
This is a template outline for developing a Healthy Conversations Contract. This contract can be used in dating 
relationships, marriage, friendships, etc.

This is a mutual contract that needs to be negotiated and agreed to by both parties. In dating or marital 
relationships, literally write out your mutual contract, and sign it.

What is the goal for this contract? Our words frame our reality. The words we use are strong indicators of our 
personal emotional health, the health of our relationships and whether or not we will go the distance together. 

By carefully watching our words, relational differences can be seen as growth opportunities that bring us together 
instead of tearing us apart. Colossians 4:6 (NIV), “Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, 
so that you may know how to answer everyone.” This same verse is paraphrased in the Message, “Be gracious in your 
speech. The goal is to bring out the best in others in a conversation, not put them down, not cut them out.” What a good 
goal for any healthy conversation.

Time of day parameters for having productive conversations.

We both agree to not have any potentially difficult conversation BEFORE this time of day,  and AFTER this time of 
day.
If a conflict arises during a time outside this agreed upon parameter, we will both assess if this is truly an emergency 
that needs to be talked about outside of our time parameters. If not, we will commit to bookmarking the issue and 
scheduling a time to come back as soon as we can to talk about it.

Remember, research shows the number one thing couples fight about is nothing at all. Before engaging in a 
hard conversation, ask yourself some processing questions:
 What is really upsetting me?
 What am I really feeling?
 Are there other factors contributing to my feelings?
 Is this a one-time annoyance that can be overlooked or an on-going pattern that needs to be addressed?

Proverbs 12:16 (NIV), “Fools show their annoyance at once, but the prudent overlook an insult.”
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Try to avoid having difficult conversations in the bedroom.  
The bedroom is for sleeping, safety, serenity and sex.
Find an agreed-upon location (or create one) in your house where potentially difficult conversations can safely be 
conducted.

Place and location of having potentially difficult conversations.

“I want to have a conversation with you about _________________.  Is now a good time? If not now, when would be a 
good time for you? Do you have it to give to join me in a conversation about ___________________________?”

Remember, using the word “expectations” can sometimes immediately put the other person on defense. Often, 
unmet expectations become premeditated resentments. Instead, try using the words “longing” or “desire.” 
(“I want to, long to, or desire to ________________ with you.”)

Ephesians 4:29 NIV,  “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building 
others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen.”

2.

Be very clear to state to the other person precisely what you desire to talk about 
in the conversation.

3.

 Set a time limit for the conversation.4.
“I’d like to talk with you about _____________. I am asking you to join me for __ minutes to have this conversation.” 
(Set a countdown timer on your phone with an alarm to sound five minutes before your agreed upon time is up as a 
“Five-Minute Warning”.) The initiator of the conversation can ask for additional time if needed. 

Proverbs 15:1 (NIV), “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.”

James 4:1 (NIV), “What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within 
you?”

 Be very clear with yourself, and with the other person in the conversation, 
what your own boundaries are.

5.

For example, you may want to address: tone of voice, voice volume, words used, language, name calling, sarcasm, 
body language, hand motions, eye rolling, heavy sighs, etc.

In setting guidelines, what you’re really doing is setting boundaries.
Remember: Boundaries aren’t meant to control someone else; they are to hold me together. 

Here are some examples of how this might play out:

“I want to let you know how I can best hear what you’re trying to say and stay engaged in this conversation for 
the good of both of us.”



 Avoid using any of these conversation killers also known as The Four Horse-
men. (Gottman/Lisitsa 2013)1

6.

Don’t weaponize anything!7.

“This is OK with me. This is NOT OK with me in a conversation.”  

Proverbs 25:28 (NIV), “Like a city whose walls are broken through is a person who lacks self-control.”

1. Criticism - Stay focused on the concern instead of being critical of the other person. Often it is helpful to 
start the conversation with some positive things you’ve noticed the other person doing instead of coming right 
out of the gate with what you want or desire to change.

2. Defensiveness - Instead of listening and seeking to understand the one expressing a concern, the other 
person jumps to placing blame and shirking off responsibilities. The one who brought their needs or desires to 
the conversation then feels unheard, uncared for, and like communication with this other person is impossible.

3. Contempt - This is the most dangerous of all four of these conversation killers and are usually fueled by 
long-simmering resentments. Any expressions of superiority by one person while dismissing, expressing disgust 
or degrading the other is dangerously destructive. Eye-rolling, name-calling or any other disrespectful or 
demeaning language should be on the agreed upon “we will not do this” list. Expressions of fondness, kindness 
and admiration go a long way to combatting contempt.

4. Stonewalling - This is shutting the other person out by avoiding or activating the silent treatment. If you 
need a time out to regulate yourself in a conversation, instead of just storming away, communicate your need 
for a break and then a set time to come back together after you’ve calmed down. See number 10 below for 
more on this. One of the reasons this is so destructive is it usually ends in conflict escalation (getting worse) or 
resignation (giving up) rather than positive resolution (coming back together to find a productive solution that 
works for you both).

