
[image: cover missing]


Contents

Title Page

Introduction: How to Use this Book

Step 1:	Decide to Change what you’re Doing

Step 2:	Find Out Why you’re Arguing

Step 3:	Analyse How you are Arguing

Step 4:	Make your Emotions Work for You

Step 5:	Re-understand your Partner

Step 6:	Learn to Drive the Argument Process

Step 7:	Start Communicating

Step 8:	Resolve the Issue

Step 9:	Trouble-proof the Future

Step 10:	Act on what you have Discovered and Learned

Afterword

Further Reading

About Relate

Index

Acknowledgements

Copyright


Stop Arguing, Start Talking

The 10 point plan for couples in conflict

Susan Quilliam
with

Relate

[image: image-missing]


Introduction

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

THIS BOOK IS a practical guide to stopping painful arguments in your relationship. Its ten steps combine the wisdom of actual couples and Relate counsellors in a way that you can use to help yourself. Particularly, the book will support you to understand what happens when you’re in conflict, and learn practical skills to manage that conflict.

You’ll get most out of the book if you:


		work through the steps in sequence.

		think about the explanations, the couple’s stories and the worked examples of conversations.

		allow lots of time while you are completing each step, and between each step, to take in what you’ve understood.

		regularly practise the skills that you learn.

		do the tasks that are included in each step.



As you complete the tasks, turn to Step 10 and answer the questions listed there for each step. This will help you to keep track of what you have learned and your progress in resolving conflict. (You will need to record the relevant information in a separate note book.)

You’ll also get most out of the book if both partners in your relationship work through it together, doing the tasks, then comparing notes. But if this isn’t possible, you can still benefit. If even one of you starts to understand what is happening and gain skills, your partnership will improve. If you’re working through the book on your own, skip the tasks that are marked ‘work together’.

Bear in mind that it is often very hard, if not impossible, to try changing your relationship in the middle of a major crisis. Such emergencies may include a death in the family, taking exams, or even just moving house. If you are actively at each other’s throats, try calling a peace treaty until the crisis is over. Then, when life is less stressful, make efforts to improve your relationship.

A final point. This book has been written for you
   to use without the aid of a counsellor. But it doesn’t
   replace the expert help that counselling provides. If your
   partnership shows signs of needing such help – if there is
   violence, drug or alcohol abuse; an ongoing affair; constant bad
   feeling; an inability to talk to each other at all – do
   contact Relate (here) for the support you need.


Step 1

DECIDE TO CHANGE WHAT YOU’RE DOING

SO YOU HAVE arguments. The first thing to realise is that you’re not the only one.

The fact that you and your partner differ and disagree, and that your disagreements lead to conflict, may be painful, but it’s normal. And the fact that your relationship is painful doesn’t mean that you’re the only couple in the history of the universe to feel like this. It doesn’t mean that you’re inevitably failing. What it does mean is that you and your partner are two of many millions of people in the world today who have never been shown how to handle conflict.

Of course, your situation will be special to you alone. It could be that you snipe about anything and everything; you pass the marmalade and it causes trouble. It could be there are only a few tricky issues – money, kids, friends, sex – but when these come up, it’s as if World War Three has broken out. It could be that when you and your partner disagree it’s never about anything significant, and afterwards you suffer complete amnesia about what on earth made you scream at each other. Or it could be that your memories are all too active, and that every argument leads inexorably back to the same issue, such as the same unresolved betrayal of decades ago.

You’ll have individual patterns to your conflict. Arguments may erupt quickly but then die away. Fights may build slowly, lead to a weekend’s solid arguing, and then leave you traumatised for weeks. There may be hardly-noticeable, daily skirmishes; or brick-wall, month-long sulks. Your conflict may have started a few months ago, a few years ago, or may have been hovering since the day you met, a lasting and exhausting burden.

But whatever the patterns, one thing will be permanent: the pain. Perhaps it’s only a minor irritation, but it spoils an otherwise happy relationship. Perhaps it’s panic: that these arguments mean you have to split up. Perhaps it’s occasional bubbling fury, so that you’re scared you’ll do something you’ll regret. Or perhaps it’s total exhaustion and disillusionment, a feeling that you’ve been to hell and back.

Now you want the pain to stop. You’ve reached a point in your conflict where you think ‘enough is enough’. That’s good. It means something’s going to change.

