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Chapter one
Introduction: Why You Need To Polish Your Relationship Skills


By the end of high school, most of us have started to date, and most of us will have been in love at least once. 1 It’s safe to say that romantic relationships are hugely important. It makes sense – after all, if we weren’t interested in love and physical intimacy, our species wouldn’t have lasted this long! There’s nothing quite like that feeling you get when you see someone who makes your heart race. When you fall in love, your brain releases a chemical called dopamine2 which triggers your neurological pleasure centers. It’s no wonder that some people fall in love with love itself, and that our romantic relationships play such a powerful role in our lives. 

If love is so natural, why aren’t romantic relationships easy? We all know that they can get complicated quickly. Falling and staying in love is one of the biggest challenges we face. For example, how many of us have happily dated someone for a few months, or even a couple of years, only to watch hopelessly as it fizzled out? This doesn’t happen by chance. There are good reasons why some couples make it and others don’t last the distance. True, compatibility plays a big role. However, the magic ingredient that makes for a wonderful relationship is good communication. Once you understand how to really connect with another person and meet their needs, you can create deep, lasting intimacy.


As you might expect, psychologists and communication experts have spent a lot of time trying to pin down what it is that makes relationships so tough. It all boils down to a few key issues. My argument is simple. If we all committed to improving our communication skills, we would all have much better love lives!  

Here are the root causes of most relationship problems:
We have unrealistic expectations: Thanks to popular culture, lots of us grow up with a distorted view of romantic love. We are bombarded with movies, TV shows, and books that suggest love is easy. This means we might become dispirited when our relationships come up against even minor problems,3and we get depressed when they don’t live up to our grand expectations. Another common problem is that people assume a partner can fulfil all of their emotional needs, and they stop looking for happiness outside of that person. This can result in claustrophobic, unhealthy relationships.
The solution? We need to learn to communicate our wants, needs, and boundaries.
We assume that if you have to work at a relationship, it isn’t worth having: There is still stigma attached to couples therapy, and people tend to assume that if two individuals are having trouble relating to one another, they should split up. This attitude doesn’t exactly encourage a positive approach to conflict. I’m willing to bet that a lot of broken relationships could have been salvaged, if only both partners had known how to communicate with one another.
[image: image-placeholder]

The solution? We need to learn how to argue constructively, and how to resolve our differences.
We want to be right at all costs: If you would rather “win” an argument than reach a compromise, your relationship will suffer. If you focus on your own needs and opinions instead of taking the time to understand your partner’s perspective, the two of you will drift apart4 Those of us raised in cultures that place a lot of emphasis on “winning” an argument can find it really difficult to set aside our pride and put our partners first.

The solution? We need to approach relationships as collaborative projects, understand our partner’s communication style, and be willing to make ourselves vulnerable by admitting when we are hurt.

We are in a time of social and cultural flux: I’m all for gender equality, and I think it’s great that men and women can now experiment with different relationship arrangements. For example, both men and women can ask each other out on dates, pursue careers, stay home to care for their children, and speak up for their rights. The downside? We’ve lost the traditional relationship templates that told us how relationships are “supposed” to work.

In days gone by, everyone knew what men and women were meant to do when dating (or “courting”). The man would initiate the dates, the woman would do most of the emotional labor that made the relationship run smoothly, and almost everyone got married before moving in together. These days, it feels like anything and everything goes, which can make it hard for us to figure out what we actually want in a relationship. There’s more analysis and problem-solving involved in dating these days, and it can all get pretty confusing.5

The solution? That’s right – better communication! Being able to talk about our relationship preferences, and learning how to define our relationships, is the best way forward.

Those of you who have read my previous books will know that I’m passionate about communication skills. For years, I’ve been researching the secrets of the world’s best communicators, and teaching my clients how to apply them in both their professional and personal lives. It’s so rewarding when readers get in touch to let me know how much my books have helped them, and I’m always eager to learn from their feedback. When it became clear that my audience wanted help with their romantic relationships, I knew what I had to do! I love passing on my knowledge, and so I was happy to write this guide to communication in romantic relationships.

