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First and foremost, this book is for me. May I take all my own advice and continue to get better at conflict in my own life.


To the parents who are willing to learn how to navigate conflict. We can’t expect our children to get this unless we model it every day. Thanks for being one of those people.


To all the schoolteachers out there. We expect way too much of you. This book’s for you, too, so you and your students have a map on how to get back to a good place again. I want this book in every high school in the United States. 


To all the growth-oriented people in the world who are willing to learn how to navigate conflict in a way that improves your relationships and the world around you.
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	PART 1


	BEFORE CONFLICT—WHAT IS 
CONFLICT AND WHAT IS ZERO?




















CHAPTER
1


My Life of Conflict


Being able to resolve conflicts peacefully is one of the greatest strengths we can give our children.


—Mister Rogers


I came in from recess, sat down in my seat directly behind Casey Henderson, and accidentally kicked the back of his chair. He turned around and asked if I wanted to fight after school. Fear washed over me. My mind went blank. Despite my tough exterior, I was actually a sensitive, emotional, and empathic sixth grader. The last thing I wanted to do was fight this kid. If I said yes, I’d risk getting my ass kicked. Or I could be true to myself and say no, yet risk the humiliation of being called a wimp or a loser. Two bad choices. 


So, what did I do? I went against everything in me and agreed to a fight. Almost every boy in the sixth grade showed up to watch. Casey and I were on the far side of the playground surrounded by a circle of boys yelling, “Fight! Fight! Fight!” There was no escape. I remembered, suddenly, the words my dad had said to me a few times: “If you ever get in a fight, throw the first punch.” I didn’t know how to throw a punch, so I slapped him. There was a roar from the circle around us. Suddenly, Casey and I were on the ground. Casey was a wrestler and nearly had me. Then the animal in me took over; the adrenaline I summoned helped me throw him off. 


As we got to our feet, I remember time stopping, just for a second, while Casey’s fist came flying through the air and hit me right above my left eye. In the same moment, one of the boys yelled, “Mr. Tonnison is coming!” The principal was running full speed toward us, his tie flying in the wind over his shoulder. Everyone fled in all directions, and I ran home as fast as I could, crying in shame and fear the whole way.


At home, my mom was aghast that I’d gotten into a fight but quickly helped me with my swollen eye. When my dad got home from work, I couldn’t look at him. Smiling, his first question was, “Well, did you throw the first punch?” He offered zero sympathy. After I spent a night filled with confusion and humiliation at home, I went back to school the next morning, my head hanging low. Our teacher, Ms. Jameson, pulled both Casey and me out into the hallway and shut the door behind her. “I heard you two got in a fight yesterday,” she said. We nodded. “Well, say you’re sorry.” 


“I’m sorry,” I said. Casey said the same. She dismissed us back to the classroom and that was the end of our conflict. 


Or was it? 


WHAT I LEARNED ABOUT CONFLICT


Even though my father taught me to throw the first punch, I also got the message from him and my mother that conflict—fighting and arguments—was bad. After all, they never fought. At school, I thought that bad kids got into conflicts and good kids didn’t. Casey was a “bad” kid, and now so was I. A few months later, I entered middle school with no friends. 


That fight was the first of many to come. It was an initiation into conflict, the kind that leaves its mark. This pattern would last for years: fighting, not speaking, leaving, more fighting, avoiding, and so on. 


One contradictory lesson I took away from this experience was that when you get in a conflict with someone, you can simply say, “I’m sorry,” and everything is made better. But nothing about my experience and relationship with Casey was ever “better.” I eventually realized that apologies were like Band-Aids, simply covering up the wound: they got people off my case for a while and allowed me to move on, to a certain degree. But even though I kept apologizing, the conflicts never felt resolved. The wound still festered. 


Like you, I have witnessed and experienced countless relationship situations go awry and never get resolved. I saw this at home, at school, during sports, and eventually at every job I had. Not to mention my own relationship failures that kept me stuck and depressed for years. As a kid, I continually felt disappointed in grown-ups, because they didn’t seem to know how to work things out. And these were grown-ups who supposedly cared about each other. 


After feeling rejected, bullied, and lonely in middle school, I realized, in a much more profound way, how important relationships were. Fitting in, and being liked, became the only thing I really cared about. Belonging is a central need in the human experience. Relationships are everything. 


The Harvard Study of Adult Development confirmed that good relationships are the cornerstone of a well-lived life.1 The tapestry of our lives is woven by everyone we come into contact with, with the most important relationships taking up the most space, color, and meaning. Think about the most meaningful experiences in your life, both good and bad; they were likely shaped by other people, friends, family members, lovers, partners, and even coworkers. Other people provide us with the most joy and the most pain in our lives. Good human relationships are crucial for longevity and good health, and yet, more often than we realize, our unresolved conflicts gnaw at us, leading to ailments that keep us exhausted, stressed, and sick.2 Without good people near us, loving us, and cheering us on, we feel alone. And it’s said that loneliness is more lethal than obesity or smoking fifteen cigarettes per day.3


WHY CONFLICT IS IMPORTANT


If good relationships are so important, why do we struggle when things get hard in those relationships? Conflict in our closest relationships is scary because so much is at stake. If the disagreement or conflict doesn’t go well, not only do we feel judged, hurt, and criticized, we could lose our marriage, our family, or our job, all of which are connected to our security and our survival. And we’ll do just about anything to not lose those relationships, including avoiding conflict, betraying ourselves, and being dishonest. Ironically, these adaptations create even more conflict. This deep-seated fear of rejection and abandonment runs our lives, and it won’t change unless we learn how to embrace conflict and work through it.


