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An Invitation to My Partner and Teammate, ______________.

I invite you to read this book with me and to have fun along the way as we grow. Our relationship is the key to our lives thriving and our dreams being fulfilled. I desire to strengthen our relationship and to learn more about how we can be even better partners for each other and design a life we love together as a team.

This book is my gift for both of us as an expression of how much our relationship means to me.

Will you read this with me?

[ ] Yes.

[ ] Absolutely!

[ ] I’m already on chapter two!

With love and gratitude, _____________________
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS


Hey, we’re the Freemans! Before you dive into this book, we wanted to introduce ourselves a little more. Our relationship didn’t start off like your favorite romance movie, and it certainly wasn’t rainbows and butterflies of bliss. In fact, I (Aaron) tried to break up with Jocelyn within the first six months of our relationship.

You see, up until I was twenty-eight, I had convinced myself that relationships weren’t for me. Though I might have said “I don’t need one,” it was really because of past dating experiences of being broken up with and hurt over and over that I started keeping myself at a safe distance when it came to relationships. So here I was just a few months into dating Jocelyn and I called her on a hot summer day and said “I think we should just be friends.” This was to her surprise and probably shock because things were going great in our relationship. But this was coming from a deep subconscious fear that it was only a matter of time before this would end, so I better do it first. She called me back just three minutes later and said “that doesn’t work for me.” In that moment, I knew that she wasn’t going to be someone that easily gave up in the tough moments. It was really powerful and healing for me, so I said “Okay, I’m in. Let’s do this!”

Here’s the thing, that moment didn’t make up for the fact that we had completely different upbringings and different views of relationships from what we observed from our parents. To be blunt, we weren’t on the same page about how to communicate and handle conflict. Aaron picked up patterns of avoiding conflict and holding back more vulnerable feelings, and I (Jocelyn) picked up habits of taking out my emotion and fighting in destructive ways. This led us down a path of discovering and learning all the skills and tools we didn’t learn growing up to really set ourselves up for a lasting relationship.

You see, we don’t believe love is enough to guarantee that a relationship will last, or that it will thrive and be fulfilling as the years go on. After mastering the relationship skills in our own relationship, we had couples ask us left and right “what is it that you’re doing to be as connected as you are?” We quickly realized that our society mostly focuses on relationships in two ways: finding the partner and getting married, then resorting to counseling when in crisis. We thought what about something in between? What about learning relationship skills without it meaning something is wrong? Just like you would do ongoing education or training to get better at a sport, physical health, or your career.

These questions led us to create Empowered Couples University, which hosts both online and in-person workshops, courses, and coaching for modern couples. We have written two books, personally coached hundreds of couples, led over 42 events for couples and hundreds of online courses, and also created a highly sought after and accredited relationship coaching certification to train other aspiring coaches.

We’re beyond grateful that our teachings have reached over a million couples, and we’re not stopping anytime soon. This is our life purpose, and we’re so excited to empower your relationship. Diving into this book is a great place to start.


Website: www.MeetTheFreemans.com

Instagram: @Meet_TheFreemans

Facebook: @Meetthefreemansauthors

Podcast: The Empowered Couples Podcast








INTRODUCTION

Hey, new friend! We’re the Freemans and we encourage you to ask yourself these questions before reading further. You see, there’s a difference between reading a book and saying “that’s a nice idea, I liked that book” and actually using and leveraging a book to impact your daily life (more so actually implementing the tools into your relationship). These questions will help you do that.

1. Am I open to implementing new habits and beliefs to make my relationship be even better?

You’ve probably heard the quote, “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different result.” But if you’re honest with yourself, do you try the same things repeatedly in your relationship and wonder why things haven’t changed? This book is an invitation for you to not just pick up new ideas, but to truly implement new habits and skills for your relationship. At first it might be uncomfortable, but over time you will have a relationship with an even stronger connection and fantastic communication, which will stand the test of time.

