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Foreword
Mar sha M. Linehan, Ph.D.

No rela tion ship has only smooth sail ing. All rela tion ships have con flict

and an excess of neg a tive emo tion, so prob lems in inti mate rela tion ships

affect just about every one at one time or another. Being in a high-con flict 

rela tion ship is exhaust ing and leaves both part ners feel ing mis er a ble and

alone. Being in an unhappy and dis tressed part ner ship is asso ci ated with

increased rates of depres sion, anx i ety, and sub stance use. Chil dren in

homes with great con flict are more likely to be trou bled and even sui -

cidal. This book addresses how to improve our inti mate rela tion ships,

and in turn, our own and our fam ily’s well-being.

The book is based on the prin ci ples of dia lec ti cal behav ior ther apy

(DBT), a treat ment that has a large num ber of clin i cal tri als dem on strat -

ing its effec tive ness. DBT was devel oped at the Uni ver sity of Wash ing -

ton and Alan Fruzzetti was part of the very first DBT treat ment team.

He and the other mem bers of the team gave the first crit i cal feed back on

the treat ment and were major con tri bu tors to the devel op ment of the

treat ment in its cur rent form. Alan has been work ing with DBT for

twenty years, teach ing it and adapt ing it for cou ples, fam i lies, and ado les -

cents.. Almost all of the research to date has focused on apply ing DBT to 



indi vid u als, with few stud ies includ ing fam i lies. Thus, there is a real

absence in the lit er a ture: how to apply DBT to cou ples and fam i lies.

Dr. Fruzzetti is an expert in cou ple and fam ily ther apy and in

research on inti mate rela tion ships. He is at the fore of work in this area,

inte grat ing mind ful ness, emo tion reg u la tion, accu rate expres sion, and val -

i da tion into a coher ent pack age. He has writ ten doz ens of pro fes sional

arti cles and book chap ters, both about DBT and about cou ple and fam ily 

inter ac tions and treat ments from a DBT per spec tive.

In this book, Alan takes his exper tise in work ing with cou ples and

inte grates it with his exper tise in DBT. Like DBT, the book takes a

nonjudgmental approach that pro motes both accep tance of your self and

your part ner, such as being mind ful of your self and your part ner, and

being more self-val i dat ing. It also focuses on change, such as reduc ing

inval i da tion and neg a tive responses to your self and your part ner while

increas ing your own emo tion self-reg u la tion, improv ing your abil ity to

express your self accu rately, and build ing your skills to man age prob lems

more effec tively. The book also focuses heavily on the inte gra tion of

these two strat e gies (accep tance and change), really help ing you and your

part ner to be more val i dat ing toward each other.

It is very impor tant to note that this book is based on sound  prin -

ciples and research, includ ing research on basic emo tional pro cesses,

 couple inter ac tion research, and the many stud ies eval u at ing dia lec ti cal

behav ior ther apy. Very few books like this are actu ally based on research, 

so that puts this book into a very elite group.

The approach in this book is sen si tive to the needs of strug gling

spouses and part ners who have a lot of hurts and hopes. It addresses a

broad vari ety of sit u a tions that cou ples find them selves in and pro vides

thought ful and prac ti cal ideas and prac tice exer cises to help peo ple

decrease destruc tive con flict and find more peace and inti macy in their

rela tion ships.
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Chapter 1

Understanding Emotion
in Relationships

Why is it we some times say the nas ti est things to the per son we love the

most? How is it that seem ingly sim ple nego ti a tions some times end up

with part ners scream ing at each other? How do we end up snap ping and

act ing in ways we swore we would never do again? What makes peo ple

who love each other some times get really anx ious when approach ing

each other, or leads us to avoid  talk ing about impor tant mat ters? And,

more impor tantly, how can we learn to stop long-stand ing pat terns of

destruc tive con flict, develop the skills to man age our neg a tive emo tions

and destruc tive urges, and learn how to talk and lis ten in ways that lead

to under stand ing, val i da tion, nego ti a tion, and close ness? These are the

ques tions this book will address.

Every one knows, min utes or hours after a nasty fight, that what we

said made things worse and got us less of what we wanted. Yet, some -

how we said it or did it any way and may even have meant it at the

moment. But now, with emo tional arousal back to nor mal, guilt, remorse, 

regret, hurt, and grief set in. Maybe we will be able to apol o gize and turn



things around, but the whole epi sode is likely to hap pen again and again.

