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Introduction
Navigating Smoothly In Rough Conversational Waters 

SOMETIMES THE MOST important topics a married couple discusses are also the most delicate. How do you steer through a thorny issue where the wrong word can lead to hurt feelings or a deep emotional rift? How do you tell the person you love something he or she might not want to hear? What do you do when your partner gets defensive? This book is designed to help you navigate choppy conversational waters with two essential skills: consideration and know-how. It will provide you with indispensable scripts and power phrases to move you and your mate quickly past the various tricky spots couples encounter when discussing touchy subjects, while offering a treasure trove of cutting-edge tips and tools.

The words and phrases I suggest are not the only words you should use, but they are a great place to start. If you study the tone of the sentences and phrases I prescribe, you will soon get a feel for what works, and you’ll be able to use your own words to achieve the same successful end. Some of you may be thinking, “It’s not just a matter of saying the right words but saying the right words with the right attitude.” You’re absolutely correct. Anyone can say to a spouse after a disagreement, “Fine, I’ll do it your way.” But if that line is spoken with sarcasm, the words won’t solve a thing. That’s where this book is unique. It teaches you how to de-escalate a disagreement so that your partner’s viewpoint becomes possible for you to understand. And as you aim for understanding—genuine understanding—your attitude will shift from hurtful to helpful.

The first two chapters reveal the most essential, easy-to-remember communication tools that even someone who doesn’t like reading self-help books can learn and apply in no time at all. (And if your spouse is one of those people, ask him or her to just read those two chapters. If applied with sincerity, the suggestions will work.) Chapter 2 also discusses the SAIL approach to communication, a simple, four-step method that is easy to remember and use. When all else fails, if your conversations are going nowhere but downhill fast, the SAIL method will instantly put you and your mate back on track—sometimes in a minute or less!

Each of the remaining chapters describes one (or more) of the common scenarios many couples face that can easily stir up trouble if not handled properly. The issues lurking beneath those topics are discussed and many suggestions are offered to move those conversations along with tact to a successful conclusion. At the end of each chapter is a sample script designed to show you how the opening minutes of an effective conversation might go. The scripts purposely show occasional communication errors because even the most effective communicators mess up. The scripts also show you how to quickly recover from those mistakes and get back on track—which is also what successful communicators do.

It’s simple. If you communicate effectively with your spouse, most of your problems will fade into the background and you can get on with the business of living a happy, satisfied married life.


Chapter One
Five Hidden Conversational Traps 

PHIL HUGGED HIS wife Connie. She flinched.

“Why do you push me away like that?” Phil asked.

“I’m just trying to sort through Emma’s school papers.”

“Yeah, right,” Phil said, walking away.

Connie sighed loudly. “And maybe I don’t like being pawed at all the time.”

“I wasn’t pawing,” Phil said.

“And if I hadn’t moved away you’d have tried to do more and you know it. Why can’t you just be affectionate without it always turning into something sexual?” she asked. “Oh, just forget about it.”

Phil didn’t know whether to pursue the conversation or drop it. He hated moments like that.

Do you and your spouse ever have conversations like that? I call those interactions “Clash, Rehash, and Dash” and the pattern goes something like this:

Spouse #1: “Why don’t you . . . Why can’t you . . . You never . . . You always. . . .” (A blaming response; rehashing old issues.)

Spouse #2: “Well I would except that you always. . . .” (A defensive response followed by a blaming response.)

Spouse #1: “No, no that’s not true; you always exaggerate. . . .” (More defensiveness, more blaming, and no real effort to understand or get to a helpful resolution.)

Spouse #2: “I don’t know why I bother talking. You never admit it when you’re wrong.” (More blaming, perhaps walking away from the conversation.)

Any couple can have a conversation like that but successful couples have them infrequently. When they do occur, successful couples stop those conversations from escalating. If you recognize yourself somewhere in that pattern, then you’re reading the right book. Help is on the way—and making conversations with your spouse go from tough to tender is easier than you imagine.

