A PRINTABLE JOURNAL FOR TWO

Couples Communication Kit

Stop having the same fight on repeat — learn to raise hard things gently, repair
quickly, and actually hear each other.

INSIDE THIS PACK

» Understand why couples have the same argument over and over
e The four communication traps — and the antidote to each

* An argument autopsy to map what actually happens between you
« A gentle-startup planner for raising hard topics

 Repair phrases, a time-out plan, and a fair-fighting agreement

» A weekly check-in ritual and a two-week appreciation log

A printable kit for couples, based on widely researched relationship-communication principles.
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How to Use This Kit

Welcome — both of you. If you keep landing in the same argument, if small comments turn into big nights,
or if one of you chases the conversation while the other shuts down, nothing is broken about you as people.
You have a pattern — and patterns can be changed with better tools.

Decades of research on couples show something hopeful: lasting relationships are not the ones without
conflict. They are the ones that fight fairly and repair quickly. Both are learnable skills.

Getting started

1. Work through it together if you can. Most pages are designed for two. If only one of you starts, that's
still worth doing — patterns shift when either person changes their steps.

2. Read the two education pages first, ideally aloud, together, in a calm moment. Naming the traps out
loud takes half their power away.

3. Do the Argument Autopsy on a past fight, not tonight's. You're studying the pattern, not reopening
the wound.

4. Practice in peacetime. Gentle startups, listener turns, repair phrases — rehearse them on small topics
(dishes, schedules) before you need them for big ones.

5. Install the rituals. The weekly check-in and the appreciation log are the maintenance schedule. Twenty
minutes a week prevents most four-alarm fires.

A few gentle reminders
e The goal is not zero conflict. It is conflict that leaves the relationship stronger instead of thinner.
* You are on the same team. The problem is the pattern — not your partner.

* These tools are self-help, not couples therapy. If the same wounds keep reopening, or there are affairs,
addiction, or big betrayals in the room, a couples therapist gives you what paper cannot.

* If there is fear in your relationship — if one of you feels intimidated, controlled, or unsafe — this kit is
not the tool. Please see the resources page at the back. Safety comes before communication skills,
always.

We are starting this kit on (date):

One thing we want to be different in how we talk:
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Why You Keep Having the Same Fight
It's not the dishes. It's the dance.

Most couples don't have twenty different arguments. They have one or two arguments wearing twenty different
costumes. The topic changes — dishes, money, in-laws, phones — but the steps are identical. Researchers who
study couples can often predict the whole argument from the first sixty seconds, because the pattern, not the topic,
runs the show.

The most common dance: pursue and withdraw
One partner pursues: raises the issue, pushes for a response, gets louder or more critical when nothing lands —

because from inside, it feels like "if | stop pushing, nothing will ever change."

The other withdraws: goes quiet, gives short answers, leaves the room, shuts down — because from inside, it feels
like "nothing I say will be right, so the safest move is no move."

Here's the trap: each person’s coping is the other person's trigger. The pursuit makes the withdrawer retreat
further. The retreat makes the pursuer push harder. Around and around — and both people end up feeling
completely alone in the same house.

What's actually underneath

Repeating fights are almost never about the surface topic. Underneath, there is usually a question one or both of
you is really asking:

* "Do | matter to you?"

e "Can | count on you?"

* "Am | respected in this relationship?"

* "Are we partners, or am | alone in this?"

When the dishes argument is really the "do | matter" argument, no amount of dish-scheduling will fix it — until the
real question gets answered.

The way out
You can't stop a dance mid-song by dancing harder. You stop it by changing your own steps:
1. Name the pattern together ("we're doing the spiral again") — the pattern becomes the opponent, not each
other.
2. Raise things gently so the conversation starts inside the workable zone (Gentle Startup page).
3. Repair early and often when it wobbles (Repair Phrases page).
4. Pause before flooding takes over (Time-Out Plan page).

In our repeating fight, my usual step is (pursue / withdraw / something else), and the question I'm really asking
underneath is...
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The Four Communication Traps

The patterns that corrode couples — and the antidote to each

Research following thousands of couples has repeatedly flagged four communication habits as the most
corrosive — reliable predictors of relationships in trouble when they show up often and go unrepaired. Everyone
does all four sometimes. The skill is catching them and swapping in the antidote.

