Before You Split

Better Conflict Cheat Sheet
“I can’t do this anymore!”

If the ways you argue as a couple leave you saying or thinking something like this, and feeling
frustrated or worse…stuck*, here are some approaches to help you move through your conflict
to make real progress:
1. Fight for “we” over
“me”.

2.Listen closely to fully
understand each other.

3. Adopt an attitude of
curiosity.

Make it a shared priority to search for a resolution you can both live
with, which may not be either of your ‘perfect’ or ‘logical’ solutions.

You may need to take time apart if the issue is a major one. Process,
pray, meditate, write your thoughts down to share them later. When
you’re listening, stay focused and don’t let your thoughts turn to what
you’re going to say in response. Your first and most important task
is to repeat back what (s)he said in your own words to ensure you do
understand.

It’s too easy to fall into old patterns of being critical, cynical or assuming
you already know everything your partner has to say. When you ask
“why?”, assume that there’s something you don’t know yet, and that
your partner has something valuable to offer.

4. Start with “why”, not
the details of “what”,
“where”, “who”, or
“how”.

The question “why?” reveals underlying beliefs and values, and will
likely be more unifying than the more detailed questions. As much as
possible, find common ground.

5. For tricky issues, do
what you need to do to
stay calm and under
control.

If it’s an issue that may become over-heated, pay attention to your
body’s signals that you’re being triggered (flushing, starting to sweat,
increased pulse, rising anger or gripping fear). If you’re triggered, take a
long enough break that you’re both calm again before carrying on.
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6. Pause to reflect before
you respond. Slow is
your friend.

You’ve probably seen where knee-jerk reactions have led you in past
arguments. Victor Frankl said it well: “Between stimulus and response,
there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In
our response lies our growth and our freedom.”

7. Keep your tone kind
and respectful.

Maybe your voice raises a little when you’re passionate about
something. You both may have different past experiences with voice
volume – what’s ‘yelling’ and what is not. Ancient wisdom says, “A
gentle answer turns away wrath.”

8.Care how your partner
feels; avoid ‘blame and
shame’

Seek to understand how each of you feels about this issue. The more
you ‘get’ how you’re each feeling, the more you build your bond with
each other. Ignoring or dismissing the feelings of your partner, or telling
them their feelings are wrong has a negative impact on your heartfelt
connection.

9. Lean into your
collective creativity as
you search for solutions.

Brainstorm. You have more creative potential than you think. Since
a ‘bad’ idea can lead you in the direction of a great one, don’t
immediately throw out those you don’t agree with. Chances are, the
potential resolutions aren’t binary and the best solution may be one you
have to work on to discover.

10. Invite someone in
to help.

There are some problems the two of you won’t solve on your own.
Some issues you may not find a resolution to – there’s no perfect
relationship! If you’re experiencing distress, then see what a marriage
counsellor, mediator or third -party expert such as a doctor or financial
planner has to say.

*humiliating, belittling or other harmful behaviour is not okay – see the Article entitled “Is your Marriage Unhappy or Harmful?” at toninieuwhof.com
“Never assume that loud is strong and quiet is weak.” – George Santayana