The Culprit Behind Most Conversational Goof-Ups 

The key reason couples find it hard to tackle certain topics is anxiety. Couples are usually anxious for at least one of the following reasons:



• They don’t know what to say or how best to say it.

• They worry about starting an argument or debate.

• They worry about being blamed or hurting feelings.

• The discussion usually goes off-track and becomes frustrating.

• They don’t know how to calm an overheated conversation.



It’s a vicious cycle. Heightened anxiety impairs the conversation skills you do possess, and impaired communication skills— especially during touchy conversations—intensifies anxiety. The result? As you spin your wheels and become more nervous or agitated, the goal of achieving meaningful conversations with your spouse seems further out of reach.

Anxiety also disrupts your sensitivity. (See the quiz, What Is Your Sensitivity Quotient, in this chapter.) Your sensitivity level is similar to your home smoke alarm. If the alarm is too sensitive it will go off when you have candles burning. If it is not sensitive enough it may not go off until a fire has started raging.

If you have too much anxiety during conversations you will be oversensitive to your partner (and undersensitive to your own needs) or undersensitive to your partner (and oversensitive to your needs). People who react with oversensitivity to a partner’s needs tend to lose their confidence and give in to demands just to keep the peace. People who react with undersensitivity to a partner’s needs will overwhelm their spouse, see little merit in what the spouse is saying, and feel entitled to get their way.

What Is Your Sensitivity Quotient?

Answer “Rarely True,” “Sometimes True,” or “Often True”:

1. I feel inadequate, stupid, or wrong in difficult conversations.

2. My partner often turns my complaints back around on me and I lose my confidence.

3. It’s easier to give in than to argue.

4. I feel guilty when I get my way.

5. It’s mostly my fault when conversations go wrong.

6. I hate compromising when I know I’m right.

7. I get loud during conversations, otherwise my spouse won’t listen.

8. I don’t like being told what to do.

9. If I feel strongly then my spouse should see it my way.

10. If we disagree, one of us must be wrong.

Scoring: You are undersensitive to your own needs the more you answered “Often True” to statements 1–5. You are under-sensitive to your partner’s needs the more you answered “Often True” for statements 6–10.

This book teaches two essential tactics: how to manage anxiety during conversations so your level of sensitivity is neither high nor low; and how to find the right words to allow a conversation to come to a rewarding conclusion. If you aren’t anxious but cannot find the right words, the conversation may never get going. If you know the right words but are too anxious, the conversation will implode soon after it gets underway.

What Your Senses Can Tell You 

It’s not only about verbal language; it’s also about body language. During a conversation you don’t just use your ears to understand the words; you use many of your senses—including your intuition— to understand the meaning behind the words. In any conversation, the listener instinctively pays attention to the nonverbal signals much more than the verbal. When there is a disconnect between what someone says and what they really mean, the listener gets mixed signals and confusion takes over. Here is how an effective conversation looks, sounds, and feels.

What Your Eyes Show You 

Imagine you are watching a video of a couple successfully engaging in a touchy conversation. Assume they don’t always agree; that each can be a tad stubborn or argumentative at times during the dialogue, and the topic is an important one (so it raises their anxiety). Since this couple possesses conversational skills, mutual goodwill, and can keep their anxiety levels in a manageable range, what do you think you would see if you turned off the volume and just watched them? Physically, they would be positioned in a way that conveyed openness and a desire to listen. No arms defensively crossed, no eyes rolling. There’d be no finger pointing or dismissive hand gestures. They’d be making eye contact and perhaps touching one another occasionally. There would be no dramatic or hostile body language—no hitting walls or throwing objects and no physically threatening behavior. Impatient at times, they’d nonetheless hear each other out rather than loudly interject in the middle of each other’s comments. Facial expressions would show concern or mild aggravation or perhaps understanding—maybe a smile or two—but never contempt or disdain.

