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  A-B CONVERSATIONSA-B CONVERSATIONS  



  Why can't we have 
 conversations at

home like we do in
your office?

This is the latest version of the super tool
I designed over twenty years ago as a
homework tool for couples in my therapy
practice. It was my answer to a question      
I kept getting from couples at the end of
a therapy session: "Why can't we have
conversations at home like we do in 
your office?"

WHAT MAKES IT A SUPER TOOL 
            You don't need to be an Einstein to drive a car. You just need to
know how to drive, and follow the rules so no one gets hurt. And you
don't need to be a therapist to have breakthrough conversations
with your partner. You just need to learn how to do it, and follow the
rules so no one gets hurt. 

The beauty of this tool lies in its simplicity.  As long as you practice  
 A-B Conversations for one hour every week for at least three
months, and you follow the instructions laid out in this manual
(including the rules that define your roles), your relationship will
improve. It has to. Success is baked into the A-B experience. 

BRIEF OVERVIEW–– WHAT'S IT ALL ABOUT?

After just two A-B coaching sessions,
where you'll get firsthand experience      
doing A-B Conversations with me,  
you'll be ready to use this manual to
have A-B Conversations on your own. 

A BETTER WAY TALK ABOUT THINGS THAT MATTER   
       A STEP-BY-STEP MANUAL FOR COUPLES        

YOU CAN. 
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Warm greetings. I love that you're here. 
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  WHAT YOU'LL LEARN

How to speak your mind, without                                    
 hammering your partner to death.
How to talk about sensitive topics with greater sensitivity.                                 
How to ask questions that encourage more openness.
How to listen like a therapist, so you feel smart, and your
partner feels understood.

          How to talk to each other so you both feel
       cared about, even when you don't agree.

-2-

UNDERSTANDING YOUR TWO ROLES: Person A          Person B

          When you are                     ,  you'll pick the topic you want to discuss.
You'll have 20 minutes of your partner's undivided attention to explore
the topic in any way you find helpful. You won't be interrupted, have your
ideas challenged, or be given advice by                     .  (Cool, right?) Take
advantage of this opportunity. Pick topics that are important to you.
Good candidates are topics you've tried talking about with little success,
or topics you've been avoiding because you don't want conflict.              

Person A

Person B

they wish, without being rushed, judged, interrupted, dismissed,
contradicted, or sidetracked. What makes A-B Conversations so
effective is the structure of these conversations, as well as the specific
rules you both must follow. As                   , your success will depend
more on what you don't say than on what you do. 

what you can to help your partner feel
understood at a deeper level.  To achieve
this goal, you'll be asking your partner a
series of open-ended questions
(included on  p. 14-17)  designed o help

When you are                   , your job will be to listen carefully, and do
                                                                      

Person B 

explore the topic however      Person A

  As Person B, your
success will depend 

more on what 
you don't say 

than on what you do.

Person B

HOW IT WORKS
            You meet each week for an hour. The hour is divided into two, 20-
minute conversations. In one, you're                         , while your partner is 
                    .  After 20 minutes, you debrief, switch roles, repeat the process.Person B

Person A
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                     picks the topic for the first conversation. 1.
        helps                    explore the topic, by asking a series of questions
        provided on pages 14-17 of this manual. (I've also included some            
.       tips on those pages to help                    keep their shit together––      
        which can be a challenge with difficult topics.)

    2. The first time you are                      , choose an issue you’re struggling
       with personally, but not one you're struggling with as a couple    
       (e.g., dieting, exercise, self-confidence, work stress). Save hot
        topics for later. They'll be easier once you know what you're
        doing.

   3.  Follow the rules for each of your roles  (p. 7-10), and keep them
        with you.

   4.  Set a timer. Each conversation goes for 20 min.
  
   5.  Debrief. When                    feels finished, or 20 minutes are up,                         
       the first round ends. Using the questions below, take
       10 minutes to exchange feedback. Don't skip this step!

    How did each role feel and what were the  most 
          challenging parts for you? (e.g. holding back, 
          not offering suggestions, believing everything
          you said, being completely honest.) 

    What did your partner do or say that you liked?   
    
    What would you like to be different next time? 
   
    What did you learn about yourself? Your partner?

