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Aftermath of a Fight

This booklet is for “processing” past fights, regrettable incidents 
or past emotional injuries.

“Processing” means that you can talk about the incident without 
getting back into it again. It needs to be a conversation – as if 
you were both sitting in the balcony of a theater looking down 
on the stage where the action had occurred. This requires calm 
and some emotional distance from the incident.

Before you begin

Keep in mind the GOAL is greater understanding – addressing 
the process and how the issue was talked about, without getting 
back into the fight. So, wait until you’re both calm.

We assume that each of your realities has validity. Perception is 
everything. Don’t focus on “the facts.”

Pay attention to the common barriers to communication and 
their antidotes as you move through the process. The “Four 
Horsemen” reference on the last page of this booklet can help.
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THE FIVE STEPS

Work through the following five steps together

1. Feelings: 
Share how you felt. Do not say why you felt that way. Avoid 
commenting on your partner’s feelings.

2. Realities:  
Describe your “reality.” Take turns. Summarize and validate 
at least a part of your partner’s reality.

3. Triggers:  
Share what experiences or memories you’ve had that might 
have escalated the interaction, and the stories of why these 
are triggers for each of you.

4. Responsibility:  
Acknowledge your own role in contributing to the fight or 
regrettable incident.

5. Constructive Plans:  
Plan together one way that each of you can make it better 
next time.
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STEP 1  FEELINGS

Share how you felt, but not why yet. Aloud.

1. Defensive
2. Not listened to
3. Feelings got hurt
4. Totally flooded
5. Angry
6. Sad
7. Unloved
8. Misunderstood
9. Criticized
10. Took a complaint 

personally
11. Like you didn’t 

even like me
12. Not cared about
13. Worried
14. Afraid
15. Unsafe
16. Tense 
17. I was right and 

you were wrong
18. Both of us were 

partly right

19. Out of control
20. Frustrated
21. Righteously 

indignant
22. Morally justified
23. Unfairly picked on
24. Unappreciated
25. Disliked
26. Unattractive
27. Stupid
28. Morally outraged
29. Taken for granted
30. Like leaving
31. Like staying 

and talking this 
through

32. Overwhelmed 
with emotion

33. Not calm
34. Stubborn
35. Powerless
36. I had no influence

37. I wanted to win
38. My opinions 

didn’t even matter
39. There was a lot  

of give and take
40. I had no feelings 

at all
41. I had no idea 

what I was feeling
42. Lonely
43. Alienated
44. Ashamed
45. Guilty
46. Culpable
47. Abandoned
48. Disloyal
49. Exhausted
50. Foolish
51. Overwhelmed
52. Remorseful
53. Shocked
54. Tired

I felt:
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STEP 2  REALITIES

Subjective Reality and Validation

1. Take turns describing your perceptions, your own reality of 
what happened during the regrettable incident. Describe 
only what YOU saw, heard and felt, not what you think your 
partner meant or felt. Avoid attack and blame. Talk about 
what you might have needed from your partner. Describe 
your perceptions like a reporter, giving an objective moment-
by-moment description. Say “I heard you say,” rather than, 
“You said.” This leaves room for your partner to correct 
anything misheard or misunderstood.

2. Summarize and then validate your partner’s reality by 
saying something like, “It makes sense to me now why you 
saw it this way, and what your needs were.” Use empathy 
by saying something like, “I can see why this upset you.” 
Validation doesn’t mean you agree, but that you can 
understand even a part of your partner’s experience of  
the incident.

3. Do both partners feel understood? If yes, move on. If no, ask, 
“What do I need to know to understand your perspective 
better?” After summarizing and validating, ask your partner, 
“Did I get it?” and “Is there anything else?”
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STEP 3  TRIGGERS

1. Share what escalated the interaction for you. What events 
in the interaction triggered a big reaction in you?

2. As you rewind the video tape of your memory, stop at a 
point where you had a similar set of feelings triggered in 
the past. Now, tell the story of that past moment to your 
partner, so your partner can understand why that is a 
trigger for you.

3. Continue to share your stories—it will help your partner 
to understand you. As you think about your early history 
or childhood, is there another story you remember 
that relates to what got triggered in you, your “enduring 
vulnerabilities?” Your partner needs to know you, so that 
your partner can be more sensitive to you.
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Examples of Triggers:

1. I felt judged. I’m very sensitive to that.

2. I felt excluded. I’m very sensitive to that.

3. I felt criticized. I’m very sensitive to that.

4. I felt flooded. 

5. I felt ashamed. 

6. I felt lonely. 

7. I felt belittled.

8. I felt disrespected.

9. I felt powerless. 

10. I felt out of control.

11. Other:

Validation 
Does any part of your partner’s triggers and story make sense  
to you?
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STEP 4  TAKE RESPONSIBILITY

Under ideal conditions, you might have done better at talking 
about this issue.  
What set you up for the miscommunication? What was your state 
of mind?
Share how you set yourself up to get into this conflict:

What set me up:
1. I’d been very stressed and irritable.
2. I’d not expressed much appreciation toward you.
3. I’d taken you for granted.
4. I’d been overly sensitive.
5. I’d been overly critical.
6. I’d not shared very much of my inner world.
7. I’d not been emotionally available.
8. I’d been turning away more.
9. I’d been getting easily upset.

