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Communication: we do it all the time,

through our words, our faces, our

bodies and our actions.  Simple enough,

right?  Well, wrong, actually!  None of

us communicates perfectly, at least not

all of the time, and we could all improve

the way we relate to our partners,

whether we’ve been together six weeks 

or sixty years.  

Communicating better doesn’t mean

we will no longer have any problems or

that we will always agree.  What it does

mean is that we’re much better

equipped to deal with difficulties when

they arise.  And if we’re having

sexual difficulties, then improving

communication is very likely to be an

essential ingredient in solving the 

problem.

Communication works best when we

respect ourselves and the other person.

This is one of the principles of assertive

behaviour.  Sometimes assertiveness is

confused with aggression, but this is a

misunderstanding.  What assertiveness 

actually means is: 

“Standing up for personal rights and

expressing thoughts, feelings and

beliefs in direct, honest, and appropriate

ways, without dominating or

humiliating the other person or violating 

his or her rights.”

What does it mean to be assertive?

Assertive behaviour stems from certain

beliefs about yourself and others, such

as those outlined below.  Which do you 

agree with?  

1. I respect myself - who I am and

what I do.

2. I respect other people, and their

right to be assertive too.

3. I take responsibility for my own

feelings and behaviour, instead of

trying to blame others for what I

feel and do.  

4. I know I have a responsibility

towards other adults, but I

recognise that I am not responsible

for them.

5. I allow myself to validate and enjoy

my successes by sharing them with

others, and I do the same for other

people.

6. I am allowed to make mistakes – I

don’t have to be perfect.  Making

mistakes sometimes is a normal

part of being human.  Other people

are also allowed to make mistakes.

7. I set clear boundaries about what I

do and do not want.

8. I am allowed to change my mind.

Other people are also entitled to

change theirs.
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9. If I don’t want to do something, I

have the right to say no.  I don’t

have to give a reason for saying no,

if I don’t want to.  I have the right

to ask others for things that I want,

as long as I realize that, just like me,

they also have the right to say no.

10. I don’t have to respond immediately

to someone else’s statement or

request.  It’s fine to say, “I’d like to

give that some thought – I’ll get back

to you by the end of the week”. 

If you find some of these principles

difficult and would like to learn more

about assertive behaviour, you might

find the books at the end of the leaflet 

helpful.

Applying assertiveness to

communication

Intimate relationships should be a place

where both of you feel safe enough to

share thoughts, feelings, hopes, dreams

and fears.  Couples who have a healthy

relationship are able to communicate

love, caring and respect to each other,

even when they disagree - at least, more

often than not.  This means they pay

attention to what they say and how they

say it. They think about the likely effect

of what they’re saying on their partner: 

is it likely to build their partner up, or

make him or her feel stupid, small or 

worthless?  

As a rule, each of us will feel good

communication is taking place when:

We feel able fully and clearly to

express our thoughts and feelings;

We believe the other person has

really listened, and understood what

we had to say.

When partners communicate well most

of the time, this can have an enormous

influence the quality of their relationship.

This, in turn, will very often have a

beneficial effect on their sexual 

relationship.  

Here are some things to do when

communicating with your partner:

Listen

Listening well is a vital part of

communicating, but it requires energy

and effort.  It means more than just

hearing the words your partner says; it

means hearing the whole message – his

or her thoughts, and the feelings behind

them.  This requires you to pay attention

to your partner’s words, tone and body

Communication and Assertive Behaviour



language.  Too often, we spend the time

when our partner is speaking thinking

about what we’re going to say in 

response!  

Just as important is to set aside your

assumptions and really make sure you

understand what your partner is saying.

If you’re not sure, don’t mind-read or

jump to conclusions, and then pile in

with your own opinion: clarify.  Say, “Do

you mean …?  Are you saying …?” 

Let your partner express his or her 

feelings

Allow your partner to express feelings,

even of hurt or anger, without becoming

defensive, argumentative or

discouraging.  You are both entitled to

your own feelings and should be able to 

express them freely. 