    How would you rate your own performance as                    ?

    How would you rate your partner's performance                   ?

Person B

Person A

Person A
Person A

Person B




Person A

Person B

Person B

 © 2023 Betsy Sansby
 BETSY@BETSYSANSBY.COM                         

   THE DECEPTIVELY SIMPLE STRUCTURE OF AN A-B CONVERSATION
-3-

         You'll both get to be                      and                      every time you do 
A-B Conversations, so it doesn't matter who goes first. Alternate, or let 
whoever has the greatest need be                    first. Here's how it works: 

Person A Person B

Person A



   SIMPLE STRUCTURE cont.

CONVERSATIONS 

Today'
s AB  5/1

2/23 
       

       
   

1) Don
't try

 to fix
.

2) Do
n't say

 "I underst
and."

3) Ask for
 Time-Outs.

My Goal: D
on't try

 to fix

by m
aking suggest

ions.

A-B 

Today's AB  5/12/23                  

1) Don't try to fix.

2) Don't say "I understand."

3) Ask for Time-Outs.

My Goal: Don't try to fix

by making suggestions.

-4-
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 6. Switch roles and repeat. 

 7. Start a notebook. Record the 
date and write down what you 
learned from your two A-B's. 
Then, each of you should write
 down one goal for next week's
A-B conversations.
 
                                      

My goal for 
next week's A-B's



On the surface, an A-B conversation looks like two people having an
ordinary conversation. But these conversations are far from ordinary.
Before you begin, it's important for you both to come to your new
practice with an open heart and curious mind, and a desire to be
there for each other in a deeper way. Keep these tips in mind:

 Stay open to learning. Regardless of which role you’re playing,

Let go of your need to be right. For this exercise to work, both of
you need to decide that you care more about the health of your
relationship than you do about being right. 

Assume the best. Most people are basically good. So when good
people do bad things, start by getting curious, not furious. Hear
them out. Give them the benefit of the doubt. They might have
been selfish, or thoughtless, or devious. But assuming the best is
still the best way to begin a conversation. You might even get a
heartfelt apology.

Pay close attention to your feelings. If you’re unsure what you’re
feeling, tune in to your body. Notice when a question––or answer––
generates strong feelings, negative or positive. Then say “Stop for a
second. I’m feeling something.”  This is your cue to slow down and
feel into your body, particularly around your throat and belly. 

If you slip back into old habits, apologize and extend an olive
branch. Just say, "That didn't come out right. Let me try again." It
costs you nothing and your partner will appreciate it.

       both of you need to expect speed bumps along the way, and          
       be willing to: mess up, keep trying, get honest feedback, and take
       responsibility for your words and actions. What you say matters.

 

  -5-
PROPER MINDSET FOR BOTH PERSON A and PERSON B
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         The couples who have the greatest success with A-B
conversations first learned how to do them with me, either in  my
office or more recently, in video sessions. I strongly recommend
booking two video sessions so I can walk you though your first couple
A-B's. (Once you've experienced how the process works, everything in
this manual will be much easier.)

In our first session together, I'll demonstrate the A-B process by
leading you through two abbreviated A-B conversations. Both times,
I'll be playing                   , while each of you takes a turn as                    . 
That way, you'll both get to experience the luxury of a conversation
that's 100% devoted to you and your needs. And when you're not
playing                  , you'll get to be a fly on the wall so you can witness
me working with your partner.

In particular, you'll get to hear what I say (as                    ), and more
importantly, what I don't say. I'll be following the RULES FOR
(p. 9-11). And you'll be able to observe your own reactions to the things
being said by your partner. Most couples are surprised by how much
more open their partner is using this tool, and how hard it is to be a
                                            good                   .

                                           In our second session, I'll coach you through 
                                             your own A-B's, so you get a felt-sense of how
                                            it feels to play both roles.                            

Once You've completed two sessions 
with me guiding you, you should be 
ready to start having weekly 
A-B conversations on your own.

THE BEST WAY TO GET STARTED

Person A  

Person B Person A 

Person B 
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 Person B

  -6-

 Person B
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              Print out the rules for each role and USE THEM. Don't
improvise or you're likely to derail your practice. Each "full round"
takes 60-minutes divided into two, 20 min. conversations, plus 10
min. to debrief before you switch roles. For best results, practice
weekly, for at least 3 months.