10. I’d been depressed.
11. I’d had a chip on my shoulder. 
12. I’d not been very affectionate.
13. I’d not made time for good things between us.
14. I’d not been a very good listener.
15. I’d not asked for what I needed. 
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16. I’d been feeling a bit like a martyr.
17. I’d needed to be alone.
18. I’d not wanted to take care of anybody.
19. I’d been very preoccupied.
20. I hadn’t felt very much confidence in myself.
21. I’d been running on empty.

Read aloud the items that were true for you on this list.

Specifically what do you regret, and specifically, what was your 
contribution to this regrettable incident or fight? 
What do you wish to apologize for?

I’m sorry that:
1. I over-reacted.
2. I was really grumpy.
3. I was defensive.
4. I was so negative.
5. I attacked you.
6. I didn’t listen to you.
7. I wasn’t respectful.
8. I was unreasonable.
9. ___________________

If you accept your partner’s apology, say so. If not, say what you  
still need.
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STEP 5  CONSTRUCTIVE PLANS 

What is one thing your partner can do differently to avoid an 
incident like this from happening again? Share one thing your 
partner can do to make a discussion of this issue better next time. 

Then, while it’s still your turn, share one thing you can do to make 
it better next time.

What do you need to be able to put this behind you and move on?  
Be as agreeable as possible to the plans suggested by your partner.
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The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse

How well a couple communicates not only predicts how a 
particular discussion will go, but also sets the tone for their  
entire relationship. When partners speak respectfully to each 
other they increase understanding, trust and positive connection. 
When couples speak to each other in negative ways, frustration, 
conflict and distance follow. 

Dr. Gottman’s research shows that not all negative interactions 
are equally corrosive. He found that certain types of negativity, 
if allowed to run rampant, are in fact so lethal that they lead 
to relationship dissolution. He named these negative ways of 
interacting the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.

It is important to note that no one and no couple is perfect; even 
happy couples sometimes find the Four Horsemen clip-clopping 
into their relationship. The difference is that happy couples 
recognize the Four Horsemen and do their best to avoid them. 
The following pages describe each of the Four Horsemen and 
alternative positive ways of interacting, called “antidotes.”
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CRITICISM

Horseman No. 1

Criticism involves bringing up an issue in a way that focuses on 
your partner’s character or personality flaws rather than on what 
you would like them to do differently. Criticism implies there is 
something wrong with your partner, that he or she is defective. 
This may include blame, name-calling and a general character 
assassination.

Criticizing your partner is different than offering a critique or 
voicing a complaint. Remember, a criticism is an attack. 

Here is an example to help you distinguish between the two: 

Criticism:  “You never think about how your behavior is affecting  
other people. I don’t believe you are that forgetful, 
you’re just selfish!”

Complaint: “I was scared when you were running late and didn’t 
call me. I thought we had agreed that we would do that 
for each other.”
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The antidote to criticism is to use a gentle start up to ask your 
partner to change their behavior in some specific way.

Steps for a Gentle Start Up

1. I Feel...
Begin statements with “I” instead of “You” to avoid blame. 
State how you feel.

Example:  “I feel upset . . . ”

2. About What...
Describe the situation and not your partner.

Example: “I feel upset that dirty dishes are left out on the counter.” 

3. I Need...
Let your partner know what you want (versus what you don’t want.) 
If you could wave a magic wand and get what you need, what 
would things be like? Instead of hoping your partner will guess what 
you need, or read your mind, tell him or her specifically what you 
would like.

Example: “I feel upset that dirty dishes are left out on the counter. 
I would appreciate it if you would please clean the 
kitchen each night before going to bed.”

Antidote to Criticism:
Use a Gentle Start-up and Ask for Specific Behavior Change
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4. Be Polite
Make requests politely, adding phrases such as “please” and “I 
would appreciate it if...”

5. Give appreciations.
Notice what your partner is doing right and tell him or her. 
If your partner has done what you wanted in the past, state 
that you appreciated it and ask if he or she would be willing 
to do it again. 

Examples of Criticism:

 “You’re such an idiot.”

 “What’s wrong with you?”

 “You never clean up after yourself.”

 “Why are you so lazy? I’ve told you a thousand times 
to clean up!”

 “This house is a pigsty. You’re such a slob.”

Antidote:  “It felt so great to wake up to a clean kitchen last Friday 
and I would really appreciate it if you would please 
clean up the kitchen each night before going to bed.”
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Your partner complains that you spend too much time on  
your phone.

Example of Criticism:

 “You’re always looking at your phone during dinner and 
never pay attention to me. You’re so rude.”