Destruc tive con flict in cou ples cor rodes rela tion ships and makes both

part ners mis er a ble. The cen tral idea in this book is that highly aroused,

neg a tive emo tion—dysregulated emo tion—is the core prob lem for  high-

 conflict cou ples and that there are spe cific skills part ners can learn to

man age their emo tions effec tively, which in turn makes effec tive com mu -

ni ca tion (accu rate expres sion fol lowed by under stand ing and val i da tion)

pos si ble. With enough prac tice, con flict can be trans formed into close -

ness and cou ples can achieve the close ness, friend ship, inti macy, peace,

and sup port that brings us joy and reduces our suf fer ing.

Understanding Emotions and High
Emotional Arousal

Emo tions are much more com pli cated than most peo ple real ize. Part of

the prob lem stems from the way we talk about emo tion. First of all, we

talk about emo tion as a thing (a noun), rather than as some thing we are

doing. But, in fact, emo tions are com plex pro cesses like walk ing or talk -

ing, things that we actu ally do that affect other things inside us and also

affect oth ers. It is eas ier to con cep tu al ize think ing as some thing that we do. 

Then, when we say we had a thought, we rec og nize that it was just one

moment, one small piece, of a long pro cess. Emo tion can be con cep tu al -

ized the same way. Thus, an emo tion is just one moment out of a long

pro cess of emot ing or feel ing. Unfor tu nately, we don’t have a good word

for the pro cess or for the whole sys tem in which we have emo tions.

How Emotions Work

There are many com po nents to our emo tion sys tem. At any given

moment, there are events going on all around us, such as sights and

sounds and other aspects of the phys i cal and social world. There are also

events going on inside us, such as mem o ries, images, thoughts, or sen sa -

tions. All of these events, in addi tion to our atten tion, and our sen sa tion

and per cep tion sys tems (which allow us to be aware of what’s going on),

influ ence emo tion directly. With new devel op ments in neu ro sci ence

almost daily, it’s clear that there are many bio log i cal and bio chem i cal pro -

cesses in our brains that influ ence the course of emo tions. How ever, the
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extent to which we are aware of our emo tions, how we label them (and

whether we are accu rate), and how we express them also pro foundly

affect the pro cess. And, finally, how oth ers respond to us—par tic u larly

peo ple we are close to—shapes the direc tion of our emo tion in very

impor tant ways. Cer tain responses, such as under stand ing and val i dat ing

our expe ri ence, soothe our frayed emo tional edges, but oth ers, such as

crit i ciz ing or inval i dat ing our expe ri ence, are like salt in an open wound

in our hearts.

Emotion Dysregulation and Out-of-Control Behavior

Emo tional arousal affects other sys tems directly, such as think ing

and phys i cal action. Thus, when we reg u late or man age our emo tion, we

also are reg u lat ing our abil ity to think and act in ways that are effec tive

and move us for ward in our rela tion ships, at work, or with other activ i -

ties in life. It’s been known for almost one hun dred years that small to

mod er ate amounts of stress and arousal keep peo ple alert and inter ested,

actu ally increas ing self-con trol and  performance on just about any kind of 

task (Yerkes and Dodson 1908). It’s also true that past a mod er ate point of 

stress and arousal,  self- control and per for mance begin to drop (Mandler

1993). At high enough lev els of arousal, we begin to focus very nar rowly

on sim ply escap ing from the aversive state of high neg a tive emo tion. This

 process can take a long time to build up or may hap pen instantly. 

Regard less, once our ori en ta tion is on escape, we can con sider our -

selves out of con trol. Notice that this is not a pejo ra tive label. Rather, being

out of con trol describes a nat u ral state in which we are not think ing or

act ing in a very clear way; we are no lon ger focused on our lon ger-term

goals but are increas ingly focused on the imme di ate goal of reduc ing this

neg a tive ten sion or arousal. The point at which we reori ent our atten tion

to escape may be con sid ered the point at which emo tion dysregulation

begins; when our emo tion sys tem becomes dysregulated, it inter feres with 

opti mal cog ni tive and other self-con trol func tions (Fruzzetti et al. 2003). 

Thus, being dysregulated is not the same as being upset. You can be 

upset and still be quite able to make effec tive deci sions, hold your

tongue, or oth er wise “con trol” your self—man age to act in ways that help 

you achieve a better rela tion ship, a better life, rather than sim ply escap ing 

an unpleas ant (or even awful) sit u a tion by doing some thing that hurts the 

other per son, esca lates the con flict, or, in gen eral, makes things worse in

the long run.
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In real ity, this kind of dysregulated or out-of-con trol behav ior

occurs rather fre quently, on a con tin uum from very destruc tive out- of-

 con trol behav iors, such as sub stance use or aggres sion, to less destruc tive 

ones, such as say ing mean things or avoid ing dif fi cult sit u a tions. For

exam ple, when one part ner is nag ging at the other, being crit i cal, the

other’s arousal goes up. It becomes dif fi cult to remem ber that the com -

plainer is some body you love, and who loves you back. Some times it

might only take a sec ond; at other times you might feel it com ing well in

advance, but even tu ally you lose your bal anced per spec tive and say some -

thing mean or nasty in return. The point here is not that it’s unrea son able 

or unfair to respond to crit i cism with crit i cism—it might be fair—but

rather that it just makes things worse for both peo ple indi vid u ally and

for the rela tion ship. Indi vid ual and rela tion ship well-being would be

improved if each part ner were able to respond dif fer ently.