Be gentle.                      role is harder than yours. So be nice.

Set limits. If your partner gives advice, or offers suggestions,

                                                                                                           Introduce
the issue in no more than a sentence or two: "I want to talk about
the fight we had last night." This sets the stage and is enough
information to get                     started. 

say: “Thanks for trying, but that sounded like advice." or "I don't
want to talk about that right now." As                    , it's your call.

                                                 

 GREAT
QUESTION!
THANKS!!

RULES FOR PERSON A
Be honest, open, and patient with your partner.

Person B's

Person B




THE RULES

        Rules A
         

       -7-  

Give positive feedback. This tells your
partner what's working. Example: "I
hadn't thought of that. Great
question." Criticism at this stage is
likely to feels like a slap. Save it for
your feedback session. You're
teaching your partner how to meet
your needs. When they get it, right,
let them know. It doesn't hurt to say,
"Thanks!" or "This is hard. Thanks for
doing this with me."

Person A

 ....?



THE RULES FOR PERSON B       Rules B1     
             -8-                      
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Ask questions without an agenda. Don't 'tell by asking.' (e.g., "You
don't really want to eat that last piece of pizza by yourself, do you?"
No one likes leading questions because your agenda is always felt,
even if it's not spoken. Questions that come from the desire to
understand– rather than to persuade––invite your partner to see the
world with fresh eyes. They also promote greater intimacy.

Don't say,"I understand." Ask, "Do you feel like I'm getting it?"

Be a mirror for your partner. Share observations (e.g. "I notice you're
crying. What are you feeling?"). Your questions start the ball rolling.
The direction it rolls should be driven by your partner.

Take correction without taking offense. Correction can be
hard to take, but you need to know when something you're doing 
 isn't  working.                            As                      , you have one job. That's to
serve                       by giving them your undivided attention, and helping
them express their own thoughts, feelings, and ideas.

If your partner tells you a version of the story that's different from

what you remember, don't argue. How                       remembers a story 
is the key to understanding their behavior.

If you screw up, apologize and move on! Keep the focus on 
your partner's feelings. If you're wallowing in your own guilt,
                             you've done a bait and switch on your partner.
                                When you're                      , you can wallow 
                                     all you want. Until then,
                                               give your partner        
                                                   100% of your
                                                       attention.

Person B

Person A

Person A
Remember:




I  SCREWED UP
 AGAIN!

I'M SUCH A LOSER!
YOU MUST HATE ME.

    Person B

Person A

WTF?
    Person A 

    Person A 



Use the list of SAMPLE QUESTIONS AND TIPS FOR                         
 (p. 14-17 in this manual) to help your partner go deeper. The list of
sample questions should be your main source of questions for
now. Each one is designed to help your partner explore new
territory, and to teach you how to ask "open-ended questions."
These are questions that can't be answered with yes or no. For
example,"What options are you considering?"

Don't sound like a robot! If 
      your partner says: "I was 
      itching so badly, I actually 
      ran out of the room!," Don't 
      respond by parroting the
      same words back to them: 
     "So you were itching badly 
      and ran out of the room?" 
      Instead, match their intensity
      so they know you're feeling it,
      too: "Oh, wow! You must have
      been jumping out of your skin!"
    
      You don't need to guess right.
      You just need to let your partner 
      know you're trying to understand.

PERSON B

RULES FOR                         cont.       Rules B2     
            -9--                      
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 TELL ME IF THIS 
  IS TOO MUCH  

 DETAIL.

RULES FOR                         cont.           Rules B3 
-10--
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PERSON B

Ask your partner to stop if  they go on too long and you start  
getting lost in the details. You can teach your partner how to  
'chunk' their presentation into smaller bites. It's better to say,"Slow 
down, please." than to space out. Just say something like, "Hang on, 
a second. I want to be sure I'm getting all this. So far I've heard X. 
Have I missed anything?"



                   Being a great                      is hard no matter how many times
you do it. That's because, while                     can pretty much say
anything,                        job is to say as little as possible, while at the
same time encouraging                      to go deeper, speak more freely,
express their feelings more completely. This is especially hard when
                    has issues with your parenting, or your drinking, or how
much time you waste on FaceBook...or...or...or...