In the first half of the book, you will develop the right relationship mindset that will set the stage for healthy, mature love. You’ll learn how to navigate the early stages of dating, how to draw your boundaries, and how to handle the “Where is this relationship going?” talk with grace and dignity. Even if you are already in a relationship, going back to basics and rethinking your approach to communication will result in a deeper bond between you and your partner.

I cringe when I look back over my relationship history. I dated several women during my late teens and early twenties, but I never seemed to get into a good, steady relationship. Somehow, I’d always end up in petty fights with the girl I was dating, or I’d just feel as though something was missing between us. It wasn’t until I started taking an interest in the psychology of human interaction that a lot of my dating disasters started to make sense.

As you read this book, you’ll start to realize that you have the power to transform your love life for the better. How exciting is that? In the second half, you’ll learn specific communication tactics that will get you through even the toughest parts of any romantic relationship. You’ll find out why you and your partner tend to fight about the same things over and over again, how to keep the spark alive in a long-term relationship, how to provide the validation that your partner craves, how to say “No” without damaging your bond, and much more. A lot of this advice is applicable to friendships and familial relationships too.

I know what you’re thinking. “Communication skills” doesn’t sound very romantic, does it? When I started researching this stuff, I found the science of relationships fascinating - but also a little depressing. I had to shed a lot of my illusions about love, dating, and marriage. But guess what? Deliberately improving your relationship skills is a romantic thing to do, because it’s the best path to true love. Learning how to engage with your partner, and actively working to make the relationship safe and happy, is one of the most loving acts of all.

Within a few weeks of reading up on the most common mistakes people make when trying to communicate with their dates, my love life started to improve. I noticed that the girl I was dating at the time suddenly started to make more time for me, and even began dropping hints that we might have a long-term future. One particular incident proved that I was on the right track. We had decided to see a movie and grab coffee afterwards. She had picked the movie, and I hadn’t realized until the opening minutes that it was an obscure arthouse title. To be honest, it was one of the most pointless, pretentious films I had ever seen.

After the film, my date asked me how I liked the movie. I opened my mouth to tell her precisely what I thought, but then something made me pause for a moment. I finally realized, at the age of 24, that this woman didn’t actually want to hear my negative rant about subtitled French films. What she truly needed was a validating, uplifting conversation, and an enriching exchange of views that would increase our intimacy and rapport.

Instead of launching into a tirade, I thanked her for the new experience, picked out a couple of things I managed to like about the film, and then asked her what she liked about it. I let her talk for ten minutes, and made sure that I validated her opinion the whole time. Only then did I offer any negative feedback. I kept my criticism brief, and emphasized that I respected her opinion. Rather than focusing on the technical aspects of the film, I talked about how it had made me feel, and the old memories it had bought up for me. This encouraged her to open up about some personal events from her own past, and we grew closer as a result.

If I had not taken the time to learn about empathy and validation in relationships, that conversation would have ended on a sour note. She would have gone home after the date thinking that I was an insensitive jerk. As it was, we went on to date for another year before life circumstances forced us to break up. It’s worth noting that we are still friends today. Although she is now married, she has told me that I’m one of the most thoughtful, sensitive guys she ever dated. All I did was learn how to communicate with respect, empathize with her position, and share my opinion without triggering an argument. If I can do it, so can you!

I can’t promise you a perfect partner or a perfect relationship. You should be suspicious of anyone who tells you that the perfect man or woman is out there, because they don’t actually exist! But if you read and implement the advice in this book, I guarantee that your relationships will improve.