I’ve had years of study and training as a psychotherapist and direct hands-on experience with thousands of people as a relationship coach over the past two decades, and I see over and over again that the crux of good, strong, long-lasting relationships is not the absence of conflict but the ability and willingness to work through it. No good relationship can bypass learning about conflict. Conflict is the key to any relationship progressing from bad to good and good to great. And, of course, conflict can also be that thing that tears relationships apart. 


If you don’t work through adversity with other people, your relationships will never reach their potential, and you’ll never know the magic of what a strong friendship or partnership is like. You’ll stay stuck in superficial or failed relationships, where you don’t feel emotionally safe or seen. You’ll rob yourself of fulfillment and personal empowerment. And you might just blame all of that on others for the rest of your life. 
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The crux of good, strong, long-lasting relationships is the ability and willingness to work through conflict.






[image: image]










It’s a fantasy that a “good” relationship is free from conflict. This cannot be further from the truth. As you will soon learn, great relationships are built over time through the ability and willingness to work through what I call the Conflict Repair Cycle. Changing your mindset about conflict is the key to having satisfying relationships. 


MY JOURNEY


When I finally found a group of friends that accepted me in high school, I felt like I had a home, yet every girl that I liked didn’t like me back. For years I faced rejection after rejection. After my awkward high school years and freshman year of college, I finally figured out a way to get girls to like me (thanks to a lame strategy taught by my best friend).i Then I had no trouble attracting women, yet I kept them all at arm’s length and avoided anything that resembled conflict. When things became remotely conflictual, I’d “fire” whoever I was dating and move on to the next woman. Rinse and repeat for ten years. 


Had I been paying attention I would have seen that each of my intimate relationships held an invitation for deeper intimacy and self-understanding. I would have seen that the external conflicts I was avoiding could have guided me to resolve my growing inner conflict (more on this soon). But I continued to miss all of the signposts because I wasn’t in enough pain yet. I was trapped in the valley of victimhood and looking for answers outside of myself. After all, my strategies were working—er, sort of. I had great friends and had no problem with dating. So nothing was wrong, right? 


When things got hard in my intimate relationships, I’d drink, go skiing or climbing, or go to work. I did my best to find jobs where I could work outside and take my mind off my problems. I bussed tables, worked winters as a ski coach for young kids, and spent my summers with troubled teenage boys in a variety of wilderness therapy settings. Although I loved the work and was praised for helping these boys, I sometimes felt inadequate, like I didn’t have the skills necessary to truly help them. Some of these kids were dealing with major internal and external conflicts, from depression and feeling suicidal to drug addiction. All had enormous family conflicts and problems. I needed more training. 


THE BREAKUP THAT WOKE ME UP


About this time, I had chalked up six failed relationships over the course of nine years, and my frustration and pain were at an all-time high. By the time I turned twenty-nine, Andrea and I had been dating for almost a year, one of the longest relationships I’d had. She was amazing, and all my friends and family adored her. She wanted to get married and have kids. I wanted nothing of the sort. So, anytime she brought up this conversation, I’d find a way to dodge the question and change the subject. To me, it registered as “drama.” And drama felt like conflict. And conflict was off-limits for me. For example, anytime she wanted to discuss her feelings, I’d get super uncomfortable, try to “fix” it by offering solutions to her issues, and then tell her I had plans or wasn’t feeling great, or I’d change the subject. Anytime she wanted to talk about my feelings, I turned the attention back to her and her problems as a way to avoid mine. 


Somehow, I bought into the notion that when you find “the one,” or meet the “right” person, it should always feel good and the two of you should never fight. Of course, this is absurd, but you’d be surprised how many people believe this. I concluded that the drama had to be because of her. She was making me feel this way. I had to end it. Best to just walk away, like I had so many times before. 


But this would take me months to do. Breakups meant conflict, which might mean crying, anger, tears, and a bunch of other stuff I didn’t want (or know how) to deal with. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings like I had with so many other women. I kept hoping she would break up with me so I wouldn’t have to be the bad guy. 


I was torn between two shitty choices. If I broke up with her, I’d be alone again and face-to-face with that empty feeling that I tried to fill with women (and drugs and extreme sports). And I’d be repeating this pattern yet again. Nothing really would be different. If I stayed with her, I’d be lying to her—and myself—implying that I wanted to continue the relationship, and that would feel like I was betraying myself each and every day the relationship continued. 


The breakup talk eventually happened in Andrea’s car in the Whole Foods parking lot. We had agreed not to meet at my house or hers since the relationship was hanging on only by a thread, so we drove to the store separately. We needed neutral ground. Even though I’d had this kind of painful conversation many times before, I was still freaking out inside. But I was determined to be an adult and muster the courage to tell her face-to-face. I owed it to her. 


As I sat in the passenger seat of her car, in my mind I kept rehearsing the speech I had come up with. “I need to be honest,” I said, breaking the awkward silence. (Looking back, I now know that I was experiencing a lot of compounding shame for all the previous failed relationship moments like this one.) Then I stumbled over the words: “I want to break up.” I was squirming. I wanted to run from the car. 