Trap 1: Criticism — attacking the person instead of naming the problem
Sounds like: "You ALWAYS forget. What is wrong with you? You just don't care."

The complaint is legitimate; the packaging attacks character.

Antidote — complain without blame: describe the situation + your feeling + your need. "When plans change

last minute, | feel like an afterthought. | need a heads-up when something shifts."

Trap 2: Contempt — speaking down from a superior place

Sounds like: eye-rolling, mockery, sarcasm aimed to wound, name-calling, "must be nice being this useless."

Contempt is the single strongest predictor of relationships failing. It says "I'm above you" — and no one feels
loved from below.

Antidote — build a culture of appreciation: contempt grows in a deficit of fondness. Catch your partner doing
things right, out loud, daily (the Appreciation Log exists for exactly this). And when angry, describe your own
feelings and needs — not their character.

Trap 3: Defensiveness — deflecting instead of owning your piece
Sounds like: "That's not what happened.” "Well YOU do it too." "I only did that because you..."

Defensiveness feels like self-protection; it lands as "your experience doesn't count."

Antidote — own a slice: you don't have to accept the whole accusation. Find the 10% you can honestly own
and lead with it: "You're right that | was on my phone through dinner. That part's fair." Watch how fast the
temperature drops.

Trap 4: Stonewalling — shutting down and going away while still in the
room

Sounds like: silence, one-word answers, busying yourself, the wall coming down behind the eyes.
Stonewalling is usually not coldness — it is overwhelm. The body is flooded and slams the hatches.

Antidote — a structured break, not an escape: call a time-out with a return time ("I'm flooded. | need 30
minutes, then | want to finish this"). Calm your body, come back when you said you would. The Time-Out Plan
page makes this a shared protocol instead of a disappearing act.

The trap | fall into most is
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The Argument Autopsy

Study one old fight like scientists, not opponents

Pick a finished argument — recent enough to remember, cold enough to handle. Fill this in separately, then
compare notes. The goal is to map the dance, not to decide who was right.

The argument we're examining (topic + when):

The play-by-play
How it started — the first 60 seconds (who said/did what?):

What | did next (my step in the dance):

What my partner did next (their step, as | saw it):

Where it escalated — the moment it stopped being about the topic:

How it ended (resolution, retreat, sleep, time...):

The deeper layer
Which traps showed up? (check all that apply): [ ] Criticism [ ] Contempt [ ] Defensiveness [ ] Stonewalling

What | was really feeling underneath my anger (hurt, unimportant, scared, disrespected, alone...):

The question | was really asking (Do | matter? Can | count on you? Am | respected?):
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One moment where a repair attempt was made — or missed:

The rewrite

If | could replay my first sentence, | would now say:

The step | could change next time (regardless of what my partner does):

If you can name your step in the dance, you're already halfway out of it. Nobody can spiral alone.
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The Gentle Startup

Arguments usually end the way they begin — so begin differently

Research on couples finds that the first minutes of a conversation predict how it ends with startling reliability. Start with an
attack, and the discussion is usually doomed before the real topic arrives. Start gently, and even hard topics stay workable.

A gentle startup is not being fake-nice or burying the issue. It is raising the real issue in a form your partner can actually hear.

The formula

**'| feel

1. I feel... — name an emotion, not an accusation. ("l feel worried / hurt / overwhelmed" — not "l feel like you're selfish,"
which is a verdict in a costume.)

2. ...about [the situation] — describe the specific situation, like a camera would. Not their character, not "always," not
"never."

3. ..and | need — a positive, doable request. What you do want, not a list of what they got wrong.

Before and after

¢ Instead of: "You never help around here." — Try: "l feel overwhelmed about the evenings lately, and | need us to split the
kitchen and bedtime between us."

* Instead of: "You'd rather be on your phone than talk to me." — Try: "l feel lonely about our evenings this week, and | need
20 minutes of us-time without screens."

* Instead of: "You always take your mother's side." — Try: "| felt alone at dinner when the jokes were about me, and | need us
to be a team in front of family."

