Healthy Communication Kit

Stop the Toxic Patterns & Start Fighting Fair

Transform how you fight. This toolkit provides scripts for managing the Four
Horsemen, de-escalation techniques, and repair strategies for when you mess up.




Transform How You Fight

You can't eliminate conflict from your relationship—and you shouldn't try. Conflict is how relationships grow. But the way you fight determines

whether you grow together or grow apart.

This kit gives you the tools to recognize the four most toxic communication patterns (criticism, contempt, defensiveness, and stonewalling),

interrupt them in real-time, and replace them with healthier alternatives.

What you'll find here: Side-by-side examples of toxic vs. healthy communication, word-for-word scripts for every scenario, de-escalation

techniques, repair rituals for when you slip, and a 21-day practice tracker.



The Four Horsemen of Relationship Apocalypse

Research by Dr. John Gottman found these four communication patterns predict divorce with over 90% accuracy. Here's what each one looks like—and

its antidote.
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Criticism
What It Is: Attacking your partner's character instead of addressing

specific behavior

The Antidote: Use "l feel" statements; address specific actions
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Defensiveness

What It Is: Deflecting blame, making excuses, or playing the victim

The Antidote: Take responsibility for your part
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Contempt

What It Is: Treating your partner with disgust, mockery, or moral
superiority

The Antidote: Build a culture of appreciation and respect
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Stonewalling

What It Is: Shutting down, withdrawing, or giving the silent treatment

The Antidote: Call respectful time-outs; practice self-soothing



Horseman #1: Criticism
The Problem: You're attacking who they are, not what they did

X What Criticism Sounds Like: v What Healthy Feedback Sounds Like:

e "You're solazy. You never help around here." o "l feel overwhelmed when I'm doing housework alone. Could we

. . on
« "What's wrong with you? Why can't you just be normal?" create a schedule together

« "You always do this. You never think about anyone but yourself" e "When you cancelled plans last minute, | felt disappointed. Next

" . . o time, could you give me more notice?"
e "You're just like your mother—so controlling.

e "Inoticed you've been distant this week. Is everything okay? Can
we talk about it?"

() The Formula for Non-Critical Feedback: "When you [specific behavior], | felt [emotion] because [impact]. Next time, could you
[specific request]?"

Example:"When you were on your phone during dinner, | felt ignored because | wanted to connect with you. Next time, could we both
put our phones away during meals?"



Horseman #2: Contempt

The Problem: You're treating your partner like they're beneath you

What Contempt Sounds Like What Appreciation Sounds Like

e Eye-rolling, sneering, or mocking facial expressions e "lreally appreciate how hard you worked on that project."

e "Oh wow, look who finally remembered we exist." e "Thank you for making dinner tonight. It made my evening

e "lcan't believe | ended up with someone so clueless.” easier.’

« "You're pathetic. Get it together." » "llove how patient you are with the kids."

« Name-calling, insults, or bringing up old failures to shame e "You handled that difficult situation really well. | admire that
them about you."

The Antidote: Daily Appreciation Practice — Contempt develops when resentment festers. The cure is actively noticing and acknowledging
what your partner does well. For the next three weeks, share one genuine appreciation with your partner every day.



Horseman #3: Defensiveness

The Problem: You're deflecting responsibility instead of listening

X Defensiveness:

« "That's not what happened. You're remembering it wrong."
« "You're being too sensitive."
« "Well, you do the same thing."

« "lonly did that because you..."
v’ Taking Responsibility:
« "You'reright, | should have told you about that. I'm sorry."

o "l can see how my behavior hurt you. That wasn't my intention, but | understand why you feel that way."

¢ "Imessed up. What can | do differently next time?"

Notice

©® :
Recognize the urge to defend yourself
Pause

&

Take a breath before responding

Acknowledge

"l hear you saying..."

Own It

Take responsibility for your part

Ask

"What would help right now?"