It is vital to have respect for your own

and each other’s feelings.  Feelings are

real, whether you think they are justified

or not.  Instead of shutting the discussion

down with judgement, anger or sarcasm,

invite him or her to tell you more.

Unacknowledged negative feelings are

likely to fester and grow, and cause 

havoc in your relationship.

Express you own feelings using I

statements

Take the guesswork out of your

communication by stating your

thoughts, feelings and views as clearly

and positively as you can.  It’s a complete

fallacy to think, ‘if my partner loved me

s/he would know what I feel …’.  There

is nothing to be gained from being

vague or expecting your partner to read

your mind.  If you have a request to

make, it is much better to ask for what

you want, even if that means taking a

risk of being turned down, than to hope

your partner will notice or guess what

you want - and then complain later if 

they don’t.

A very useful formula for expressing

emotions is to use “I” statements, which

focus on how your feel and how your

partner’s actions affect you, rather

than on his or her supposed failings. 

Compare the following:

“I feel anxious and upset when you come

home late without letting me know first,

because I worry that something may 

have happened to you”

with

You’re always late.  You’re so selfish –

you don’t give a damn about my

feelings”.
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The second may make you feel

momentarily better – but which is more

likely to get you the response you’re 

looking for from your partner?  

“I” statements let your partner know

how you feel inside, and why, which

gives him or her the opportunity to do

things differently, without losing face.

“You” statements, on the other hand,

are more likely to make your partner feel

hostile and defensive, and may trigger

them to dig their heels in and do

whatever they were doing even more!

The formula for “I” statements is to:

1. Describe the feeling (“I feel anxious

and upset”)

2. Describe the behaviour (“when you

come home late without letting me

know first”)

3. Describe the reason (“because I

worry that something may have

happened to you”).

Here are some more examples:

“I feel hurt when you criticise my

parents, because my family mean a lot to 

me”.

“I feel anxious when you go out

shopping and spend a lot of money on

video games, because I am worried that

we could get into so much debt that we 

could lose the house”.

“I feel miserable when you never seem to

want to have sex anymore, because I

miss it, and I worry that you no longer 

find me attractive”.

If you are not familiar with expressing

feelings in this way, you might want to

practice writing out statements using this

formula, before raising issues with your 

partner.

Don’t patronise

Work hard at communicating with your

partner as though you were both adults.

This may sound obvious, but in fact we

often slip into reacting and speaking to

our partner as a parent would to a child

(after all, we spent a long time hearing

our parents speak to us in that style!)

Not surprisingly, feeling like your

partner’s mother, father, son or daughter

is not exactly conducive to healthy adult 

sexual responsiveness!

Negotiate

Negotiating and compromising are not

necessarily the same thing.  It’s better to

agree a solution where both of you win
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on those occasions when each of you

wants something different.  If one wants

black and the other wants white, don’t

choose grey.  Neither of you wants grey!

It is far better to have black one day and

white the next, so that both of you get

exactly what you want some of the time.  

For example, one of you likes a big family

Christmas, with the house full of friends

and extended family, while the other

yearns for a romantic Christmas for two.

Agree that you’ll do one this year, and 

the other the next.

Be positive

Another aspect of relating is the use of

positive rather than negative language.

Work hard at noticing and commenting

on the good things your partner does.

Too often, we criticise what we don’t

like, rather than making our partners feel

good by giving them praise and

encouragement for the things we value

about them.  Being positive is much

more likely to get the results you want

than nagging, and will increase the good 

feelings between you.

Know your partner better in ten 

minutes

Often we think we are communicating

with our partner because “we talk all the

time”– but do we really know what they

are thinking and feeling?  Most of us get

into the habit of communicating ‘on the

hoof’, with half an eye on the road, the

kids or the dinner cooking.  It’s important

that we make time to communicate with

our partner - the most important person

in our life - and that when we do, we

give him or her our full attention.  This

exercise will enable you to do just that.

