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How to Communicate Better with Your Partner and Ask for What You Need

“I want to have better communication between us” is a desire for closeness that couples often express in 
therapy. Yet, when asked what better communication looks like, couples feel frustrated as the answer they 
receive sounds foreign to what they think their partner wants. Communication is subjective because what you 
view as “communicating” can be very different from what your partner perceives as you both look at it through 
different lenses. Because the uniqueness of your lens is created by your personal beliefs, values, social 
influences, and life experiences, no one’s view of communication is the same as yours.  

Remember, your communications style is a continuum. It can move around within the range of passive to 
aggressive depending on how you feel in the moment, where you are, and who you communicate with despite 
your usual go-to strategy. There is no one size fits all. Though as you know from my last post, communicating 
with your partner through a passive, passive-aggressive, or aggressive fashion can provide you short-term 
relief, but it will affect your level of affection and satisfaction in the long run. For that reason, I want to show 
you a different way of communicating with your partner that will help you feel more confident in receiving 
positive interaction from your loved one. It is called assertive communication.   

What is Assertive Communication?  

Assertiveness is the ability to communicate your own needs, feelings, or wants with calmness, clarity, and 
honesty. Assertiveness means owning your emotions and expressing them in a way that increases your self- 
respect and respect for your partner. Communicating assertively means letting go of passive and/or aggressive 
forms of expression and replacing them with new, effective skills that strengthen your relationship.    

So What is Communication? 

It is an exchange of information between you and your partner through different means of interaction such as 
verbal and non-verbal language (i.e. eye contact, tone of voice, facial expression, posture, etc.). Couples in 
therapy often state that when they are upset at their partner, they usually just stop communicating by not 
talking to each other. This is the number one misconception that couples have. Communication is not just 
about exchanging words. Not talking to each other (i.e. passive style) does not stop your communication. In 
fact, you and your partner are constantly communicating with each other regardless of your awareness. 
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Why does Assertive Communication matter? 

Because it teaches you to stand up for yourself in a healthy way by expressing your needs assertively 
without the need of using either passive or aggressive communication. 

Assertiveness helps your partner take you more seriously because you understand your self-worth and 
communicate it with him/her with clarity and honesty. 

Because assertive communication is built upon the couple’s mutual respect for each other and the 
understanding that your needs are as important as his/hers, you’ll do your best to make sure that you and 
your partner are treated equally in the relationship. When you work towards fairness in your marriage, 
you’re role modeling for your partner to respond to your effort in a similar way. 

Assertiveness enhances your self-esteem because you become more self-accepted by attending to your 
needs. Because you choose to embrace who you are and share it with your partner, you feel more secure 
about your relationship and less preoccupied by the need to gain your partner’s approval. 

Assertive communication makes your relationship more fulfilling because you and your partner 
understand the importance of promoting each other’s self-worth through fairness and equality. 

Important Components of Assertive Communication: 

Understanding your self-worth: Assertive couples practice a high level of 
self-acceptance. They understand that their needs are worthy to 
communicate with their partner. It is in their best interest to set healthy 
boundaries in the relationship. Assertive partners know that standing up for 
him/herself when needed is key to keeping their marriage growing strong. 

Attending to both partner’s needs: Assertive partners understand that their needs are important, as are 
their partner’s needs. It looks like this: you communicate what you want openly with your partner while 
also listening to his/her needs willingly because you understand that satisfaction comes from your 
working together as a team rather than attacking each other through being aggressive or passive.      

Willingness to compromise: You and your partner are two separate individuals. Even if you both share 
many similar interests, it’s normal and okay for you to disagree on things that you don’t see eye to eye on. 
Before you became a couple, you were two individuals raised by different families of origin who share 
different sets of values or beliefs. This individual in you doesn’t change just because you’re a couple now. 
You’re still the same person, but with the bonus of developing tolerance and acceptance towards your 
partner’s differences in the relationship. When conflicts happen (and they do!), remember to compromise. 
Compromising is not giving in to your partner’s demands and neglecting your own needs. It’s accepting 
each other’s differences and working together to create the middle ground where you both become better 
partners and feel more intimate as a couple.    

