
CHAPTER 1

What Is Good Communication?

Love. Intimacy. Companionship. For so many of us, the prospect of finding someone to couple and spend our days with marks the pinnacle of our relationship goals. We are pestered our whole lives by songs, TV shows, and novels about how vital it is to find a mate. Over and over again we watch the familiar boy-meets-girl trope play out on the screen. These shiny stories so often center around the perils of wooing a prospective partner, overcoming obstacles, and finally “getting the girl.” Triumphantly, the couple eventually comes together, the credits roll, and everyone lives happily ever after in bliss and harmony. Cheerful moviegoers leave the theater without ever asking the question “What now? What happens next?”

What happens next isn’t always as lighthearted and joyous as those movies would lead us to believe. It’s commonplace for misunderstandings, baggage from old loves, and miscommunication to plague almost every relationship at one time or another. If left unchecked, these issues can lead to insecurity, resentment, anxiety, and shame. The relationship may ultimately fizzle out or ignite into a big blowup and end, leaving us wondering, “Where did it all go wrong?”

We, your authors, Jase, Dedeker, and Emily, have been there, too. It wasn’t long ago that the three of us were navigating the murky waters of bad relationships, crappy first dates, and unmet expectations. Conflict and explosive emotions were par for the course. Maybe you’ll recognize some of your own relationship mishaps in our stories.


EMILY SAYS

It was March 2010. I had just returned to my final quarter of college in Cincinnati after a spring break trip home with my boyfriend. We had only been dating for three months, but I was head over heels in love with the guy. We had so much fun, the sex was great, and he was absolutely adorable. I had a blast showing him off to all my friends and family the previous week when we were together in Tucson. I was leaving my undergraduate program in less than a month, while he was due to stay in Cincinnati getting his master’s for another year or two. I pushed the upcoming prospect of a long-distance relationship out of my mind for the time being. We were great together, enjoying each other’s company, and, besides—he was perfect! We would make it work. What could possibly go wrong?

The week after we got back, he dumped me. He said he had been contemplating doing it before our trip but decided against it because I was obviously so excited to have him meet my friends and family. He agreed the sex was awesome, but I was leaving soon, and we were just “having fun.” And, most egregiously, it was clear to him that I was way more into him than he was into me. It wasn’t cool or sexy to him, so it was time for the relationship to end.

Needless to say, I was shocked and devastated. I was so infatuated with him that it was impossible for me to see the writing on the wall. I should have raised an eyebrow at all the noncommittal answers to my friends’ questions when they asked what his favorite thing was about me or how we were going to stay together once I moved away after college. I should have realized we didn’t have that much in common and that most of our quality time together was spent between the sheets. But mostly I should have recognized that we never had an honest discussion about how we really felt about one another, what we each wanted out of the relationship, and what our plans were for the future.

Each of us had an internal story about the nature of the relationship that was completely opposite! He was looking for a fun, short-term fling, and I was looking for someone to fill the massive, companion-sized hole in my heart. Neither of us was wrong for what we wanted, but both of us failed to communicate our true feelings and intentions. This was certainly not the first time something like this had happened to me, and the pattern of burying my head in the sand and failing to communicate my wants and needs to my partners would continue for many years to come.




JASE SAYS

In my twenties, after being together for almost two years, my girlfriend and I decided to get engaged. We got along incredibly well, and it was the lowest-conflict relationship I’d had up to that point. She felt the same way, so we decided to buy each other rings and planned on a long engagement before getting married. I felt like I had it all figured out: I had cracked the code of relationships and was finally getting my happily ever after. This relationship was a source of pride at how I’d managed to find someone who really got me, who was fun and social, and who encouraged me to succeed. We traveled together for six months and then moved to Seattle to start figuring out our careers and lives.

Over the following year, things were challenging as we both tried to find work. She tried several different jobs, which didn’t work out for one reason or another, and I ended up going to beauty school to become a hairstylist. We both did our best to support and encourage each other despite any challenges that arose. During those explorations, we each learned new skills, found new interests, and made new friends, but we also began to drift apart from one another. It’s easy to realize after the fact, but at the time I thought everything was fine. We were having a lot less sex, and we had more disagreements while living in a one-bedroom apartment together, but that seemed normal. It was just part of the process of settling down and establishing a life.

Our communication was good when it came to talking about other people, politics, or more philosophical topics, but we struggled to effectively share our own inner journeys as we explored our careers and made friends in a new city. Growth is an essential part of life, no matter your age, but we were failing to share that growth with each other.