If you are single right now, this book still has a lot to offer you. Don’t wait until you meet someone special. Brush up on your relationship skills now, and the next girl or guy you date will be blown away by your sensitivity, warmth, and fantastic personality. I can’t promise that everyone will fall in love with you, but this book will definitely improve your chances of finding The One. I’m a romantic at heart, and believe that there really is someone out there for everyone. But nothing worth having ever came easy! It’s time to take a close look at how you handle your relationships. Turn the page to get started.
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Chapter two
part I:  Laying The Groundwork For Healthy Relationships







Chapter three
 How Your Communication Skills Can Help You Choose The Right Partner 


Communication skills aren’t just crucial in holding a relationship together. They make all the difference when it comes to choosing the right partner, building rapport, and moving your relationship from the dating stage to long-term commitment.  I’m going to walk you through the strategies you need to filter out bad matches. Believe me, this chapter will save you a lot of time. Communication skills are important in two respects in the early days of a relationship. First, you need to know how to let someone understand who you are and what you want. Second, you need to be able to read the signs that indicate someone isn’t on the same page as you or, even worse, that they have serious emotional or psychological problems. 
[image: image-placeholder]Are you really ready to date?
You might know all about great communication in theory, but if you don’t have the right approach to dating, it won’t get you very far. Before you look for a partner, ask yourself some questions. Psychological research has shown that you absolutely must possess personal insight, the capacity for mutuality, and emotional regulation skills before you can even hope to enter into a good relationship.1 Think of these questions as your preflight check:
Question 1: Do you have insight into your own feelings, and do you know what you really want from a partner?
There’s no point in trying to find a partner if you don’t even know what you want! Think about the kind of relationship you need, the qualities you want in a mate, and what you can learn from past relationships. If you are hazy on what you want, you’ll waste time on people who aren’t remotely suitable for you. Self-knowledge and emotional intelligence are also vital for successful dating. Otherwise, when it comes to talking about your feelings, you’ll find it hard to communicate with your partner.
Question 2: Are you willing to create a relationship based on mutuality?
Are you truly ready to get to know someone as they really are, and to compromise when the going gets tough? All relationships face problems. Using the techniques in this book, you’ll be able to find solutions that work for both of you. However, you need a lot of emotional maturity if you are to meet someone halfway.
Question 3: Can you regulate your emotions?
Have you ever had a partner or friend who used you as their personal therapist? I have! My high school girlfriend, Savannah, was a great match for me in a lot of ways. We shared a few similar interests, had the same sense of humor, and we found each other very attractive. The problem? Savannah had the habit of talking – at length – about all her problems, no matter how trivial, every single time we were together. Whether it was a math teacher who had given her a low grade, her annoying little brother who played his music too loudly, or a friend of hers who had started copying her fashion sense, she wanted to talk about it – for hours.
Savannah was just a teenager. Surely she would have developed better communication skills in her twenties, right? Unfortunately, I’ve seen too many people in their thirties, forties (and beyond!) who never learned how to regulate their own emotions. For example, they come home from a hard day at work and get snappy with their partner. It’s immature, it’s unhealthy, and it’s a big turnoff.
You need to tolerate uncomfortable emotions without taking them out on your partner. If you aren’t in a position to do that, you shouldn’t be looking for a relationship. Your priority, for the sake of your own mental health and that of your future partner, should be on developing your emotional intelligence (EQ) instead. Learn how to recognize your own emotions, and develop some healthy coping strategies.
Reading the signs – valuable communication skills that will see you through the early days of a relationship
Assuming you are ready for a relationship, it’s time to move on to the strategies you should use when you start dating someone. Let’s review what you need to achieve on the first two or three dates:
1)     You want to make sure that your date is searching for a relationship;
2)    You want to make sure that they are capable of healthy communication;
3)    You want to screen your date for red flags;
4)    You want to make sure that the two of you are not fundamentally incompatible.
I’m going to take these points one by one, and show you how to quickly establish whether it’s worth trying to develop a lasting relationship with your date.
1.     Is this person really in the market for a relationship?