Confidence: Being confident is a gesture of telling your partner that you 
know your self-worth and you value your own needs. There may be times 
you doubt your decision of standing up for yourself, but stick to your guns! If 
you feel the need to speak up, it means there is a potential boundary violation 
that makes you feel an urgency to express yourself. Trust your gut! As long as 
you don’t diminish your partner’s needs or put him/her down for your gain, 
be confident in your ability to make judgment.          
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Self-control: It’s the ability to express yourself with clarity, honestly, and 
calmness. It’s making the choice to communicate with your partner through 
mutual respect, knowing that it’d be much easier to lash out at him/her or 
lying that everything is okay so you don’t have to do the hard work. To be 
honest with you, there are still days when it’s difficult for me to practice self- 
control. Those are times when I give in to my anger and then become very 
critical of myself for failing. Other times, I’m more in tune with my 
emotions and so I do better in managing them. Self-control is a process of 
making mistakes and learning to bring out the best in you and your partner 
through trial and error. 

Taking Ownership: Assertive communication requires couples to be real about how they feel. It means 
not sweeping things under the rug to avoid confrontation. Assertive couples are in sync with their 
emotions, understand the needs behind them, and communicate those needs clearly with each other. 
When you take ownership of your feelings, you’re communicating with your partner that “I don’t blame 
you for the way I feel. I’m responsible for my own feelings and I choose to share them with you.” Because 
there is no place for blame in your ownership, there is no need for you and your partner to feel guarded 
against each other. Imagine how much freedom you and your partner will have to grow in the 
relationship?   

No-judgmental Stand: What do you do when you feel judged by another person? Shut down? Feel the 
need to defend yourself? Become angry? Or get back at that person by humiliating them? Now what do 
you think your partner will do when he/she feels judged by you? I think you get the point. No one likes to 
be judged, especially in an intimate relationship. If you want to receive your partner’s cooperation, make 
him/her your ally. Couples report that they do best when they feel heard and understood by their partner; 
they turn away or turn to someone else when they feel judged or invalidated in the relationship. So, next 
time your partner shares something with you, remember: don’t judge! 

Five Messages behind Assertive Communication: 

One: Conflict is a normal part of any relationship:

Assertive communication encourages partners to speak for themselves and not for each other. It means 
“I don’t know how you feel because I’m not you. Let’s hear you out before I take my turn.” It also means no 
interruption while your partner is talking even though you feel the urge to defend yourself. It takes lots of 
effort to practice this self-control but it’ll make you a better partner. Too much interruption creates 
enmeshment where partners lose the ability to think or speak for themselves.   

Healthy couples understand that conflicts 
happen in the relationship. 
They don’t try to avoid it by being too passive 
or confront it by being too aggressive towards 
their partner. Assertive couples accept that 
avoidance or confrontation are negative ways 
of getting what they want. As such, partners 
choose to communicate their differences 
assertively through mutual respect.   

Two: Please don't speak for me. Speak for yourself:  



I N T E R P E R S O N A L  S K I L L S

www.mytherapistwithin.com

How to Communicate Better with Your Partner and Ask for What You Need

Three: You may not get what you need but it’ll help you improve your relationship:  

Assertiveness doesn’t damage your marriage. Passive and aggressive communication do. Healthy couples 
practice mutual respect through recognizing one’s needs while still validating the other’s wishes. 
Assertiveness is meant to strengthen your relationship through practice of self-worth and acceptance. Its 
message is “I’m a grown up and I choose to communicate with my partner in a mature way.” When you 
embrace honesty and openness, you draw a clear future direction for yourself and your partner. This 
bonding will increase intimacy and satisfaction in your relationship as you now speak the same language. 

Assertiveness doesn’t guarantee that you will always get what you ask for. Your partner can still refuse to 
cooperate, but remember this: you can’t control what your partner would do or say. You can only control 
your own actions. The practice of assertiveness is for you. It is the process of you learning to become a 
better person and partner. It teaches you to accept your self-worth, appreciate your differences, and 
communicate your uniqueness with your partner through positive interactions. It is in hope that your 
effort of becoming a better partner will help motivate your partner to better him/herself. As a marriage and 
family therapist who has worked with many couples and families, I believe that change in one part of the 
system will change other parts in the system. So, work on yourself and let the positivity follow!  

Four: Don’t be afraid that you will damage your relationship: 

Assertiveness doesn’t drive your loved one away, it draws him/her closer due to your confidence in 
expressing yourself. It may feel intimidating for your partner at first if he/she was used to your previous 
communication style. Every change requires a period of adjustment. Just give your partner time while you 
stay consistent with the new practice. Your partner will see the benefits of what you’re doing and will 
appreciate it in the long run. You’re modeling a new communicating technique that many couples haven’t 
heard of or done before. So be patient and enjoy the process! 