Whenever either of you feels like you're getting triggered by what
your partner is saying, it's time to ask for a Time-Out. That's when you 
both take 15-45 min. to use the structured Time-Out tool below (The
S.T.O.P. Strategy), along with the Express Yourself Cards to take a
breather, calm down, and quiet your mind till you can think straight.

If either of you gets triggered duringIf either of you gets triggered during
a conversation, just say: "I need toa conversation, just say: "I need to
take a Time-Out." This may feeltake a Time-Out." This may feel
abrupt or controlling to yourabrupt or controlling to your
partner, but the goal isn't to shutpartner, but the goal isn't to shut
them out. It's to take a break sothem out. It's to take a break so
nobody gets hurt, and trynobody gets hurt, and try  
again after you've both goneagain after you've both gone
through the other three steps in Thethrough the other three steps in The
S.T.O.P. Strategy.S.T.O.P. Strategy.  

  STOP!STOP!SS

"I have a huge favor to ask."




Trying to control or challenge myTrying to control or challenge my

Refusing to listen.Refusing to listen.

Not taking "No" for an answer.Not taking "No" for an answer.

This means taking responsibility for yourThis means taking responsibility for your
part in creating the problem, instead ofpart in creating the problem, instead of
attacking your partner, or defendingattacking your partner, or defending
your position.your position.  
Were you doing any of the followingWere you doing any of the following??

            partner's freedom, free-time,partner's freedom, free-time,      
              activities, wardrobe, activities, wardrobe, friendships.friendships.

This step is the hardest. It requires youThis step is the hardest. It requires you
both to stop talking, separate, andboth to stop talking, separate, and
spend the next 15-45 minutes doingspend the next 15-45 minutes doing
activities that calm the mind andactivities that calm the mind and
relax the body: a brisk walk, a run, arelax the body: a brisk walk, a run, a
hot bath. I also recommend filling outhot bath. I also recommend filling out
an an Express Yourself Card. Express Yourself Card. This activityThis activity
will shift you out of Fight, Flight, orwill shift you out of Fight, Flight, or
Freeze mode. And it will help youFreeze mode. And it will help you
clarify and express your thoughts andclarify and express your thoughts and
feelings more effectively.feelings more effectively.

Expressing anger or contempt forExpressing anger or contempt for

SSarcasm or baiting.arcasm or baiting.

Blaming, belittling, interrogatingBlaming, belittling, interrogating

Threatening: physically, orThreatening: physically, or
emotionally (e.g. bemotionally (e.g. blocking an exit,locking an exit,
standing too standing too close, ugly gesturesclose, ugly gestures

Emotional blackmailEmotional blackmail: "If you go, I'll: "If you go, I'll    
  kill myself."kill myself."
Ganging up on partner by gettingGanging up on partner by getting

kids, friends, family members onkids, friends, family members on  

Excusing bad behavior by blamingExcusing bad behavior by blaming
others: others: “I wouldn't have had an affair“I wouldn't have had an affair    
  ifif you were nicer to me." you were nicer to me."

Doing any of the above in front ofDoing any of the above in front of

              partner in public (e.g. bad-vibing,partner in public (e.g. bad-vibing,
              mocking, eye-rolling, ignoring).mocking, eye-rolling, ignoring).

              nname-callingame-calling

              your side.your side.





              children or in public.children or in public.

            Bad behaviors aren't always thisBad behaviors aren't always this
            obvious. They can also be moreobvious. They can also be more
            subtle or covert. This makes themsubtle or covert. This makes them
            harder to identify–– and easier toharder to identify–– and easier to
            deny. (But they are equally as toxic.)deny. (But they are equally as toxic.)

  
OO

  
TT

TIME-OUTTIME-OUT

TIME-OUTTIME-OUT

THE S.T.O.P. STRATEGYTHE S.T.O.P. STRATEGY
  A 4-Step Time-Out Tool for Grown-UpsA 4-Step Time-Out Tool for Grown-Ups

OWN YOUR PARTOWN YOUR PART

When you need a hero

"I've been wondering."
A gentle way to test the waters

"Sorry..."
When you want to make things right

When what you've been doing isn't working

"Ouch."
When you're hurting

"I have a request."
When it's hard to ask for what you need

"Talk to me."
When you feel shut out and want to connect

"I love you."
When these three words aren't enough

"Can I be honest?"

