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Successful relationships with an intimate partner require
nurturing and attention. There are no quick fixes or
fast-track methods to satisfaction and happiness in a
long-term relationship. Most strategies for enhancing
your relationship require repetition and practice over
time. Six fact sheets from Purdue Extension – Health and
Human Sciences address six areas of couple relationship
challenges. The information in the fact sheets is based on
research by prominent marriage and couple researchers
such as John Gottman, Sue Johnson, and Howard Markman.
The titles in this series are:
• HHS-742-W, Handling Conflict with Your Partner and
Staying Emotionally Connected
• HHS-743-W, Making Time to Talk to Your Partner
• HHS-744-W, A Fine Balance: The Magic Ratio to a
Healthy Relationship
• HHS-745-W, Increasing the Positives in Your Relationship
• HHS-746-W, The Art of Complaining: Getting Your Concerns
Across Without Criticizing
• HHS-747-W, Sharing Dreams and Goals: Creating an
Emotional Connection
These publications are available at
Purdue Extension’s Education Store
www.the-education-store.com

You are on your cell phone talking to someone when all of
a sudden the line goes silent. You know the call was dropped
or disconnected. Sometimes relationships with people we
care about can feel like that, especially when there is conflict
in the relationships. You may wonder if your partner can still
hear you. You may wonder if you are still emotionally
connected to your partner. Sometimes you may feel like you
have been dropped.
Conflict is normal in all relationships, but it can cause
intimate partners to feel emotionally disconnected from each
other. When it happens in your closest relationships, you
may worry. If you learn to communicate better, you can stay
connected and build a better relationship. This fact sheet
will help you with that. There are three steps to better
communication.

1. Understand emotions
Emotions are a part of being human. Emotions help
people feel connected to others. They help you notice
danger. They help you notice when things are not going
right. And they help you know when things are going well.
People experience emotions at two levels. First,
there are feelings that come fast and are on the surface.
The second level involves feelings that are under the surface.
It usually takes longer to become aware of those feelings.
• Level 1 — Surface feelings: These can be emotions such
as anger, irritation, and frustration. These feelings often
come up first in a conflict. Showing these feelings may
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make you and your partner feel disconnected.
These feelings usually provide incomplete
information to your partner about what you
are experiencing. For example, when a
person is angry he or she may also be
experiencing other feelings such as hurt or
disappointment.
• Level 2 — Underlying
feelings: These are feelings
that are deeper and may be
hidden. They can be emotions such as sadness, hurt,
or disappointment. These
are “softer” feelings, and
your partner may be
more open to hearing
these from you than feelings
such as anger or frustration.
Becoming more aware of the Level 2
feelings and communicating them to your
partner can help increase connectedness.
Feelings are not good or bad — they just
are. The important thing is what you do with
your feelings.

2. Connect with your own
emotions
Become aware of your own
feelings. Pay attention to your
body. How does your stomach
feel? Is your neck tight or
relaxed? Are you making fists?
What about your heart rate?
Know how your body
reacts to emotions.
Take a “time-out.”
You may feel some
strong emotions.
Some strong Level 1
emotions may lead
you to do something that
will push your partner away. Cool down your
feelings. Take some deep breaths. Count to 10.
You might feel like you want to do something
mean. Think of a bright red “Stop” sign and take
a short break from the conflict. Maybe you could
take a short walk. Then come back and talk with
your partner.

Think about all the feelings you are
experiencing. Think about the surface Level 1
feelings and the underlying Level 2 feelings. Sort
out which feelings you want to communicate to
your partner. Will talking about the feelings help
your partner understand you better? Or will it
make your partner feel more
distant? Which underlying
feelings could help your
partner understand you better?
How can talking about your
emotions help you feel closer
to each other? For example,
talking to your partner about
your feelings of hurt may
help him or her understand you better and
bring you closer to
each other.

3. Communicate and connect
with others
Make choices. Think about what you want
your partner to know about your feelings. Make
some choices about how you can say those
things. Think about your tone of voice, the words
you want to use, and when and where is best to
say it. For example, yelling angrily at
your partner after he or she gets
home from a long day of work is
not effective. Your partner may
become defensive or angry and not
be willing to listen to you. Choosing a calmer tone of voice, less
angry words, and a time to talk
when your partner is not tired
or preoccupied with other
concerns may help your
partner respond differently. You might not be
able to say things exactly
as you planned, but
making some choices will
help you focus on what is most important to you.
Take responsibility for your own feelings.
Do not say, “You made me … (angry, mad,
etc.).” That puts the blame on the other person.
Emotions are your own. Try statements that
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begin with “I feel …” These help you take
responsibility for your own feelings. They also
help your partner understand you better.

over time. It will get easier as you practice. The
skills will help you feel connected and close with
your partner.

Provide information. Give your partner
information about your feelings. This will help
your partner understand you better. For example, maybe your partner spent a lot of money
without asking you. You could say, “I felt
disappointed when you spent all that money
without asking me because I felt you didn’t care
about me.” This gives your partner information
about your feelings. It also identifies the behavior
that bothers you. Finally, it provides your partner
with an explanation of why you feel the way that
you do.

Activities to help you express
your feelings

Keep your expectations realistic. You are
responsible for your own feelings and reactions.
You do not have control over another person’s
feelings and reactions. It is important to feel
hopeful that your partner will respond in a
caring and understanding way. But it is also
important to know that he/she will make his/her
own choices about how to respond.

The following exercises/activities will help you
start thinking about how to implement the
suggestions and strategies from this fact sheet.
• Think of a situation or conflict with your
partner that caused a strong reaction in you.
• List some of the “Level 1, surface” feelings
that came up for you immediately in that
situation.
• Now list some of the “Level 2, underlying”
feelings that might have also been present
below the surface during the same situation.
• Write down some of your immediate
responses during the situation.

Making connection a habit

• Re-write the same responses in a way that
helps you take responsibility for your own
feelings, expresses those feelings clearly, and
provides your partner with specific information.

Try using these ideas the next time you talk with
your partner. But one time will not be enough.
Use the skills over and over to stay connected

• List some ways that you could take a “time
out” the next time you are in a conflict with
your partner.

3

HHS-742-W

Online resources
http://novaonline.nvcc.edu/eli/spd110td/
interper/relations/relations.html
The Interpersonal Web at Northern Virginia
Community College — Web site provides
links to a variety of interpersonal communication and relationship issues and topics
such as gender and communication, and
verbal and nonverbal communication. It also
provides links to research and other media
resources.
www.gottman.com/
The Gottman Relationship Institute:
Researching and Restoring Relationships
— Web site provides information on John
Gottman’s research on couple relationships,
links to other media resources, books, and
workshops and training for the public and
for professionals.
www.smartmarriages.com/
Smart Marriages: The Coalition for Marriage,
Family and Couples Education — Web site
provides information on strengthening
marriages and on marriage-related issues
such as gender, domestic violence, and
effective communication. Also provides links
to research, other media resources, legislative
issues, and reports related to marriage.
www.aamft.org/
American Association for Marriage and
Family Therapy — Web site provides links
for the public and for professionals on issues
related to family and couple relationships.
Provides information on books, resources,
workshops, current issues, and updates and
training opportunities.

www.acf.hhs.gov/healthymarriage
U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, Administration for Children and
Families: Healthy Marriage Initiative —
This Web site provides numerous links to
marriage-related research, articles, news,
workshop and training events, marital
and pre-marital education, and funding
opportunities.
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