Horseman #4: Stonewalling

The Problem: You're shutting down instead of engaging

When you're feeling flooded—heart racing, can't think clearly, want to flee—you need a break. But there's a right way and a wrong way to take one.

X What Stonewalling Looks Like

¢ Giving the silent treatment without explanation

v/ What Healthy Time-Outs Sound Like

e Walking out mid-conversation without saying where you're going .

¢ Refusing to make eye contact or respond

e One-word answers: "Fine." "Whatever." "Nothing."

» Disappearing for hours or days to "punish" your partner

The 5-Step Time-Out Protocol

01

Notice you're flooded

"My chest is tight, | can't think straight”

04

Self-soothe

Walk, breathe, listen to music—NOT rehearsing your argument

02

Call a time-out

"I need a break for 20 minutes"

05

"I'm feeling overwhelmed and need a 20-minute break. I'll be back, | promise."

"I need to step away to calm down so | can show up better for this
conversation. Can we pause and resume in an hour?"

"I'm too activated right now to have a productive conversation. Let's take a
break and come back to this when we're both calmer."

03

Leave the room

Don't just sit there stewing

Return and finish

Complete the conversation when calm



Repair Rituals & De-Escalation
When You Mess Up (And You Will)

7 Ways to Cool Down a Hot Argument

1. Namellt: "I'm sorry, | just criticized you" or "l was being 1. Lower your volume: Speak softer, slower. Emotions follow tone.
contemptuous just now" 2. Use a "pause" word: Agree on a safe word that means "let's slow
2. Take Responsibility: "That was unfair and hurtful. You didn't down"
deserve that." 3. Acknowledge their emotion: "l can see you're really upset"
3. Ask to Start Over: "Can | try again and say what | actually 4. Ask permission: "Can | share my perspective?"
f)"
meant: 5. Find common ground: "We both want to feel heard"
Quick Repair Phrases (Keep These Handy): 6. Breathe together: Take three deep breaths before continuing
« "Hold on, let me try that again more kindly." 7. Switch locations: Physical shift creates emotional shift

e "I'mbeing defensive. Give me a second to reset."
e "That came out wrong. What I meant to say was..."

e "l hear the contemptin my voice. That's not okay. I'm sorry."



Your 21-Day Practice Tracker

Choose ONE antidote to practice each week

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3

Replace Criticism with "l Feel" Statements Build Appreciation Take Responsibility

Practice turning character attacks into specific, Share one daily appreciation: Day 1-7 focus on actions, Catch yourself being defensive and practice the 5-step
actionable feedback using the formula. Day 8-14 on qualities, Day 15-21 on impact. interruption process instead.

The Weekly Relationship Check-In

Set aside 30 minutes every week to talk about how you're doing—before problems escalate. Take turns answering these five questions while listening without interrupting:

1 What made me feel loved this week?

2 What's one thing | need more of?

3 Isthere anything I'm carrying resentment about?

4 How did we handle conflict this week? What could we do better?

5  What's one thing | appreciate about you this week?



Your Next Steps

Identify your primary horseman

Which pattern do you default to most? Be honest with yourself.

E{é\ Practice its antidote for 21days

Use the tracker to build new communication habits consistently.

& Share this kit with your partner

If they're willing to work on this together, you'll make faster progress.

Start weekly check-ins

Catch problems early before they escalate into major conflicts.

(% Be patient with yourself

Change takes time. What matters is repair, not perfection.

@ Remember: Perfect communication doesn't exist. You will slip back into criticism, contempt, defensiveness, and stonewalling. What matters isn't perfection—it's repair. The difference between relationships that
last and relationships that don't isn't the absence of the Four Horsemen. It's the ability to recognize them, interrupt them, and repair quickly.

You Don't Have to Navigate This Alone

Changing communication patterns is hard work, especially if you've been stuck in them for years. If you need support practicing these tools, working through specific conflicts, or figuring out if your relationship can heal—
we're here.
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