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1. How to Express Needs Without Blame
The XYZ Formula

“When you [specific behavior], I feel [emotion], because [need/value]. What I need is 
[clear request].”

Examples:

Instead of: “You never listen to me!”

Try: “When you check your phone while I’m talking, I feel unimportant because I value 
our connection. What I need is your full attention when we’re discussing something 
important to me.”

Instead of: “You’re always working late!”

Try: “When you work past 8pm three nights in a row, I feel lonely because I value 
quality time together. What I need is for us to have at least two evenings a week where 
we can connect without work interruptions.”

Your Turn - Practice Template:

“When you _____________ [behavior], I feel _____________ [emotion], because I 
value/need _____________ [underlying need]. What I need is _____________.”

Tips for Success: - Focus on ONE specific behavior, not a pattern - Use “I feel” 
emotions (sad, scared, frustrated) not “I feel like you…” statements - Make your request 
specific and actionable - Choose a calm moment, not in the heat of conflict



2. Asking for What You Want
The Direct Request Method

Many of us hint, hope, or expect our partners to read our minds. This script helps 
you ask clearly and kindly.

Formula: “I would really appreciate it if you could [specific action]. It would mean 
[why it matters] to me.”

Examples:

Physical affection: “I would really appreciate it if you could hold my hand when we’re 
walking together. It would help me feel more connected to you.”

Household support: “I would really appreciate it if you could handle dinner on Tuesdays 
and Thursdays. It would give me space to decompress after my long workdays and help 
me feel supported.”

Emotional support: “I would really appreciate it if you could just listen without trying to fix 
things when I’m venting about work. It would help me feel heard and validated.”

Quality time: “I would really appreciate it if we could have a weekly date night, even if 
it’s just 90 minutes at home. It would help me feel like we’re prioritizing our relationship.”

When They Can’t Meet Your Request:

If your partner says no or can’t fulfill your request, try this response:

“I understand that doesn’t work for you. Can we brainstorm together what might work for 
both of us?”

Remember: - Your partner isn’t a mind reader - Asking directly is a sign of emotional 
maturity - Be specific about what you want AND why it matters - Be open to compromise



3. Setting Healthy Boundaries
The Boundary Statement Formula

“I’m not comfortable with [behavior]. Moving forward, I need [boundary]. If [behavior 
continues], I will [consequence].”

Examples:

Time boundaries: “I’m not comfortable with us texting about relationship issues late at 
night when we’re both tired. Moving forward, I need us to table difficult conversations 
until we can talk in person or during the day. If we start getting into heavy topics after 
10pm, I will suggest we revisit it tomorrow.”

Emotional boundaries: “I’m not comfortable with being yelled at during disagreements. 
Moving forward, I need us to take a break if either of us raises our voice. If yelling 
continues, I will leave the room for 20 minutes to calm down, and then we can try 
again.”

Social boundaries: “I’m not comfortable with you sharing details about our relationship 
with your friends without checking with me first. Moving forward, I need you to ask me 
before discussing our private matters. If I find out you’ve shared something I consider 
private, I will need us to have a conversation about what feels safe to share.”

Physical boundaries: “I’m not comfortable with surprise physical affection when I’m 
working or focused on something. Moving forward, I need you to ask first or wait until 
I’m in a more receptive space. If you continue without checking in, I will gently remind 
you of this boundary.”

Softer Boundary Setting (for minor issues):

“I notice that [observation]. It would work better for me if [preference]. Can we try 
that?”

Example: “I notice that you often interrupt me when I’m telling stories. It would work 
better for me if you could let me finish my thought before jumping in. Can we try that?”

Key Principles: - Boundaries protect the relationship, not punish your partner - State 
consequences you’re actually willing to follow through on - Be consistent—boundaries 
without follow-through aren’t boundaries - You can be firm AND kind



4. Apologizing Effectively
The Complete Apology (5 Parts)

A real apology isn’t just “I’m sorry.” It requires taking responsibility and showing you 
understand the impact.