Typically, partners reach their ‘enough’ point for two reasons. Either something from within your relationship has triggered you into realising that you want and deserve better than you already have. Perhaps you’ve had one argument too many, have gone over some sort of threshold, and have realised that it’s all too much. Perhaps you or your partner has been ill, and all at once you’ve realised, along with the thought of death, that you don’t want to live like this any more.

Or, something has happened to make you look around. Perhaps for the first time you’re viewing the relationship from the outside and realise that what you thought was a stumbling but basically happy relationship is much worse than that. Perhaps a friend has jokingly commented that ‘you two should give lessons in arguing’. Perhaps you’ve concluded that your arguments are much worse and much more destructive than any other couple’s, and are going to split you up. Perhaps you’ve met a couple who seem always to delight in each other’s company, and you’ve started to panic that it will never be like that for you.

Whatever your reasons, you have finally called ‘stop’. And though it may feel like the end of the road, in fact it’s a good beginning. The very fact you’re reading this book means that things are changing. You’ve felt vulnerable, but now you’re taking charge. You’ve been through a hard time, but now you’re doing something about the problem.

WHAT’S POSSIBLE, WHAT’S NOT

The first thing to do is to look at what’s possible. Conflict can feel incredibly out of control. There’s so much emotion around, the arguments seem to spring from nowhere at the drop of a plate, and whatever you try seems to trigger off another fight. Because of all this, it’s tempting to want a magic solution. It’s tempting to want the wave of a wand that will miraculously and instantly remove all differences, all disagreements, all debates, all arguments, all painful feelings – and then replace these things by a perfect and endlessly happy union.

The bad news is that such a magic solution is impossible. The good news is that it’s also undesirable. If you had a relationship without difference, without disagreement, without debate and without any painful feeling, then what you would have would be hell, not heaven. You would have a relationship with no strength, no heart, no potential for growth, and certainly no humanity. Here’s why.


	You can’t have a relationship without . . . 	You wouldn’t want a relationship without . . . 

	. . . difference: all human beings are intrinsically different, in background, upbringing, personality, feelings, needs and wants.	. . . any differences: it’s complementarity not similarity that makes relationships work. Successful couples balance out each other’s weaknesses and vulnerabilities.

	. . . disagreement: disagreement is a natural result of difference; as everyone sees the world slightly differently, people will always disagree on some level.	. . . any disagreement: that’s only possible if one partner always pushes down needs and holds back on opinions. Remember the Stepford Wives?

	. . . debate: if disagreement is inevitable, then debate about those disagreements are inevitable too. The only question is whether that debate is constructive or destructive.	. . . any debate: done properly, talking issues through is the best way to create solutions that meet both your needs.

	. . . painful feeling: emotions aren’t actually controllable. They pop up whether you want them to or not. It’s only the awareness and expression of those emotions that you can control.	. . . any painful feeling: painful feelings are a vital sign something needs sorting out. If you don’t feel the feelings at all, you don’t have advance warning of the problems. Then you can’t sort them out.



If all the things mentioned above aren’t possible or desirable, what is? What can you do to solve the problem of argument?

What you can do is to change so that you see the differences between you and your partner as positive, not irritating – realising that couples who are different have more to offer each other and the world.

You can learn to disagree in a way that doesn’t hurt by valuing each other’s opinions and taking them into account. You can develop ways of debating that don’t involve fighting by avoiding destructive debating methods such as nagging, sniping or sulking. You can learn to value your feelings as a good early warning system, and make them work for you.

You can learn to believe that you’ve a right to have your needs met, and then have them met. You can learn to talk through the issues and resolve them to mutual satisfaction.

And because you’re doing all this, you can reach a point in your relationship where you feel bad very rarely because there’s little in your relationship that needs sorting out. What you can do is to develop a way of managing conflict constructively and positively rather than destructively and negatively.

THE OPTIONS ARE . . . 

Let’s be more specific – as this section of the book is about being specific. It’s about starting to understand just what’s wrong with your relationship and how it can be put right. Particularly, it’s about seeing clearly what your options are in putting it right. It’s about realising exactly what the result will be if you work through all the ten steps; and it’s about deciding whether working through the steps is something you want to do.

Joanne and Dan have been together for eight years. They’re at the stage where, quite simply, they’re starting to irritate each other a good deal of the time.

The kids are in bed, Dan’s been tidying up in the kitchen, Joanne has her feet up on the sofa with the television on and the evening paper in her lap. Dan walks in, reaches for the remote control and switches channels.


	What they think . . . 	What they say . . . 

	Joanne thinks ‘He always does that.’	Joanne says in an irritated tone ‘Hold on, Dan, I was watching that!’