Antidote:  Gentle Start-up: “I feel hurt and excluded when you’re 
looking at your phone during dinner. I would appreciate it 
if you would please put your phone away and spend time 
talking with me. I look forward to talking and connecting 
with you when we eat together.” 
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DEFENSIVENESS

Horseman No. 2

Defensiveness is an attempt to protect yourself, to defend your 
innocence, to ward off a perceived attack. Many people become 
defensive when they are being criticized. Research shows that 
defensiveness rarely has the desired effect of improving the 
situation. This is because defensiveness is really a way of blaming 
your partner. You’re saying, in effect, “The problem isn’t me, it’s 
you.” Defensiveness just escalates the conflict, which is why it’s  
so destructive. There are two was to be defensive: to counter-
attack or to whine (playing the innocent victim). Some people  
can do both at the same time. 
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The antidote to defensiveness is to take some responsibility for 
even a small part of the problem. By doing this, you can quickly 
reduce tension and prevent conflict from escalating. This helps 
your partner feel heard and understood.

Examples of Defensiveness: 

Your partner complains that you lose track of time and are often late.

Criticism:  “I am really tired of you losing track of time and being 
late. You’re always late!”

Defensive Counter-attack: 

 “You’re just too uptight. I’ve got a lot on my mind. I’m 
never that late. Besides, you were the one who was late 
last night.”

Defensive Innocent Victim: 

 “I wasn’t late on purpose. You’re always picking on me. 
No matter when I get there, it’s never early enough. I 
can’t do anything right to please you.”

Antidote:  “You’re right, I’m sorry for being late tonight. I’ll try 
harder to be more aware of the time.”  

Antidote to Defensiveness:
Take Responsibility
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CONTEMPT

Horseman No. 3

To be contemptuous is to put your partner down or to speak 
with scorn. It happens when you feel and act superior. It’s putting 
oneself on a higher plane, looking down from a position of 
authority with an attitude of, “I’m better/smarter/neater/cleaner/
more punctual, etc. than you.” 

Contempt stems from a negative habit of mind, in which you scan 
the environment looking for your partner’s mistakes, rather than 
what you can appreciate about him or her. Sarcasm and cynicism 
are types of contempt, and so is name-calling, eye-rolling, sneering, 
mockery, and hostile humor. In whatever form, contempt is the most 
damaging of the Four Horsemen and is poisonous to a relationship. 
It is virtually impossible to resolve a problem when your partner 
is getting the message you’re disgusted with him or her. Inevitably, 
contempt leads to more conflict. Couples who are contemptuous 
of each other are more likely to suffer from infectious illnesses 
(colds, flu, and so on) than other people. 

Contempt is the single best predictor 
of relationship dissolution.
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Underneath contempt is a desire, need, or want. Relationships 
become contemptuous when these needs are not met over 
time. The antidote to contempt is to describe your own feelings 
and needs by using “I” statements. (For examples, see “Steps for 
a Gentle Start Up” in the Criticism section “I Feel....”, “About 
What...”, “I Need...”) on page 4.

Building a culture of appreciation is the all-encompassing antidote 
to contempt. When you feel valued and appreciated you are able 
to access positive feelings for your partner and are less likely to 
act contemptuous when you have a difference of opinion. 

Antidote to Contempt:
Describe Your Feelings and Needs:  

Build a Culture of Appreciation
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Building a Culture of Appreciation Includes: 

1. Expressing Appreciation: “I appreciate your warm welcoming 
hugs when I come home from work each day.”

2. Expressing Thanks: “Thank you for all you do for our kids. They 
are really lucky to have you as their parent.”

3. Expressing Fondness & Admiration: “I am so proud to 
have you as my partner. Last night at the dinner party your 
enthusiasm was contagious.”

Example:
Your partner criticizes that spending is out of control.

Contempt:  “There you go again. Your reckless, irresponsible spending 
once again maxed out our credit card limit. You’re out 
of control! All you think about is yourself. I’ve made so 
many sacrifices for this family. I saved money this month, 
why couldn’t you? What have you done to contribute to 
this household?”

Antidote:  “I feel frustrated about our finances and the amount we 
spend versus how much we save each month. I would 
like to have an agreement about a monthly budget and 
how much we can save each month.”
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STONEWALLING

Horseman No. 4

Stonewalling occurs when you withdraw from the interaction 
while staying physically present. Essentially, this means not giving 
cues that you’re listening or paying attention; for instance, by 
avoiding eye contact and crossing your arms.

The pattern goes like this: The more you feel criticized, the more 
you turn away. The more you turn away (give cues to the speaker 
that you are not paying attention), the more your partner attacks. 
You feel your heart rate climbing and you’re afraid to say anything 
for fear of making things worse; however, by withdrawing and 
turning away from your partner you perpetuate a negative spiral 
in your relationship and the issue remains unresolved. 

In addition, research shows that stonewalling elevates your heart 
rate and releases stress hormones like cortisol and adrenaline. 
When this happens, it is nearly impossible to listen, think creatively 
and solve the problem constructively.
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The antidote to stonewalling is to take a self-soothing break for 
at least 20 minutes and then re-engage with your partner when 
you feel calmer and are able to constructively express your views.