After a year and a half of being engaged, we broke up with “I love you, but I’m not in love with you anymore,” and she moved back to the Midwest. I was heartbroken that I’d lost the relationship, but it was also a huge hit to my pride. I had been so sure that I had figured it out and had won the relationship game. I was so quick to brag to others about my success that when it all fell apart, I was ashamed and embarrassed on top of all the hurt and sadness. I had fallen into the trap of identifying with my relationship as a status symbol—a marker of success for a well-adjusted member of society. The breakup took me years to recover from.




DEDEKER SAYS

I literally couldn’t speak. I was shivering on the front lawn of my high school, staring daggers at my friend Miguel (Friend? Boyfriend? Even that hadn’t been clearly communicated between us). I don’t even remember the content of our falling-out that day, but I remember that I was upset, angry, sad, and feeling a billion other emotions that I needed him to hear, but my teeth were glued together. I remember his perplexed face as he asked question after question, trying to get something out of me, but I was a statue. It wasn’t that I wanted to give him the silent treatment. This wasn’t a punishment or a manipulation. It was just the only way that I knew how to be in the face of turbulent emotions. Somewhere between my brain and my mouth, there was blaring static, a signal too fuzzy for the muscles of my lips and tongue to even parse in the first place. Even if I could open my mouth, all that would come out would be either incoherent gibberish, a primal wail, or, worst of all—a stumbling yet honest account of what I was feeling and what I wanted. For any of the above to escape would usher in a fate worse than death, so my jaw remained wired shut.

Some version of this interaction plagued every subsequent adult relationship I had. Over time I learned to fine-tune it. It turns out that emotional freeze-outs and verbal shutdowns work nicely for the moments where you do want to punish or manipulate someone. This communication approach set me up for a real bind: I had to avoid upset feelings and relationship conflict at all costs. The only way to accomplish this was to find a partner who could provide what I wanted and who could make me feel safe and loved. I couldn’t reliably express what I wanted or ask for what would make me feel safe and loved, so I had to hope against hope that maybe in my next relationship I’d finally find someone who already knew all this information without me having to tell them.

This slowly became my definition of compatibility, not based on personalities, communication styles, or alignment of life goals and values, but on something more elusive and impossibly magical. Magic is an essential line item on the bill of goods we’re all sold, assured that these are the only ingredients needed for the love of a lifetime. I recall plenty of magical mind reading and grand romantic gestures in the Disney films and rom-coms of my youth. What’s harder to recall is any scene where the princess vulnerably asks the prince if they can set up a weekly date night.



We have each had our fair share of breakups, breakdowns, and breakthroughs in our personal relationship journeys. At some point each of us had a similar thought, one that you may have had yourself: there has to be a better way. There has to be something out there that could solve these problems, or at least help to avoid having so many of them. There had to be some tip or trick that would help break bad habits and move us toward healthier and happier partnerships, rather than doing the same thing over and over again in the hope that it would someday get better.

The Multiamory Podcast: Origin Story

In the midst of these negative relationship routines and habitual toxicity, the three of us yearned for something different. Jase and Emily met not long after she moved to Los Angeles and spent two and a half years in a traditional, monogamous relationship. After a brief separation, they realized they were interested in exploring what other people had to offer emotionally and sexually yet wanted to maintain the intimate companionship that they still had with each other. It was the decision to break away from traditional monogamy and a foray into polyamory that eventually led Jase and Emily to meet Dedeker, who was already in the midst of her own polyamorous journey with another partner. We all stumbled through many exciting and scary firsts: meeting metamours (our partners’ other partners), experimenting with triad and quad relationships, and many other different, subversive, and novel ways of relating.

It was during this time, back in 2014, that the Multiamory podcast was born. We knew there were many people besides those in our social sphere who were also practicing nonmonogamy, but we didn’t know just how prevalent it had become. Polls suggest at least one in five Americans has practiced some form of consensual nonmonogamy in their lifetime. Yet, there were still few resources available at the time on how to conduct healthy polyamorous relationships. Additionally, many traditional relationship advice shows were advocating incredibly toxic and unhealthy practices (and sadly many still do today). Most of the relationship advice we found was based solely on traditional, mainstream views of how relationships should look and geared primarily toward people seeking a monogamous, long-term commitment. We craved information that dared to explore new ways of thinking about relationships with an emphasis on psychology, neuroscience, and research. Planning, writing, and recording weekly episodes of the podcast led us to research from other leaders in the relationship field, and we began crafting unique tools to better our own relationships as well as those of our budding listenership.

As time went on, we began to notice how many of the things we were discussing in the polyamorous space echoed many of our experiences when we were monogamous. We heard from listeners in traditional relationships that they were also finding value from hearing about polyamorous approaches to crafting relationships. Our deeply nonmonogamous podcast started to shift to include all forms of love, from consciously chosen monogamy to ethical polyamory, queerplatonic friendships, chosen family, relationship anarchy, and more. (If you aren’t familiar with some of these terms, don’t worry. The point is, there are a lot of different ways to do relationships!) Our community grew, and we were able to gain wisdom and feedback from others whose experiences were different from our own. We learn right along with our listeners every day, and we have continued to adjust and fine-tune the ways in which we approach and experience communication in our own relationships.