Formula:

1. Acknowledge what you did: “I [specific action]”
2. Validate their feelings: “I understand that made you feel [emotion]”
3. Take responsibility: “That was wrong/hurtful/not okay”
4. Express genuine remorse: “I’m truly sorry”
5. Commit to change: “Going forward, I will [specific action]”

Complete Example:

“I interrupted you three times during dinner last night. I understand that made you feel 
dismissed and unimportant. That was disrespectful and not okay. I’m truly sorry. Going 
forward, I will practice waiting until you’ve finished your thought before I respond, and I’ll 
ask you to call me out if I slip up again.”

What NOT to Do:

❌  “I’m sorry you feel that way” (dismissive) 

❌  “I’m sorry, BUT…” (deflecting responsibility) 

❌  “I said I’m sorry, what more do you want?” (defensive) 

❌  “I’m sorry you’re so sensitive” (blame-shifting)

What TO Do:

✅  Own your behavior completely 

✅  Don’t make excuses 

✅  Ask “What do you need from me right now?” 

✅  Give them space to process if needed 

✅  Follow through on your commitment to change

Remember: A good apology repairs. A bad apology causes more damage.



5. Having Difficult Conversations
The PREP Method

P - Pick the Right Time - Not when either of you is hungry, tired, or stressed - Not right 
before bed or as someone’s rushing out the door - Ask: “I’d like to talk about something 
important. When would be a good time for you?”

R - Request Permission - “Can we talk about [topic]? I want to make sure you have the 
headspace.” - This shows respect and increases receptiveness

E - Express with Clarity - Use “I” statements - Be specific, not vague - Focus on one 
issue at a time

P - Pause and Listen - After you share, stop talking - Ask: “What’s your perspective on 
this?” - Listen to understand, not to defend

Difficult Conversation Starter Scripts:

For recurring issues: “I’ve noticed that [pattern] keeps coming up between us, and I’d 
like to talk about how we can handle it differently. Can we set aside some time to 
discuss this?”

For hurt feelings: “Something happened that’s been bothering me, and I don’t want it to 
create distance between us. Can we talk about it?”

For relationship concerns: “I’ve been feeling [emotion] about our relationship lately, and 
I think it’s important we talk about it. When would be a good time?”

For addressing a behavior: “There’s something I need to bring up that’s been affecting 
me. I want to approach this as a team. Are you open to hearing me out?”

During the Conversation:

✅  Do: - Stay curious: “Help me understand…” - Validate: “I can see why you’d feel that 
way” - Take breaks if needed: “I need 10 minutes to process this” - Acknowledge your 
part: “I realize I contributed by…”

❌  Don’t: - Bring up past issues - Use absolutes (“you always,” “you never”) - Interrupt 
or talk over them - Make threats or ultimatums

Remember: The goal isn’t to win—it’s to understand each other and find a path forward 
together.

 



The Gottman-Inspired  

Conflict Resolution 
Framework 
5-Step Process for Working Through Disagreements 

Step 1: The Soft Startup


Begin conversations gently, not harshly. The first 3 minutes of a conflict predict the 
outcome.

Formula: “I feel [emotion] about [specific situation]. I need [clear request].”

Example: “I feel anxious about our finances. I need us to sit down together and create a 
budget we both feel good about.”

Avoid: - Criticism: “You’re so irresponsible with money!” - Contempt: “Of course you 
overspent again. Typical.” - Starting with “You always…” or “You never…”

Step 2: De-Escalation Techniques


When emotions run high, pause and regulate before continuing.

The Four Horsemen to Avoid: 

1. Criticism → Replace with specific complaints 

2. Contempt → Replace with respect and appreciation

3. Defensiveness → Replace with taking responsibility 

4. Stonewalling → Replace with self-soothing breaks



De-Escalation Tools:

Self-Soothing Break: “I’m feeling overwhelmed. I need 20 minutes to calm down, and 
then I want to come back to this conversation.”

Physiological Calm-Down: - Deep breathing (4-7-8 technique) - Walk around the block - 
Splash cold water on your face - Listen to calming music

Emotional Temperature Check: “On a scale of 1-10, how heated are you feeling right 
now? I’m at a 7, so I think we need a break.”