2. Am I willing to let go of “being right” about my relationship?

“But I am right!” How often do we think that or say that out loud? Truthfully, all human beings have a subconscious desire (even need) to be right. You might have started to put your relationship into a certain box, like “they’re not a good listener” or “we’re never going to improve” or, even worse, “they’re the one that needs to change!” But would you rather be right about your perspective, or open to growth? As you journey into this book, can you commit to being more concerned about understanding each other than arguing about why you have the right perspective?

3. Am I open to even more love and connection in my relationship?

This question might seem unnecessary because you’re thinking, well, of course I want more love and connection. But what you might not realize is that sometimes you think things are as good as they can get, or that you’re just past the “honeymoon” phase and peak of passion and excitement of the relationship. Perhaps you even wonder if you’re worthy enough for the most outrageously incredible, miraculous, love-filled relationship. Is there really more that you can let in?

4. Am I willing to play 100 percent in my relationship (unconditionally)?

It’s tempting to only put in as much effort and energy into the relationship that we see our partner putting in. In fact, most people start a relationship putting in 100 percent effort, but then slowly let themselves coast down to 75 percent, then 50 percent, or even 25 percent. An incredible relationship doesn’t happen by accident, and it doesn’t stay that way without intention and practice. Throughout your relationship there will be times when you feel you are putting in more effort, and other times when your partner is. But this question is here to ask you if you are willing to play full out in your partnership to grow stronger than ever (no matter what circumstances and challenges come up). A truly empowered couple sees their relationship as 100/100, not 50/50.

Okay, now that you’re committed to being open to new ideas, beliefs, and habits throughout this journey, we can dive in deeper. And you’ll soon find out that this book is designed as a practical tool for you to use with your partner.






1

WHAT IS THE ARGUMENT HANGOVER?


“Peace is not the absence of conflict, but the ability to cope with it.”

—Mahatma Gandhi



You’ve had a hangover, right? Well, depending on your lifestyle, the two most common hangover types are: the “food hangover” and the “alcohol hangover.” We’d like to start this book off with a funny story about the best example of a food hangover that we experienced. (Don’t worry, you didn’t pick up a cookbook—we’ll explain how this relates to your relationship soon.)

What time of year comes to mind when you think of a food hangover? It was, of course, Thanksgiving! If you are also thinking, well, here comes a story about Aaron eating too much . . . sorry, you’re wrong. This is actually a story about Jocelyn as soon as she saw the desserts come out on the table after the Thanksgiving meal. Now, this might not sound surprising to you at all if you can imagine your own Thanksgiving (you may even know the experience all too well)!

When we gathered with Jocelyn’s family on this particular Thanksgiving feast a few years ago, there was so much food. Imagine a huge open kitchen layout in the modern farmhouse style home, two ovens running on full blast for hours, and a 10-foot island that was just waiting to be filled with all the food going in and out of those two workhorse ovens. By the time the twelve of us were ready to eat, we looked at the spread in front of us as if we were waiting to feed the entire New England Patriots’ offensive line. The food seemed endless.

Once we got through the main course of traditional turkey, potatoes, stuffing, cranberry sauce, and Brussels sprouts (oh, and if that last one surprised you, it was just as much of a surprise to Aaron to see Brussels as a Thanksgiving staple since he grew up in Ohio), we took a break to relax and gather ourselves for the next wave that was to come . . . the desserts.

This is the part that was so funny to watch and eventually led to Jocelyn experiencing a food hangover like never before. Jocelyn typically has a very specific, routine, and healthy lifestyle when it comes to food, so from Aaron’s perspective it was quite a wonderful joy to see her just “let herself go” to enjoy all the desserts. For our family, one of the key dessert items is pecan pie, so there were at least two pecan pies among pumpkin pies, pumpkin cupcakes, brownies, and ice cream. Jocelyn’s eyes got huge as the 10-foot island now displayed the scene of a homestyle bakery. This was an opportunity for her to really indulge in all these treats and desserts that she doesn’t usually enjoy, so she went off after three pumpkin cupcakes, multiple pieces of pumpkin pie with whipped cream swirled on top, and the main staple, Grandma’s famous pecan pie. (Imagine the pecan pie just coming out of the oven, warm and gooey while somehow crisp all at the same time.) She was certainly enjoying herself and let us all know with the remarks she was making while eating. This (at the time, of course) seemed like the best idea ever to her!