At this point, you might be think ing, “So, are you say ing I’m just

sup posed to be a door mat and accept being treated badly?” That’s a good 

ques tion, and the answer is no, because there is a third or mid dle path

between being resigned to being treated badly, on the one hand, and both 

peo ple treat ing each other badly, on the other hand. The alter na tive is to

break the cycle, respond ing in a way that deescalates the con flict with out

reduc ing self-respect. In order to do that, you must first under stand how

you get into these hair-trig ger sit u a tions that lead you to cre ate neg a tive

inter ac tions or respond badly to your part ner when he or she is already

behav ing badly.

Vulnerability to Negative Emotional Experiences

There are sev eral fac tors that make you vul ner a ble to high neg a tive

emo tional arousal and sub se quent emo tion dysregulation. They include

how sen si tive you are to rela tion ship events and things your part ner (or

oth ers) says or does; reac tiv ity, or how much you react when you do

 perceive stress ful or neg a tive events; and time to equi lib rium, or how long it 

takes you to return to “nor mal” emo tion ally (Linehan 1993a; Fruzzetti

and Iverson 2006; Fruzzetti, Shenk, and Hoffman 2005). 

Sen si tiv ity

Some peo ple are more emo tion ally sen si tive than oth ers, just as

some peo ple have more sen si tive hear ing, more sen si tive taste, and so on. 
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Peo ple with greater emo tional sen si tiv ity can some times tell what those

with less sen si tiv ity are feel ing before they know it them selves. This can

be unset tling in a con ver sa tion if not han dled prop erly. Peo ple with high

emo tional sen si tiv ity seem to grasp intu itively how other peo ple are

 feeling, cop ing, and so on. Con versely, a per son with low emo tional

sensitivity can some times have a really hard time intu itively under stand ing

what another per son is feel ing. This per son may need to have a lot more

explain ing and more direct and spe cific requests in order to be emo tion ally 

sup port ive and respon sive. Low emo tional sen si tiv ity can leave a spouse or 

part ner feel ing mis un der stood or even lead to falsely (but under stand ably)

believ ing that the other per son does n’t care about him or her.

To make mat ters more com pli cated, peo ple can be sen si tive about

some top ics or sit u a tions but not about oth ers. These dif fer ences in over -

all emo tional sen si tiv ity result from ordi nary devel op men tal pro cesses,

the way con flict sit u a tions were han dled by par ents dur ing child hood, as

well as from the basic tem per a ment with which you were born. But more 

spe cific sen si tiv i ties can develop in any rela tion ship. Many cou ples have

theme fights or top ics about which one or both part ners tend to be

 sensitive. Sim i larly, one part ner may have high sen si tiv ity left over from a 

pre vi ous rela tion ship or from the cur rent rela tion ship about things that

hap pened even years ago. Under stand ing each other’s sen si tiv i ties can

help cou ples learn how to com mu ni cate more effec tively, and try ing to

increase or decrease your own sen si tiv ity can also pro mote more effec tive 

inter ac tions. Chap ters 2, 3, and 7 cover this topic in greater depth.

Reac tiv ity

Regard less of how sen si tive any of us may be, when we do notice

some thing that is emo tion ally rel e vant, our reac tion may be small or

large. Big reac tions are often louder, more rap idly and intensely

expressed, and are accom pa nied by higher emo tional arousal. Thus, big

reac tions (high reac tiv ity) can com mu ni cate more clearly what a per son is 

feel ing, but also can result in the per son some times react ing too quickly,

get ting upset or even dysregulated before all the infor ma tion has become

avail able. This can some times be coun ter pro duc tive, of course: if reac tiv -

ity had been lower, the per son’s response might have been quite dif fer ent 

and more pro duc tive. Con versely, small reac tions—often qui eter, slower,

and less intensely expressed—allow time to under stand the whole pic ture 

but may not effec tively com mu ni cate how impor tant some thing is or

what some one is feel ing, eas ily result ing in mis un der stand ing. Learn ing to 
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reg u late reac tiv ity (more intense and rapid expres sion or less intense and

rapid expression) is an impor tant part in learn ing to man age our own

emo tions, which this book will focus on. 