What Your Ears Tell You 

Now turn off the picture and listen only to the sound of their conversation. It wouldn’t be boring or monotonous. If they got loud and angry the anger would rise but soon fall back to a more moderate level. They would interrupt each other occasionally. However, the interruptions would not be disruptive to the flow of the conversation. Interruptions would be viewed as a sign of interest, not rudeness. There’d be no name-calling. There might be a few “you” statements (blaming remarks), but each would be able to quickly admit when they were wrong or disrespectful. They’d each aim to understand the other as much as they aimed to be understood. They would ask questions to gain understanding, not to place each other on the witness stand. If the topic was a particularly emotional one, neither would take it too personally if the other said something out of line. They would accept that when the topic is very upsetting, unkind or provocative words are often spoken that are not really meant. Overall, the conversation would have a beginning (“We need to talk about this”), a middle (“Let’s examine it more closely”), and an end (“Let’s take these steps to address our concerns”).

What It “Feels” Like 

Imagine you and your spouse are taking a nature walk, but are not allowed to speak. Where you walk is unexplored by you and has many places of interest—flower beds, creeks, rocky hills, a waterfall, a fenced-in area with animals, hilltops where you can see for miles. How would this feel to you as you tried to maneuver toward the places you wanted to investigate? If you and your spouse are competitive and argumentative, or if one of you is more controlling, you would feel pushed or pulled in every direction, either not going where you’d like or engaging in a tug-of-war to get your way. You would start to feel tense, angry, and impatient. If you are a couple that communicates effectively, there would be no pulling or pushing. There may be a gentle tugging to move in one direction but there would also be a willingness on both your parts to take turns leading and following without struggle. You wouldn’t feel rushed. You’d know there was time to linger over some areas if you wish, even if your partner was less interested. It would feel light, easy, warm, and loving.

Using those descriptions as a guide, how do your conversations rate? What would observers notice if they watched you and your spouse having a conversation about a touchy subject? What changes could you make during your next conversation?

The Five Toxic Traps 

Open up almost any self-help book on communication and you’re likely to be advised to not interrupt when your partner is speaking. Well guess what: Happy couples interrupt each other even more than unhappy couples do and it isn’t a problem. Your interpretation is what makes the difference. Unhappy couples view an interruption as rude. Happy couples interpret it as a sign of interest. Or maybe you’ve heard the age-old advice “never go to bed angry”— but couples who are successful communicators understand that sometimes a person needs to withdraw temporarily to sort through feelings and thoughts and that waiting another day to resolve an issue is sometimes wise, especially if one tends to be volatile.

You’ve also read that avoiding conflict only leads to a buildup of resentment and ultimately an explosion. Seems logical, but according to researcher John Gottman at the University of Washington, if both partners are conflict-avoiders by nature, and if the couple experiences at least five times as many positive interactions as negative, they can stay happily married for the rest of their lives even if they rarely argue. So toss aside some of the old surefire advice and pay close attention to these five toxic troublemakers. They are:



• Rough start-ups

• Possessing a black-and-white mentality

• Believing all relationship problems can be resolved

• Confusing feelings with facts

• Allowing arguments to escalate



If you can eliminate any of these, your ability to communicate effectively—with sensitivity and smarts—will improve as quickly as you can say “We need to talk. . . .”

Rough Start-Ups 

The first minute of a discussion is the start-up. If the start-up begins with a harsh tone or a hasty accusation, it is more likely that the conversation will end in failure. Failed conversations make it more likely that future conversations will either be avoided, will end prematurely, or will lead to escalating arguments and no-win debates. In fact, if a discussion that starts up heated does not calm down to a milder, more respectful conversation within the first three minutes, odds are it will fail. Couples have a small window of opportunity to open conversations with respect and consideration—and stay there.

Women are more likely to detect relationship problems before men see them, are more likely to complain about those problems, and are therefore more likely to begin touchy conversations with a sharp-edged tone. Men are more likely to withdraw or shut down once a conversation gets tense or when they feel disrespected or not listened to. The man’s shutting down will frustrate the woman and make it more likely she will open future conversations with more fire and grit, thereby setting off another round of the argue-withdraw pattern.