Just a few hours later, she was in the first phases of the food hangover. At first her stomach felt so full and stretched to its limits that it began to hurt. She felt jittery and even a little light-headed. She soon asked Aaron to drive home because her body and muscles were shaking. On the ride home it was hard for her to process thoughts in her mind let alone speak out loud in clear and coherent sentences. By the time we got home it was difficult for her to sleep because her body was restless. In this case, the amount of sugar she consumed was a shock to her system. Needless to say, she didn’t sleep well that night.

The next morning, Jocelyn’s energy was low, her body felt weak, and she didn’t have enthusiasm to do much of anything besides lay on the couch, regretful of the “actions” she took the previous evening. Does any of this sound familiar to the hangovers that you have had? What once seemed like a good idea, which in the moment did actually feel good, had now produced the totally opposite effect, leaving her wishing that she could even take some of it back! (Don’t tell us that you have never thought, I am never doing that again . . .)

This is the example of a “food hangover,” but we bet you are already starting to understand how this relates to what we call “the Argument Hangover.” Whether it’s food, alcohol, or an argument, a hangover is the result of something being overdone. Yes, it may have felt like the right thing to do in the moment, yet the next day you feel sorry and regretful for the actions you took; this leaves you feeling lethargic, tired, run-down, or even sick.

Now, what does this have to do with your relationship and your experience of an Argument Hangover? Well, isn’t this exactly how you feel after you have had an emotionally heated argument with your partner? Oxford Languages defines an argument as an exchange of diverging or opposite views, typically a heated or angry one. The Argument Hangover is what comes after a disagreement with your partner that triggered high emotion. This surge of emotion can leave you feeling:


• Tired and run-down because it took so much out of you

• Angry or resentful for what was said and done

• Tense in your neck and shoulders


• Regretful for what you said and how you said it

• Unsure of how/when to reconnect

• Pain in your vocal cords if you got to the point of yelling

• Apathy and resignation if not addressed soon




The Argument Hangover is the period of time between having an argument with your partner and fully resolving it emotionally to reconnect as a couple.
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The length of time you experience these emotions can vary widely. The Argument Hangover can last anywhere from five minutes to three days or more. For some couples we work with, they’ve had a subtle lingering Argument Hangover for two or three years that they just got used to tolerating, like a sore neck that became normal. Other couples might think oh, we are good because we don’t fight often or ever. But that could be a symptom of suppressing thoughts or feelings from each other and avoiding challenging subjects. If you’re in that place, this book will greatly benefit you, so you can bring up tough subjects without emotions getting escalated or feeling defeated.

Many things might happen during an Argument Hangover that can leave you feeling disconnected from your partner or carrying emotional residue from the exchange. You might think back and wonder why did I raise my voice? Why did I say that? Why did I swear? I really wish I hadn’t done that. I wish I could go back and take back those actions. If you stay in the Argument Hangover as you head to sleep that evening, you might not sleep well because you haven’t come back to connection. You may find yourself replaying the things they said over and over again, and wondering if they really meant what they said or if their words were only said in the heat of the moment. You feel hurt and disappointed, and after you reflect on it, you probably ask yourself the same questions, thinking why did I say that thing about their parents again? I know that I should never compare her to her mother . . . but I did it anyway.