Example:

Stonewalling: Imagine coming home from work and being met with 
a barrage of critical statements and demands such 
as, “You’re late again” and, “You forgot to bring home 
groceries.” You think to yourself, “This is never going to 
end. I don’t need this. If I tell her what I think, she’ll 
really explode. It’s not worth it. If I say anything it will 
just make it worse. Just keep your mouth shut.”

Antidote:  Self-soothe. You recognize that you can’t think clearly, are 
getting stressed, and you need to calm down. You tell 
your partner that you need a break and will be back in 
a half an hour to discuss the issue. After taking a break 
in which you avoid negative thoughts and do something 
stress-reducing, like taking a walk or playing your favorite 
music, return and listen to your partner’s concerns. This 
time, your partner is careful to bring up the topic in a 
gentle way and you engage in a constructive discussion.

Antidote to Stonewalling
Self-Soothing Break; Then Re-connect
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Additional Resources: 
1. Gottman Blog series on the Four Horsemen.  

http://www.gottman.com

2. Relaxation Guide. Provides clear instructions on how to 
relax when taking a self-soothing break as an antidote to 
Stonewalling.
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Learn the Art of Listening to 
Create Intimate Conversation, Trust, and Love

HOW TO BE A

Great Listener



How to be a Great Listener

Building love and trust involves really listening to our partners, 
which is not as easy as it sounds. Asking the right questions, 
empathizing, and making someone feel understood are skills 
that can dramatically increase intimacy in any relationship.

To help you learn how to do this, we recommend that you 
periodically take your partner’s emotional temperature. You’ll 
ask, among other things, “How are you doing, baby?” not out 
of politeness, but because you really want to know.

How often is “periodically?”

Schedule these times at first, and soon it will come naturally. 
Try it once a day to start.

STEP 1  PREPARE YOURSELF
• Shift the focus away from yourself.

• Postpone your own agenda for a while.

• It’s not about being interesting, it’s about being 
INTERESTED —genuinely—in the other person.

• Tune into your partner’s world.

• Hear your partner’s pain, even if you don’t agree with 
the details.

• Try to see your partner’s world from her or his 
perspective, not your own.

Pretend you are doing Mr. Spock’s Vulcan Mind Meld (from 
Star Trek).
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STEP 2  ATTUNE

That means it’s your job as a listener to be “present” with your 
partner. Do not minimize your partner’s feelings. When you 
listen, do not take responsibility for your partner’s feelings. Do 
not try to make your partner feel better. Do not try to cheer 
your partner up. Just tune in to how your partner is feeling.

Your goal is just to understand.

DO:

• Ask questions. Really listen to the answers.

• Follow up on the answers you get. (See pp. 9-12.)

• Ask open-ended questions (i.e., questions that can’t be 
answered with a yes or no). These open the heart.

• Avoid judgment.

• Avoid giving advice until you fully understand or it has 
been asked for. Make exploratory statements that help 
you understand, like, “Tell me the story of that.” (See 
pp. 13.)

• Communicate respect.

• Communicate understanding and empathy.

• Breathe. Breathe again. Self-soothe.

DON’T:

• Be critical.

• Be judgmental.

• Be defensive.

• Engage in put downs or superiority.
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STEP 3  REFLECT BACK WHAT YOU HEAR

A big part of listening is witnessing. That means you listen so 
your partner doesn’t feel so alone.

A powerful way to witness and to “be there” for your partner 
is to repeat back in your own words what you have heard your 
partner saying, and then communicate validation. You can say 
something like,

“I hear that you’re saying…..(fill in the blank with your own 
words)…and it makes sense to me why you would feel that 
way, because…(fill in the blank with your own words).”

For example, you might witness your partner’s sadness like this:

“I hear you saying that it gets worse at night, and that you 
really miss the times we used to go out for Chinese food and 
a movie. I do understand that. I miss those times, too.”

Don’t offer a suggestion, problem-solving or advice.

Or, for example, you might witness your partner’s anger by saying,

“I hear you saying that my sister can be hostile and mean. 
I’ve seen that in her myself at times. I totally understand why 
she made you mad last week. She’s gotten my goat many 
times in the past.”
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ADVANCED LISTENING SKILLS

1. Read between the lines.

To be an even better listener, listen also to HOW your partner 
is saying things, not just to WHAT he or she is saying. For 
example, people sometimes speak in metaphors, sort of like 
poetry. They may say things like, “This apartment is becoming 
my prison,” or, “I feel like the train has left and I’m still standing 
on the platform.” Tune into those ways of talking. Use them 
as you reflect back to your partner what you heard. Convey 
understanding. What can you say? See the italics below.

“This apartment is becoming my prison.”

Wow, sounds like you really feel trapped. Is that right? Am I 
getting it?

“I feel like the train has left and I’m still standing on the 
platform.”

So you feel like the world is passing you by, and your own life 
is at a standstill. Is that right? That must be a terrible feeling 
to have.
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2. Have regular stress reducing conversations.