Your turn — draft one for a real topic

The topic I've been avoiding or raising badly:

| feel... (emotion only):

..about... (the specific situation, camera-style):

..and | need... (positive, specific, doable):

When and where I'll raise it (calm moment, not mid-battle):

Tip box: "Timing is half the gentleness. 'Is now a good time for a ten-minute talk about the weekend?' is itself a gentle
startup.”
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Speaker & Listener

A slow, structured way to talk about hot topics — where both of you get fully heard

On charged topics, normal conversation collapses: while one talks, the other builds a rebuttal. This exercise slows everything
down. It feels artificial — that's the point. Artificial beats explosive.

The rules
One person holds the floor (the Speaker):

 Speak in short chunks (2-3 sentences), using "I" statements about your own feelings and needs

* No character attacks, no mind-reading, no kitchen-sinking old fights

The other person is the Listener:

* Your only job: understand. Not agree — understand.

 After each chunk, reflect it back: "So what you're saying is... Did | get that right?"
* Then ask: "Is there more?"

» No rebuttals, no corrections, no "but" — your turn is coming

Then switch roles. Same topic, same rules. Decisions come later — understanding first, problem-solving second, ideally in
separate sittings.

Practice round (do this on a MEDIUM topic first, not your hottest one)

Our practice topic:

Speaker 1 — after your turn:

Did you feel understood? What did your partner reflect back that landed?

Speaker 2 — after your turn:

Did you feel understood? What did your partner reflect back that landed?

Both:

What was hardest about listening without defending?

What surprised you about your partner's side?

Feeling understood is not the consolation prize — it IS the prize. Most gridlocked fights are two people
who have never once felt fully heard on the topic.

COUPLES COMMUNICATION KIT Page 8



COUPLES COMMUNICATION KIT

Repair Phrases

The little sentences that stop a spiral mid-air

A repair attempt is anything said or done during conflict that lowers the temperature — a phrase, a touch, even the right kind of humor.
Research on couples suggests the difference between couples who last and couples who don't isn't whether they fight; it's whether repair

attempts get made — and get received.
Check the ones that sound like something you could actually say. Star your favorites.
To slow things down
[ "Can we start this conversation over? | came in too hot."
[J "wait — we're doing the spiral. Can we pause?"
[ "I'm getting flooded. | need a break, and | will come back."
[J "Can we lower the volume? | want to hear you, not defend."
To own your piece

[1"You're right about part of that. The part | own is

[[J "That came out harsher than | meant. Let me try again."
[J  "I'm sorry — that was criticism, not a complaint. Here's what | actually need."
To reach for your partner

[J "We're on the same team, even right now."

[] "This topic is hard, but I'm not going anywhere."

[J  "I'love you. We'll figure this out."

[J "Tell me more — I actually want to understand."
To receive a repair (this half matters just as much)

[[] "Okay. Thank you for saying that."

[ "Yes — let's start over."

[[J Taking the offered hand / returning the smile, even mid-anger

Our repair kit

Repairs that already work for us (inside jokes count):

My partner's repair attempts | sometimes miss or swat away:

The repair | commit to OFFERING more:

The repair | commit to ACCEPTING when offered:

A repair attempt only works if someone catches it. Throwing one and catching one are both acts of love.
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The Time-Out Plan

For when one of you floods — a pause that protects the conversation instead of killing it

When your heart races, your chest tightens, and your thoughts go blank or vicious — that's flooding. A flooded brain
cannot listen, empathize, or problem-solve; it can only attack or retreat. Continuing a conversation while flooded is
how small fights become bad nights.

The fix is a structured time-out — agreed on now, in peacetime, so that in the moment it feels like following our plan,
not being abandoned.

Our agreement (fill in together, both sign)

Our time-out signal — a word or gesture either of us can use, no questions asked:

Minimum break: 20-30 minutes (it takes the body that long to calm down). Our break length:

Maximum break before we reconnect (same day whenever possible):

During the break, we will NOT: rehearse the argument, text-fight from other rooms, or leave without saying when we'll
be back.

During the break, what I'll do to actually calm down (walk, breathe, music, shower — not stew): Me:

The sentence we use to call it (example: 'I'm flooded. | need 30 minutes, then | want to finish this — because we matter
more than this fight."):

The return

Coming back is the whole deal — a time-out without a return is just stonewalling with a schedule.