Examples of Emotionally Charged Phrases to Avoid 

• “You always. . . . You never. . . .”

• “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

• “Are you bringing that up again?”

• “Are you going to act the way you did the last time we tried to talk?”

• “I don’t know why I even bother talking to you.” Any name-calling and swearing.

Examples of Negative Labels 

• “You’re just like your mother.”

• “You’re lazy . . . selfish . . . inconsiderate . . . controlling.”

• “You have no clue how to be a responsible parent.”

• “You never take responsibility for yourself.”

• “You don’t care at all how I feel.”



Open conversations with goodwill by simply stating what you’d like to talk about, give behavioral examples of what you like and dislike, don’t judge or blame, ask for feedback, and come up with ideas on what can improve the situation.

A Black-and-White Mentality 

“You should have done this. You shouldn’t have done that. A spouse should always. . . .” A “should” mentality is an inflexible insistence that one person’s way of thinking is necessarily the right way or the best way or the only way. This mentality closes off discussion. If you possess a “should” mentality you are not really interested in understanding your spouse’s view but in converting your spouse to your view. This leads to stubborn standoffs and tugs of war.

Many issues that couples disagree about reflect personality and background differences—or even personal preferences. What time should the curfew be for a fifteen-year-old? What’s the best way to discipline a defiant child? How much time should a couple spend doing things together? How often should they make love? What percent of their income should they save?

There are no right or wrong answers to these questions. Those are examples of the many gray areas in life where couples must negotiate, not pontificate.


Conversation Peace 

A black-and-white mentality will soon come across as an “I know best” mentality. That’s how parents speak to children and superiors speak to inferiors. Once your marital relationship has a parent–child feel to it, neither of you will be happy. Inevitably, the spouse who feels in the one-down position will try to balance the scales of power directly (by being stubborn and argumentative) or indirectly (getting even in subtler ways such as losing one’s desire for sex, “forgetting” important things, overspending, and so forth). Relationships must feel fair to flourish.



Part of the difficulty in letting go of certain black-and-white thinking patterns is it means letting go of our ego. We identify who we are with the beliefs we hold, but many of our beliefs are simply habits. If you grew up believing it was never okay for one parent to go on a vacation or relaxing trip without a spouse, you will argue with your spouse when he or she wants to attend a three day work-related conference on some exotic beach. If you grew up having very little money and no extras, you may either want to spend money more freely now or may want to save as much as possible to ensure that you will never be poor again. Regardless, if your spouse takes a different approach to spending and saving, there will be conflict.

Let’s consider an example. Kate and Mike wanted to buy a new car. She didn’t care what kind it was as long as it was comfortable for the entire family and that they bought it quickly, as a summer trip was upcoming. Mike was methodical and weighed the pros and cons of a dozen car models. His slowness annoyed Kate. Mike was annoyed because Kate “should” be more concerned about car quality and price range. To Kate, Mike “should” ease up and not be so rigid about making decisions. That debate will never get them anywhere.

How might they handle that difference? Three steps:

1. Stop trying to insist that the other’s approach is wrong.

2. Ask the question “What would you like me to understand that you don’t think I do understand?”
Mike might answer it this way: “I’d like you to understand that I take my responsibility to this family seriously, and I don’t want to make a major purchase we might later regret.”
Kate might answer this way: “I’d like you to understand that it is frustrating when you take so long to make up your mind about things and that I’d like us to have a new car before we leave for our vacation.”

3. List what they’d be willing to do (not what they’d like to do) that would meet each of their concerns to some extent.

So Mike might agree to be methodical but limit his search for a car to a handful of car models and stick to a deadline. Or Kate might help him with his search.

Once a couple bypasses the “should” mentality, a world of possibilities opens up for them.

All Problems Can Be Solved 

We live in an age where we can instantly find answers for most anything. So when a couple engages in yet another “here we go again” argument, each spouse believes the other must be stubborn or selfish since all problems should be solved with the right amount of compromise and teamwork.