Find out who or what is stressing your partner. Know who the 
main people are in your partner’s life. Learn their names. Find 
out what the good things are in your partner’s life. Do these 
right away.

Be understanding. Give empathy. Do not problem solve or give 
advice unless it is genuinely asked for.

Words of understanding MUST precede any words  
of advice. ALWAYS.

3. Just be there and listen.

Don’t take responsibility for your partner’s feelings. You don’t 
need to do anything to be “helpful.”

Within each negative emotion there is a longing. Try to 
understand the longing.

Listening to Anger

A common pitfall of listening to your partner’s anger is taking 
it personally. When we hear feelings we don’t like we often try 
to change them. For example, we hear anger and our response 
is to immediately apologize. But don’t rush into apology before 
you understand the nature of the anger. Don’t be afraid of 
your partner’s anger, even if it is about you. Avoid changing 
the subject or getting defensive. Avoid getting angry back. 
Also avoid trying to cheer up your partner or to make them 
laugh. Instead, try to understand what the anger is about. Say, 
“Talk to me. I want to hear more about how you feel so I can 
understand it.”
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At times anger arises from a sense of unfairness. It can also 
arise from the unavailability of someone your partner needs 
to be close to (like you). All anger is composed of two things: 
(1) a goal, and (2) something blocking that goal. Find out what 
these two things are. What’s the goal? What’s preventing 
getting to the goal? 

Ask questions like:

1. What are your concerns? (This is one of our  
favorite questions.)

2. What’s happened recently that has made you feel so 
angry?

3. What do you need?

4. What can I do to be helpful to you?

If the anger is about YOU, listen and start by taking some 
responsibility even for a small part of the problem. AVOID 
BECOMING DEFENSIVE. AVOID COUNTER-ATTACKING.

Someone can be angry with you and it can be an opportunity 
for understanding and getting closer. Treat the anger with 
respect. Take it seriously and just try to understand it, even if 
you don’t agree with it.

Listening to Sadness or Crying

A common pitfall of listening to your partner’s feelings is to 
try to change them. We hear sadness, for example, and want 
to try and cheer up our partner or to make them laugh. Avoid 
doing this. Instead, find out what is lost or missing from the 
person who is sad. Try to understand what the sadness or 
the tears are about. Say, “Talk to me, honey. I want to hear 
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more about how you feel so I can understand it.” Avoid giving 
solutions, like, “Why don’t you just call up your sister and 
spend the day with her?” Don’t be afraid of sadness. Just try 
to understand it. You are a traveler and your partner is the 
tour guide into his or her unique landscape of sadness. Let you 
partner describe how that feels.

Listening to Fear

Everyone develops their own intuitive sense of safety in the 
world. Although you may not agree with their reasoning, 
something is making a fearful person feel unsafe. What is it? A 
common pitfall of listening to your partner’s fear is to minimize 
it by being reassuring. To the fearful person, that can seem like 
ridiculing a legitimate concern. It has been shown that ignoring 
a gut feeling that something isn’t right can lead to trouble down 
the road. We need to listen to fear instead of dismissing our 
feelings. The gift of fear can keep us safe. So find out:

1. What are your concerns?

2. What’s happened recently that has made you feel unsafe?

3. What do you need to feel safe?

4. What can I do to be helpful to you?

If the fear is about YOU, listen and start by taking some 
responsibility for even a small part of the problem. AVOID 
BECOMING DEFENSIVE. AVOID COUNTER-ATTACKING. 
For example, if your partner says, “I get scared when you yell 
at me,” don’t say , “I wouldn’t have to yell if you just listened  
to me!” Instead say, “Yes, I’m sorry. I know I can get pretty 
loud sometimes. I will try to watch that.”
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Avoid dismissing fear or trying to change it. We hear fear, for 
example, and our response is to try to say something like, 
“Don’t be silly. There’s nothing at all to be afraid of” or “Why 
don’t you just turn on all the lights if you’re afraid of the dark?” 
That doesn’t reassure anyone. Instead try to understand what 
the fear is about. Say, “Talk to me. I want to hear more about 
how you feel so I can understand it.”

4. Self-Disclose.

DON’T STAY HIDDEN or INVISIBLE. Be authentic. Don’t 
avoid talking about your reality as an act of kindness or to 
protect your partner. Your partner wants to know you, to be  
a part of your life. So how do you do that?

Talk about your day or week. Who are the cast of characters 
in your life? What are their nicknames? How do you feel about 
each of them? What is daily life like for you? What are you 
enjoying? What is stressful for you? What are you struggling with?

Open your inner heart to your partner. What kinds of feelings 
are you having? Every feeling has inside it a LONGING, a desire, 
a wish. So, feelings contain a kind of recipe for what you might 
need from your partner. Tell your partner what you need from 
her/him right now. Ask for what you need. Do not think you’re 
burdening your partner by expressing your needs. You are 
giving him or her a chance to shine for you!