    	Dan thinks ‘I can never do anything right with her nowadays.’	Dan says in an irritated tone ‘But you’re reading the paper.’

        	Joanne thinks ‘He’s doing this deliberately.’	Joanne says in a patient voice but with eyes cast up to heaven ‘Reading the paper? No, the paper was on my knee. I was actually watching the television. Is that a problem?’

            	Dan thinks ‘She’s treating me as if I was stupid.’	Dan says wearily ‘All right, all right. Give me a break, Jo. I’ve had a hard day.’

                	Joanne thinks ‘Why does he always blame me?’	Joanne says sharply ‘Hard day? You’re not the only one. So is it OK if I watch my gardening programme, then?’

                    	Dan thinks ‘There’s no point in even trying here.’	Dan says angrily ‘Do I have any say in the matter?’

                        	Joanne thinks ‘I’m certainly not going to let him watch what he wants, whatever it is.’	Joanne says sharply ‘All right, then, tell me what you want to watch.’

                            	Dan thinks ‘If I hurt, I’m going to make her hurt too.’	Dan says sulkily ‘There’s no point . . . you never listen.’

                                	Joanne thinks ‘How on earth did all this happen?’	Joanne says wearily ‘I never listen? Why should I bother? All we ever do is fight!’

                                    	Dan thinks ‘Here we go again.’	Dan says wearily ‘Oh for heaven’s sake, Jo, don’t start . . .’



Now let’s see how things could have gone if Joanne and Dan had been able to handle the conflict in a more positive way.


	What they think . . . 		What they say . . . 

	Joanne thinks ‘He always does that.’	Joanne says in an irritated tone ‘Hold on, Dan, I was watching that!’

	Dan thinks ‘I can never do anything right with her nowadays.’	Dan says in an irritated tone ‘But you’re reading the paper.’

	Joanne thinks ‘This could lead to an argument if we’re not careful.’	Joanne says, with an effort to calm her voice ‘No, love, I’m not reading any more. I was really looking forward to my gardening programme, and when you changed channels, I just snapped. I’m sorry’.

	Dan thinks ‘I understand she felt upset.’	Dan says more calmly ‘I didn’t mean to . . . I didn’t realise. . . .’

	Joanne thinks ‘OK, he didn’t mean to hurt me.’	Joanne says, feeling fine now ‘No, I know you didn’t. What did you want to watch?’

	Dan thinks ‘Let’s see if we can work this out.’	Dan says, trying to respond to her ‘How long does your programme last? I wanted to catch the film on the other side. I’ve had a rotten day; I need something mindless!’

	Joanne thinks ‘That’s nice. Even though he’s had a rotten day, he still tidied the kitchen.’	Joanne says comfortingly ‘Mine’s on from seven until half past. I’m sorry you’re tired. Do you want to curl up here?’

	Dan thinks ‘She does care for me.’	Dan says in a relaxed way ‘OK, shall we video your programme, or mine? I’m happy either way.’

	Joanne thinks ‘He’s giving me a genuine option here, so what’s the way to please us both?’	Joanne says positively ‘Record the gardening. I’ll watch it tomorrow when you’re out.’

	Dan thinks ‘Great.’	Dan says lovingly ‘Great. Why don’t I set up the video? Then we can cuddle up and watch the film.’



The starting point for both those conversations was the same. But the conclusions were very different. Joanne and Dan handled things very differently in the second conversation from the way they did in the first – and they got much better results!

Rather than staying irritated, Joanne realised what was happening and made an effort to calm down and explain how she felt. Rather than going on the defensive, Dan listened to Joanne’s explanation and tried to understand. Rather than lashing out or simply giving in, both found out what the other needed, then did their best to respond to those needs. They offered comfort, support – and managed to find a practical solution to the programme clash. Because of that, in the end, both got what they wanted and felt good about themselves and each other.

The fact is that all couples have differences, disagreements and conflict. It’s the way you resolve this conflict that counts. Couples who always try to resolve disagreements with battles are the ones who leave each other traumatised, licking their emotional wounds or in the divorce court. Couples who never admit the differences are often the ones who, after twenty-five years of marriage, suddenly turn a chainsaw on each other because there’s so much unresolved fury.

But couples who manage their conflict constructively turn their differences and disagreements into allies rather than enemies. By finding solutions that work for both partners, and neither giving in nor giving up, couples like this not only help each other to be happy. They also develop a more effective relationship, combining their approaches and opinions, blending their individual strengths and neutralising their individual weaknesses.