So here you are, feeling very similar to a hangover from food or alcohol, yet it’s actually the result of an argument. The fundamental question to ask yourself is how long is this feeling going to last? Five minutes? Half of a day? Weeks? It could be something that happens frequently, so you’re tired and wonder is this us? Is it the relationship? Is there anything we can even do? Or things could seem fine and all of a sudden you have these big blowups that seems to come out of nowhere. Well, these blowups are actually the remnants of past Argument Hangovers that never got fully resolved. This is the biggest difference between the food and alcohol type of hangovers. Just imagine one of your past hangovers for a moment. Thankfully you felt better after a couple of days of rest and letting your body detox. But what if it lasted for a few weeks? What if, just when you thought you were recovered, a month later all of a sudden like a car crash you got hit again with the same feeling? What if this periodically happened for years?

This is what is happening for many people when it comes to the Argument Hangover because they are not actually resolving the emotional impact of the argument. The bottom line is that most people don’t actually know how to handle this period of time and are not yet equipped with the skills needed to get themselves through an Argument Hangover properly so that it doesn’t continue to have a negative impact on their relationship.


It isn’t you or your partner’s fault. We were never taught how to fight smarter. Did you have a Relationships 101 class in school? No, none of us did. You can feel relief knowing you are not alone and this is the norm right now. We reviewed data from a group of 78 couples who took the number-one relationship P/E assessment in the world today (it’s been taken by four million couples over the last 40 years).1 These couples ranged in age from 25 to 64, from engaged to married 32 years, with household incomes between $50,000 and $225,000+, various faiths, races, and cultures, and including couples with no kids, and parents with young kids and adult children. The average score from these couples shows their communication satisfaction was a 36.67 (out of 100) and their conflict resolution satisfaction was a 36.41 (out of 100). As you can see, the majority of couples can objectively use some assistance with these two critical areas of their relationship. We will refer to more of these assessment results throughout the book.

We share those results to show you that you are not alone in the relationship challenges you face. We’ve had the privilege of sharing relationship principles with over one million people and watching couples implement the skills offered in this book to experience a complete 180-degree turn in their relationship. We’ve worked with couples on the brink of divorce because their fights were so toxic and hurtful, couples who have experienced infidelity leading to broken trust, couples with massive disagreements about how to parent and define their relationship roles, and so many other challenging circumstances.

For each of these couples, it initially felt like what they were going through wasn’t going to ever get better. But by implementing the right relationship skills, they now say things like:


• “Our family is inspired to work harder on their own relationships because of our example.”


• “We’ve rebuilt our trust to be stronger than before.”

• “We finally understand each other’s perspectives, and have come up with parenting strategies that we both believe in.”



How did they achieve these triumphs? They made a powerful decision and decided to commit themselves to learning and practicing the tools and skills we teach in this book.

We have heard it all, and we promise you, you’re not alone in what you’re experiencing. You also don’t have to feel like anything is “wrong” or “bad” in your relationship to massively benefit from this book. You can be in a happy, loving relationship and still become even better communicators and have your disagreements become areas that make your relationship stronger. In fact, we’ve worked with couples who feel very successful in all areas of their lives, but still admit that communication and conflict resolution with their partner could use some improvement. This challenge happens for couples from all walks of life! We’ve even worked with celebrities and affluent corporate executives who are very talented, but are not skilled in these areas. We went to Thailand and talked to a local merchant there who expressed almost verbatim the same communication challenges as these celebrity couples. So, wherever you live, whatever you do for a living, you aren’t alone in wanting to learn to “fight smarter.”

THE GOAL OF THE ARGUMENT HANGOVER

Here’s the thing, the goal is not to avoid arguments and keep conflicts from coming up. That’s not what a relationship and a marriage is really about! In fact, it’s totally unrealistic to even try and live without challenges. Like we said a minute ago, it could be an indication that you’re too comfortable or not talking about deeper needs and wants that can feel challenging to bring up (we’ll talk about avoiding conflict later on).

You and your partner are different people, with different life experiences that have shaped the way you see the world. Of course, you see situations differently (even if slightly) than all of the other eight billion people on the planet, so you should not expect to get into a relationship and have your partner see things exactly the same way as you do. It can be tough to accept, but their reality is their reality and it’s valid. Just like your reality is also valid.