The landscape of our own bonds with one another has changed over the course of creating the podcast. Emily and Jase are no longer in a romantic relationship, yet Jase and Dedeker remain in a polyamorous relationship together. Emily, on the other hand, has been happily monogamous with her partner, Josh, for many years. Our collective years of experience with many different types of relationships (and making all kinds of huge mistakes along the way) have been instrumental in the ongoing health of our individual connections, as well as the ongoing partnership between the three of us. However you choose to identify your romantic relationships, the tools outlined here can enact meaningful and positive changes.

There is no shortage of relationship advice bombarding us in the form of podcasts, books, blogs, articles, counselors, and weeklong retreats. Some of it is fabulous, and some is surprisingly unhealthy. When something piques our interest, we’ve taken a closer look into that advice to see if it will resonate well with our audience. Through trial and error, we’ve found that so much of the wisdom out there is often difficult to integrate into one’s life in a practical way, or it’s simply geared toward only one specific type of relationship. Our goal has been to tailor communication tools so that they are effective no matter what type of relationship you are in, simple enough to understand, and easy to remember and apply in your daily life. If we can make it into an acronym somehow, even better!

Our hope for readers of this book is the same hope we hold for everyone who listens to the podcast. Whether you are monogamous, polyamorous, swinging, casually dating, or if you just want to do relationships differently, we hope you can use these tools and lessons to have better relationships with others and with yourself. We see you, and we’re here for you. Now, let’s dive into some key concepts that will be important for the journey ahead!

Why should we strive for good communication?

Good communication is essential for healthy relationships. Without it, we face the constant struggle of our own internal stories about why our partner thinks and behaves the way they do, and we are subject to our partner’s internal stories as well. It can become extraordinarily irritating to play guessing games about why a partner said something a certain way, why they seem upset, or what it is that they want out of their life in the next five years. Yet most media outlets tell us that an ideal union occurs when you and your partner are so well matched that you intuitively know exactly what each other is thinking. In reality, learning to read your partner’s mind is an impossible goal, resulting in hurt, frustration, and failure, and we argue that it should be stricken from the world’s lists of relationship goals!

Instead, we should be seeking more effective ways to listen to our partners, asking sincere questions about their state of being, and cultivating compassion for the things that bring about painful emotions. Our partners evolve and change throughout the course of a relationship, just like we do. Their thoughts and feelings about things that were important to them when you began your relationship may develop and shift over time. We are all fluid and dynamic creatures and can’t expect our own needs or the needs of our partners to stay static throughout the trajectory of the relationship. The ability to communicate those fluctuating needs, thoughts, desires, and feelings is key.

But don’t just take our word for it! In 2021, researchers Terri Conley and Jennifer Piemonte, from the University of Michigan, published a paper combining the results of five studies of couples in different types of nonmonogamous relationships. When analyzing the collected results, they found that good communication skills were one of the most significant factors in predicting relationship satisfaction. As they wrote in the paper, “those who use more effective communication strategies and know their partners’ partners better have better outcomes.” Our communication patterns can clearly show the health of our relationships, too. Dr. John Gottman and the Gottman Institute can make wildly accurate predictions of whether or not a couple will break up by simply observing the couple discuss a conflict for fifteen minutes. While many other things can drastically affect relationship satisfaction, including money problems, environmental stress, positive or negative interaction, and individual personality traits, communication is one of the most vital areas that can make or break a relationship.

What is a relationship?

In order to talk about improving relationships, it is worth taking a moment to clarify what we mean by “relationship.” For most people, the word relationship brings to mind dating, romance, and sex, yet we have relationships with every single person we come into contact with (some more brief than others). You have a relationship with your mail carrier, with your neighbor, with your family members, and with your coworkers. You even have a relationship with us by reading this book or listening to our podcast! Clearly, these connections are not all the same. Some may be much closer than others, some may involve physical touch, some may be more intentional, and others may be circumstantial.

The tools we present in this book are meant to improve every relationship, which means they don’t have to be limited to just romantic or sexual relationships. In the following chapters, we often use romantic couples as examples, and we usually refer to the people involved as partners, but these tools can be applied to any intentional relationship. You may not sit down for a relationship check-in conversation with your mail carrier, but you certainly could with your sister or a close friend. Communication is the lifeblood of any close partnership, whether that involves physical intimacy, romance, or none of the above. At the end of the day, we get to choose which relationships we want to enhance and cultivate, and we get to work together with others to determine how we want to foster the relationship, regardless of their external category. We like how philosopher and author Carrie Jenkins puts it: “What I call ‘eudaemonic’ (good-spirited) love can be thought of as a creative project—the collaborative telling of a new story. It is not about the passive acceptance of existing scripts.”