So the way you handle conflict is a vital sign in assessing the health of your relationship. In fact, over the years, studies have shown that if you’re married, the way you handle conflict is the most important predictor of whether you will divorce. It’s more important and more reliable than whether the two of you are compatible in bed, whether you have interests in common – or even whether you feel you’re in love.



Studies have shown that the way married couples handle conflict is the most important predictor of whether they will divorce.




	Negative conflict management: not recommended	Positive conflict management: the way to go

	You both have needs and wants.
Your needs and wants are different.
You both feel uncomfortable about your differences.
You both try to be heard and understood.

	But in negative conflict management . . . 	In positive conflict management . . . 

	You allow yourselves to be overwhelmed by hurtful emotions; you may experience anxiety, anger, confusion.	You make your feelings work positively for you.

	You’re unaware of what’s going on, and so simply defend or attack in order to survive.	You realise what’s going on, and are able to turn the conflict in a positive direction.

	You feel critical of each other, and don’t even try to stop thinking critically.	You make a conscious effort to think positively about each other.

	You express what you feel in a way that hurts, or you refuse to say what you feel, so creating even more bad feeling.	You express what you feel in a way that doesn’t hurt each other.

	There’s no real listening going on, so you both feel unappreciated and resentful.	You show appreciation of each other’s emotions and point of view, so each of you starts to feel understood.

	Neither of you are truly aware of what you need, or believe that you don’t deserve to have it, so don’t express it clearly.	You’re each aware of what you need, believe you deserve to have it, and explain it clearly – so giving each other a chance to help.

	Each of you has his or her own agenda at heart – either to have what you want, to have ‘the last word’ in the argument, or to avoid trouble at all costs.	You negotiate to reach a win-win solution, one that meets both your agendas.

	In the end, neither of you has what you wanted, or one of you has it all and the other feels resentful. Nothing’s sorted out.	In the end, both of you feel that you gained most, if not all, of what you needed. The original issue is sorted out.

	Afterwards, you feel worse about everything. Nothing’s improved. What’s happened has simply added to the problem.	Afterwards, you’ve both gained insights about yourselves and each other. You feel good. The relationship feels stronger. You’re more hopeful about your future.

	You fight again, with increasing frequency.	You resolve issues again and again, with increasing frequency.



So how do you learn to handle conflict well? In fact, you’re already learning. By exploring what conflict is, and beginning to understand what it involves, you’ve already started changing things. The rest of this book takes you through the complete process: finding out why you argue, analysing how you argue, making your emotions work for you; learning to understand your partner; controlling an argument; learning to communicate and negotiate so that you both have more of what you want.

DO YOU WANT TO CHANGE?

‘I was very jealous in those days. And somehow being engaged made it worse. Instead of feeling more secure that Stephanie was going to stay with me, I felt I had to fight off any other man who came near. She herself admits that she wound me up just to prove I loved her enough to do it. So we’d go down the pub, she’d start chatting, and we’d fight all the way home about whether she was being chatted up. One night we had words, she told me to stop the car, and she got out and started walking along the country road. I revved up and drove all the way home. Four hours later I was tearing my hair out, thinking she’d been murdered. In fact, she’d twisted her ankle in a ditch and landed in the Cottage Hospital. When I went to pick her up, we sat in the car for hours talking about whether we did want to get married. We worked out that if we did, we had to sort it, quickly.’

James

It’s time to look at your own relationship and decide just where you stand on all this. How much of a problem is what you’re already doing? And are you ready to start changing that?



 Task 1.1

Where are you now . . . where do you want to be?

Read these questions and think about them on your own. Take it slowly. Take a few days perhaps, to review what’s happening between you both, and to assess the scale of the problem. Make notes if you need to. Swap notes with your partner if you’re able to.

Do you both see the problem in the same way?

How long have your arguments been going on? For example: recently, since a particular date, since the start of your relationship? Does the number of your arguments shift over time?

What do you see and hear happening when you argue? For example: sharp comments, shouting, sulking, silence, giving in to keep the peace? Think about what you do, and about what your partner does.

What pattern, in general, do your arguments follow? For example: big blow-up, slow build-up, constant nagging? If there’s more than one pattern, then write them all down.

How do you feel when you argue? For example: frightened, angry, frustrated, sad, guilty, hopeless? How do you feel about your arguments? Have your feelings altered at all since your arguments first began?