Time to Reach Equi lib rium

Every one has a kind of emo tional equi lib rium, or base line level of

emo tional arousal. By def i ni tion, emo tional equi lib rium is a reg u lated

state, in which we can think and act clearly, pur pose fully, and effec tively.

When our arousal goes up, it takes a cer tain amount of time to come

back down to base line. For some peo ple, this hap pens very quickly,

 perhaps in only sec onds or a few min utes. For oth ers, it may take many

min utes or even sev eral hours. Not only is it pain ful to have neg a tive

emo tional arousal be high for a long time, it also means that dur ing this

time, indi vid u als are vul ner a ble to both increased reac tiv ity and to

becom ing dysregulated, because their arousal is already ele vated. Under -

stand ing how long it takes to return to emo tional equi lib rium can help

cou ples decide whether, when, and for how long they should take a break 

when dis cuss ing par tic u larly emo tional top ics. 

Putt ing the pieces together, you can see that high emo tion sen si tiv -

ity, high reac tiv ity, and slow return to equi lib rium make you vul ner a ble to 

get ting upset, or dysregulated, in a vari ety of sit u a tions, as is shown in

fig ure 1. Before even con sid er ing the spe cif ics of a given sit u a tion or

what your part ner is doing, you already may be on the path toward a

destruc tive reac tion.

How High Emotional Arousal Affects 
Your Relationship

There are many ways that neg a tive emo tional arousal affects your rela -

tion ship, both directly and indi rectly. For exam ple, it may lead you to

over re act in some sit u a tions, and per haps even to underreact in oth ers.

This, in turn, makes it more dif fi cult for your part ner to respond in

under stand ing, sooth ing, or lov ing ways: he or she sim ply does n’t have

accu rate infor ma tion on which to base a response. So, even if your

 partner wants to respond in a lov ing way, and does n’t have his or her

own neg a tive emo tional arousal to deal with (which is unlikely), it makes

the job harder.
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High Arousal Leads to Inaccurate Expression

As dis cussed ear lier, when our emo tional arousal is very high, our

abil ity to take a bal anced or long-term view suf fers, and our think ing and

rea son ing abil i ties are sim i larly over whelmed. Con se quently, we say and

do things that reflect being over whelmed, we become defen sive, or we

sim ply do not describe the heart felt desires and emo tions that lie beneath 

our neg a tive arousal. Fig ure 2 shows how this may unfold: high emo tion

vul ner a bil ity means that before any thing much even hap pens, just as you

enter the  situation, your arousal shoots up, because, first, you are emo -

tion ally  sensitive, either in gen eral or in this kind of sit u a tion; sec ond, you 

are reac tive (again, per haps in gen eral, or only in this kind of sit u a tion);

and third, you are slow to return to emo tional equi lib rium. Once your

arousal goes up, your think ing abil i ties go down, and you start to lose the 

 emotional bal ance that is needed to com mu ni cate effec tively. Your high

arousal also fuels neg a tive and judg men tal think ing, which fur ther fuels

neg a tive emo tional arousal—a vicious cycle. Then, being upset and

 having a lot of neg a tive and judg men tal think ing, you say things that

don’t reflect what you really want (close ness, atten tion, under stand ing),

but instead say some thing bit ter or nasty (inac cu rate expres sion). This, of

course, cre ates hurt feel ings in your part ner, fur ther s mis un der stand ing,

and incit es con flict.
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Fig ure 1

Emo tion Vul ner a bil ity

(high sen si tiv ity and reac tiv ity,

slow return to equi lib rium)

Height ened Neg a tive

Emo tional Arousal



For exam ple, you might want to spend more time with your mate

and be dis ap pointed that he or she will be com ing home late today. But,

your neg a tive arousal is the only thing you notice; you pay atten tion to

that and have urges to escape from the sit u a tion, either by with draw ing

or by push ing the other away emo tion ally. You become judg men tal

(“what a jerk”), which jacks up your emo tion fur ther. Then, instead of

accu rately express ing your dis ap point ment, and also say ing that you’re

long ing for more close ness and time together (accu rate expres sion), you

crit i cize your part ner for being self ish or just roll your eyes and show

 dismay or even con tempt. 
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Emo tion Vul ner a bil ity

Height ened Neg a tive

Emo tional Arousal

 

Judg ments and

Inac cu rate Expres sion

Mis un der stand ing

and Con flict

 

 