Even though she knew it was coming, or so she’d later tell me, her first question was, “Why?” 


My first thought was, Because of you. I genuinely felt like my relationships all ended because of the woman I was with, not because of anything I did or didn’t do. And yet in the next moment, I thought of that old cliché, It’s not you; it’s me. In the past I had used this line as a cop-out, a dodge to make it look like I was self-aware and had a part. But this time, it felt true. Something clicked. It rocked me to my core. Wait, it really is me! For ten years straight, I’d rejected every good woman I dated. Ten fucking years of me not being able to figure out how to have an intimate relationship. That was my issue, my problem. I was the common denominator in all of these failed relationships. In that moment, the issue switched from being about her to being about me. The light started to seep in. I saw that if I was really the problem, then I also had the power to change it. I felt energy rush into me. 


Excited, I looked at her and shared my insight. She wasn’t exactly as fired up as I was, but she suggested, with both grace and tears in her eyes, that I get some counseling. I agreed even though I didn’t know what counseling was. I wasn’t even defensive. Breaking up was the right choice. It was time to go deal with my issues—alone. We hugged and wished each other the best. We’d managed to respectfully get through the breakup—the first conflict I’d ever experienced that came to a semi-successful completion. 


I got back into the driver’s seat of my own car, and as I drove away, I made a commitment to myself that I was going to learn everything I could about love, conflict, and relationships. I was determined to figure this out. I felt liberated, not because I’d weaseled out of another painful and uncomfortable conversation but because, for the first time in my relationship life, I was taking responsibility. 


The combination of hitting a ceiling in my ability to help troubled boys and feeling like a failure in my intimate relationships led me back to school. I was finally ready to learn. I searched high and low for a program that would force me into a petri dish to examine my own issues. One graduate program in psychology would train me to become a psychotherapist and require that I do thirty hours of psychotherapy as a client. Perfect! It was time to stop running away from my problems and start facing myself. 


In grad school, I studied humanistic, transpersonal, and Gestalt psychology. (The fundamental principle in Gestalt is asking the client to take personal responsibility on a moment-to-moment basis, the opposite of what I’d been doing for decades.) I devoured everything I could that would get to the roots of my problems. I quickly signed on as a crisis worker for the local mental health center, then as a family therapist. I learned solution-focused therapy, motivational interviewing, strengths-based planning, and how to diagnose someone with a major mental illness. I even co-led groups for perpetrators of domestic violence. At the same time, I got extra training in a three-year Gestalt therapy program. And because I was determined to get to the bottom of my own relationship problems, I enrolled in very intense, regular therapy that lasted for years.


I also started meditating and joined a Buddhist community. Through the Buddhist teachings of meditation and mindfulness, I learned that when we resist our inner emotions and feelings, seeking pleasure but avoiding pain, we create more suffering for ourselves. Duh, why hadn’t I learned this sooner! Meditation was helping me deal with my fears, feelings, and anxiety. Soon I became a meditation instructor. 


After I received my master’s degree, I became a family therapist at a local wilderness program and then eventually started my own counseling practice. I saw how terrified people were at working through conflict. Yet it appeared to be the root of people’s problems. So I began to study trauma and how to resolve the conflicts between people. 


In my second year of graduate school, I started dating the woman who is now my wife. Early in our relationship, I put on my training wheels around conflict. Instead of leaving the relationship, I stayed, even though every part of me wanted to run (I actually did run twice, but I came back both times). You can imagine two budding therapists trying to get to the bottom of an argument. It went something like this: “You’re projecting!” “No, you’re projecting!” Round and round we’d go. Practicing my new therapy tools, I’d try to process a fight or argument for hours, analyzing her reactions and telling her all the ways in which she was making it worse. I learned that approach was emotionally exhausting and took way too long. Needless to say, I was pretty slow and sloppy with conflict for the first three years we were together. However, over time, we got more efficient and learned how to dissolve arguments quickly. 


Then, because I kept seeing similar issues with my clients, I’d take what I was learning at home and try it on them. My clients started having success working through conflict in their high-stakes relationships. I kept reading, attending workshops, and studying with the best teachers and mentors. I was always surprised that no one had a system for working through conflict successfully. So, I created one. And since then, I’ve discovered some incredible tools, made modifications, and developed the Getting to Zero method that I now teach to people all over the world. 


I truly believe that I’ve come up with one of the most effective ways to work through conflict with fellow humans. I’ve put that program into this book for you to learn and practice in your own life. Because if we don’t start learning how to work through conflict, we’ll repeat what we’ve always done, and our high-stakes relationships will never reach their full potential. 


WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK


Like me, you may have left a wake of relationship carnage behind you. You’ve probably blamed, run away, or shut down—actions that never help the relationships you care about get any better. Married people get rid of their “difficult” partner all the time because, instead of learning how to work through conflict, they “fire” the person and feel better. They conclude the problem was the other person. But what happens when the next partner comes along? 


