The Couples’ Dialogue


Purpose: This exercise will train you to listen accurately to what your partner is saying, to understand and validate your partner’s point of view, and to express empathy for your partner’s feelings.  Regular practice of this will lead to clear and effective communication and a deeper emotional connection.


This is a three step process; MIRRORING helps a couple make contact through accurate listening; VALIDATING builds a connection of understanding and acceptance; EMPATHY creates connected communication.



DIRECTIONS:




1. When one person feels the need to communicate in this way that person begins:  “I would like to have a Couple’s Dialogue.  Is now OK?”  The partner replies when is the soonest s/he is available, if possible by saying; “ I am (or will be) available ………….



MIRRORING:




2. The speaker talks for a few minutes, sending the message s/he wants the listener to hear.  The message should be delivered using “I” statements and describe what the talker feels or thinks.  The listener replies with “What I heard you say was……, Did I get it?”  If the speaker indicates that s/he was heard accurately, then the listener adds, “Is there more about that?”  This continues until the speaker completes all s/he has to say




3. Then the listener summarizes the speaker’s message with this lead in:  “Let me see if I got all of that…….did I get it all?”  This step insures that the listener has accurately heard what the speaker has said. 



VALIDATING:




4. The listener now validates the speaker with something like: “I can see what you’re saying.. or I understanding what your saying… or it makes sense to me, given that you….”  The listener should then check to see if  the speaker feels understood and accepted.



EMPATHY:




5. Empathy can be expressed with something like: “ I imagine that you might be feeling……is that what you are feeling?”  If the listener did not imagine what the speaker felt accurately then the speaker says what the feelings are and the listener responds empathetically to those feelings.  Before responding the listener asks; “Is there more about that feeling?”



RESPONSE:




6. When the listener has heard accurately, validated the partner’s comments and empathized with his/her feelings then s/he says: “I would like to respond now.” Then listener becomes the speaker and the speaker becomes the listener.

Note: This exercise will feel unnatural and cumbersome at first, but it is a good way to assure accurate and empathetic communication. With practice it will come easier and be less mechanical. In time the steps will flow easily and will need to be structured only when discussing highly charged subjects or when communication breaks down. Eventually you will experience less reactivity or escalation, more emotional safety, trust and a deeper connection and communication.


Adapted by Jim O’Neill, Ed. D. from Getting the Love You Want, H. Hendrix, Ph. D.