As you read the tools in this book, be sure to spend some time thinking about the various relationships in your life to evaluate which tools may be a good fit.

What is relationship success?

This may seem like a simple question, but it is actually one of the core challenges in relationship research and education. Traditionally, when it came to measuring the success of a romantic relationship, the only metric used was time—the longer the relationship, the more successful it is. We tend to think that if a relationship lasts a long time, it’s a success, and if it only lasts a short time, then it is a failure. Based on this very narrow definition of success, we can end up glorifying a fifty-year relationship full of abuse, lying, manipulation, and general misery over a six-month relationship based on honesty, compassion, and joy. Don’t get us wrong—having a long-lasting, caring, happy relationship is fantastic, but when we get too focused on duration, we can lose sight of what truly makes relationships healthy.

Our culture encourages us to become goal oriented in our intimate relationships. We may focus on hitting specific milestones or markers of commitment, rather than questioning whether the relationship itself is a positive influence in our own life as well as our partner’s. Do you know someone who perceives their relationship this way and is hyperfocused on their goals of getting to the next step, whether moving in together, getting married, or having a baby? They may get short-lived fulfillment from pursuing their goals, only to eventually have a rude awakening once they achieve them. Sadly, their enthusiasm for the relationship may dissolve once they don’t have another goal to pursue.

Author Amy Gahran calls this phenomenon “the relationship escalator” and argues, “The Relationship Escalator is one of many social scripts—customs for how people are ‘supposed’ to behave, and how we ‘should’ think or feel in certain contexts, situations or interactions. These customs benefit many people, but not always, and not everyone.” She also spoke on how the one-size-fits-all escalator mentality that many counselors, books, and podcasts adhere to can ultimately harm those who aren’t in pursuit of that type of relationship: “Assuming that the traditional Relationship Escalator is the only type of important intimate relationship that people should have or want reinforces the strong social privilege available only to couples on the Escalator.”

While we agree that it’s important to have personal and shared goals, we strive to help listeners, clients, and ourselves refocus relationship pursuits by bringing a spirit of inquiry. “Eight billion people cannot fit under one way of living,” says Michelle Hy, nonmonogamy advocate and creator of the Polyamorous While Asian Instagram account. “While it can feel daunting, it’s helpful to remember that because each of us has decades of mono- and amato-normative programming to sift through; relearning will not happen overnight. Everyone’s timeline is different, and the least we can do is to remain actively curious. Why are you in the relationships you’re in? If no one cared or judged you, what would your relationships (with others and with yourself) look like? Are these structures serving you, or are you serving the idea of these structures?”


WHAT THE HECK DOES “AMATONORMATIVE” MEAN?

If you’ve never heard this term before, don’t worry! The term amatonormativity was coined by Dr. Elizabeth Brake to describe the societal pressure to pursue a romantic, sexual, long-term monogamous relationship, especially marriage, and the assumption that everyone wants the same thing. In her writings, she uses the term to point out how this assumption minimizes and invalidates people who don’t fit that one mold, such as asexual, aromantic, or nonmonogamous people, and causes us to treat single people as incomplete and somehow lacking.

A similar term, mononormative, is used for the assumption that monogamous relationships are the only valid or worthwhile relationships and that anyone who isn’t in one should be seeking to enter one.



What is a healthy relationship?

When we talk about healthy relationships, what do we mean? Loveisrespect.org, a national resource to prevent abuse and intimate partner violence, uses the acronym REST to describe healthy relationships. REST stands for Respect, Equality, Safety, and Trust. We believe these four words should be the baseline for what a healthy relationship looks like. In other words, both partners consistently respecting each other, working to create an equal and fair partnership, feeling safe with their partner, and being trustworthy are not relationship goals, but the bare minimum we should expect from our relationships. Sadly, there are many relationships out there that do not meet this standard. If you’re in a relationship where one or all of these pillars are missing, we encourage and advocate for you to examine your relationship and see if it is causing more harm than good. As we say all the time on the show, it’s okay to break up.

On the other hand, if your relationship has hit a snag that you can’t seem to untangle, if you and your partner feel apathy creeping in, or if you experience a myriad of little fights and want to break an unhealthy pattern, the tools in this book will help steer you back in the right direction. Our goal is to give you lasting advice on how to alter the way in which you connect with your partners on a fundamental level, and infuse more support, kindness, affection, and love—basically all the good stuff that make relationships a joy. Ultimately, healthy communication can turn a decent relationship into an amazing one and can help us to respectfully end or change our unhealthy relationships so we can focus more on ones that truly lift us up.