Through my work as a therapist, coach, and founder of The Relationship School, I’ve met and worked with some of the most courageous people in the world. Mothers, midwives, monks, veterans, CEOs, professional athletes, and rock climbers. People who stare death in the face almost daily. People who seem to be fearless. Yet all of them, without exception, become deeply afraid when it comes to conflict with other people. They, like I was, are afraid that if they are really honest, the other person will leave. This is one of the most fundamental fears human beings have. And because of this fear, we end up trading our true self-expression in exchange for connection. As you will soon see, this tradeoff is at the root of our inner conflict as social mammals. Why do we do this? It all stems from an unwillingness and inability to engage in conflict and a lack of experience with the fact that conflict done well makes us and our relationships better. You can learn to work through fear and overcome just about any difficult or uncomfortable issue with another person. 


Take Jared, for example. Jared is a talented extreme athlete, respected by almost everyone. His stories of climbing the world’s highest peaks are insane. The guy is a fearless beast when it comes to staring death in the face in big wilderness. But his interpersonal relationships were a mess. When things got hard with his girlfriend, he’d just shut down, shut her out, and go climbing. Eventually, Jared had to wake up to the fact that if he didn’t want to lose her, he’d have to become a student of conflict. I taught him the basics of the Getting to Zero method, and soon Jared’s girlfriend became his wife. Their conflicts shrank over time, and they got more efficient at moving through their disagreements. Now, Jared and his wife have become a strong resource for many people, and the results they see in their own life are incredible. 


Diane hadn’t spoken to her sister in over eleven years. After learning the Getting to Zero tools outlined in this book, she reached out to her sister, took ownership of her part of the conflict that happened many years ago, and the door cracked open between them. Within two months, they were having dinner together and celebrating their newfound relationship. 


Every day, I see people open their hearts to each other after hours, days, or years spent feeling hurt, resentful, and disconnected. Imagine what could be possible for you if you just apply yourself here in these pages and learn. 


To see conflict as the incredible opportunity that it is, we have to remodel our beliefs about it and truly embrace the idea that conflict makes us better, stronger, and more relationally adept human beings. That’s what we’ll do here, chapter by chapter. By the end of this book, I guarantee you’ll be armed to handle just about any hard conversation, especially with the person you care most about. You’ll increase your self-worth and boost your self-confidence and in doing so improve and deepen your relationships. These are permanent and long-lasting changes because the Getting to Zero approach deals with how you are fundamentally wired.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK




PLEASE NOTE


Although many people report the tools I explain in this book help them work through conflicts that have been stuck for decades, this book is not meant to resolve trauma or get rid of pain. This book does not cover rape, murder, war, or other massive conflicts. In those tragic events, any of us would be a victim of a horrible act against us and many more resources outside the scope of this book would be needed. If you have significant trauma, please continue to work through it with your own highly trained trauma specialist. 


This book is also not meant to guide you through conflict in abusive relationships. Although some of the tools may help, the Getting to Zero method is not a recipe for the level of challenge someone faces living in fear and abuse every day. If you are in an abusive relationship, get out and find resources that will help support that move. 


In a few cases, no matter how perfectly you do what’s outlined in this book, nothing will work. I get that. There is one type of person for whom this method of working through conflict is barely effective because they can’t and won’t take personal responsibility for their part. I’ll say more about this person later, but it’s important to know you can’t help people who don’t want your help and you can’t work through conflict with someone who won’t even come to the table. 


You’ll hear me use the term intimate relationships in this book frequently. Intimate relationships are your closest relationships (family, deep friendships, and a partnership). These might also be your “high-stakes” relationships. It’s important to make the distinction between “intimate” and “everyday” relationships, because more is at stake with intimate relationships than any other type of relationship and conflict tends to be more challenging with these people as a result.





This book takes you through the steps I’ve used countless times when I help two people move through a painful conflict and into a place of greater understanding and connection. You’ll soon understand great relationships are earned, not given. And all great relationships have one common attribute: the willingness and ability to work through conflict. If you don’t learn how to handle yourself and your reactivity, who will? 


In the pages that follow, I will help you “get to zero.” Getting to zero is a term that I use to help people measure their level of resolution and connection after a conflict. If we use a 0 to 10 scale, zero means that you have closure and you feel connected. Getting to Zero is the name of the process whereby you and another person in conflict move from disconnection to connection, acceptance, and understanding. Zero is that happy place where you feel good and content. This consilient approach blends spirituality, interpersonal neurobiology, attachment science, several branches of psychology, and my own experiences. 


To go along with this book, I suggest you dedicate a journal to take notes and draw graphs and charts in. In addition, an accountability partner can help you integrate the material and see more tangible results. Whereas learning in isolation is fine, learning together is better. Think of an accountability partner as someone you can practice the skills with and someone who will hold you accountable to speaking up, setting a boundary, or finishing the book. Find someone you can share openly and honestly with about what you’re learning, someone who will practice the listening and speaking exercises with you. 


This is a personal growth book. Personal growth in this context means that you are investing time, money, and energy into learning how to work through conflict with the people you care most about. Because personal growth work is a privilege, it’s important to mention that if you’re in survival mode, it’s much harder to face your inner life and apply what I’m about to teach you. To grow and develop in an optimal way, a certain level of physical and emotional safety is required. I’m grateful you are in a resourced enough place to take in what I’m about to share. 


I can assure you, if you have avoided conflict your entire life or you’ve never seen it go well, it’s not because of some personal defect in you. You are not broken and nothing is wrong with you. Working through conflict is a skill that anyone can develop.