Five: Your partner doesn’t leave you or think less of you just because you choose to communicate assertively: 
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Step 1: Assessing the situation 

It’s always a good practice to pause and reflect on what just happened that makes you feel the needs to express 
yourself. Try to think of it as objectively as possible even though it’s difficult for you not to take things 
personally. 

The Assertive-Communication formula: 

My Assertive-Communication formula is a 5-step method that I use in my work with couples in therapy. You 
can use and change it to your own liking, but remember to take the below instruction into consideration. In 
addition, the listed steps don’t always happen in order, but they work together as a whole. If you start feeling 
confused, don’t worry! I’ll give you some examples at the end to demonstrate the technique. 
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Step 5: Inviting your partner to take responsibility for their action 

After using “I” statements to express how you feel, the next step is clarifying your needs in a concrete and 
tangible way that provides clarity to your partner. It’s important that you come up with specific requests in 
order to avoid vagueness. Remember, you want your partner’s cooperation, so avoid blaming. Invite him/her 
to take part in the solution. Your partner is more likely to work with you when they know they’re included in 
your plan.     

Blaming:           “Stop yelling at me! You’re nuts!” 
Assertiveness:  “I feel small when you raise your voice at me. I feel like I have failed you and it makes me sad. I 
                             understand that you’re frustrated, but I can’t think well when I’m yelled at. I’d like to talk when 
                             we both can remain calm.” 

Blaming:           “You always watch TV when you get home. I guess we just won’t talk to anymore.” 
Assertiveness:  “When you ignore me, I feel invisible. It may not be your intention, but I can’t help but feel 
                             unloved and/or unwanted. I miss talking to you. How can we make this work?” 

Step 2: Recognizing your feelings and take ownership:  

Identify any feelings you have in the moment. Don’t avoid it by sweeping it under the rug. Also, don’t give in 
to your feelings by reacting immediately. Just sit with it. Your feelings are often clues that tell you about your 
current state of mind and position in relation to your partner. When you can pinpoint what it is that you’re 
experiencing, don’t try to change it. Just accept it for what it is. 

Step 3: Identifying what you need from your partner 

As I mentioned earlier, your feelings are often clues that tell you something about yourself and your 
relationship with your partner. If you feel angry, don’t give in to your rage. Dig deeper to find out which of 
your needs are unmet that create such anger. For some, it’s a need for appreciation while for others it’s a need 
for belonging or worthiness. Whatever your needs are, recognize them and prepare to communicate them 
with your partner in the next step. 

Step 4: Use of “I” statements 

“I” statements are an effective way of expressing yourself while eliminating the blaming part that causes your 
partner feeling of defensiveness. It’s a way of re-framing your choice of words so that your message still 
delivers the truth of what you experience in the moment, yet provides your partner the motivation to work 
with you in finding a desirable solution. It looks like this: 

                “I feel ______________ when _______________________________________.” 

                            (insert your emotion)             (the happening of an event/situation you both are involved) 

Blaming:            “Why do you keep coming home so late? I’m tired of waiting for you.” 
“I” Statement:   “I feel worried when you get home late. I’m afraid that something might happen to you.” 

Blaming:            “You’re always late. You’re never on time.” 
“I” Statement:   “I feel hurt when’re you late to our date. I’m concerned that you don’t care.”   
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Assertive communication is a skill that requires consistent practice to master it. It may be difficult for you at 
first to freely express yourself. You will make mistakes along the way, but don’t give up and just enjoy the 
process. We learn best when we have fun trying new things. You can always recruit your partner to work on 
this goal together. For example, you can create a weekly challenge in which you and your partner choose an 
area in your relationship to practice assertiveness. Start with something small to create resilience and then 
move up from there. Baby steps are essential in keeping you on track and feeling accomplished as they are 
smaller and more tangible goals. It can be very rewarding to see yourself and your partner working on a shared 
goal together as a couple. I hope you find joy in the process. Let me know if you have any questions by sharing 
your comments below. For those of you who need further professional help in couples’ relationship issues, 
please reach out to me. I’m just a phone call or email away. I’ve helped many couples find love and intimacy 
again in their marriage and I can help you 

Tips for successful practice of communicating assertively: 

Disclosure: Michelle Turner is a Licensed Marriage & Family Therapist Associate whose private practice, The Therapist 
Within PLLC, is located in Frisco, TX. She specializes in couples, individuals, and trauma counseling. Besides helping 
others, Michelle is passionate about the empowerment of women, financial freedom, and travelling.