What to expect in this book

This book has taken on many different iterations in the writing process. Initially it was going to be a companion to the entire Multiamory episode catalog (literally impossible to do when you’re producing new episodes every week). Then it was going to be a manual solely focused on RADAR, our template for creating monthly relationship check-ins with partners (which ended up as Chapter 7). Where we’ve arrived is a book that’s part companion and part tool kit. We’ve tried to design this book to be as approachable as possible, whether you’ve listened to every single Multiamory episode, only a handful, or none at all. And just like our podcast, you may find it best to read straight from beginning to end, or you may find it more useful to check the Table of Contents and jump around to the tools that will be the most effective for your current situation. Let’s look at what you can expect as you make your way through this book.

ROAD MAP TO THE TOOLS

Here’s a sneak preview of each tool you’ll encounter:

• CHAPTER 2: The Triforce of Communication—Here’s where you’ll learn how to metacommunicate and get what you actually need out of conversations through three specific, easy-to-use communication approaches.

• CHAPTER 3: Spewers and Chewers—This chapter lays out the fine points of internal and external processing and will help you determine your personal processing style, including strategies to use if your partner’s style is similar to or different from your own.

• CHAPTER 4: Microscripts—In this chapter you’ll learn how to create short, predetermined interactions between you and your partner to interrupt old patterns, defuse tension, create new habits, and act as a shortcut to healthier communication.

• CHAPTER 5: Boundaries—We dispel common misconceptions about what boundaries are and when they should be used and provide an exercise for determining your own true boundaries. You’ll also learn to use our SELF tool to create actionable, unilateral ways to enforce your boundaries with others and, even more importantly, with yourself.

• CHAPTER 6: Repair SHOP—You will learn a process for coming back together after conflict so that a disagreement or argument can actually encourage growth rather than destruction and resentment.

• CHAPTER 7: RADAR—This chapter will cover RADAR, a check-in formula for regularly maintaining the health of your relationships. This framework has been life changing for many of us and will help you and your partner collaborate on creating your ideal relationship.

• EXTRA TOOLS—This is a collection of short summaries of additional tools created by others that have been instrumental to our own communication practices, as well as a few more of our own tools and concepts.

• REFERENCES—Any books, studies, or other resources we mention throughout this book can be found in the references section. We also provide more details about all our special guests so you can look them up and support their work.

PERSONAL STORIES

We’ve done our best to include stories that involve real-life applications for each tool. In addition to our personal experiences, we also share narratives based on real-world experiences told to us by our listeners. Most stories use pseudonyms and may have details changed or have multiple stories blended together in order to preserve privacy.

MULTIPLE RELATIONSHIP STYLES, MULTIPLE VIEWPOINTS

Over the years, our scope has broadened as we strive to create relationship resources that are as inclusive as possible. We aim to acknowledge and incorporate some of the additional complexities of nonmonogamy alongside concerns felt in monogamous relationships. Throughout this book, you’ll find examples and anecdotes from a mix of different relationship viewpoints, including polyamory, various different forms of nonmonogamy, as well as traditional monogamy. When we use the word partner, that may refer to a spouse, lover, best friend, an exclusive romantic connection, or just one of many people in a polycule.

Being exposed to different relationship practices may bring up challenging feelings. For you hard-core polyamorous folks, it may mean setting aside judgment toward monogamous relationships and trying to generate some empathy. For monogamous folks, this may mean examining any feelings of alarm, discomfort, or intrigue that come up when presented with nonmainstream ways of relating. For heterosexual and cisgender readers, that might mean uncomfortable exposure to challenges that you may not have faced in your own life. We want to create a world that has room for many different relationship formats with many different types of people, and we hope that you can help us in that pursuit. As Amy Gahran, author of Stepping Off the Relationship Escalator, says, “Important personal intimate relationships have never, ever been one size fits all. Recognizing and embracing this reality of diversity simply makes you . . . realistic.” We encourage you to give yourself the chance to learn from relationships and people whose lives and loves may look very different from your own.

With that in mind, this is not a book about polyamory, and we will not cover subjects like how to open up your relationship for the first time, navigating jealousy, or where to find potential partners. There are many wonderful books out there on the subject, including Dedeker’s first book, The Smart Girl’s Guide to Polyamory. The tools and tips in this book apply to any kind of relationship and have been thoroughly tested by us and our listeners in both monogamous and nonmonogamous partnerships.