And do not go outside the relationship to get your love needs 
met, thinking this will unburden the relationship. This almost 
always backfires.
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Questions You Can Ask As You Listen

1. What are you feeling?

2. What else are you feeling?

3. What are your primary needs here?

4. What do you really wish for?

5. How did this all evolve?

6. Who are the main characters in these feelings you’re 
talking about?

7. What would you really like to say here, and to whom?

8. What are the feelings here you are afraid to even  
think about?

9. Do you have any mixed feelings here? What are they?

10. What are your choices as you see them?

11. What are the positive and negative aspects of each of  
your choices?

12. Do you think this has affected our relationship (or another 
relationship). If so, how?

13. Is there some way you wish you could have done things 
differently? How so?

14. What are your obligations (or duties) here?

15. Do you have a choice to make?

16. What would you really like to ask of me?

17. What do your values tell you about all this?

18. Think of someone you really admire. What would he or 
she do and how would he or she view this situation?

19. Do these feelings and needs have any spiritual, moral, 
ethical, or religious meaning for you?

20. Is there anyone or anything you disapprove of here?
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21. Is there anything or anyone you admire here?

22. Is there anything you’ve learned from this?

23. Who is going to be most affected here? How will they be 
affected? Why?

24. Does this remind you of anything else in your  
personal history?

25. What meaning does this have for you to bring this up now?

26. How does this affect your identity, your idea of yourself?

27. How does this situation touch you?

28. How does this situation change you?

29. How have you changed or how are you changing now, and 
how has that affected this situation?

30. How did this all begin, what was the very start?

31. What’s your major reaction or complaint here?

32. Who do you think is most at fault here?

33. How do you think things would be resolved in the next  
five years?

34. How do you wish things would be resolved in the next  
five years?

35. Pretend that you only had only six more months to live. 
What would be most important to you then?

36. What are your goals here?

37. How are you thinking about how all of this fits into your 
life as a whole?

38. What, if anything, makes you angry in this situation?

39. What are the “shoulds” here? (Like, what should you take 
responsibility for?)

40. What is your biggest “turn off” about this?

41. Are there parts of yourself that are in conflict?
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Express Empathy and Understanding As You Listen

1. You’re making total sense.

2. I understand how you feel.

3. You must feel so hopeless.

4. I just feel such despair in you when you talk about this.

5. You’re in a tough spot here.

6. I can feel the pain you feel.

7. The world needs to stop when you’re in this much pain.

8. I wish you didn’t have to go through that.

9. I’m on your side here.

10. I wish I could have been with you in that moment.

11. Oh, wow, that sounds terrible.

12. You must feel so helpless.

13. That hurts me to hear that.

14. I support your position here.

15. I totally agree with you.

16. You are feeling so trapped!

17. You are making total sense.

18. That sounds like you felt really disgusted!

19. No wonder you’re upset.

20. I’d feel the same way you do in your situation.

21. I think you’re right.

22. I see. Let me summarize: What you’re thinking here is…
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23. You are in a lot of pain here. I can feel it.

24. It would be great to be free of this.

25. That must have annoyed you.

26. That would make me mad, too.

27. That sounds infuriating.

28. That sounds very frustrating.

29. That is very scary.

30. Well I agree with most of what you’re saying.

31. I would have also been disappointed by that.

32. That would have hurt my feelings also.

33. That would make me sad too.

34. POOR BABY!!!

35. Wow! That must have hurt.

36. I understand what you are feeling.

37. You are making a lot of sense to me.

38. Okay, I think I get it. So what you are feeling is…

39. Let me try to paraphrase and summarize what you’re 
saying. You’re saying….

40. I would have trouble coping with that.

41. What I admire most about what you’re doing is…

42. That would make me feel insecure.

43. That sounds a little frightening.

44. Tell me what you see as your choices here.
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Statements to Explore Feelings and Needs As You Listen

1. Tell me the story of that.

2. I want to know everything you’re feeling.

3. Talk to me. I am listening.

4. Nothing is more important to me right now than listening 
to you.

5. We have lots of time to talk.

6. Tell me your major priorities here.

7. Tell me what you need right now.

8. Tell me what you think your choices are.

9. It’s okay not to know what to do here, but what’s your guess?

10. I think you’re being very clear. Go on.

11. Tell me all of your feelings here.

12. Help me understand your feelings a little better. Say more.

13. I think that you have already thought of some solutions. 
Tell me what they are.

14. Help me understand this situation from your point of view. 
What are the most important points for you?

15. Tell me what you’re most concerned about.

16. Tell me more about how you are seeing this situation.

17. Talk about what the decision is that you think you have  
to make.

18. If you could change the attitudes of one of the key people 
in this situation, talk about what you would do.
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LISTENING EXERCISE

Good listening creates intimate conversation, trust, and love!

Take turns asking your partner the following questions. Then 
use the lists on previous pages for specific things you can ask 
or say to help you learn to be a great listener.