Seeing things differently from one another is a great thing! Just like companies, cultures, and countries experience progress through having their ideas and norms challenged, acknowledging your partner’s beliefs will keep your relationship strong. If you always agreed, you would both be stagnant, not growing or evolving, which can feel mundane. You don’t want to be married or in a relationship with yourself anyway, right? That would be really boring! You got together with your partner for a lot of the reasons that make them unique, but you may try so hard to get them to see things the same way you do, to make you happy, and to fulfill your needs, that you forget you’re also here to understand their needs and together work toward a mutually fulfilling relationship.

If you’re now accepting that you will in fact have different perspectives, why would you still avoid conflicts? Sure, you don’t love the feeling of being disagreed with (we’ll talk about that later), but the real reason you avoid them is because of the impact of the Argument Hangover on both you and your partner.

The way you fight and the length of your Argument Hangover is what hurts the relationship. More specifically it’s what happens (or doesn’t happen) during the disagreement and the hangover that cause even more pain than the initial disagreement. The Gottman Institute, which has sought to study and discover what makes a marriage really work and how to predict whether a marriage will end in divorce, asserts that it’s how you interact with your partner that leads to relationship success or “failure.”2 It’s when you begin to interact with your partner from a place of defensiveness, criticism, resentment, or shutting them out that puts you on the path of significantly damaging the relationship. These are the biggest signals to look for during an Argument Hangover, as well as how fast your conflicts escalate. When you are in a fight with your partner, does it quickly turn to blame and criticism and re-trigger hurts from the past, or does it start up slowly but lead to you both giving up and shutting down because it doesn’t go anywhere? The longer and more frequently the Argument Hangover occurs, the more you will start to feel resentment toward your partner.

The real goal in the beginning is for the Argument Hangover period to become shorter and shorter. If you’ve been experiencing Argument Hangovers that last for days or weeks, imagine what it would be like to have this last only a few hours. What if it was even a few minutes? From there, what if it didn’t escalate to the level of regret, feeling sorry for the things that you said that hurt your partner, and causing rifts in your personal connection?


Remember, this is not about seeing things the same way and always agreeing! This is about the way in which you handle conflict as a couple. It’s about the way in which you handle differences of opinion so that you don’t react with so much unconscious emotion.



Your focus can be on managing your emotions so they don’t escalate so far that you fall into these triggered patterns of saying things you didn’t mean, leaving the house, or threatening the relationship, all causing more damage than the initial topic of the argument in the first place. That’s one of the things that the Argument Hangover does. How often did a disagreement start as something really small and then sometime later you regret the things you said, you feel disconnected from your partner, and you wonder how did we even get here? Or How did this even start in the first place?


WHAT DO YOU REALLY WANT FOR YOUR RELATIONSHIP?

This book seeks to help you and your partner shorten the Argument Hangover period and get back on the same team quickly, even if you disagree. We aim to help you remember that you are in a partnership and that you can even be grateful for the ways in which your partner sees things differently. Before every Argument Hangover, you know that all you really wanted was for your partner to hear and understand you. You want to feel like you’re on the same team! You want to feel like you’re moving the relationship forward and progressing together.

We are going to get a little deep here for a minute but this is really what you came for.

The real purpose of life (next to just living) is to evolve and become the best version of yourself. You want to understand and realize just who you came to be while living on this Earth for a short period of time. Referring to the best definition of success from Earl Nightingale: “Success is the progressive realization of a worthy ideal.” What could be more worthy than becoming and expressing the fullest potential of who you really are?

That said, there is no better feeling of success than being in a relationship that can accelerate and magnify your self-development. What could be better than also realizing this ideal alongside another person who wants to go on that journey with you? Does this happen for two people by avoiding conflict or by trying to change that person to better serve you? No! Your focus in reading this book is to implement these conflict resolution tools yourself, and to empower your partner to do the same.

Allow the challenges to come, embrace the times you see things differently, make your Argument Hangover periods shorter and shorter, and leverage them to get back on the right path and become who you were always meant to be together!