"Thanks."
When you want your thanks to hit the spot 

QUICKSTART
MANUALEXPRESS YOURSELF CARDSEXPRESS YOURSELF CARDS

 organize your thoughts
 clarify your feelings
 express yourself with greater                                                                                  
sensitivity, specificity, and skill
have better conversations  
 about things that really matter

Each of the buttons below links 
to a unique, fill-in-the-blank card  
that helps you:       PICK A CARD

      FILL IT OUT 

      SHARE IT

      FEEL BETTER

INSTRUCTIONS

When you need help saying something

"Can we try again?"

Click to open

-11-
TAKING BREAKS

Person A

Person A
Person B

Person A
Person B's

BETSYSANSBY . COM

with Betsy Sansby, MS 
Relationship Coach for over 35 years

tasteless

other

10 unique10 unique
fill-in-the-blankfill-in-the-blank
templates that maketemplates that make  
hard things easier to sayhard things easier to say  

Click to open

ExpressExpress
      YourselfYourself

          CardsCards

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1byEQQKImz0NVtZyMaYl7MtzQy0dui6fK/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1byEQQKImz0NVtZyMaYl7MtzQy0dui6fK/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1rD5sjpPfHigiUNJ99EuO6NFcIaEINohO/view?usp=share_link


                                                         So, get out your calendars and mark
                                                         off your A-B's for the coming month. 
                                                         It helps if you can practice at the same
time each week. That way, you'll know that no matter what's going
on around you––kids, holidays, work, chores––you'll always have a
solid hour of uninterrupted, quality time together. Sadly, most
couples don't even make time for that. Communication is important.
Changing how you talk to each other changes how you feel about
each other.

One of my favorite couples has been doing A-B's for over a decade.
And my daughter and her husband have been doing them for about
a year. I recently asked Molly if she and Dave were still doing them. I
laughed when she told me,  "We do A-B's every week, whether we
feel like it or not. They're not always easy, but they always help."
Consider yourselves well-informed!

HOW OFTEN SHOULD WE DO A-B CONVERSATIONS?

Changing how you 
talk to each other 

Changes how you feel
about each other.

-12-
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Molly

call 
plumber

           805-3247

July

Without exception, the couples 
whose relationships keep getting
better are those who do A-B
Conversations every week, without
fail. A "full round" of A-B's only takes
an hour, and as long as you follow 
the instructions in this manual, 
you'll get positive results––even 
when the topics are challenging. 



Whatever you do, don't rush,
and don't skimp! A full round of
A-B's always takes 60-minutes.
The time is divided equally and
consists of two, 20-minute
conversations, plus 10 minutes
for feedback and note-taking
after each one. Good luck!

Nobody wins unless you both 
go away feeling cared about, 

understood, and more connected.

-13-
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HOW OFTEN cont.                      

But you can certainly do A-B's more often. Once you get used to
using them, you'll know when an A-B conversation might make
talking about a hard topic easier. Because the rules dictate that each
of you will spend 20 minutes as                   , as well as 20 minutes as 
                 , you'll get a chance to both "serve" and "be served" by your
partner.                           

The deliberate strictness of the rules prevents any opportunity to
attack, argue, correct the record, or blow a gasket. The only goal for
these conversations is that you speak to be understood and listen to
understand. What's not to like?

The only requirement is that you be both willing to play by the rules.
When you do, it's like having an in-house therapist there, whenever
you need one.

Person B
Person A



  Can you tell me in a few words what you'd like to talk about?

                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                       -13-

                             Always start with the first four questions. Use 
                           the rest in any order and feel free to skip or repeat 
     questions (Good ones to repeat are marked with a yellow star.)
     Once you get the hang of it, come up with your own. Just be sure
     you're asking for clarification, and not to steer the conversation. You  
     can also make comments, share observations, express compassion.

1.
 
    2.  Can you give me the headline first, so I know the general topic? 
         (After hearing the response, go to question 3.)

