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ASSERTIVENESS AND ACTIVE LISTENING

ASSERTIVENESS:
Assertiveness is the ability to express your feelings and ask for what you want in the relationship.

Assertiveness is a valuable communication skill. In successful couples, both individuals tend to be quite 
assertive. Rather than assuming their partner can read their minds, they share how they feel and ask 
clearly and directly for what they want.

Assertive individuals take responsibility for their messages by using “I” statements. They avoid statements 
beginning with “you.” In making constructive requests, they are positive and respectful in their communication. 
They use polite phrases such as “please” and “thank you”.

  Examples of Assertive Statements:
  “I’m feeling out of balance. While I love spending time with you, I also want to spend time with my   
  friends. I would like us to fi nd some time to talk about this.”

  “I want to take a ski vacation next winter, but I know you like to go to the beach. I’m feeling confused  
  about what choice we should make.”

ACTIVE LISTENING:
Active listening is the ability to let your partner know you understand them by restating their 
message.

Good communication depends on you carefully listening to another person. Active listening involves 
listening attentively without interruption and then restating what was heard. Acknowledge content AND 
the feelings of the speaker. The active listening process lets the sender know whether or not the message 
they sent was clearly understood by having the listener restate what they heard.

  Examples of Active Listening:
  “I heard you say you are feeling ‘out of balance’, and enjoy the time we spend together but that 
  you also need more time to be with your friends. You want to plan a time to talk about this.”

  “If I understand what you said, you are concerned because you want to go skiing next winter. 
  But you think I would rather to go to the beach. Is that correct?”

COMMUNICATION

“It takes two to speak the truth...one to speak and another to hear.”
—Henry David Thoreau

When each person knows what the other person feels and wants (assertiveness) and 
when each knows they have been heard and understood (active listening), intimacy is 
increased. These two communication skills can help you grow closer as a couple.
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IDENTIFYING MOST CRITICAL ISSUES

Do you control stress in your life or does stress control you?

Stressors are events that cause an emotional and/or physical reaction. Stress can be positive (wedding, 
job promotion) or negative (loss of job, car accident, major illness). But what is important is to be able 
to manage the many stressors in your life.  

One way to manage stress is to prioritize the issues that are most important to you. Another is to decide 
what issues can be changed or resolved and which ones cannot. This exercise will help you focus on the 
high priority issues and those that can be changed (Box 1).

Couple Exercise: 

1. Select up to four issues that are the most stressful for each of you.
2. Review each issue and put it into one of the four cells below.
3. Box 1 contains the “Most Critical Issues.”

COUPLE DISCUSSION:
Select one issue from Box 1 that you will work on together as a couple. 
Work together as a team to achieve your goals.
 1.  Communicate about the issue.
 2.  Use good confl ict resolution skills.
 3.  Be fl exible with one another.   

 PERSONAL STRESS PROFILE

Able to Change  Diffi cult to Change

High
Priority

Low
Priority

Box 1: Most Critical Issues

Box 3

Are you spending too much time 
on low priority issues?

What changes can you each make?

Box 2

Box 4: Least Critical Issues

Can you accept or forget about these issues?

How do you plan to cope?

“Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; the courage to change the things 
I can; and the wisdom to know the difference.”  —Reinhold Niebuhr
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BALANCING YOUR PRIORITIES
First, indicate how much time you “Now” spend on each of these areas. Next, decide on the amount of time 
you would ideally spend—“Your Goal”. Then decide how you can achieve your goal.

WORK:   
   Time on job/school                        
   Bringing work home             
   Commuting          

PERSONAL:  
   Exercise                         
   Television           
   Computer/video games          
   Hobby/Recreation           
   Reading           
   Friends            
   Religious activities           
   Volunteering          
   Sleep (hours per night)          
 
MARRIAGE: (Couple)
   At home together           
   Activities/Dates           
   Discussions (minutes per day)         
 HOME:
   Cleaning           
   Cooking           
   Grocery shopping           
   Errands           
   Lawn/Garden           
   Home maintenance           

FAMILY: (if children at home)
   Number of meals together               
   Family activities                                         
   Transporting children          
   Helping with homework          
   At home together         

COUPLE DISCUSSION:
• What areas feel out of balance to each of you?
• What steps must you take in order for your goal to become reality?   

PERSONAL STRESS PROFILE

 NOW YOUR GOAL How will you move 
                (Hours per week)  toward your goal?

“You can’t stop the waves, but you can learn to surf.”  
—Jon Kabat-Zinn
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WEDDING STRESS

Differences and disagreements are as inevitable in wedding planning as they are in marriage itself. This 
is a good time to learn how to deal with them.  Here are some strategies you might fi nd helpful: 

1. Consider the big picture as it affects each decision. Some decisions will be made consequentially as other wishes 
are discussed. For example, the guest list should be created early because it shapes decisions about facilities 
and costs, among other things.  If one of you wants a tropical beach wedding and the other a home- town 
wedding, you can discuss these options in the light of other issues such as the fact both of you want your frail 
grandparents to come to your wedding. Seeing the larger picture can help you resolve differences.   

2. Ask yourselves who cares more about the issue. You can decide to gracefully adjust your preference if your part-
ner has strong feelings about an issue. You may prefer a small, intimate wedding but your partner has 
cherished the family tradition of a large wedding. Try setting a number that gives more to the person who 
cares the most.

3. Periodically assess your wedding-planning stress and feelings of competency. If your partner has not followed 
through on a task they were responsible for, or if you feel better equipped for a particular task, politely offer 
to help or take over (e.g., “I am interested in photography and have a light work schedule next week. Is it okay if I research 
a photographer?” ). The key is to agree together on a shift of responsibility, rather than saying, “Since you won’t do 
it, I will!”  The person who has been relieved of one responsibility should then offer to help with other re-
sponsibilities.  

4. Teach and learn from one another rather than assuming the other “gets it.” Sometimes one of you will not 
see a problem that is quite clear to the other. You can both educate each other about your families and their 
traditions. The groom from a Catholic family should explain to his Protestant bride what is involved in a 
traditional Catholic wedding, rather than having surprises keep coming up.

5. When you are doing your best to deal with your differences and yet remain polarized, consider whether deeper issues 
are underlying your confl ict. For example, sometimes the issue is not about the size of the wedding 
but about a feeling of envy or competition because one of you has a bigger family or circle of friends. 
Sometimes the issue is not between the two of you, but between one of you and your family members.  
 
The standard tools of effective communication taught in PREPARE/ENRICH are particularly important when 
there is tension between you. Examples are speaking for yourself using “I-statements” rather than attacking the 
other person, listening to understand before proposing solutions, and choosing the best time and place to talk 
about diffi cult matters. Your everyday communication patterns might be fi ne for everyday matters, but when 
you are negotiating a wedding, it’s good to be at your best!  

PERSONAL STRESS PROFILE
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