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Seven Habits of Good 
Communication 
 
If you’re like many couples, you struggle with effective 

communication.  You might argue. You might never 
resolve issues.  You might never feel like you’re heard, 
understood or validated.  Many people feel constantly 
criticized or that their partner is always on the defense.   
 

Follow these seven tips to make communication 
better: 

 

Habit #1:  Be softer in your approach!  
 

If you go on the attack or you start with a manipulative 

comment to get a certain outcome, you will get met with 

resistance or defensiveness.   Examples of how to be 

softer: 

 “Honey, something’s been bothering me. Can we 

talk for a moment?”  

 “I know when we’ve talked about this in the past 

it hasn’t gone well, but I’d like it to be different 

this time.”  

 “Hey, is now a good time to bring something up? 

I’ve been bothered about something and just 

thought we should clear the air.”  

 



Habit #2:  If It Starts Going Down, Turn 

It Around!  

 
If you see the conversation is not going in the right 

direction (sarcasm, sharp tones, defensiveness, raising 

voices), try turning around in a more positive direction 

before it turns into a full blown argument.  Try saying 

things like:  

 “Oh! I didn’t mean to say it that way, can I start 

again?”  

 “Wow, I really messed that up right now. I’m 

really sorry.”   

 “I don’t like how this is going. I’m afraid we’re 

going to start yelling like we always do.: 

 “Can we start over more calmly?”  

 Humor or gentle teasing (especially poking fun at 

yourself can be great way to ease tension.  

 

Habit #3:  Turn Complaints into 

Requests! 

 
Often times we just vent and complain to our partners 

rather than just make a direct request.  It’s not that it’s 

necessarily wrong to share our feelings with our partner, 

but people tend to respond to negative feedback 

defensively and emotionally.  So, for example saying, “I 

hate it when you don’t wipe down the stove when you’re 

cleaning up the kitchen.” may lead your partner to only 

hear your irritation and assume you don’t appreciate 

anything she or he does in the kitchen at all.  Instead say 



things like,   “Babe, thanks for cleaning up the kitchen.  

Will you also remember to wipe down the stove? I’d 

appreciate it.”  

 

Also, you must learn to ask directly for what you want and 

need.  Stop wishing your partner would just “get it” and 

start being more direct.  Say things like:  

 “I want you to hug me right now.” 

 “I would like you to tell me you appreciate how 

hard I work.” 

 “I want you to start planning more dates.”    

 

Yes, I know what you’re thinking, “It’s not the same if I 

have to ask.”  But, here’s the thing, if your partner really 

loves you and you teach her or him about what you need 

and want, chances are over time, they will start to 

respond to your needs with you having to ask.  

 

Tip #4:  Use “I” Statements & Express 

Needs  
 

We don’t realize how critical we can be when we say 

things like,  “Why do you always….” Or “You never…” or 

“God, you’re so….” Global attacks on a person’s character 

rather than just addressing the immediate concern does 

damage to the relationship.  So, for example, if you need 

to confront your partner on being frequently being late, 

don’t say, “God! You’re so selfish! You never think about 

anyone else.”  Instead say something like, “I get frustrated 

when you’re late.  It makes me feel like you don’t care 



about what’s important to me.  I need you to work on 

this.”   

 

Tip #5:  Embrace Concerns Through 

Validation   
 

Ever wonder why your partner brings up a concern over 

and over again?  If you resist, it persists!! You won’t allow 

your partner to get over his/her frustration or feel heard 

if you keep resisting what she or he is trying to tell you.  

You resist by doing things like being defensive, criticizing 

in return and withdrawing from the conversation.  You 

don’t have to agree with your partner, but it goes a long 

way to validate what she or he is saying.  Here are 

examples of ways to validate and not resist: 

 

  “Okay, I can see what you mean…”  

 “Okay, I really got what you said and how you feel 

about that… You feel this…”  

 “I know, I see your point...”  

 “Yes, I know, I do that sometimes”  

 “It must be hard feeling that way…” 

 “What can I do to make it better?” 

 

Habit # 6: Listen more than you talk!  
 

One of Steven Covey’s Seven Principles of Highly Effective 

People (1989) is, “Seek first to understand, then be 

understood.”  This is probably the single most important 

tool for communication.  If you find yourselves feeling like 



you’re on two different planets when you talk, it’s 

probably because you’re not really listening to each other.  

You may be lost in your own head or planning what you 

want to say next because you’re in a rush to be 

understood.   When we do this, we don’t really know 

what our partner wants and needs.  We tend to “hear” 

what we’ve always “heard” before and become consumed 

with getting our point across.  But, if you start getting into 

the habit of really listening to your partner first, you will 

be amazed at the results both in what you understand 

and what you will partner will want to understand about 

you!  