Set aside time to do this exercise three

times a week (or as often as your

therapist suggests).  Take it in turns to

initiate the session, or agree suitable

times in advance and book them in your 

diaries.

You will need:

Twenty minutes to spare 

A quiet place where you will be free

from interruptions

A clock or watch to time yourselves

An object that you can hold – it

doesn’t matter what it is!

Here’s how it works.  Person A (let’s call

him Jack) picks up the object to signal he
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has started and then talks for ten

minutes.  While he is holding the object,

he knows he can talk without

interruption.  Jack can talk about

anything that’s on his mind, but

obviously the more personal he makes

what he talks about, the more he and his

partner are likely to get out of the

exercise (a blow by blow account of last

night’s victory over Arsenal is unlikely to

be very productive!!)  If he wanted to, he

could share a poem or something else

that has meant a lot to him. 

Jack can talk about things that are

bothering him in the relationship if he

wants, but it’s important he doesn’t turn

the session into one big whingeing

session; as we have seen, using a lot of

negative language discourages listening.

It is his chance to practice the

communication principles outlined

above, so he’ll use lots of “I” statements

and remember to find some positive

things to say.  If Jack runs out of things

to say, that’s fine – but he still needs to

take the full ten minutes.  Any silences

might give he and his partner the chance

to reflect on what’s been said and might

lead on to deeper thoughts.

Person B (let’s call her Hannah) listens to

Jack for the full ten minutes and does

not interrupt.  The ONLY exception to

this is if she doesn’t hear or understand

something, and needs to ask Jack to

repeat it.  Hannah shows Jack she is

giving him her full attention by making

lots of eye contact, nodding and keeping

an open posture (that is, she doesn’t sit

there, frowning, with her arms folded!)

Even if she strongly disagrees with

something Jack is saying, Hannah needs

to remember that, while Jack is holding

the object, her job is just to listen.

At the end of ten minutes, Jack and

Hannah swap over and repeat the

exercise.  Here’s the hard bit: it’s really

important that Hannah doesn’t just

spend her ten minutes responding to

what Jack has said.  Rather, she needs to

talk about herself and what she would

have said if she had gone first. 

At the end of the twenty minutes, Jack

and Hannah part amicably and find

something separate to do, to give

themselves time to reflect on what the 

other has said.  

On the next occasion, everything is the

same except this time Hannah goes first.

When you try this for yourself, you will

probably be tempted at the end of the
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twenty minutes to get into a discussion

about what has been said, to analyse the

discussion, to disagree or justify yourself.

DON’T.  You need to agree between you

that you will not refer to what’s been

said for at least a couple of hours, or

preferably more.  Instead, walk away and

get on with your day, ideally choosing

something relaxing and pleasant to do.

This will give both of you time to think

about what the other has said, and will

ensure that neither of you feels the other

is going to “pounce” with their own

views as soon as time is up.  The object

of the exercise really is to hear what your

partner is thinking and feeling, whether 

or not you agree with him or her.

If, having tried the exercise, you feel you

would like more than 10 minutes each to

express yourself, that’s fine: you can

extend the time up to a maximum of

thirty minutes each – but only if you both 

agree.

Some books on assertiveness and 

communication

A Woman in Your Own Right by 

Anne Dickson (September 1, 1982)

Assertiveness Step by Step by

Windy Dryden and Daniel Constantinou

(April 23, 2004) 

Assert Yourself: A Self-help

Assertiveness Programme for Men and

Women by Gael Lindenfield 

(November 26, 1987)

The Assertiveness Workbook: How to

Express Your Ideas and Stand Up for

Yourself at Work and in Relationships

by Randy J. Paterson (November 2000) 

Couples Arguing by Tony Gough

(October 1987) 

Relate: Stop Arguing, Start Talking by

Susan Quilliam (February 2001) 
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