Tell me what in this world is currently making you:

1. Angry.

2. Sad.

3. Afraid or worried.

4. Hopeful.

5. Happy.

6. Optimistic.

7. Feel despair.

8. Stressed.

14



How to be a Great Listener

O T H E R  G O T T M A N 
R E L AT I O N S H I P  G U I D E S :

Aftermath of a Fight

Fondness & Admiration

Avoid The Four Horsemen

Relaxation

Small Things Often

©2017 by Dr. John M. Gottman and Dr. Julie Schwartz Gottman.  
Distributed under license by The Gottman Institute, Inc. 

gottman.com



Small Things Often
HOW TO BUILD A  

POSITIVE, LASTING RELATIONSHIP

Partings • Reunions • Admiration & Appreciation
Date Night & Love Maps

Affection • Aftermath of a Fight



1

Small Things Often 

You might be surprised to know that it doesn’t take a major 
overhaul to improve your relationship and maintain momentum 
for a lasting connection. Changing your relationship even slightly 
can have a dramatic, positive effect over time. Our motto is “Small 
Things Often.” Couples who do the following small, thoughtful 
things often and repair conflict when it arises, will create a path 
toward a more intimate, trusting, and satisfying relationship.
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PARTINGS AND THE 6 SECOND KISS

Prior to parting in the morning, spend two minutes chatting 
with your partner to discover at least one interesting thing that 
will happen in his or her day. Remember to say goodbye with 
a kiss that lasts at least six seconds (faithfully known as “The 6 
Second Kiss”).

2 minutes 5 daysX
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ADMIRATION & APPRECIATION

Maintaining a loving relationship requires action and expression. 
It’s not enough to have kind, appreciative thoughts about your 
partner; it’s really important to say them out loud and let him 
or her know. Frequent expressions of affection and appreciation 
toward your partner help build a loving base. Here are some 
ways to do that:

• Share something you like about your partner’s personality 
and an actual incident that illustrates this characteristic.

Example: “I love that you are so (playful, caring, gentle,  
kind, powerful, sweet, understanding), especially  
this afternoon when you spent time with the 
neighbor’s kid.”

• Catch your partner doing something “right” and say thanks for it.

• Send an e-mail, call or text during that day to let your 
partner know you’re thinking about him or her.

• Stick a love note in your partner’s car or purse.  

5 minutes per day
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AFFECTION

Kiss, hold, grab, and touch each other. Play is good. Make sure 
to kiss or touch one another at partings, reunions and before 
going to bed. Practice a lingering kiss whenever possible.

5 minutes per day
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REUNIONS

Build in a Stress-Reducing Conversation

Greet your partner with a kiss when you return at the end of 
the day. And build in time for a Stress-Reducing Conversation.

How you manage stress turns out to be very critical. Research 
has shown that the couples who buffered their relationships 
from external stresses were able to maintain their positive 
relationship changes over time.

20 minutes 5 daysX
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STEP 1  

Find a quiet, distraction-free space in your home to sit across 
from one another and take turns sharing about the stressors in 
your day. 

STEP 2  

Take turns as Speaker and Listener. 

Speaker: Talk about your stress in detail for 10 minutes. The 
topics must be about situations outside the relationship. This is 
not the time to discuss how worried you are about your fizzling 
sex life, your partner’s lack of organization, or to complain about 
your partner. 

Listener: Provide support to your partner. This is not the time 
to try and solve your partner’s problem. Clearly understanding 
the issues and feelings must precede any advice.

Giving support means:
• Show genuine interest, maintain eye contact, and  

ask questions. 

• Be an ally for your partner. Show empathy.

• Communicate understanding: “Wow! That would  
bother me, too.” 
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• Show solidarity: “This is our problem and we will face  
it together.”

• Don’t side with the “enemy” even if you agree with them. You 
can still empathize with your partner’s reaction to a bothersome 
person or situation. Focus on what your partner is feeling, not 
whether he or she is “correct” about the situation.

• Provide affection and comfort: “Let me hold you. I’m here 
for you, baby.”

Show that you empathize and care: 
• “Tell me more about that.”

• “Wow! No kidding!”

• “That’s so sad.”

• “That would have worried me, too.”

• “I’d be annoyed, too.”

Don’t: Stonewall, ignore your partner, fail to respond, get 
defensive or criticize.
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STEP 3  ASK QUESTIONS

The Listener should ask the Speaker if they feel heard and 
understood. (Example: “Anything else? I want to make sure I 
get it.”) If the speaker says, “Yes,” then you can ask if he or she 
wants help problem solving. 

If the Speaker does not feel understood, then ask more 
questions.

• What’s most upsetting to you about this?

• What’s the worst thing that could happen?

• Is there anything I can do to support you in this?

• What do you need right now?

• What don’t you like about this?

STEP 4  

Switch roles as the Speaker and the Listener. Repeat steps 2 & 
3. Make a commitment to have a Stress-Reducing Conversation 
five days a week for 20 minutes each day.
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DATE NIGHT & LOVE MAPS

Make a weekly commitment to have a special date night, just 
the two of you, for a minimum of two hours. A weekly date can 
be a relaxing, low stress way to update your Love Maps and 
“turn toward” each other. Think of open ended questions to 
ask your partner:

• What would be your idea of a great getaway?

• How do you envision spending your retirement?