Why do you want to change
   what’s happening? For example, you may want to change
   because you’re starting to get ill, becoming depressed, feeling bad about your partner, feeling bad about yourself, scared you’ll split up. (Forward to Step 10, here)

What are your goals? What change would you like to make to the way you manage conflict? If things changed in the way you want them to, what would be different about the way you behave? How will life be when this change has happened? (Forward to Step 10, here)



Doing this task will have focused your thoughts. If you’ve swapped notes with your partner, this will have made things even clearer. And probably, you’ll find yourself in one of three situations . . . 


	Perhaps one or both of you has realised that actually, you
   don’t want to change the way you handle conflict. What you
   truly want is to be out of this relationship as soon as possible.
   This may seem like a sudden revelation. How could such a
   conclusion be triggered so quickly? But it could be that your
   reason for exploring your arguments was that you wanted a
   catalyst, to allow you to realise the truth, to allow you to make
   the break. If so, consider carefully. Talk to each other. Take
   advice. Perhaps read one of the other Relate guides that deal with
   your particular situation (here). Perhaps go for counselling. If in the end your future lies outside your current relationship, then good luck on your new journey.

	Perhaps one or both of you has realised that although your situation is painful, you don’t have the energy or the motivation to change. You don’t want to part, but changing the way you argue seems just too hard, too frightening. In fact, this is a worrying realisation. You are in conflict. And one of you at least is unhappy about those arguments. So if nothing changes, at least one of you and probably both of you will continue to be unhappy. Things will become worse, not better. Even if you’ve made up your minds that this time things will be different, that this time you’ll never again be hurtful to each other, in fact you’re being over-optimistic. Will-power alone doesn’t stop arguments. However scary it seems, only learning new ways of thinking, feeling and behaving will do that.

	Perhaps one or both of you wants to change what’s happening. You want to start resolving your conflicts in a way that doesn’t hurt. This is the most optimistic possibility. It means that almost certainly things will get better. But even so, you may be wary. What if trying to solve your argument problem means that you end up giving in to your partner all the time? What if you find you never have anything you want? What if you find out you’re incompatible? These are natural fears, but they’re almost always unfounded. Learning to resolve your conflicts constructively rather than destructively typically means both of you having more of what you want; otherwise the system doesn’t work. Learning to meet each other’s needs usually means you feel more in tune with each other rather than less.





Task 1.2

Countdown to change

If you, alone or with your partner, have decided that you want to start to change the way you manage conflict, then you can make a start right away.

Think carefully about the ways you want things to be different and set a date by which you’ll have made at least three improvements.

(Forward to Step 10, here)



HELPFUL HINTS FOR CHANGING COUPLES

‘About three years in, the sex started to slide. He’d had a really bad time at work, couldn’t get it up for a while, then I got frustrated and started to nag. Of course, he felt pressured, that led to rows, and things got worse. After about four or five months, realising how bad things were, my mum took the kids off our hands for a weekend and we went away. For the first time in months, we talked about us and how we felt. By the end of the week, we realised we were going to stay together, and that meant that we wanted to have sex again. It’s taken a while and we’ve had to work pretty hard. He needed to learn that I wasn’t going to blame him if he wasn’t up for it, and I needed to learn not to pressure him just because I was frustrated. But it’s coming back slowly. The more we talk, the less we fight. The less we fight, the more we have sex.

Catherine

As you feel yourself making the decision to change the way you’re handling your conflicts, take a moment to think about how that change might happen – and how you’re going to handle it.

The first secret of success is to regularly create a clear picture of what you want. You know now what isn’t possible, and you have a realistic appraisal of what is. You’ve begun thinking about your goals, so keep those goals in mind. See a clear representation of how you and your partner will handle your differences, how you’ll resolve your disagreements, how you’ll manage your conflict. Regularly take time to imagine yourselves calmly and happily meeting each other’s needs; whether those needs are for a better way to make the supper, or a better way to make love.

Take things very slowly. By all means read this book from cover to cover now. But don’t expect to shift your fighting habits over a weekend. It works best if you take your time. Re-read each section until you fully understand it. Do the tasks carefully, and think about what you learn from each. Practise the skills over weeks and months, not hours or days.

Equally, make changes one by one. Even a small change can make a big difference in time. So don’t try to master everything at once. It works better if you tackle one skill, master it, then move on to the next one. Remember that if the next argument you have is even 2 per cent better than the one you last had, then it will only take fifty arguments before you’ve cracked it. And that number may well be just a tiny proportion of the arguments you’ve already had to suffer.