Proverbs 29:11 (NIV), “Fools give full vent to their rage, but the wise bring calm in the end.”

Don’t bring up past issues, or vulnerable issues to the other person (with the motive of hurting or attacking 
them) during the conversation. This is one reason that forgiveness is so important and unforgiveness is so 
dangerous. Unforgiveness often gets stored as bitterness, resentments and grudges from undealt-with pain 
and unhealed wounds. Weaponizing is when you use events from the past as proof of present-day wrongdoing. 
“Well, you remember that time you lied to get out of work, so that’s just how you are. You always take the easy 
way out. You never do your part. I can’t ever count on you to go the extra mile for me. You’re just like your lazy 
brother.”

1 Lisitsa, Ellie [for The Gottman Institute]. (April 23, 2013). The Four Horsemen: Criticism, Contempt, Defensiveness, and Stonewalling. Retrieved 
from https://www.gottman.com/blog/the-four-horsemen-recognizing-criticism-contempt-defensiveness-and-stonewalling/



Listen to the other person with the intent to engage, understand and learn, 
NOT with the intent to react or counter with your point.

Honor the person’s life story (trauma, abuse, abandonment, neglect, lack of 
healthy attachment in childhood). 

9.

It can also happen when one person has had access to counseling or learning that the other person 
doesn’t have or refused to participate in. “Well, if you’d only gone to counseling with me, you’d know how 
significant your daddy issues are negatively impacting you.” 

“Say what you mean. Mean what you say. And don’t say it mean.”
 
Ephesians 4:31-32 (NIV), “Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form 
of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”

Often two people are judging and fighting with each other, and they are clueless about the FACTS and the 
IMPACT of the other person’s life story.

Seek to be a student of the person you’re in relationship with so you better understand what triggers them, 
makes them feel small or belittled, or shuts them down. Remember conflict doesn’t have to work against you … 
It can work for you if through it you learn how to better relate to one another.

8.

A good question to ask yourself is, “Am I trying to prove that I’m right, or improve this relationship? I can’t do 
both at the same time.” (Lysa TerKeurst)

MATCH.  (M-A-T-C-H)

Mirror:  Simply repeat back exactly what the other person has just said to you with kindness and accuracy to 
show that you heard them correctly.

Affirm:  “I hear you, I believe you, and want to understand you.”

Thank:   “Thank you for sharing your heart.”

Clarify:   “This is what I hear you saying or wanting (from me or someone else).  
                   Do I hear you correctly?”

Help:     “What do you need? (from me or someone else regarding this conversation)
                 “Would it be helpful to you if I ______________________ ?” “Is the best way for me to be kind right now to 

James 1:19 (NIV), “My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and 
slow to become angry.”

just listen or process with you or take action?”



Consider, “If it’s HYSTERICAL, it’s HISTORICAL”.
“Many of our adult conversations are actually family reunions without us realizing it.” In other words, the 
past experiences we’ve had with our families often play a bigger role in our present day conversations than we 
realize.

Galatians 5:22-23 (NIV), “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law.”

Watch out for the limbic brain, especially the amygdala, getting triggered.  
The amygdala is where our emotions are processed and where past pain and 
trauma are stored.

Remember, it takes three to five affirmations to counter or balance out one 
criticism of the other person.

11.

Think of your words like deposits and withdrawals in a bank account … For every withdrawal, three deposits 
need to happen to avoid bankrupting your relationship.

Practice regular gratitude with each other.  Affirm each other daily.  
Remember, always lead with empathy, not judgment, in all your conversations. 

Proverbs 18:21 (NIV), “The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit.”

10.

If the amygdala of the brain gets hijacked, it typically takes 20 minutes for that part of the brain to calm down.  

If either party in a conversation gets triggered or flooded, the person who is triggered needs to state that they 
are pausing the conversation and taking a 20-minute or 30-minute break (timeout). The person calling the 
timeout says briefly what they are experiencing, and they clearly communicate that they will circle back in 20-
30 minutes to resume the conversation. 

During this break, it can be helpful to take deep breaths and drink some water. Research shows just drinking 
four ounces of water can reduce anxiety. You can also take a walk outside, listen to some uplifting music, pray 
or read something inspirational.

The two people come back to resume the conversation after a 20-30 minute break. If either person gets 
triggered again into their limbic brain, another timeout is called by the triggered person. This time the 
timeout should last one hour.

2 Peter 1:5-7 (NIV), “For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, 
knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and 
to godliness, mutual affection; and to mutual affection, love.”

“SEEK FIRST TO UNDERSTAND THE OTHER PERSON, 
BEFORE YOU ARE UNDERSTOOD.”