Inaccurate Expression Also Increases Arousal

It turns out that the way we think about the sit u a tion and what we

tell our selves about it can either soothe our emo tions or act as a cat a lyst

for even more explo sive neg a tive emo tional reac tions (Fruzzetti and

Iverson 2006). More spe cif i cally, if we are able to describe the sit u a tion,

what we want, what is hap pen ing, and legit i mize the emo tional pro cess

even when we do not like it, typ i cally our emo tional arousal will start the

return toward a lower state of emo tional upset and even tu ally back to

nor mal emo tional arousal (which might mean you are con tent or sat is -

fied). In con trast, if we judge the sit u a tion, or our part ner, as wrong or

bad, catastrophize the sit u a tion, or become hope less or neg a tive in our

expec ta tions, our arousal will stay high or actu ally get higher, fur ther

dysregulating our think ing and other actions. Fig ure 2 dem on strates how

our apprais als, judg ments, and expres sion of our expe ri ence may flip

back to increase our arousal, just as our arousal makes our think ing more 

judg men tal and neg a tive. The good news is that this inter ac tion gives us

two places to prac tice more effec tive alter na tives.

Conflict Patterns in Relationships

Over time, all cou ples develop fairly con sis tent ways of inter act ing,

or pat terns, in con flict sit u a tions. These pat terns may vary by topic or

 situation, but they are often quite con sis tent. Again, “con flict” here

 simply means sit u a tions of appar ent dis agree ment, sit u a tions in which at

least one part ner does n’t like some thing the other is or is not doing, or

sit u a tions in which nego ti a tion or agree ment is desired.

Con struc tive Engage ment Pat tern

This is, of course, the goal: Partners bring up issues that bother

them when they are rel e vant, and they do so in a nonaggressive, descrip -

tive, and clear way. The other part ner lis tens, tries to under stand, and

com mu ni cates that under stand ing even when she or he dis agrees. This

allows many prob lems to be solved and for part ners to learn increas ingly

how to be better mates for each other. And, impor tantly, when prob lems

can’t be solved, either because no solu tions are avail able at the time or

because part ners con tinue to dis agree, in a con struc tive pat tern, part ners

can tol er ate the dis agree ment, box it up (at least tem po rarily), and enjoy
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each other in other sit u a tions. In fact, being able to explore the con flict

can bring cou ples closer, increas ing mutual under stand ing and smooth ing 

out bumps in the rela tion ship. Clearly, both part ners must be able to

 regulate their emo tion, and must be aware of their wants, pref er ences,

emo tions, opin ions, and what they like and don’t like. Because their

 emotions are reg u lated, they are able to express these things accu rately

and nonaggressively and are able to lis ten and respond nondefensively,

with empa thy and val i da tion.

Mutual Avoid ance Pat tern

In a mutual avoid ance pat tern, part ners dysregulate each other. That 

is, when one part ner expe ri ences some thing neg a tive and starts to get

upset beyond a cer tain point, the other per ceives the ris ing emo tion and

starts to spike emo tion ally as well. Then, each per son, cog ni zant of the

other’s high neg a tive arousal and poten tial for dysregulated respond ing

(inef fec tive, inval i dat ing, get ting angry, and so on), avoids bring ing the

issue up at all. Of course, prob lems that can’t be dis cussed can’t be

solved. And when part ners feel relief when not talk ing with each other,

an avoid ance pat tern can start eas ily. Close ness fades, even though active

con flict (argu ing, fight ing), per se, may be infre quent.

Destruc tive Engage ment Pat tern

In con trast to the avoid ance pat tern, here part ners end up express -

ing a lot of hos til ity, fail to remem ber or express their love for each

other, and are unable to under stand each other’s point of view (which is,

nat u rally, obfus cated by inac cu rate, often hos tile, expres sion). By the end

of every argu ment both part ners have behaved badly and will have

regrets about their own actions—later, after they return to their emo -

tional equi lib rium. And, most part ners will have increased vul ner a bil ity to 

emo tional reac tiv ity in the next con flict sit u a tion, fear ing both their own

and their part ner’s responses to con flict. 

It is impor tant to note that destruc tive engage ment does not nec es -

sar ily start this way. It is so named because this is where the con ver sa tion 

ends up. In fact, one or both part ners may start out rea son ably calm and

emo tion ally reg u lated, with clear aware ness of their good inten tions, their 

com mit ment, and their love for one another. But with out the abil ity to

stay reg u lated in a dif fi cult sit u a tion, if the con flict can not eas ily be

resolved, one part ner (and soon after, the other) will become increas ingly
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upset and cross the line into inef fec tive behav ior, or stop describ ing what 

he or she wants accu rately, stop lis ten ing with empa thy, and so forth.

Some times the dam age is minor, some times it is major. 