The following chapters are laid out as a progression: before, during, and after conflict. Part 1 (before) sets the context for why conflict is so hard to face and what we are all up against. I dive into what I call your relational blueprint. You’ll learn how your earliest relationships laid the template for how you do conflict later in life. I cover the inner conflict, which will help you see where you might be stuck within yourself and with other people. Part 2 (during) gives you practice tools to calm yourself and the other person when in conflict, how to listen better, and how to speak better, and Part 3 (after) highlights the most common fights, the roadblocks to reconnecting, and how to establish agreements. The book concludes with some tips for you if you get stuck and what to do if people won’t meet you halfway. And, at the very back of the book, you’ll see a resource guide if you want to dig a little deeper, download some free meditations, or hire a coach.


If you’re eager to use something tangible immediately, I recommend skipping to whichever chapter most applies to what you’re wanting. You can always come back later and fill in the context. But no matter what order you approach the text, you must read “How to Listen During and After Conflict” because the tools in that chapter alone will change how you do conflict immediately. 


Finally, you’ll see that a few action steps are listed at the end of each chapter. These challenge you to reflect, practice, and integrate what you’re learning. Here is an example of action steps to come. I suggest you pause, do these now in your journal, then proceed to the next chapter. 


I’m grateful you are here with me and I look forward to being your guide. 


ACTION STEPS______________________________


1. Write your “conflict story” in one paragraph. Here are a few sentence stems to get you started.


A. My current relationship to conflict is… 


B. Growing up, conflict was…


C. When conflict shows up in my relationships now, I typically…


D. The person I have the most conflict with is…


2. Share this with someone close to you or your accountability partner. Read it out loud and ask the other person not to judge you or laugh at you. Tell them to just be supportive for now. 


3. Write down your accountability or practice partner’s name here: __________________.


Footnote


i My friend was good with girls and I felt very insecure. So, I asked him how to get girls to like me. He said, “It’s easy. Act like you don’t care.” I tried it and it worked. Isn’t that interesting that women were drawn to me when I was dismissive of them. That should be very concerning.…














CHAPTER
2


What Is Conflict?


Many things make for a happy life, but few things have as much influence and impact as our relationships do. Learning how to not stumble through them like a drunken asshole and how to exercise some conscious control of how you express your emotions and intimacy is possibly the most life-changing skill set I’ve ever come across.


—Mark Manson 


What assumptions and images come up for you when you see or hear the word conflict? Most people think conflict equates to violence or a battle of some kind. The conflict I’m talking about is not war, international political strife, or violent crimes, even though those are obviously conflicts at an extreme. 


Instead, I want to get personal—focus on your closest relationships. Most everyday conflicts with other people are much more subtle and nuanced, which is why so many of us seem to get by without ever dealing with them. 


Conflict is that hard conversation you’re unwilling to have. It’s the breakup that probably needs to happen so you can both get on with your lives and meet someone more suitable. Conflict is firing that one employee who needs to go. It’s that thing preventing you from reconciling with your brother after seven years of silence, and what you feel as you block your ex on your phone or Facebook (that’s scary, right?).


And conflict is what you will have to go through to save your marriage. 


Although conflict is, clearly, a lot of things, let’s use this as our working definition: A rupture, disconnection, or unresolved issue between two people (outer conflict) or inside of you (inner conflict). Resolving that disconnection is the process of getting to zero, which is the purpose of this book.


Getting to Zero is defined as follows: The process of moving from disconnection to connection through a process of reconnection inside ourselves and with others. This is the Conflict Repair Cycle. See Diagram 2.1.
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Diagram 2.1 Getting to Zero


When we get to zero, we’ve reconnected, repaired, and resolved the conflicts inside and out. The bulk of this book teaches you how to get back to a place of connection, or to zero, after any disconnection. This diagram represents the Getting to Zero process. I want to encourage you to take a snapshot with your phone and save it, or just draw this and put it on your fridge until you’re done with this book, because the Conflict Repair Cycle means it will repeat throughout your life. It’s not a one-time thing. Unfortunately, you can’t live in a permanent state of zero—because no one is perfect and life throws us curveballs—so please don’t create unrealistic expectations of yourself or your close relationships. But as you learn to handle inner and outer conflicts, you’ll be able to get back to zero more quickly. 


When I lead relationship events, I ask everyone in the room this question: “Who here has a disconnection or unresolved issue with at least one person in their life?” Every hand goes up. So, I’m going to ask you the same question: “Who do you have an unresolved issue with?” It doesn’t matter what the issue is or who started it, as long as it exists and it currently bothers you. Think about that person you talk shit about, or the person who rejected you ten years ago. Think about the unspoken honest conversation you haven’t had with that annoying roommate or family member. Sometimes conflict is the thing you are not saying, the truth you have not spoken. 


Now let’s get in there and deal with this person. Diagram 2.2 shows a conflict box. Draw this box on a piece of paper. You will use this box throughout the book and add rows to it later. 
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Diagram 2.2 The Conflict Box


Write your person’s name in the top row of the box. In the next row, write down what they did or didn’t do in one to five words. In the third row, write down what feeling you get when you think of this person. Here are a few examples: pissed off, hurt, sad, annoyed, guilty, disgusted, anxious, scared. Don’t write something like, “They suck.” Although that might be what you’re thinking, it’s essential to identify what you’re feeling because that’s the clue to your disconnection. 