It’s best not to even try changing in the middle of a major crisis. It’s hard to cope with a relationship shift and an emergency at the same time. So if you’re currently under a great deal of stress or supporting someone who is, then consider putting change on the back burner for a week or two until the pressure is off.

The final secret of success is to stick with it even if things are tough. It may be that at the start, while you’re adjusting to new ways of behaving, you have more arguments rather than less. Or it may seem that you solve your problem completely and then find it comes back with a vengeance after a week or two. Don’t panic. You’re attempting to change ways you think, feel and behave that you may have been using for decades. You’re trying to learn complex relationship skills that you may never have used before. It will take time and effort. It will be worth it.

WHERE ARE YOU NOW?

Step 1 has helped you start to explore what conflict is all about, to explore just what your conflict patterns are and to decide what to do next.

As you complete the tasks in this step, remember to turn to Step 10 and fill in the relevant sections there.

Move on to Step 2 when:


	you feel that you’re starting to understand what relationship conflict really is.

	you’ve defined just where you are and where you want to be, by answering the questions here.

	you’ve made up your mind that you want to change those patterns, to ‘stop arguing and start talking’.




Step 2

FIND OUT WHY YOU’RE ARGUING

‘We were fine for thirty-four years. Then, just as the kids were off our hands and we were winding down, the arguments started. It was all about the canal boat; at first about how much to spend, then about what type of boat, then about where to moor it. Then we were into another round of arguments because he never seemed to want to work on it. I was at my wits’ end.

‘One day we were sitting on top of the boat, trying to fight quietly so the other people on the marina wouldn’t hear, and he said “I don’t want to be doing this. I don’t want to give up on real life.” We spent the whole night talking, about him being scared of retirement, and old age, and death. We worked hard on it. We came through. Thank God we realised what it was about before I gave up on him.’

Betty

AN ARGUMENT IS a bit like a Russian doll, a Chinese puzzle or an onion. It has lots of layers, each tightly wrapped around each other. You may seem to be fighting about one thing. But the real issue may be several layers down. What you think you’re arguing about is often not what you’re really arguing about at all.

If you want to stop the arguments, you have to tackle them at the correct layer of the puzzle. There’s no point in solving only the surface problem, only to discover that the deeper levels of problem are still there making trouble. In fact, once you do find out what is happening underneath, it’s sometimes not only obvious what you need to do. Sometimes, simply knowing what the root cause of the problem is means that you can change. Sometimes, knowledge is the key to rethinking your ways of managing conflict; as well as being able to stop in your tracks as a battle starts and think ‘We don’t need to be doing this, do we?’



What you think you’re arguing about is often not what you’re really arguing about at all.



THE ISSUE

On the outer layer of the puzzle is the most visible issue. This is the most obvious thing that springs to mind when you think about the reasons the two of you are arguing. It’s usually practical, objective and very specific; a nitty gritty problem that you simply can’t agree on.

These are the things that couples say they’re most likely to argue about:


		Money: issues such as who pays for what? Who decides what we spend? Why don’t we have more money? Why do we spend so much?

		Sex: issues such as how come you don’t want it any more? How come you want it so much? What do we do when you want to do something in bed that I don’t want? What sort of contraception should we use?

		Children: issues such as how many should we have, and when? If they’re stepchildren, how do we handle things? Who pays for the child care? Who disciplines the children, and how?

		Family: issues such as whose relatives shall we visit, especially at Christmas? What should we do when grandparents interfere? Who has to do the caring when a parent is ill or old?

		Work: issues such as why do you spend so much time at work? Why do you never talk about your job? How come you don’t have a job? Why do you insist I take (or don’t take) a job?



Just sometimes, solving the practical aspects of these issues alone is enough to resolve the conflict in your relationship: you start earning more money, and the arguments stop; your partner finds a job and suddenly there’s no more fighting. The in-laws go home, and you start to feel able to have sex with each other again.

How can you tell if your problems can be sorted out so simply? Look at your rowing patterns. If you’re normally able to sort your differences with a smile and a hug, but have suddenly found yourselves in the middle of full scale warfare over a single issue, then you probably fall into this category. You don’t have a serious relationship conflict. You have a good track record in conflict management: it’s just that this topic and this one alone that is a problem for you. If so, you may be able to solve your arguments right now just by putting your intelligence to work and coming up with practical solutions to the issues you face. Or, as you continue working through the steps, you may be able to use the skills you learn to find a workable resolution that suits you both; whether that’s about spending the money, disciplining the children or sorting out the sex.

