself about this when you feel an overwhelming urge to interrupt or speak your mind.  Additionally, don’t go on and on; give your partner space to acknowledge what you are saying  
*Stay cool.  If things start to escalate, agree to take a time out and return to the issue when the two of you are less emotional. During the time out, do something that will help calm you down and bring you to a more peaceful state. 
*Keep the focus on the present. Bringing up old problems from the past tends to create a diversion from the issue at hand; keeping your focus on the current problem will help you to resolve conflicts more quickly and cleanly. If you do find yourself bringing up issues from the past it is likely those issues were never resolved in the first place. Things may have happened that you and your significant other never really talked about, or you may have tried to talk about it in the past but without good communication skills. This rule will be easier to follow going forward if you both make a commitment to discuss issues as they happen rather than letting them fester.
*Don’t assume that your partner can read your mind. Many presume that their partner knows their needs, feelings, and opinions even though they've never actually been stated. Another common error is not providing your partner with sufficient information about a specific situation.  Having the expectation that your partner can read your mind sets both of you up for failure. Make sure that you are presenting your thoughts, feelings, and ideas completely, with enough information for your partner to understand the circumstances.
*Seek collaboration. Statements such as “Don’t you ever stop talking?” or “I wonder if you’ll ever do the dishes without me asking?” might feel good in the moment but they only serve to alienate your partner. Instead, ask open-ended questions such as “Do you have any ideas for how we can work together to make meal preparation less frustrating for us both?”

*Accept personal responsibility. Effective communication involves admitting when you’re wrong. One question you could ask yourself is, "What am I doing that makes this situation worse?" Instead of analyzing your spouse’s faults, recognize how your own behavior perpetuates the problem and is part of a larger cycle between you and your spouse. It diffuses the situation, sets a good example, and often inspires the other person to respond in kind.
* Express the emotions underneath your anger. Use words that describe the soft emotions you feel, such as hurt, that exist below the hard emotions you feel, such as anger. It may seem safer and easier to get angry than to reveal how lonely you are or how hurt you feel, but getting angry  prevents your partner from understanding your primary needs for support, inclusion, honesty, and so forth. Disclosing the underlying issues beneath the anger often diffuses conflict and bitterness and invites softness in turn from your partner. It helps if you can take some time to assess the situation so that you can reflect on how you really feel instead of reacting in anger.

*Drop the “my-way-or-the-highway” mentality. Often couples become stuck in gridlock because they value being right more than being a couple or being respectful. Search for ways make room for your partner’s needs and feelings to co-exist alongside your own without insisting that they are wrong and have to change.

*Find common ground. When arguing, couples have a tendency to focus on their point of view and become more polarized as things escalate.  Make attempts to identify common ground shared by both parties.  Instead of believing that your partner is deficient or that your partner must change, assume that there are good reasons why he or she feels the way that they do. Seek to understand and discuss those reasons, including the context and the history that supports them. Your partner should do the same for you as you attempt to reveal and define what is important to you. Your communication will then seem less like fighting and more like productive dialogue, even when you don't see eye to eye on things. You will also be more likely to find common ground and come up with creative solutions for managing your differences in ways that honor what is important to each of you.

What follows is the most important paragraph of all:  

The techniques and strategies discussed above are vital to improving your relationship, but even more critical than communication skill is the intention you bring to your relationship.  Positive attitudes and actions need to be encouraged and consciously chosen each moment that you are dealing with conflict. When both partners are joined in the goal of creating a relationship based on care, integrity, personal responsibility, and a willingness to consider the needs of each partner, the relationship will have the best chance of being successful and fulfilling. 
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For further reading, try these books:
Lerner, H. 2002. The dance of connection: How to talk to someone when you are mad, hurt, scared, frustrated, insulted, betrayed or desperate. New York: HarperCollins Publishers.
Gottman, J. and Silver, N. 1999.  Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work. New York: Crown Publishers.
Schnarch, D. 2009. Passionate Marriage: Keeping Love and Intimacy Alive in Committed Relationships.  New York: W.W. Norton & Co.
Gottman, J. (1994). Why Marriages Succeed or Fail. New York: Fireside.
Tannen, D. 1990 You Just Don’t Understand: Women and Men in Conversation. New York: Ballantine Books. (This is about the differing communication styles between men and women.)