SPECIAL GUESTS

The work of some of our favorite people in the relationship-betterment field is discussed often on our podcast and will be referenced throughout this book. While we’ve created some of our own tools from scratch or changed an existing tool into something more practical and comprehensive for our audience, there are also many tools from others that we discuss and utilize on a regular basis. In addition to our own experiences and the knowledge we’ve gained from our clients and listeners over the years, our guests each add their own perspectives, and we hope you enjoy getting to learn from their insights. You will find quotes throughout this book from many other educators, writers, researchers, and therapists who regularly use our tools and others who have inspired us.

TAKEAWAYS AND HOMEWORK

There is a lot of great information in this book and floating around in the relationship advice space, but it goes to waste if we don’t find specific ways to incorporate that knowledge into our individual lives. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a list of key concepts to remember as well as quick reference guides when applicable. These can act as a cheat sheet for when these tools get put to the test in real life. We’ve also included homework at the end of each chapter in the form of journal prompts or exercises to further drive home each concept and provide a pathway for applying them to your relationships.

BONUS: A GRAB BAG OF TOOLS!

There’s a fun bonus in the last chapter: a big ol’ grab bag of tools, tips, guidance, and other wisdom that we’ve found particularly useful. Some of it comes from us, but most of it comes from other great thinkers and educators that have inspired us over the years. If we mention a tool or concept that you’re unfamiliar with, it’s likely there is a more thorough explanation in the Extra Tools chapter. We’ll include information in each section as to where you can find more in-depth details regarding each tool.

Before We Begin

We cannot overstate the power of incorporating intentional check-ins, an understanding of your processing style, and clear meta-communication into your relationships. But we also don’t want to set up the expectation that these tools are cure-alls. Sadly, this is not a book of magic spells (we’ll start working on a grimoire of our own once we’ve launched our next podcast, Multisorcery). These are some important truths to bear in mind as you begin applying these tools to your relationships.

EVEN THE BEST COMMUNICATION TOOL IN THE WORLD CAN’T FORCE SOMEONE TO COMMUNICATE IF THEY DON’T WANT TO.

We don’t have any secret manipulative devices to get your partners to open up and share their vulnerabilities. We can’t promise that if you just use this one weird trick your partner will always be forthright and honest. There’s no special text-message template to guarantee your new crush will finally text you back. However, the content of this book will help you create the conditions that make it easier to open up and share the scary, tender stuff, easier to be honest even when it’s awkward, and easier to let go when someone isn’t communicating the way you’d prefer them to.

Someone who “refuses to communicate” is probably not just being stubborn for the sake of stubbornness. An aversion or inability to communicate can often be an indicator that the person doesn’t know how to talk about a particular topic. They may have never had this kind of conversation modeled for them. This particular subject may have been taboo where they grew up. They might be too scared or overwhelmed by the topic. They may feel too much hurt and trauma regarding the topic, so much so that they don’t think they can open their mouth without falling apart. They may think the topic will not be received in a gentle or compassionate way. There are a million reasons why communication is difficult in general, and our own individual experiences, preferences, and hang-ups complicate it even further. If there is someone in your life who refuses to communicate, get curious, and to the best of your ability, get compassionate. At the end of the day, though, you can’t do someone else’s personal growth for them.

EVEN THE BEST COMMUNICATION TOOL IN THE WORLD CAN BE MISUSED AND ABUSED.

We’ve heard countless stories of people giving up after trying all kinds of techniques: nonviolent communication, countless forms of couples’ counseling, active listening, and even some of our own tools. Usually, the negative experience is tied to a partner’s bad behavior, using an allegedly “healthy” communication technique to perpetuate unhealthy patterns of control.

Unfortunately, this is all too easy to do. Even with good intentions, any tool can be misunderstood or misapplied, leading to confusion or hurt feelings. At worst, a particular communication framework can be used intentionally to justify making unfair demands, belittling a partner, or gaslighting. There is even precedent that suggests otherwise healthy communication tools or couples’ therapy may make an already abusive relationship even worse.

How can we prevent this? To start, focus on connecting to your deeper purpose for wanting to communicate at all. Chances are high that you’re craving safety, security, closeness, understanding, compassion, or collaboration—all good things that are fundamental to healthy relationships. Let that be your guiding light, and if the way a tool is being used is getting in the way of that, either customize or set it aside for now. You might also consider consulting individually with a trusted professional such as a counselor or coach to help determine if you may be in an unhealthy dynamic.

EVEN THE BEST COMMUNICATION TOOL IN THE WORLD CAN FAIL TO “FIX” INCOMPATIBILITIES OR RESCUE A DYSFUNCTIONAL RELATIONSHIP.

