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Setting the Stage for  
Effective CommunicationWith Your Loved Ones 

By Peggy L. Ferguson, Ph.D 

When you're looking to address meaningful relationship or logistical 
issues, ensuring effective communication is critical. Here are some 
guidelines to keep in mind when tackling problems in your relationship:


Plan Ahead: Take some time to consider what you want to say 
beforehand. Ensure you're about to address the issue you genuinely wish 
to address. Many couples struggle with problem-solving because they're 
focusing on different topics. For example, a common scenario might 
involve conflict over a logistical issue like taking out the trash. While one 
partner sees it as a practical problem, the other might view it as a more 
profound issue related to feeling unloved.


Choose the Right Time: Find a suitable time for a thorough discussion. 
Select a time slot where you'll have sufficient time to work through the 
problem without interruptions. Switch off distracting electronics to 
maintain focus.


Practice Active Listening: Be ready to listen to your significant other's 
perspective and be open to finding a compromise. Use active or reflective 
listening techniques to understand their viewpoint without interjecting with 
your own commentary. Avoid the urge to defend or argue against their 
perception of events.


Use "I" Statements: Frame your conversations using "I" messages 
instead of "You" messages. For instance, start by expressing your feelings 
or needs: "I have a concern that I'd like to discuss," "I feel," "I want," "I 
need," and "I will.”
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Avoid Absolute Terms: Refrain from using absolutes like "always" and 
"never." Instead, provide specific examples to illustrate your point. For 
example, say, "Yesterday, when you mentioned not wanting to visit my 
mother's house, I felt disappointed, hurt, and angry." Avoid statements 
like, "You never want to visit my parents, and you don't care about my 
feelings.”


Stick to the Topic: Stay focused on the issue and don’t go down rabbit 
holes.  Avoid using tactics (e.g., dirty fight tactics) which escalate conflicts.


De-escalate when Necessary: Recognize when emotions are running 
high and take steps to bring the intensity of the conversation down. 
Effective problem-solving becomes impossible when tempers flare, or 
people use dirty fight tactics. If you feel tempted to engage in such tactics 
or notice your blood pressure rising, you should de-escalate the situation.

Note: This article has been revised and edited from its original version, which was previously 
published in 2009 on this site. The content has been updated for clarity and accuracy.
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conflict resolution.
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