How we restart when we return (gentle startup, speaker-listener, or just 'let's try again’):

Signed:

'l need a break AND I'm coming back' is one sentence with two promises. Keep both.
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Our Fair-Fighting Agreement
The rules of engagement — written in peacetime, honored in wartime
Every couple fights by rules; most have just never said them out loud. Below is a starter set based on what research
and clinical practice consistently flag. Check the ones you both adopt, add your own, and sign it. Post it somewhere
you'll both see.
We agree that when we disagree:

[] One topic at a time. No kitchen-sinking every old grievance into tonight's fight.

[] No character attacks. We criticize the behavior, never the person's worth.

[] No contempt. No mockery, eye-rolling, name-calling, or speaking down — ever. This one has no
exceptions.

No 'always' and 'never.’ They're rarely true and they always escalate.

No threats to the relationship in anger. We don't wave the exit around to win a round.

No recruiting allies mid-fight (family, kids, group chats).

The past stays retired once it's been resolved. Settled fights don't get re-tried.

Either of us can call the time-out signal — and honoring it is not losing.

We fight at reasonable hours. After midnight, nothing gets solved; big topics wait for daylight.

Repair attempts get caught, not swatted away — even mid-anger.

OoooOoodao

We remember the goal: understanding each other beats winning. There is no prize for winning against
your own team.

Our custom rules

Rule of ours #1:

Rule of ours #2:

When we break the rules (because we will)

How we'll handle a broken rule — name it, own it, repair it (our words for that):

Signed:

These rules aren't for the easy days. They're the guardrails for the worst ten minutes of your month.
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The Weekly Check-In

Twenty minutes a week that prevents most four-alarm fires

Most resentments don't explode — they accumulate. The weekly check-in is a standing, low-stakes place for small things to
get said while they're still small. Same time each week, phones away, 20-30 minutes. It is a maintenance ritual, not a
courtroom.

Our check-in time each week:

The agenda (in this order — appreciation first, always)
1. Appreciations (5 min). Each of you shares 2-3 specific things the other did this week that you appreciated.

This week | appreciated:

2. What went well for us this week (2 min).

A moment we were a good team:

3. One thing to flag — each (10 min). ONE item each, raised as a gentle startup ("l feel __about __, and I need _").
Listener reflects before responding. Small stuff is welcome here — that's the point.

My one flag this week:

My partner's flag, in my words (proof | heard it):

4. Logistics (3 min). The week ahead: schedules, kids, money items, who's-doing-what.
5. Close with connection (1 min). One thing you're looking forward to together. A kiss. Something that says: still us.

Looking forward to:

The rules of the check-in
» Appreciation is not optional garnish — it's item one for a reason
* One flag each, no pile-ons; big topics get their own separate sitting
* No phones, no TV, no multitasking

« If a flag gets hot, use the time-out plan and return to it tomorrow

Couples rarely drift apart in one storm. They drift in a hundred unsaid small things. This is where the
small things get said.
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Two-Week Appreciation Log

Contempt's antidote, practiced daily

What you scan for, you find. Scan for your partner's failures and you'll have a full inventory by Friday. Scan
for what they do right, and something shifts — in how you feel about them, and in how loved they feel
around you. This log retrains the scanner. One line a day, each of you — noticed silently or said out loud (out
loud is better).

How to use it: each day, write one specific thing your partner did that you appreciated — small counts
(made the coffee, handled bedtime, sent the funny meme, asked about your meeting).

Partner 1

Day What | appreciated today
Day 1

Day 2
Day 3
Day 4
Day 5
Day 6

Day 7

Partner 2

Day What | appreciated today

Day 1
Day 2
Day 3
Day 4
Day 5

Day 6
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Day What | appreciated today
Day 7

After two weeks

What changed in what | noticed about my partner?

Which appreciation, said out loud, seemed to land the deepest?

Print a fresh copy of this page monthly. The scanner drifts back to fault-finding without practice — in
every human, in every couple.
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Pocket Repair Cards

Cut them out. Keep them close.

For mid-spiral moments, when the right words are the hardest thing to find. Cut along the dashed lines.