As we type that statement, we know it’s not an easy undertaking from our own personal experience. We individually and together had many destructive patterns to break that were formed from our vastly different upbringings and some of our formative romantic relationships. You see, Aaron came from a family that was very loving and his parents never fought in front of him, so he didn’t see an example of how both partners share their emotions and work through it. Whereas I (Jocelyn) witnessed my parents’ very tumultuous divorce. As you read these examples, you might even start to reflect on your own upbringing and how it compares to your partner’s. It’s important to recognize it because it does influence how you communicate and approach conflict, and we’ll address that at different times throughout the book. As Aaron and I continued our self-development journey, we realized how each of our romantic relationships influenced us as well, which were again very different. I started to repeat a lot of the destructive patterns I saw growing up—yelling, name calling, and blaming. Aaron was instead withholding his emotions and not talking about how he felt with anyone he dated. These differences of course led to conflicting ideas about how to handle a disagreement.

You see, it wasn’t a fairy tale beginning for our relationship. In fact, Aaron tried to break up with me within the first two and a half months of dating. It was an unexpected call to receive on an average, hot day in Arizona. The moment he said, “This is getting too serious for me, I think we should just be friends,” my jaw dropped from feeling blindsided. Things seemed great before that moment, so I needed a moment to process it and we hung up for a few minutes. I thought about my two options: One, I could play the game of, “If he wants me, he’ll make it happen,” or, “I shouldn’t have to fight for him.” The second option was to put my heart on the line and take a stand for the relationship. I didn’t want to wonder what if . . . because I was afraid of being vulnerable. I only considered the second option because I knew that he wasn’t trying to end it because he didn’t enjoy the relationship, but because fear was coming up for him. He had been hurt in the past and had not really worked through it, so he feared it would happen again and followed his tendency of retracting and not sharing his true feelings.

I felt sick to my stomach but called him back and immediately said “That doesn’t work for me.” Long story short, my statement showed him that I wasn’t going to give up easily and I’d stick with him through the uncomfortable moments. You’re likely dying to hear his response, which was, “I’m back in!” And he really was fully in.

We both played full-out in learning and mastering the skills for having a healthy, strong relationship. We didn’t want to repeat either of our past experiences, so we committed to the “work” individually and together. Which is why we wrote this book for you. To make it an enjoyable (not without it’s challenging moments) experience to confront your fears, tendencies, and take a stand for your relationship!

Reading this book is your stand for yourself, your partner, and your relationship, and we are so excited to be on this journey with you. Our hope is that you get the sense that we aren’t writing from a “we are perfect and have it all figured out” place, but instead a “we are in this work with you,” and the only way we’ve been able to teach it is by encountering it over and over again too.

As you dive into this journey, you will first uncover a new way to look at conflict and how it can actually support you two in becoming stronger together. You will then identify any unconscious cultural beliefs and “norms” that have contributed to how you might avoid conflict, followed by what internal emotional triggers you have that may instigate recurring disagreements. Then, we’ll distinguish the different stages of conflict: before, during, and after; and what you can do in each stage to fight smarter as a couple. Last but not least, you’ll enjoy discovering that you actually have a “communication personality type” as a way you can understand how to best communicate with each other about important matters. Learn how to fight smarter and shorten the Argument Hangover by reading the rest of this book (not just letting it gather dust on your bedside table)!



1 Prepare/Enrich. “The Assessment.” https://www.prepare-enrich.com/ (accessed January 2018).

2 Gottman, John M. The Seven Principles For Making Marriage Work. New York: Three Rivers Press, 1999.
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OUTDATED BELIEFS ABOUT CONFLICT


“Knowing others is intelligence; knowing yourself is true wisdom. Mastering others is strength; mastering yourself is true power.”

—Lao Tzu



After you read that first chapter, you’re hopefully feeling encouraged and excited, thinking tell me the actions to take to shorten the Argument Hangover! But we have to pause here because this is a common pitfall that many couples fall into when they want to make changes in their relationship. You might read relationship books, watch videos online, or even attend counseling to find the next action to take. You could become so fixated on learning the new action that your results do not pan out the way you hoped. Why is that?