Engage-Dis tance Pat tern

Unlike the other pat terns, in the engage-dis tance pat tern, there is an 

imbal ance between the part ners: one moves one way; the other goes in a

dif fer ent direc tion. That is, one per son wants to dis cuss or pur sue a topic 

and be together, but the other per son, at least in that moment, does not

want to dis cuss a topic fur ther or per haps even be together and instead

seeks some alone time. What makes this pat tern par tic u larly tricky is that

the engager or distancer can start out doing so in either an effec tive,

 constructive way or a more destruc tive, aversive, or avoidant way, but

regard less, the pat tern ends up being a disas ter (Fruzzetti and Jacob son

1990).

For exam ple, if Sally had a dif fi cult day at work, she may want to

talk with Ron about it. For exam ple, she might say, “Oh, what a day I’ve

had!” But, at that moment, Ron might be involved with some thing else,

and there fore he may not notice that Sally really wants to talk and get

some emo tional sup port. His response, “Hi, Sweet heart … I’ve been

trying to get this Internet con nec tion to work … but it’s not coop er at -

ing,” is quite inval i dat ing to Sally, and her arousal goes up. As her

arousal goes up, her focus shifts from what she really wants (sup port

from her hus band, to be lis tened to and feel close to him) to her own

arousal, which was already ele vated due to prob lems she had dur ing the

day (emo tional vul ner a bil ity). Then, she tells Ron, “Never mind,” in a

slightly nasty tone. Ron, still a lit tle obliv i ous, takes the “never mind”

con tent seri ously and feels a relieved: Sally is irri tated, and it’s dif fi cult

and often unpleas ant to talk with her when she’s irri ta ble. So, he cheer -

fully says “Okay” and goes back to what he was doing. Sally goes to the 

other room and starts stew ing in the neg a tive arousal that resulted from 

this addi tional “fail ure” on Ron’s part to be respon sive. She starts feel ing 

over whelmed with emo tion (her orig i nal emo tion plus hurt, sad ness,

shame, and anger), neg a tive apprais als (“he really does n’t care about

me”), judg ments about Ron (“he’s so self ish”), and/or judg ments about

her self (“it’s my own fault; I’m such a jerk for think ing he’d be inter -

ested”). A few min utes later, now dysregulated, she yells at Ron, “I don’t

even know why I stay  married to you” or “I don’t even know why you

stay mar ried to me.” Ron now reacts defen sively (his own arousal just
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shot up), say ing some thing like, “Why would I want to talk with you?

You’re act ing like a crazy per son! All I’ve been doing is try ing to fix the

damn com puter, and you’re act ing like I com mit ted mur der or some -

thing!” Both part ners feel let down by the other and will have increased

sen si tiv ity going into the next con flict sit u a tion. There are many ways this 

pat tern can develop, but esca lated neg a tive emo tions are always at the

core of this destruc tive pat tern.

How Negative Interactions
Affect Individuals

Research has shown repeat edly that being in a healthy, close rela tion ship

is good for peo ple (e.g., Brown and Har ris 1978). Sim i larly, being in a

dis tressed or highly conflictual rela tion ship takes its toll on indi vid ual

well-being: For exam ple, peo ple are much more likely to be depressed if

they are in a dis tressed cou ple rela tion ship than in a happy one (Fruzzetti 

1996). Sim i larly, rates of sub stance abuse, anx i ety dis or ders, health prob -

lems, and so on are mark edly higher among dis tressed and high-con flict

cou ples (Whisman and Uebelacker 2003). In addi tion, high-con flict rela -

tion ships have del e te ri ous effects on chil dren who are reg u larly exposed

to paren tal con flict (e.g., Cummings and Davies 1994; Gottman and Katz 

1989). Impor tantly, research has also shown that when cou ples resolve

their dif fi cul ties and improve their rela tion ship, indi vid ual well-being

increases sub stan tially (e.g., Jacob son et al. 1991; Jacob son et al. 1993).

There is some thing about being able to express our selves and be under -

stood, about com pan ion ship, about close ness, about being able to find

peace with our part ner, which seems to salve our souls. 

Using This Book

This book is about learn ing to man age your emo tions effec tively in order 

to pro mote better com mu ni ca tion, fos ter love and close ness, and solve

prob lems. It is based jointly on prin ci ples of dia lec ti cal behav ior ther apy,

a treat ment for severe and per va sive prob lems of emo tion dysregulation

devel oped by Dr. Mar sha Linehan (1993a, 1993b; see also Fruzzetti

2002), and prin ci ples of cou ple and fam ily inter ac tion and inter ven tion
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devel oped by many in the field of cou ples ther apy, includ ing the author

(e.g., Fruzzetti 1997; Fruzzetti and Mosco 2006; Fruzzetti and Iverson

2004; Fruzzetti and Iverson 2006; Fruzzetti and Fruzzetti 2003; Fruzzetti, 

Hoffman, and Santisteban, forth com ing; Fruzzetti and Jacob son 1990;

Hoffman, Fruzzetti, and Swenson 1999; Hoffman et al. 2005). 