The sad reality is that many people don’t start thinking about communicating intentionally until there is already a backlog of problems and a track record of bad habits. That doesn’t mean that it’s too late to make a change, but the path ahead may require a lot of hard work. That being said, it’s unlikely there is a single tool, book, therapist, or approach that can miraculously erase set-in patterns overnight, and be wary of anyone that makes such claims. Again, we want to encourage you to enlist the help of a trusted friend, family member, or therapist to help explore the possibility that your relationship may not be serving you anymore. Sometimes it’s best to end the relationship and appreciate it for all the lessons it has taught you while moving forward in search of something healthier and less fraught with conflict and pain. If you are starting from a place of knowing that your relationship is healthy enough to be worth improving, then congratulations! You are already much more likely to build an amazing, life-affirming relationship.

WE LOVE RESEARCH! BUT RESEARCH HAS ITS LIMITS.

On the show and in this book, we strive to include as much evidence-based advice and research findings as we can. While not all relationship advice has to be empirically supported by hard science in order to be valid, looking at research can help answer some important questions. Is this common relationship advice actually bullshit? Or is there a grain of truth to it? Are there factors influencing my relationships, communication, or mental health that I’m not even aware of? In a landscape now inundated with competing opinions about what truly makes relationships work, studies, surveys, and various forms of analyses can help to draw a distinction between the helpful and the unhelpful. We try to incorporate the best of both worlds: tried-and-true relationship wisdom combined with evidence-based approaches.

However, even research is limited. Historically, researchers have recruited study participants from a homogenous population of undergrad students, often wholly excluding people of color; women; people with disabilities; nonbinary, trans, and queer folks; people in consensually nonmonogamous relationships; happily single people; willingly unmarried people, and the list goes on and on. We are seeing this start to shift in recent years, but remember that some research findings may not be completely applicable to everyone.

In addition, directions of correlation and causation in research can often be sensationalized and misconstrued, usually by the media. This pops up in relationship research all the time. A particular study may find that cooking and eating dinner together with a partner on a regular basis is correlated with a higher average household income. What usually happens next is that a media outlet will pounce on the study and publish a headline to the tune of MAKE DINNER FOR YOUR GIRLFRIEND IF YOU WANT TO BE RICH!!!

The problem is this fictional study hasn’t established that cooking dinner together causes the household income to rise. It only establishes that these two things are associated with each other. Further research is needed to clarify what’s actually going on here—do people who eat dinner together have a more calm, stable home life, and that’s what contributes to better job performance and thus higher income? Or do these people already have a higher income, which enables them to have the extra resources necessary to buy good ingredients, in addition to having the free time to dedicate to cooking? We encourage you to be on the lookout for correlation-causation mix-ups in any research that you encounter in articles, blogs, clickbait news stories, or even daily conversation!

Good research is uncovering new findings every day, as well as recognizing its own limitations. In time, some of the research we cite in this book may be contradicted or replaced by newer studies. Beware of any claims that something is “scientifically proven”—there is no such thing, and everything is subject to revision and reanalysis. This is fundamental to the scientific process, and that’s a good thing!

REMEMBER TO CUSTOMIZE . . .

There is no one-size-fits-all communication tool, which is why we encourage everyone to call on their inner creative forces and customize a tool to fit the person you are today and the relationship you are in today. You know your strengths and weaknesses, and you probably know your partner’s strengths and weaknesses as well. Some tools in this book may feel clunky and inorganic until you find ways to make them your own. Most of this book is written with intimate partnerships in mind, but we encourage you to find ways to use these tools with family, friends, coworkers, or in any relationship where you’re seeking better communication. Ultimately, any tool you use should be serving the real purpose and longing underneath it. Like we said above, getting clear on your purpose will give you clues about the best ways to customize any particular tool.

. . . DON’T WEAPONIZE!

Please don’t misuse these tools. We created them with a foundation of kindness and compassion, serving the ultimate purpose of making it easier to listen, understand, and connect deeply with the people you love. However, as we stated before, many communication tools can also be manipulated and twisted to cause harm rather than help. If you find this starting to happen, or a particular tool isn’t working for you, engage your creativity to see if you can customize it to a better fit. If it’s still not working, scrap it altogether. We won’t be offended. There are thousands of techniques, approaches, tips, and tricks for improving communication and handling relationship friction. We would rather you explore and find what works for you and the relationship you are in today rather than force one of our tools to work when it clearly is not.

Go forth!

We are so excited to share this book and our customizable tools with you now. While we truly appreciate those of you who are fans of our work, you certainly don’t need to be one of our listeners to get something out of this book. Our hope is that regardless of your background and relationship configuration, you will find these tools to be a fantastic jumping-off point for you and your partners in times of struggle, apathy, and even moments of joy. We strive to go beyond the conventional tips, tricks, and quick fixes of other relationship advice models and instead dig deeper into where your values, ethics, and beliefs lie to help you turn to them for guidance when situations get challenging. If at first you don’t succeed, try not to get discouraged! We’ve personally used these tools hundreds and hundreds of times, and while we still have moments of communication mishaps, they have become less frequent the more we have practiced communicating intentionally. There will always be unexpected moments when it comes to engaging in intimate relationships, but often those challenges can be a catalyst for each of you to break through into new levels of understanding and affection. So, if you are ready, strap in, hold on, and get ready to elevate your relationships in ways you never thought possible!