I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that the dating world is full of people who just want quick flings, people who are only dating in a bid to get over their ex-partners, and people who aren’t sure what they want from a relationship. It’s inevitable that you’ll come across a few of these types, but you can become skilled at spotting them. Of course, you can’t expect to form a relationship after just one or two dates, but you can find out early on whether someone is searching for something meaningful.
Here’s how to make sure that the two of you are on the same page:
Ask them insightful questions, and see whether they reciprocate: People who are looking for a meaningful relationship want to get to know their date. Once you’ve moved past the small talk stage, ask them a few questions about their favorite dreams and most treasured goals. If they ask you a few similar questions in return – and seem interested in what you have to say – this is a positive sign. It’s not a guarantee that they want a serious relationship, but it’s a good start.
Be on guard for repeated references to physical intimacy: How can I put this nicely? Sometimes, great relationships do start with casual sex. However, someone who is looking for a long-term partner won’t usually make it their mission to talk you into bed within the first couple of dates.
If your date seems particularly keen to hint at their sexual prowess, or keeps asking you about your “preferences,” then they are probably only looking for one thing. Strange attitudes towards physical intimacy that are worlds apart from your own are also a big red flag, because someone who holds odd attitudes towards sex is likely to be dysfunctional in other areas too.2[7] 
Pay attention to any mention of ex-partners: All references to an ex should be brief, relevant, and positive. If they casually mention numerous ex-partners, this isn’t a good sign. It suggests that they have poor judgment when it comes to relationships, that they get bored easily, or that they are afraid of commitment. Proceed with caution! One day, they might decide to talk about you in the same way. This can ruin your reputation.
Look out for references to future scenarios that aren’t compatible with a relationship: When they talk about what they intend to do over the next few months, consider whether they have accounted for a serious relationship. For example, if they tell you that they have just signed up to work for six months in a foreign country and that they leave in eight weeks’ time, they probably aren’t looking for a serious relationship. If they have concrete plans that will take up a lot of their time in the near future, there’s a quick and easy way to uncover their intentions:  “That sounds exciting! I’m guessing it means you won’t be looking for something too serious for a while, then?”
Ask questions that assess their overall outlook on life: Almost any question can be used to gauge your date’s personality. For example, if you ask them what books they have read lately, a pessimistic person will seize the chance to give a scathing review, or at least to dwell on the parts they didn’t like. The most innocent of questions can reveal a lot about someone’s personality. Even if they say that their goal is to find their soulmate, someone who is generally bitter and resentful when talking about everyday topics isn’t ready for a mature relationship. Let them go! You just don’t need that kind of negativity in your life.
Once you are in rapport, you can ask whether they are looking for a relationship: Under no circumstances should you open a date with a question about the other person’s relationship goals, but there is nothing wrong with asking them later on if the date is going well.
If you don’t feel able to ask them outright, take a subtler approach by asking them about their goals for the next five or ten years. If they are looking for a long-term relationship, they will usually take the chance to offer up the information. If not, say something like “No wife/husband and kids in there?” in a light-hearted way. Their response will tell you everything you need to know.
Guess what? If they tell you that they don’t want a relationship, or that they “aren’t the type to settle down,” your job is to believe them and move on. Yes, there is a slim chance that they will change their mind when they realize how great you are, but it’s a poor bet. Be smart and focus on someone who wants the same thing3
2.    Does this person have the ability to communicate in a healthy manner?
Try these tips to find out whether they have a history of good communication with other people, and whether they can handle everyday tension and conflict:
Ask them what kind of people they like to hang out with, or ask them to describe their closest friends: Psychological research backs up the “Birds of a feather flock together” cliché. Most people prefer to hang out with people similar to themselves.4The scientific term for this is “social homophily.” This means that if your date tells you stories that suggest their friends are unpleasant or have poor social skills, you should consider yourself warned.
Try to get a handle on what kind of relationship they have with their parents: As you will learn later in this book, children who have






OEBPS/images/e09cb46f-27d2-4322-85d8-2edc13c0a0d9.png
N

\ BAstl GTRESS MNDAVKET
R MANAGEMENTTUULS
\

N& Q .
{r»q’»ﬁr
N

8 ﬂf@"ﬁmﬂ'ﬁzﬂzﬂzIﬁz",szg‘nf;m
§ heet ngu\;vtlllﬂﬂa:pg\(uu Find Inner Peace





OEBPS/images/28164ac3-f43d-46ae-a731-431418b21655.png