Step 3: Active Listening & Validation


Show your partner you hear them, even if you disagree.

The Speaker-Listener Technique:

Speaker: - Use “I” statements - Keep it brief (2-3 sentences at a time) - Focus on one 
issue

Listener: - Paraphrase: “What I’m hearing is…” - Validate: “That makes sense 
because…” - Ask: “Is there more?”

Validation Phrases: - “I can understand why you’d feel that way” - “That makes sense 
given your experience” - “I hear how important this is to you” - “Your feelings are valid”

Remember: Validation ≠ Agreement. You can understand their perspective without 
agreeing with it.

Step 4: Finding Compromise & Win-Win Solutions


Look for the underlying needs beneath each position.

The Two-Circle Method:

Circle 1: Your Non-Negotiables What do you absolutely need?

Circle 2: Your Partner’s Non-Negotiables What do they absolutely need?

The Overlap: Your Compromise Zone Where can you both get your core needs met?



Example:

Issue: How to spend the holidays

Your need: See your family 

Their need: Not feel overwhelmed by travel

Compromise options: - Alternate years - Split the day - Host at your place - Shorter 
visits but more frequent - Video calls to supplement in-person time

Compromise Conversation Starters:

“What if we tried [option]? Would that work for you?”

“I’m willing to [your concession] if you’re willing to [their concession].”

“What’s the most important part of this for you? Let’s make sure we protect that.”

“Can we experiment with [solution] for a month and then reassess?”

Step 5: Repair & Reconnection


After conflict, intentionally rebuild connection.

Repair Attempts (use during or after conflict):

Humor (if appropriate): “Okay, we’re both being ridiculous right now, aren’t we?”

Affection: “Can I hold your hand while we talk about this?”

Acknowledgment: “You’re right, I’m not listening well. Let me try again.”

Timeout: “I love you, and I want to solve this. Can we take a break and come back?”

Taking responsibility: “I’m sorry, I just got defensive. What were you saying?”

Reconnection Rituals (after resolution):
• Physical touch (hug, hand-holding, sitting close)
• Express appreciation: “Thank you for working through that with me”
• Reaffirm commitment: “I’m glad we’re on the same team”
• Do something enjoyable together (watch a show, take a walk, cook together)
• Check in later: “How are you feeling about our conversation earlier?”



The Repair Checklist:

After a conflict, ask yourself:

✅  Did we both feel heard? 

✅  Did we find a solution or path forward? 

✅  Did we repair any hurt caused during the conflict? 

✅  Do we both feel closer or at least neutral? 

✅  Did we learn something about each other?

If you answered “no” to most of these, the conflict isn’t fully resolved. Circle back when 
you’re both calm.

Quick Reference: When to Use Each Script 

Use “Express Needs Without Blame” when: - You’re feeling resentful about an 
ongoing pattern - You need something to change but don’t want to attack

Use “Asking for What You Want” when: - You have a specific request - You’ve been 
hinting but not being direct

Use “Setting Boundaries” when: - A behavior is crossing your line - You need to 
protect your well-being - Something is non-negotiable for you

Use “Apologizing Effectively” when: - You’ve hurt your partner - You want to take 
genuine responsibility - You need to repair trust

Use “Difficult Conversations” when: - You need to address a sensitive topic - There’s 
been a breach of trust - You’re feeling disconnected

Use “Conflict Resolution Framework” when: - You’re in active disagreement - 
Emotions are running high - You need structured support to work through an issue



Practice Makes Progress 

These scripts will feel awkward at first—that’s normal! Like learning any new skill, 
communication takes practice.

Tips for Implementation:

1. Start small: Try one script in a low-stakes situation first
2. Practice alone: Say the words out loud before the actual conversation
3. Be patient: Give yourself and your partner grace as you learn
4. Celebrate attempts: Even imperfect communication is better than avoidance
5. Reflect: After using a script, ask yourself what worked and what didn’t

Remember: The goal isn’t perfect communication—it’s connection, understanding, and 
growth.

These communication tools are designed to help you build stronger, healthier 
relationships. Use them with compassion for yourself and your partner.