For the new actions to stick, you have to change what you believe about conflict or maybe even what you believe about relationships as a whole. Your beliefs unconsciously drive the actions you take, but you don’t have to take our word for it. Dozens of leaders and teachers have been speaking about the power of your beliefs throughout history: from Jesus and Buddha to self-development leaders like Tony Robbins, Jim Rohn, and the list goes on. Earl Nightingale poignantly said, “These things we bring on ourselves through our habitual way of thinking.” Like us, you likely weren’t taught this in grade school. Yes, your results in life come from your actions, but it’s your beliefs that drive the actions you take. This is especially true in your relationship, which is why you can react in ways that you feel like you didn’t consciously choose. They’re just automatic for you, unless you decide to consciously change your beliefs about your relationship and partner first.

We won’t go too deep into this because you’re likely thinking we’re ready to get started, but it’s important to at least acknowledge that many of the underlying causes of unease (and a gnarly Argument Hangover) in your relationship stem from outdated/unhealthy beliefs about what a relationship should be like. Some of these beliefs are ingrained in you from your culture, your local community, your upbringing, or your formative romantic relationships. Even movies and television shows that you’ve watched have influenced the way you see relationships and conflict, much of which is not realistic or healthy. Most of the lessons and beliefs are pure junk, to be honest. That’s why we’ll take you through some of the most common destructive beliefs before we move into the actions you can start to take. Here are some outdated/unhealthy beliefs that will not serve your relationship moving forward:

THE “PICK YOUR BATTLES” BELIEF

We were at a client’s wedding that Aaron was asked to officiate (we are both ordained to lead ceremonies). An hour before the wedding, the bride asked her friends, her mom, and other siblings to share their final piece of “relationship wisdom” so she could take it into their first year of marriage. The first person said “remember to keep dating each other,” which is always a great reminder. The second person, who happened to be the mother of the bride, said what we consider to be some of the worst relationship advice ever: “Honey, pick your battles.” We honestly mean no offense when we say this is horrible advice, and we know this loving mother just wanted her daughter to have a successful marriage. As a relationship coach, it was a tiny bit hard for Jocelyn not to correct her, so she just smiled and said cheers with everyone’s champagne flutes in hand. (Don’t worry, we had already taken that couple through preparing for marriage coaching, so they knew to take that advice with a grain of salt.)

After the ceremony, I shared this mother’s “wisdom” with Aaron because, well, we obviously love to talk about all things relationships. We discussed for a moment before heading out on the dance floor, how millions of couples receive that advice from someone in their life and it sets them up for unhealthy conflict beliefs and patterns later on. Here’s why . . .

The entire premise behind the saying “pick your battles” is based on one or more of the following false beliefs about conflict:


• Conflict is bad and should be avoided.

• You aren’t going to like your partner’s reaction.

• It’s not completely “safe” to share all your emotions, thoughts, fears, and needs.

• Your partner will get “fed up” if you bring up the same topics over and over.

• It’s better to “walk on eggshells” than to upset your partner.

• There is one “winner” and one “loser” in disagreements.



These beliefs are either inherited from someone else and then keep getting passed down from one generation to the next, or are formed from having repetitive negative relationship experiences in your own life. Just because something has been done one way, for however long it may be, does not mean it is the most constructive or best way to continue. George from our community described this in his own experience by saying, “I avoid conflict and stuff down my feelings, and my spouse will hold on to resentment for days, weeks, or months. I am seen as the problem for her, so then I shut down and don’t follow through due to the hurt of always being the problem and not just part of the problem.” So many people have had similar negative experiences around conflict, that many, like George, start to “pick their battles” instead of learning how to fight smarter. (As a side note, this “pick your battles” advice is actually a cousin to another common saying: “don’t rock the boat.” Which, by the way, is the next worst piece of advice you can give.)
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