Almost always, however, the issue is a red herring. It’s a symptom of your conflict rather than the cause. You’re arguing because of much deeper-layer reasons. If these reasons are cleared, then the surface issue either never becomes a problem, or is easily resolved when it does.

BAD RELATIONSHIP DAYS

The next level down on the puzzle layers are lifestyle factors. Of course, when you’re arguing it’s your emotions that are important. But emotional vulnerability can stem from physical stress as well as mental strain. And such stress alone can be enough to trigger a fight. For example, you may be disagreeing about when to have sex. Now if you’re resolving that while relaxing on a sunny beach in the middle of a week’s holiday in Greece, the disagreement may be settled within seconds . . . If you’re trying to resolve the issue at home, late at night after a few bottles of beer, when one of you is exhausted and the other needs to be up at six o’clock to start the early shift, things may turn out very differently.

Here are eight key elements in your life which can turn even the smallest and most trivial issue into a full-scale battle.

Tiredness

The current job market is incredibly insecure. And the consumer boom of recent years makes money seem vital. Both of these together mean that many people work at full capacity, to fulfil a budget commitment that is only just within their means. If you regularly fight in the evening or at the start of your weekends, consider swapping extended work hours and increased income for a more peaceful and loving relationship.

Stress

The pace of current life is hectic even if you’re not physically exhausted. And you may feel you’re not getting it right because you’re not getting it all. This sort of tension can mean that you tend to hit out at your nearest and dearest whenever things are just too much for you. (Such stress can also mean you aren’t motivated to have sex, a classic argument trigger.) Demanding less of yourself will mean that you can give more to your partnership. Ease back on the pressure; see if your local GP practice has a stress clinic; or buy one of the many books that teach you how to relax.

Alcohol

Drinking not only makes you more argumentative and aggressive; it also makes you less likely to worry about the fact that you’re lashing out. The number of arguments in a partnership can rise in direct proportion to the number of units of alcohol you consume each evening. Particularly if you’re prone to late-night quarrels, try not drinking completely for a month and see if that makes a difference.

Time apart

Conflict comes from disagreement that threatens. And if you don’t spend enough quality time together, you can end up disagreeing simply because you start to lose real contact with each other. If you fight more when you see each other less, take your diaries out. Build in a total of at least two hours’ one-to-one talking time (no friends, no children, no television) every single week.



The number of arguments in a partnership rises in direct proportion to the number of units of alcohol consumed on Saturday night.



Special occasions

Some events quite simply trigger conflict. These may be celebrations – Christmas, holidays – or they may be demanding events, such as job interviews or the end of term. They may be ‘sad memory events’ when you’re reminded of upsetting things that happened on this date: an accident, a miscarriage, a family death. Spot tricky occasions ahead of time

Lack of space


Illness


Hormones





 Task 2.1







WHOSE ARGUMENT ARE YOU HAVING?



		Other people have relationship issues, and you play ‘me too’. ‘We left their house about 11.30 . . . by 11.35, on the dual carriageway, we were digging up resentments from well before we were married.’ Being a witness to something often makes us want to join in. If you meet sniping friends, then you may start sniping too. (A variation on this is when the friends are so in love – or in lust – that it reminds you of how far you’ve drifted off course. Then you fight because of your dissatisfaction.)

		Other people stir up bad feelings in you, and you take it out on your partner: ‘The boss really laid into me during the afternoon . . . When I arrived home I was still shaking . . . Fran called “Is that you?”, and I just began yelling.’ When you feel threatened and can’t hit back – because the person is out of your reach physically, or because he or she is not someone you feel you can challenge, such as a work superior – it may feel a lot safer and easier to turn on someone who is close and available: your partner. This is particularly true if your children are acting up; you may reach the end of your tether with them, but then aim your frustration at your partner when the children are in bed.

		Other people stir up bad feelings in you, and your partner speaks for you: ‘My sister keeps telling me I need to lose weight, but when Matt says she’s wrong, I always end up saying she’s right. He ends up asking whose side I’m on.’ As a variation on the previous dynamic, when someone annoys you but you care too much to hit back, you may want your partner to act as ventriloquist’s dummy. Your partner expresses your anger. You defend the person you’re angry with. Then you replay with your partner the conversation you should be having with the person who annoyed you. Again, children are often involved here, with one of you speaking out against, and the other taking sides with, your offspring.