Wallet, nightstand, bathroom mirror, sock drawer.
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Cut along the dashed lines.
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Monthly Relationship Reflection

A wider lens, once a month

The weekly check-in handles the small stuff. Once a month, zoom out together — print a fresh copy each
time. Do it somewhere pleasant. This is a state-of-us conversation, not a performance review.

Month:

1. The gauges (each partner answers)

Connected is a 10, roommates is a 0. This month we averaged — Me:

How safe did raising hard things feel this month? (0-10) — Me:

2. This month's moments (check all that apply)
We used a gentle startup on a hard topic

Someone threw a repair — and someone caught it

We used the time-out plan and came back

We kept our weekly check-in most weeks

We caught one of the four traps in the act and named it

O00dodano

We laughed hard together at least once

3. Reflection prompts (take turns, listener reflects first)

The moment this month | felt closest to you:

A fight or friction we handled better than we would have six months ago:

Something I'm still carrying that | haven't fully said:
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One thing | want more of next month (positive and specific):

4. Close

One thing we're each proud of about US this month:

Something to look forward to together next month:

Relationships aren't graded on their best month or their worst fight. They're built in the pattern — and
you two are changing the pattern on purpose. That's rare. Notice it.
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A Closing Note

If you've worked through this kit — even part of it, even imperfectly — you've done something most couples

never do: you stopped blaming each other long enough to study the pattern between you.
Keep these three habits and the rest mostly takes care of itself:

 Start gently. The first sixty seconds decide more than the next sixty minutes.
* Repair fast, catch faster. Thrown repairs and caught repairs are the heartbeat of a durable couple.

» Keep the rituals. The weekly check-in and the appreciation habit are small, boring, and quietly
miraculous — like brushing your teeth, for your relationship.

Expect regressions. On tired weeks you will criticize, get defensive, miss repairs, skip check-ins. That's not
failure — that's being two humans. The couples who make it aren't the ones who never fall back into the old
dance. They're the ones who notice sooner, name it faster, and reach for each other again.

And if you keep hitting the same wall — if the same wound reopens no matter how well you communicate,
or trust has taken real damage — bringing in a couples therapist isn't an admission of defeat. It's what teams
do when the stakes are high: they get a coach.

You chose each other once. Tools like these are how you keep choosing each other, on purpose, out loud.

The most important thing we learned about our pattern:

The habit we commit to keeping:
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Please Read: Important Information

About this kit

This kit is an educational self-help resource for couples. It shares general information and skills drawn from
widely researched relationship-communication and cognitive behavioral (CBT) principles.

It is not couples therapy, psychotherapy, counselling, medical care, or mental health treatment. Using
this kit does not create a therapist-client or any other professional relationship with its creator. It is not a
substitute for assessment or treatment by a qualified couples therapist, psychologist, psychotherapist,
counsellor, or physician.

Everyone's relationship is different. If the same conflicts keep recurring despite honest effort, if there has
been an affair or a major breach of trust, or if either partner is struggling with addiction or untreated mental
health concerns, please consider working with a qualified couples therapist — these situations respond far
better to professional support than to any workbook.

One essential caution: the tools in this kit assume a relationship that is difficult sometimes but
fundamentally safe. They are not designed for — and can be harmful in — relationships involving
abuse, intimidation, or control. If you are afraid of your partner; if disagreements lead to threats, physical
harm, monitoring, or punishment; if you soften or silence yourself to stay safe — please do not use
communication exercises to try to fix this. Reach out to the resources below. Your safety comes first, before
any relationship skill.

If you need help now

If you or someone else is in immediate danger, call 911 (Canada and the US) or go to your nearest emergency
department.

If you are experiencing abuse or feel unsafe in your relationship
» Canada: ShelterSafe network — sheltersafe.ca or call 1-800-363-9010 (24/7)
» United States: National Domestic Violence Hotline — call 1-800-799-7233 or text START to 88788
(24/7)
988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline (Canada and the United States)
 Call or text 988 — free, confidential, available 24/7
United States — Crisis Text Line
e Text HOME to 741741 (24/7)

You do not need to be in crisis to reach out.

Content was developed with the assistance of Al tools and reviewed for general accuracy; it reflects widely accepted
psychoeducational principles rather than individualized advice.
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