In the fourth row, you’re going to assign a number from 0 to 10 to that feeling you have. Ten is the worst; zero is the best. What goes into this ranking are answers to questions like: How complicated is the situation? How angry or hurt are you? How much or how little does this unresolved conflict impact your life? Think of that number as the amount of discomfort you feel in your body, how much it hurts right now, how much you ruminate about it, and how emotional you are about this person. Basically, your number is how much stress you’re carrying about this particular relationship. 


Keep in mind that the goal is to eventually get to zero, a phrase you’ll hear me use a lot. Zero is baseline. Zero means that the conflict between you and the other person is finished and you both feel resolved. Zero is your sweet spot, where you feel emotionally safe, secure, and connected to your person. In the last row of the conflict box, below the number, write down how long the issue with this person has been going on. One day? Two months? Ten years? If it comes and goes, average it. 
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Diagram 2.3 Conflict Box Example


Now you should have something that looks like the conflict box shown in Diagram 2.3. 


I’m always surprised by the time frames and how much stress people are carrying because of unresolved conflicts. Many people have learned to live with conflicts for months, years, or even decades. That low-grade stress isn’t good for your health and well-being. 


So ask yourself the honest question: Do you want to address this? Do you want to get to zero? If you died of a virus tonight, can you honestly say that you gave your all to get to a point of resolution? If the other person died in a car accident tomorrow, can you legitimately say you took the higher road and tried to have one last conversation with them? I know it’s hard, uncomfortable, and scary to work through conflict, especially if you don’t know how and it hasn’t gone well in the past. 


It’s okay if you’re feeling unsure, scared, or even defensive. If the prospect of confronting this person seems too daunting, you may need to pick a different person to make this first conflict repair more doable. I would encourage you to pick a relationship for which you feel intrinsically motivated to resolve the issue between the two of you because, to do this, you’ll be investing your time and energy. Let’s face it: some people are a lost cause. This process is about prioritizing the people you care about the most. Pick someone with whom you have a chance to get to zero. Either way, hang on to this conflict box because we’ll come back to it. Right now, its purpose is to act like a scorecard to highlight where you’re at in one of your high-stakes relationships. 


Have you noticed that you become a different person during conflict? For most of us, this is when our mature adult goes out the window. You might throw a tantrum or go silent for days. Perhaps you get mean or intimidating. Or maybe you turn into a zombie, a ghost, or a stone wall. 


I once ghosted a close group of friends when I lived in Maine. I told my closest friends I’d be staying for the winter. But then I changed my mind. I didn’t want to disappoint them or create a conflict, so I said nothing about how I didn’t want to be there. Instead of saying goodbye, I got up one morning while everyone was sleeping, packed up my SUV without leaving a note, and drove all the way to Utah. I disappeared. I never even returned their emails. As you can imagine, it created a conflict with my friends that I never properly dealt with.


I’m not saying this kind of behavior is okay. But for some people, this “ghosting” behavior—where you just disappear—can be the normal fallback position when they’re stressed.


THE SCARED ANIMAL


Why do we behave this way? Why do we avoid conflict so often? And when we do actually get into conflict, why do we act like a wounded dog and lash out? 


Your biology is geared toward both connection and protection. Protection usually trumps connection. In fact, to protect yourself, your brain often slants toward thinking of the negative, always on the lookout for both potential and real threats. I call this the scared animal, and the job of your scared animal’s brain is to protect you from danger. If you’ve ever picked up a rescue dog at the animal shelter, you know that dog usually comes with some fear. A rescue dog might be happy to get a new loving owner, but it is also scared because of whatever it’s been through prior to meeting you. Any dog owner understands that you must behave in a kind and safe way so as not to set off alarm bells in the dog. Because most of us have been hurt at some point in life, we sometimes act like scared rescue dogs. 


For example, when you feel judged, criticized, or even blamed in one of your high-stakes relationships, the part of you I’m calling your scared animal will react. Your scared animal will perceive threats if a person or situation even slightly resembles a previous unsafe scenario. For better or worse, you cannot turn it off or get rid of this fearful part of you, no matter how hard you try. That reactive fear is there to protect you, but it can also lead to a disconnection between you and the people you care most about.


When you get really upset with someone you care about, a darker version of yourself comes out. You raise your voice, you shut down, you freeze, or you run away. Each of us has a pretty intense alter ego that shows up when another person challenges us. This is why it’s so essential to learn to hit the pause button during a conflict (more on how to do that soon). 


Wouldn’t it be interesting if you could show this part of yourself on your dating profile? My bio might read: “Hey, I’m Jayson, and when I get triggered, I’ll blame you and then shut down for days. Wanna get coffee?” My guess is we’d all be single.


WHAT CAUSES CONFLICT?


If conflict is a rupture, disconnection, or unresolved issue within ourselves or between us and another person, what causes those ruptures? What causes us to disconnect in the first place and makes the scared animal freak out? Quite simply, conflicts are, at their core, triggered by feeling threatened—whether it’s your sense of emotional or physical health or safety, your identity, your values, your morals, your property, or your loved ones. None of us likes to feel threatened, especially with things we value or care about. When we feel threatened, our scared animal reacts. Our guard dog comes out and either wants to run or fight. 