• If you could change anything about the world, what 
would it be?

2 hours per week
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We promise that if you practice these Small Things Often each 
week, you’ll see how quickly positive feelings can grow to create 

the kind of satisfying, close relationship you both want.

AFTERMATH OF A FIGHT

We all have arguments and times when we say the wrong thing, 
do the wrong thing, and end up hurting one another. One of 
the most important tools for maintaining a lasting relationship 
is to know how to process a fight (without getting back into it) 
in order to make the discussion better next time, and in a way 
that doesn’t hurt each other.

Process any hurt feelings or misunderstandings between you 
using the “Aftermath of a Fight” booklet. Discussing emotional 
injuries can help you reclaim goodwill toward your partner. 
Note: To “process” means to talk about an incident without 
getting upset about it again. There is no absolute “reality” in a 
disagreement. Rather, there are two “subjective realities.” Your 
job is to talk about what happened as if you were watching a 
play or movie and the action was happening to the characters 
on the stage or screen. 

30 minutes per week
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SPEAKER’S JOB

Your task is to honestly talk about your feelings and beliefs 
about your position on this issue. Explore what this position 
means to you, what the dream might be behind your position, 
tell the story of the source of this dream or this belief: where 
it comes from and what it symbolizes. You must be clear 
and honest. What do you really want on this issue? Why is it 
important to you? Try to make your partner understand.

Don’t argue for nor try to persuade your partner of your point 
of view; just explain how you see things. Tell your partner your 
thoughts and feelings about your position on this issue.

You may want to look over the list on the following page for a 
sample of dreams that people sometimes have (or have lost) 
that could underlie the position you have taken on this issue.

LISTENER’S JOB

Your job here is to make your partner feel SAFE enough 
to tell you what’s behind their position on the issue: their 
belief, dream or story. Toward this end, you will LISTEN, the 
way a friend would listen. Ask the questions that are listed 
on the next page as sample questions for the dream catcher 
which draw out your partner and his or her point of view. You 
can contribute to this climate if you suspend judgment and 
don’t act like a judge but like someone who wants to hear 
your partner’s story, and the dream behind the story. Just 
hear it and don’t judge it.

Don’t try to solve the problem. It is much too soon for 
that. You first need to end the opposition of dreams and 
become one another’s friend instead of one another’s foe. 
Try to understand the meaning of your partner’s dream. Be 
interested.

It is important to realize that the goal is not to solve these 
problems. The goal is to move from gridlock to dialogue, and 
to understand, in depth, their partner’s position.

Do not argue for your point of view!
Just listen and ask questions.

Dreams 
within 
Conflict
Work on a Gridlocked  
or Perpetual Problem:
Help Your Partner Understand 
the Underlying Dreams, History, 
Beliefs or Values in Your Position 
on This Issue.
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SAMPLE QUESTIONS
for the Dream Catcher (the Listener):

1. Do you have any core beliefs, ethics or values 
that are part of your position on this issue?

2. Is there a story behind this for you, or does this 
relate to your background or childhood history 
in some way?

3. Tell me why this is so important to you.
4. What feelings do you have about this issue?
5. What would be your ideal dream here?
6. Is there a deeper purpose or goal in this for 

you?
7. What do you wish for?
8. What do you need?
9. Is there a fear or disaster scenario in not having 

this dream honored?

SAMPLE DREAMS
for the Dream Speaker

1. A sense of freedom
2. The experience of peace
3. Unity with nature
4. Exploring who I am
5. Adventure
6. A spiritual journey
7. Justice
8. Honor
9. Unity with my past
10. Healing
11. Knowing my family
12. Becoming all I can be
13. Having a sense of power
14. Dealing with my aging
15. Exploring a creative side of myself
16. Becoming more powerful
17. Getting over past hurts
18. Becoming more competent
19. Asking God for forgiveness
20. Exploring an old part of myself I have lost
21. Getting over a personal hang up
22. Having a sense of order
23. Being able to be productive
24. A place and a time to just “be”
25. Being able to truly relax
26. Reflecting on my life
27. Getting my priorities in order
28. Finishing something important
29. Exploring the physical side of myself
30. Being able to compete and win
31. Travel
32. Quietness
33. Atonement
34. Building something important
35. Ending a chapter of my life
36. Saying goodbye to something
37. Love

The bottom line about dreams is this:

You don’t want to have the kind of relationship 
in which you win and are influential in the 
relationship but wind up crushing your 
partner’s dream. You want the kind of 
relationship in which each of you support one 
another’s dreams. If your dreams connect, so 
much the better.












































	Aftermath of a Fight
	Avoid the Four Horsemen_2017
	How to be a Great Listener_2017
	Small Things Often_2017
	Sound Relationship House
	Dreams Within Conflict
	Repair Checklist
	Gottman Level 2 Interventions_Acceptance
	Gottman Level 2 Interventions_AcceptInfluence
	Gottman Level 2 Interventions_Compromise
	Gottman Level 2 Interventions_Flooding
	Gottman Level 2 Interventions_Meanings Interview