 

Tip # 7:  Don’t Talk When You’re Really 

Mad! 
 

While it’s completely normal and healthy to get upset 

with each other, it does no good to talk about your issues 

when you’re too upset to talk.  When we get too upset, 

the thinking part of our brain shuts down.  This means we 

can’t listen well, plan or resolve issues.    Signs of being 

too upset to talk: 

 

 Racing pulse 

 Flushed cheeks 

 Tight chest, jaw, fists or arms 

 Eyesight narrowing 

 Stomach churning 

 Crying uncontrollably 



 Yelling or feeling like you want to scream, throw, 

hit 

 Being lost in thoughts, past arguments or 

rehearsing your point of view over and over. 

 

 

What To Do When 
You’re Really Upset  

 

Sometimes we’re too upset to have a good 

conversation.  But most people try to talk it through 

anyway or don’t know what to do when they suddenly 

become upset.  Here is step by step process for taking an 

effective “time out” when you’re too mad, sad, confused 

or overwhelmed to follow the Seven Tips for Good 

Communication.   

 

Step One:  Alert Your Partner  
 

Say to your partner something like, “Wow, I’m noticing 

that I’m too upset to talk right now. Can you give me a 

few minutes?” Say this as calmly as possible and if your 

partner gets upset by you wanting to take a break,  try 

touching her or him lightly, make eye contact and tell 

your partner that you will come back.  Say something like, 

“I do want to finish talking about this” or “I know this is 



important to you. I want to resolve it too. This is why I 

want to calm down.”   Your partner is just concerned that 

he or she won’t be heard or that the issue won’t be 

resolved.  Try to be reassuring but also be firm if you 

really know you need to take a break.   

 

Step Two:  Take At Least 20 Minutes 
 

Timeouts should be at least 20 minutes (Gottman, 2000) 

but no more than several hours.  While longer breaks (like 

several days) work for some couples, most people have a 

hard time handling the anxiety of feeling disconnected.  

But if you’re flooded, your body usually can’t calm down 

in less than 20 minutes.  

 

Step Three:  Breathe 
 

When you first walk away, you must calm your body 

down.  First, take a few breaths and try to relax.  Breathe 

in through your nose very slowly and then breathe out 

very slowly.  Do this for as long as you need.   You can also 

try tensing up your muscles and releasing them.   

 

Step Four:  Manage the Negative 

Thoughts 
 

There’s no point to taking a timeout if you let yourself 

stew on negative thoughts about your partner. It’s this 

rumination that keeps our heart rates up and prevents us 



from coming back and effectively trying to communicate 

again.  You need to remind yourself the following: 

 

 That your partner has own valid perspective 

 That your partner wants to be happy and have a 

close relationship too 

 That your partner is a human being with his or her 

own unique needs, concerns, imperfections.  He 

or she is not the enemy out to destroy you!  

 

If you’re unable to stop being angry or upset enough to be 

in the frame of mind to have a productive conversation,   

ask yourself the following: 

 

 Am I really WILLING to calm down? 

 Is being upset (or right) more important than my 

relationship? 

 Is there something else  I can do to make me feel 

better (run, housework, read, see friends, etc..)? 

 

 

Step Five: Get to the Bottom of It 
 

Try to identify the source of why you got so upset by the 

conversation.  Is this a topic that just triggers you (from 

past painful experiences)? Do you just need to eat? Was 

there an upset earlier in the day at work or earlier in the 

week with your partner that went unaddressed? Are you 

worried about something? Sometimes we react intensely 

in the moment because we’re not feeling physically well. 

Sometimes we react because we’ve had a buildup of 



negative emotions over several days.  And, sometimes we 

react because we just suddenly become overwhelmed by 

not knowing how resolve a seemingly never ending 

problem.  It’s important to identify as best you can what’s 

really the issue so that communication is more effective 

when you do come back together.   

Remember… 

 

 You’re human and you will make mistakes. Give 

each other some grace while you’re trying to 

improve. Nobody is perfect and change is hard.  

 

 This takes practice. Making these kinds of changes 

in your communication style takes repeated 

repetition. It will get easier and you will find 

yourselves doing some of these things naturally.    

 

      

 

If you want even more information, including a step 

by step process for resolving an issue once your calm 

(and, by the way, resolution may not be what you 

think it is!), download my e-book, “Honey, Let’s Talk: 

How to Have Great Communication with the One You 

Love.”  
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