    3.  It sounds like you want to talk about X. Is that right?
         When you repeat back what you're hearing, don't parrot
         your partner's exact words. By paraphrasing key points, you make 
         sure you're understanding before                      moves on. It's better 
         to ask for clarification than to misinterpret what your partner
         really means. By asking for clarification you don't just help yourself.
         You give your partner a chance to give a more nuanced answer. 
 
    4. Have I missed anything important? (If you did, it's okay. The most
         important thing isn't doing this perfectly. It's showing your partner 
         you really want to understand.)

         TIP: Sometimes, your partner may give too many details for 
         you to keep track of. If this happens, ask them to slow down 
         so you can catch up. I call this 'chunking the flow of information.' 
         It means asking to make one point at a time so you don't get
         overwhelmed or miss something important. If you let them go on
         too long, it will backfire. You'll forget things, and                       will 
         think you weren't listening. 
         
                                                                                                                             

Q1     SAMPLE QUESTIONS AND TIPS FOR PERSON B

Person A

Person A
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Do you know why this topic is coming up now? Did some-

Could you say more about X...? I feel like I need more information.                 

       
     
      SAMPLE QUESTIONS AND TIPS FOR                       cont.                     
      Skip, repeat, or jump around. These are in random order.                                   
      

      thing just happen, or is an on-going issue?

      TIP: If you have a hunch, it's okay to say something like,
     "I remember how scared you were of your dad's drinking.
      Does my drinking scare you because of how your dad
      got when he drank?" Detach from being right about your
      hunch. It doesn't matter. What matters is that your partner. 
      can see that you're trying to understand.

Q2PERSON B

I'm having trouble being a good                    right now because... 
      (e.g., "you're raising your voice and Jonah's in the next room." 

Person B

 © 2023  Betsy Sansby
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Is any of what you're telling 

How am I doing so far?

Do you feel like I'm 

       me confidential?

      understanding or are 
      there things I'm missing?



Do you know what you'd like to get from me out of this
conversation? (e.g.,more understanding? an apology? a
compromise? particular change in behavior?)

Let me know if there are things I'm saying or doing that you

Does the topic, or situation trigger painful memories, or is this a  

What would you change if you could change anything about 

What is holding you back?

What do you see as possible options? (Ask more questions to
help your partner flesh this out.)

How can I help you? Are there things you'd like me to do
differently? 

If I did that/those things, how would it change how you're feeling
about me/us/the situation?

If you were a little kid and had to use

How hard is it to say all this out loud?

Name something I could do that would

       
 

    SAMPLE QUESTIONS AND TIPS FOR                       cont. 

       don't like so I don't screw this up. (e.g. asking for too many
       details, interrupting, offering my opinion, arguing, etc.)

      new experience?

       this situation ?

      one word or short sentence to express

      what you're feeling, what would it be?        

     (e.g. "Ouch!" "Waaaahhh." "I hate you!") 
   

      hit the spot?

Q3
-16-

PERSON B



Q3
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I just noticed X... (observation) What are you feeling?

Would you like me to be involved? If so, how––specifically?

If I got more involved, how would 

If you're in pain because of 

When was the last time you felt 

   SAMPLE QUESTIONS AND TIPS FOR                        cont.                                         

      Tip: This statement followed by this question can often
       lead to greater awareness and appreciation for how 
       closely you're paying attention. Never ignore tears, or sudden
       shifts in position or mood. If you see something, say something.

       

       you feel?

      something I did, what can I do to 
      repair the damage?

       better about this? What's changed?

-17--

Can I tell you what I've understood so 

How hard was it for you to bring this up to me? If so, what

       far? (Remember to ask this question 
       from time to time to make sure you're 
       understanding. Your partner will            
       appreciate it.)

        were you worried might happen if you talked to me?

PERSON B



A-BA-B
Conv

ersat
ions

Conv
ersat

ions

  What questions haven't I

    END EACH 20-MIN CONVERSATION 
    WITH THESE 4 QUESTIONS
 

1.
         asked that you wish I had?

    2. Can I summarize what you've said 
        so I'm  sure you feel understood?

    3. Do you feel like I've understood?

    4.  Before we end this part of the 
         exercise, is there anything else 
         you'd like to say?

    Congratulations! 

Q4-
-18-
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   10-minute feedback discussion



kindness
changes
everything
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