This book is intended for cou ples in high-con flict rela tion ships or

who have enough con flict to be wor ri some, or to war rant tak ing an active 

role in try ing to improve your rela tion ship. This book may also be very

use ful for cou ples who do not seem to have a lot of con flict but who in

fact avoid con flict or con flict sit u a tions because these sit u a tions typ i cally

esca late. How ever, one caveat is needed: if high con flict in your rela tion -

ship includes phys i cal or sex ual aggres sion or vio lence, this book is not

intended to be enough for you. If you have been aggres sive or vio lent

with your part ner, it is impor tant for you to use all avail able resources to

cre ate safety in your rela tion ship; please, seek out pro fes sional coun sel ing 

and/or other resources to help you gain this kind of self-con trol. If you

have been phys i cally or sex u ally assaulted by your part ner, please seek out 

sup port and resources to help you make your rela tion ship safer: no one

deserves to be phys i cally or sex u ally assaulted. The phone num ber for the 

National Domes tic Vio lence Hot line is 1-800-799-SAFE (7233); you may 

also visit the orga ni za tion’s Web site for more infor ma tion and to access

other resources (http://www.ndvh.org) or call your local cri sis ser vice.

The ideas and strat e gies in this book are designed to be help ful, but 

they do involve doing things together and talk ing about top ics or issues

that may be pro voc a tive because of your own and your part ner’s pre vi ous 

expe ri ences and sen si tiv i ties. It is essen tial that both part ners have the

self-con trol and the com mit ment to self-con trol to tol er ate such poten tial 

dis tress with out becom ing aggres sive or vio lent. Only then can the

resources of this book be truly help ful.

Ide ally, you and your part ner will read this book together, prac tic ing 

skills from each chap ter as you go along. But, of course, you (and your

rela tion ship) likely could ben e fit from read ing the book and prac tic ing

most of the exer cises on your own. Each chap ter pro vides a step-by-step

guide to iden tify areas that need work, as well as areas of strength, and

gives prac tice exer cises—some that you can do indi vid u ally and some

prac tices that you can do together as a cou ple. 

The book’s chap ters prob a bly should be read in order. The  mate -

rials and skills are designed to build for ward and cumu la tively. Although

in prin ci ple you could skip ahead, mas ter ing ear lier skills will make later

skills eas ier and the like li hood of suc cess greater. More impor tantly, this
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book is intended as a guide for prac tice even more than a guide to under -

stand ing. The ben e fits you accrue from this book will very likely reflect

how much you prac tice the var i ous exer cises and skills pro vided.

Although it’s fine to read ahead, you might con sider prac tic ing the mate -

rial in each sec tion before mov ing on to the next sec tion. For exam ple,

you might spend a week or more on a chap ter before mov ing on to the

next chap ter. In sum mary: prac tice, prac tice, prac tice!

14  The High-Conflict Couple



Chapter 2

Accepting Yourself
and Your Partner

Cou ple inter ac tion has often been com pared to a dance: When the music

flows, the tim ing is right, and part ners know their own steps and are

aware of the other’s steps, it can be mag i cal. But, when any thing is off,

part ners begin to step on each other’s toes and the activ ity is any thing

but fun (and can in fact be very pain ful). The pain ful out come then

inhib its danc ing to sub se quent tunes. Being an effec tive part ner, in danc -

ing or in other ways, requires prac tice and skill. Being an effec tive cou ple

or team requires prac tice together. And, just as in danc ing, a part ner

needs to be both an indi vid ual, doing his or her part, and an inte gral part

of the cou ple. In fact, when part ners are very skill ful, part of the fun is

let ting go of self-aware ness and instead par tic i pat ing in the joint  or

 collaborative activ ity. This can be true in con ver sa tion, on a walk, or

while mak ing love. 

Basic com mu ni ca tion has two fun da men tal parts: one per son talks;

the other lis tens, under stands, and responds. Then, at var i ous times,

 partners change roles. It sounds sim ple, but as dis cussed in chap ter 1,



neg a tive emo tions get in the way of this seem ingly sim ple two-step. One

of the first places where com mu ni ca tion breaks down is when we make it 

more com pli cated in our minds, increase our emo tional arousal, and then 

go on to ratio nal ize how rea son able it is to treat the other per son badly.