But what causes the feeling of threat in the first place? To keep things simple, most relationship threats are created in two main ways: 




♦ Too much closeness


♦ Too much distance





We hate and fear both of these situations because we are social mammals and therefore sensitive to both threats of attack (too close) and threats of abandonment (too distant). Let’s unpack each one so that you can understand how they arise. 


Too Much Closeness


Too much closeness can be defined as someone moving toward you in a confrontational way, raising their voice, getting bigger physically with their body language, talking too much, talking too loudly, furrowing their brow, pointing their finger, screaming, yelling, physically making threatening body gestures, and much more. All of these can be upsetting, and your scared animal might interpret any body language that feels like someone is coming too close as an act of aggression. If the person isn’t backing down, moving away, or giving up, if they stare us down or continue to raise their voice at us, conflict is guaranteed. Even an angry or “dirty” look can send most of us into a defensive position where we scan, evaluate, and get ready to defend ourselves. A spouse raising their voice from the basement can feel aggressive and elicit a fear response in many of us.


Here’s a mild example of too much closeness or intrusion: You come home from a super stressful day at work, eager to relax on the couch and scroll on your phone. But your partner wants to connect with you and share about their day. Even though you love this person, you’re now irritable and edgy and your tone of voice shows it. You want space. They want connection. If you don’t do a great job speaking up about your need for space, they’ll assume you want to listen to them and connect. Because you’re wanting space, their friendly gesture for connection feels threatening. This may lead to a fight or disconnection. You’re reacting because you feel threatened with too much closeness.


Too Much Distance 


Too much distance, on the other hand, can also feel threatening because we think that the other person doesn’t care or, worst-case scenario, is leaving us. The other person’s actions, such as the following, might signify too much distance to our scared animal: 



♦ Silence


♦ Leaving the room


♦ Turning away


♦ Looking away


♦ Slamming doors


♦ Cutting someone off during a discussion


♦ Not returning a text, phone call, or email


♦ Avoiding a difficult conversation


♦ Never speaking to someone again


♦ Leaving a relationship




Out of all of those experiences, we dislike silence the most because we don’t like not knowing. Let’s say you come home from work wanting to connect, but your partner isn’t home. They’re always home at this time of day and you wonder where they are. You text them and get no immediate response. If you still don’t hear from them within a few hours, you’ll start to feel pretty threatened. If you’ve ever been on the receiving end of someone who doesn’t return your texts or who just won’t talk to you, their behavior can feel rude, heart-wrenching, and agonizing. If we feel threatened, we might think the person is giving us “the silent treatment.” Some of us hate silence so much that we’re willing to betray who we are to reconnect with a person who has hurt us deeply, even if things never got dealt with. 


Not surprisingly, many long-term intimate partnerships end up with the dynamic where one partner wants more closeness and the other person wants more distance. This creates regular friction and frustration and will be what’s lurking underneath most, if not all, of their fights—which will, in turn, trigger the scared animal, regardless of what the fight is about on the surface. 


Getting triggered by too much closeness or too much distance, then, is normal. Staying triggered, though, is terrible for your mind, body, and health. 


THE FOUR DISCONNECTORS


When stressed, your scared animal takes over, and often in its attempts to make things better, it makes things worse. The problem, however, isn’t the scared animal; it’s how you handle it. If too much closeness or too much distance feels threatening, typically you leave your center and disconnect using one of four coping strategies that I call the Four Disconnectors (see Diagram 2.4).


In the diagram, the center circle represents zero, where you’re most connected to yourself and the people you care about. It’s that warm, fuzzy place where you feel connected to your heart (that’s our goal with this book!). The outer circle of the diagram represents a ten, where you feel most upset and disconnected. The best relationship moments happen when you are relating to people from zero, your center, because you are connected to your heart, your love, and your self-care. As you get triggered, you move out of the center, your center, and begin to disconnect. 
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Diagram 2.4 The Four Disconnectors


The Four Disconnectors are as follows:




1. Posture (puffing up)


2. Collapse (getting small)


3. Seek (invasion)


4. Avoid (distance) 





By getting to know which disconnector or disconnectors you do, you’ll be able to recognize disconnection more quickly, which then helps you reconnect faster. You can also let the people closest to you know what your typical disconnector pattern is so they are better prepared to deal with you during conflict and you can be more of a team. 


Posture


Think of yourself in this behavior like a startled porcupine: your quills stand up and point outward, attacking or blaming the other person and protecting yourself. When we posture, we go straight to defending ourselves: “I didn’t do that.” “It was you, not me.” When we posture, we react as a way to protect ourselves from further harm. If you dig a little deeper, you might find that right before you reacted, you were feeling shame about whatever just happened, perhaps over something you did or didn’t do. But instead of slowing down to recognize or own our shame (which might feel too vulnerable), we posture and blame. We may try to get physically bigger, act like we are fine, and prove that we did nothing wrong. You might look and act big and strong, but chances are you’re posturing to hide your vulnerability, defend yourself, and avoid ownership over your part in the conflict. 


Collapse


Collapsing is the opposite of posturing. Like a hermit crab, you go inside to protect yourself. As with posturing, shame can be a big driver of a collapse. Instead of an explosion, we might implode, shut down, and go deeper into shame: “I’m such an idiot.” “It’s all my fault.” In these moments, we might blame ourselves and think that it’s all our fault, forgetting that there’s always two sides to a disconnection. We might even feel depressed and hopeless in our collapse. People who collapse can stay shut down for days, and sometimes years!