		Other people have a vested interest in your having problems, and so stir things up: ‘My Mum’s never liked Jordan . . . If she nags me about seeing him, I can guarantee that when I go round to his place that evening, we’ll end up arguing.’ Other people in your life may not want you to be a happy couple. They may dislike one of you. They may be jealous. They may be unhappy in their partnerships and want company in their misery. So they may stir up trouble for you.
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PAYOFFS YOU MAY NOT BE ABLE TO GIVE UP





	Excitement: when you fight, the adrenaline pours and your heart rate speeds. It’s as good as sex, and often leads to love-making.

	Intimate communication: being angry is the only time you express your real feelings or needs. Fighting is the only time you communicate. If you didn’t argue, you wouldn’t truly know each other.

	Distance: regular fighting is a way to maintain some emotional distance. And if you’re ever feeling particularly trapped or claustrophobic, there’s an easy way out. Start an argument. This is particularly true in bed, when starting a fight may be the way to avoid having sex altogether when you simply don’t have the energy or the inclination.

	Love: you only feel truly loved when you’re arguing, possibly because you confuse the strong emotion that you feel when you’re fighting, with the strong emotions of ‘in love’.

	Attention: starting a fight is the only way to capture your partner’s attention. Even if only for a few moments, you’re the centre of his or her world.

	Security: by risking your relationship through an argument, you test it out. If the relationship survives, you feel secure. Of course, you can never be sure that the partnership is completely stable, so you always have to have just one more fight.

	Contraception: in some relationships, fighting raises desire. For you it lowers desire. So if your partner starts to make a move, and you aren’t ‘in the mood’, you pick a fight.

	Stability: when everything’s fine, you sometimes feel guilty or nervous that you’re just so happy. By spoiling all that, a fight keeps the comfortable if unsatisfactory status quo.













Task 2.3





	Need		How arguments meet the need		Other ways to meet the need

    	Attention	eg: When we fight I know he’s concentrating on me	eg: I could arrange for us to go out for one-on-one meals more rather than having to share him with the television every evening.

    	Excitement

    	Intimacy

    	Distance

    	Love

    	Security

    	Contraception

    	Stability






NOT JUST HERE AND NOW
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WHEN THE RULES CHANGE











		Commitment: you shift from ‘going out’
   to ‘engaged . . . living together . . . married’.
 You may each expect different things from a spouse than from someone who is just a boyfriend or girlfriend. You need to negotiate issues such as loyalty, fidelity and who does the housework. You may particularly tend to fight about how you should behave now you’re a couple.

		Childrearing: the baby arrives and suddenly there’s three.
 He may still want couple intimacy, but it’s less possible. She may now expect practical help with the childrearing, which he doesn’t realise is necessary. The two of you may particularly tend to fight about division of labour. And because having a baby often leads to a dramatic drop in the amount you have sex, there may be a shift away from the physical side of your relationship, which may dismay or anger you.

		Career shift: you go back to work, gain promotion, undergo a job change, be made redundant.
 Practical expectations may alter – who does the housework, who pays the bills? But expectations of who has control in the relationship may shift too. Who makes the key decisions now that she’s earning a salary, or he’s redundant? You may particularly tend to fight about practicalities.

		Empty-nest syndrome: the children leave home. 
Often, you each have totally different expectations of what will happen now: for her to take a job, for both of you to spend more time together. A totally separate pressure may be that you’ve forgotten how to relate to each other as a couple rather than talking ‘through the children’. You particularly tend to fight about one of you wanting to ‘break away’.

		Reaching a plateau: you realise that you’ve achieved most of what you’re going to.
 When one or both of you finally realises that in career, looks or money, life is now on a downhill slide, you may panic. You particularly tend to fight about one of you acting ‘too old’ or ‘too young’. One of you may, for example, feel that as far as sex is concerned you’re over the hill, or want reassurance that you’re still desirable.

		Retirement: you pull back from the world.
 Intimations of mortality change everything. You both need to adapt to a life where, increasingly, illness and frailty are part of the deal. You particularly fight about disillusionment. Was it actually worthwhile devoting a lifetime to your relationship? If it wasn’t, whose fault is that?
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THE THREE FUNDAMENTAL NEEDS








Worth: you need to feel valued



Control: you need to feel in charge



Success: you need to feel you’re not a failure






 Task 2.6








EMOTIONAL TIME BOMBS







WHERE ARE YOU NOW?





		you feel you’ve understood that painful arguments happen for lots of reasons, not just the ‘issues’ that you’re arguing about.

		you’ve checked out and taken action on the ‘surface’ causes of your arguments.

		you’ve started to identify the deeper causes and, if possible, have swapped notes with each other on what these might be.
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