That simply isn’t true. Yes, some problems can be permanently fixed by a simple solution like with Pete and Jen. Pete and Jen often forgot to make their car payment which was due on the tenth of each month. They finally decided to have the funds automatically withdrawn from their checking account. Problem solved. However, most of the issues we face in life cannot be solved once and for all; they can only be managed. These include—but are not limited to—problems involving:



• Health

• Child-rearing

• Money

• Personality differences

• Differences in values



Don’t despair. You are already accustomed to managing—not solving once and for all—certain daily problems. For example, if you commute to work and traffic is often heavy, you’ve probably learned to live with the fact that on some days there will be traffic delays. If you are raising children, you’re probably overtired and have much less free time for yourself or your spouse. You can make changes here or there but the problem—less time to do things you’d like to do—can only be managed, not resolved.

Awareness Is Key 

For many couples, the awareness that some problems have no permanent solution is an eye-opener. They realize they’ve been banging their heads trying to eliminate some thorny issue only to have it reappear later on. They discover that trying to solve certain problems is itself a major problem. Once they learn to let go of their demand to be rid of certain difficulties and find a way to learn to live with them, their “problem” no longer seems so problematic.

How do you best manage a recurrent relationship problem? You must be willing to talk about the issue periodically, not to solve it or debate it, but to inquire, “How should we handle it this time?” (Because there will absolutely be a next time.) Then you agree on a course of action that will move you forward that day without resentment. Sometimes you’ll get your way, sometimes you won’t.

Do You Confuse Feelings with Facts?

I hear conversations like this every day in my office:



Spouse 1: “You ignored me at the barbecue.”

Spouse 2: “No, I didn’t. You were by my side most of the time.”

Spouse 1: “I certainly felt ignored. My feelings aren’t wrong, they just are.”



This conversation is already a landmine waiting to be stepped on. Many people confuse their feelings with facts. If I feel ignored, I was ignored. If I feel offended, I was offended. Judging another person is not a feeling—it’s an opinion. “I feel that you care more about your job than you do about me” is an opinion. “I feel lonely when you work so much” is a more accurate expression of one’s emotional state. Feelings are important data but they are not always accurate reflections of reality. Feelings are preceded (often subconsciously) by a line of reasoning that may be faulty—thereby creating a more distorted feeling. For example, in one day I had two separate couples attend counseling and each spoke about their anger over a recent office holiday party. For the first couple, the husband was angry that he spent most of the time alone in a corner. He expected his wife to introduce him to everyone and stay by his side. For the second couple, the husband was angry that his wife stood by him the entire party. He felt “mothered.” Each husband felt angry, but the feelings were highly subjective and based on their own line of reasoning as to what should happen when a couple attends a party together.

Once people regard their feelings as facts, they then insist their feelings be validated. By validation they usually mean “honor my feelings as true.” Again, the feelings may feel true for the individual but are not an accurate representation of what happened in the situation.

The Power of Feelings 

During a touchy conversation you don’t have to admit guilt when you aren’t guilty. “I can see that you’re upset that I stood by your side at the party. But it wasn’t my intention to ‘mother’ you. I just assumed you’d feel more at ease since you didn’t know many people. Next time I’ll give you more space. All right?”

Feelings are best used not as weapons but as clues to underlying assumptions. (Usually, those assumptions are based on the “should” mentality I’ve already discussed.) Then examine those assumptions and see just how reasonable they are.

Allowing Arguments to Escalate 

Many couples view an escalation of an argument as natural. They don’t realize how imperative it is to put escalating arguments into reverse. It’s there for everyone to see and yet it is overlooked as a major reason for conversation breakdowns. If couples avoided this trap, their ability to communicate effectively would skyrocket. Think of an effective conversation as a game of catch where the ball is tossed back and forth at a fairly regular rate of speed. An occasional fastball is okay but you want to avoid the situation where a fast toss is followed by an even faster toss and so forth until all precision is lost.
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