Seek


Sometimes during a fight or when we feel another person pulling away, we might feel anxiety, fear, rejection, or abandonment, all of which compound the conflict. Because we feel so insecure and anxious in these moments, we’ll likely move toward the other person in hopes of getting back the connection. We seek them out. Depending on how we do our seeking or pursuing, it can backfire and drive the other person farther away. Think of a golden retriever nuzzling into your leg and wagging its tail, saying, “Are we okay? Are we okay? We’re okay, right?” It’s okay to seek. We just need to learn how to do it more skillfully and with less desperation, while managing the emotions that drive it. Otherwise, the other person might feel threatened by the intrusion upon their space. 


Avoid


When we perceive someone as “in our space”—too close to us, talking too much, or wanting things from us—we might feel trapped, engulfed, or invaded. Thus, like a feral cat, we might not want to come anywhere near the other person, so we avoid them and create distance between us. We leave the room, ignore their texts, or space out into the comfort of our thoughts and fantasies. Depending on how we take that space or ask for it, the other person might escalate and get even more anxious, creating more of what we’re trying to get away from. Avoiding is just another way your scared animal protects itself. 


As you can see, the Four Disconnectors pull us away from zero and away from feeling connected. Thus, conflict not only creates a disconnection between you and the other person but also creates a disconnect with yourself because, when you’re scared, you move out of your normal way of being and into a stress response. 


FACE YOUR FEARS


John reached out to me because he was in what he called “constant pain and anxiety” about his current relationship with his girlfriend. John was divorced and had two young kids from a previous marriage. Anytime he’d try to fix his relationship, his girlfriend experienced his attempts to connect as invasive (too much closeness). She would retreat (avoid), then John would feel anxiety because it felt like too much distance, so he would reach out to her in every way he knew how (seek). John wanted to get the connection back. His girlfriend wanted more space. 


As we dug into John’s situation, we found out that not only did his girlfriend go silent after their conflicts but also, when she finally came around, she made sarcastic comments (posturing) about his sensitivity. John was staying in the relationship because, quite frankly, he was afraid of being single and alone at this stage of his life. So, his scared animal was in control, trying to avoid abandonment by doing whatever she told him to do, which created inner turmoil. The relationship was taking a toll on his job, his kids, and his health. Finally, John realized that to break his patterns, he was going to have to start voicing his need for reconnection in a whole new way, which to him felt like creating more conflict. 


I assured him that doing this would help him break his disconnection pattern and—more importantly—get what he wanted. He finally gathered the courage to use his voice, set some boundaries, and take a stand. John said to his girlfriend, “I’m unwilling to be in this relationship without a plan to reconnect. I want to be with a partner who will reconnect after any conflict.” He realized that despite his fear of losing the relationship, it was too painful to stay in one where he wasn’t getting a say or respect. The only way for him to have a different relationship outcome was to go into the fire of conflict. 


Sometimes when one person advocates for themselves and for the relationship, like John did, the other person wakes up and is motivated to work on themselves and the relationship, too. Unfortunately, that did not happen this time. John’s partner dug in her heels, blaming him for being too sensitive, which clarified John’s commitment to being true to himself and getting respect. John got very clear on what he wanted in a partnership: when the inevitable conflicts happened, there was a plan and mutual buy-in to reconnect. John continued to advocate for his need for reconnection, and it created some intense conflicts with his partner. Three months into our work together, he left his girlfriend. This was a painful break, but two years later he found an awesome partner, and as their relationship became more serious, they set up some basic agreements about how they would deal with conflict. (We’ll talk about agreements in Chapter 15.)


John’s success hinged upon one thing: learning to face his inner conflicts and work through his outer conflicts. He became a student of conflict and changed his mind about it. Once he learned a few tools, his other high-stakes relationships started to improve, too. 


Maybe you are like John. You’ve spent your life apologizing, avoiding, or collapsing. If so, it might be time to face your fears, work with the scared animal inside, and approach those difficult conversations. Or maybe you’re more like John’s ex, who avoids and postures. Interesting how John does the opposite: he seeks and collapses. Although it’s very common to find yourself in a relational dynamic where the Four Disconnectors are opposing, it’s not always the case. For example, in some high-stakes relationships both people can avoid and posture (blame). You’ve got some work to do also. No one likes being on the receiving end of your judgments, criticisms, or attacks.


At its core, conflict is a disconnection in the relationship. No matter how bad it is or how your scared animal reacts, there’s a strong likelihood that you can fix it and get back to zero. Not everyone in your life will be onboard with using the Getting to Zero method, but for you and the people closest to you, it is worth the effort for an upgrade. 


ACTION STEPS______________________________


1. What are your historical and current beliefs about conflict with others?


2. What is most threatening or triggering for you? Too much closeness or too much distance? List three examples of things that really trigger you (silence, too much talking, etc.) and place them in either the distance or closeness category. Ideally, think of the person you named in the conflict box when you complete this step. 


3. Identify your main disconnector type—seek or avoid, posture or collapse.


4. What is your commitment to learning? Write it down like this: 




My commitment around conflict is __________. 





5. Send this statement in an email or a text to at least one person in your life, letting them know what you’re committing to. 


6. Share any or all of this with someone in your life. 
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