Homework

We’re hitting the ground running with a journal exercise before we even get to the good stuff. Before embarking on this journey, it’s important to connect to your why. Take a moment to reflect on why you picked up this book (if the reason is “because Multiamory is the best,” that’s okay by us). But beyond being our biggest fan, what’s drawing you to the tools in this book? Is there a specific tool that catches your attention? Do you want your partner to read this book or to try out a particular tool? As you read, keep asking questions and drilling down to the foundation of what you are really longing for. Understanding your purpose and desires will be the key to understanding the most effective ways to use these tools and how to talk to your partner about using these tools. Here are a few examples to get the juices flowing:

I’m longing for . . .

• a feeling of closeness and safety in my relationships

• a chance to be truly listened to and understood

• my relationship conflicts to feel shorter, easier, and lighter

• the opportunity to know and understand what my partner is thinking and feeling

• ways to honestly express my feelings and desires

• the ability to say no without feeling guilt and shame

With these motivations fresh in your mind, let’s continue on to learn about the tools themselves!


CHAPTER 2

The Triforce of Communication:
 Go Meta in Your Conversations

Taylor and Sebastian had a solid relationship, but Sebastian’s new job was starting to take a toll on them both. Sebastian often needed to work overtime late into the night, sometimes even through the weekend. Taylor was proud of Sebastian for finally getting this new position, and he did his best to be supportive and understanding, even when they had to put their own date night plans on hold.

But there was one night that Taylor finally hit his limit. After several consecutive days of Sebastian needing to postpone or cancel their plans to meet up, Taylor was feeling lonely and frustrated. It was getting harder and harder to listen with compassion whenever Sebastian unpacked his day with him over the phone. He knew he wanted to talk about his frustrations, and he was hoping to get some acknowledgment and empathy from Seb in return.

After Sebastian got home that night, Taylor came over for a late dinner. He was eager to discuss his feelings with Sebastian. Taylor sat down at the dinner table, took a breath, and began, “Listen, there’s something that’s been on my mind for a while. I’m happy for you getting this new job, but this past week not being able to see you as much has been incredibly hard for me . . .”

Taylor continued, but Sebastian was stone-faced. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. They had already talked at length about what this job would mean for Sebastian’s life, how it would help him finally get out of debt, and they had even strategized on how to make the transition smoother. Seb gritted his teeth until Taylor had finished speaking his piece.

“I’ve already been clear that I’m not putting in overtime for the rest of this week,” he said tersely. “And I’ve been doing my best to text you during the day and stay in touch. We both acknowledged this would be a tough transition. What else do you want from me?”

Taylor was taken aback. This was not the response he was expecting.

“I . . . I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t think you need to do anything; I’m just saying that it feels lonely sometimes.”

“I could try calling more often on my lunch break,” he offered, exasperated. “But I can’t take a huge chunk out of my workday. I have a hard enough time doing everything I need to do as it is.”

“No, that’s not what I’m asking for!” Taylor insisted. “I want you to be able to focus on your work. I’m not asking you to change that. But all this overtime has an impact on me, too, and I don’t feel like you see that.”

“Of course I see that, but there really isn’t anything else I can do about it!”

The Purposes of Communication

All communication has a purpose. Sometimes the purpose of one’s communication is abundantly clear:


“I’m telling you this because I want to come clean.”

“I have to take my mom to the doctor today. Do you mind picking up the kids for me?”

“I am sorry for how short I’ve been toward you in our recent conversations. I’ve been under a lot of stress at work.”

“Multiamory ’s book is the best thing since sliced bread, and I’m going to tell everyone about it!”



But other times, the purpose of communication can be murkier. In Taylor and Sebastian’s story, neither one of them had a clear grasp on what the actual purpose of the conversation was. Taylor may not have known exactly what he was seeking from Sebastian, but he knew that it was not what Seb was giving him. Sebastian had an idea of what he thought Taylor wanted but felt frustrated and powerless to help him.

Not only were these two unclear about each other’s intentions, they were actively communicating at cross-purposes based on assumptions they had made about those intentions. In Sebastian and Taylor’s case, it led to needless exasperation, defensiveness, and hurt. At the end of the conversation, neither of them came away having gotten what they wanted.

This is not a newly discovered problem. We’ve all heard some variation of the Taylor and Sebastian story, especially if you’ve ever read any other relationship advice book. However, this tale is usually told
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