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Communication Skills
1.
Make Communication a Priority. Communicating effectively implies making communication an important priority. When communication is a priority, we make time for communication to occur in a setting without interruptions. This results in more information being exchanged between the two people, which increases the knowledge each person has about the other. In relationships where communication is a priority, people are more willing to communicate about difficult, embarrassing and hard to talk about topics, which ultimately lead to trust and a deepening of the relationship.

2.
Establish and Maintain Eye Contact. Shakespeare noted that a person's eyes are the "mirrors to the soul." Partners who look at each other when they are talking not only communicate an interest in each other but also are able to gain information about the other person's feelings and responses to what is being said. Not looking at the other person may be interpreted as a lack of interest and prevent you from observing nonverbal cues.

3.
Ask Open-Ended Questions. When your goal is to find out the other person's thoughts and feelings about an issue, it is best to use open-ended questions. An open-ended question encourages the other person to give an answer that contains a lot of information. Closed-ended questions, which elicit a one-word answer such as yes or no, do not provide the opportunity for the other person to express, in detail, feelings and preferences. 

4.
Use Reflective Listening. Effective communication requires being a good listener. One of the skills of a good listener is the ability to reflect back what the other person says to you as well as to demonstrate an awareness of what the other person is feeling. The technique of reflective listening involves paraphrasing or restating what the person has said to you, seeing their point of view and not getting defensive. For example, suppose you ask the other person, "How was your day?" and the other person responds, "I felt exploited today at work because I went in early and stayed late and a memo from my new boss said that future bonuses would be eliminated because of a company takeover." Listening to what the other person is both saying and feeling, you might respond, "You feel frustrated because you really worked hard and felt unappreciated.” Reflective listening serves the following functions: (a) it creates the feeling for the speaker that she or he is being listened to and is being understood and (b) it increases the accuracy of the listener's understanding of what the speaker is saying. If a reflective statement does not accurately capture what the speaker thinks and feels, the speaker can correct the inaccuracy by restating his or her thoughts and feelings. An important quality of reflective statements is that they are nonjudgmental. For example, suppose a husband and wife are arguing about spending time with their respective friends and one says, "I'd like to spend one night each month with my friends and not feel guilty about it." The other person may respond by making a statement such as: “I would feel better about it if you would let me know in advance when you plan to go out and to call me when you are going to be very late." The latter focuses on your feelings and desirable future behaviors rather than blaming the other person.

5.
Avoid Brutal Criticism. Research on communication has consistently shown that one brutal “zinger” can erase twenty acts of kindness. Because human beings are capable of hurting each other so intensely, be careful in how you communicate disapproval to the other person.  Do not be sarcastic, disrespectful, swear, threaten or call the other person names.

6.
Say Positive Things About The Other Person. Everyone likes to hear others say positive things about him or her. Communication in any relationship feels better when it contains many positive references to the individuals involved. These positive references may be in the form of compliments. For example, a boss tells an employee, "You deserved a raise, you're great!" or "You’re wonderful" is giving positive feedback to the other person. Positive feedback may also be in the form of appreciation. "Thanks for helping me" and "Thank you for completing all your assignments" are examples of expressions of appreciation.

7.
Tell the Other Person What You Want. In addition to complimenting the other person or telling him/her what he or she does that pleases you, focus on what you want rather than on what you don't want. Rather than say, "Don't leave the car out front," it may sound better to say, "I would really appreciate it if you would leave the car in the driveway." Or, rather than say, "You always leave the lights on," an alternative would be to say, "Please shut off the lights when you leave."  

8.
Stay Focused on the Issue. Keep your discussions focused on the issue. Bringing up old misdeeds or unresolved issues just tends to inflame your current disagreement. You can only resolve one issue at a time. If you are discussing the overdrawn checkbook, stay focused on the checkbook. To blame the other person for not doing their share of the work or bringing up some other problem will only serve to get you away from being able to solve the original issue. 

9.
Make Specific Resolutions to Disagreements. To prevent the same issues or problems from recurring, it is important to agree on what each person will do in similar circumstances in the future. For example, if going to a party together result in one person drinking too much, what needs to be done in the future to ensure an enjoyable evening together? Be willing to negotiate. Resolving conflicts is not easy, especially when each person blames the other, is defensive, or avoids talking about the issues. Resolving disagreements takes time, energy, and skill. A person’s ability to resolve conflict will lead to healthier, happier and more successful relationships!