Act ing skill fully requires an aware ness, or mind ful ness, of our selves (our

wants, thoughts, sen sa tions, emo tions), mind ful ness of the other per son

(his or her wants, thoughts, sen sa tions, emo tions), and finally  mind -

fulness of how we are con nected to each other (our inter ac tion). Mind ful -

ness  primarily involves aware ness, and as a skill, it means learn ing to pay

atten tion to things that mat ter to us most, and using that aware ness to

direct our actions (Bishop et al. 2004; Brown and Ryan 2003; Fruzzetti

and Iverson 2004). This chap ter will explore all three of these fac ets of

mind ful ness: our self, our part ner, and our joint inter ac tion or dance

together, start ing with how infi nitely con nected we are to our part ners.

You Cannot Act Alone: 
Awareness of Connection

In any part ner ship, the things we do as indi vid u als affect the other

 person and the rela tion ship. In a cou ple, if one per son is dis tressed about 

some thing, it is also the other per son’s con cern, whether he or she

acknowl edges it or not. Rec i proc ity ensures that you can not act in iso la tion, 

that what you do affects the other and, in turn, what the other per son

does affects you. Putt ing the two together, you see that what you do

comes back to affect you. Phi los o phers, poets, reli gious lead ers, mys tics,

pol i ti cians, and sports junk ies have all under stood these axioms for

 centuries: “What goes around comes around,” “you get what you give,”

“give and you will receive,” and “burn and be burned” all cap ture the

essence of this idea. Nowhere is this more true than in an inti mate

rela tion ship.

Don’t Soil Your Own Nest

Because we are so com pletely con nected to our part ner, it makes

sense not to treat the other per son badly, for we’ll be treated badly in

return. In order to treat our part ner in a harsh, unlov ing, crit i cal, or inval -

i dat ing way, we sim ply have to “for get” or be unaware of this rec i proc ity. 
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High emo tional arousal, remem ber, reduces our think ing and recall skills,

so this lack of aware ness in con flict sit u a tions is not as silly as it may

sound. Yet, it may be very impor tant. 

Notice your level of emo tional arousal right now. If it is low or

mod er ate, notice how you feel toward your part ner, your com mit ment to

your rela tion ship, and notice what you want out of your rela tion ship. If

your goals include hav ing a lov ing rela tion ship, notice just that. Now, ask 

your self, what if you had been able to recall these lov ing inten tions, these 

desires, just sec onds before the last time you snapped at your part ner?

What if, at that moment, you were truly aware that this is a per son you

love and who loves you, and that how you treat him or her would go a

long way toward deter min ing whether you get what you want in your

rela tion ship? Would it have been so easy to say the nasty thing? Prob a bly

not.

Think about Sally and Ron from chap ter 1. What if Sally had been

able to remem ber her actual rela tion ship goals before yell ing at Ron? Did 

being nasty help her get the close ness she wanted? Might remem ber ing

her goals have inhib ited her from attack ing Ron? What if Ron had

remem bered that he loved Sally and that he wants a happy part ner and

close ness with her? Could he so eas ily have dis missed her needs? Just

being able to remem ber the sim ple tru ism that “what you do affects what 

you get” can make a huge dif fer ence. Because high arousal inter feres with 

think ing and mem ory, it is impor tant for this aware ness to be almost

auto matic. To make this kind of mind ful ness auto matic, how ever,

requires a lot of prac tice. 

PRACTICE

1. Notice how your voice tone affects the voice tone of the per son you 

speak to.

2. Change your voice tone and see how it changes the voice tone of the 

other per son (you may have to dem on strate the change a few times

before the other per son matches you).

3. When your level of neg a tive emo tional arousal is low, notice how

much you love your part ner, notice your com mit ment to your rela -

tion ship, and notice the things you both want from your rela tion ship,

such as com pan ion ship, friend ship, sup port, and under stand ing. 
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4. Notice that you are in the same boat together: you sail or sink

together. Every day remind your self about how you are con nected to 

your part ner: “Your hap pi ness is my hap pi ness, and your unhap pi -

ness is my unhap pi ness. When I take care of your needs, I am also

tak ing care of my own. When I treat you with love and kind ness, I

am tak ing care of myself also.”

5. Notice how your mood affects oth ers around you, and vice versa.

6. Before say ing some thing to your part ner, even in an easy,

nonconflictual sit u a tion, ask your self, “Is this going to make things

better or worse?” or, if you pre fer, “Is this going to get me what I

really want in the long term?” Prac tice this one as much as pos si ble,

even sev eral times per day. Notice how empow er ing it is to be able

to choose how you pro ceed rather than sim ply react ing.

Self-Awareness and Mindfulness of Self

Mind ful ness is a term that has become more pop u lar in recent years, and

has a lot of dif fer ent mean ings and appli ca tions (e.g., Baer 2003; Bishop

et al. 2004; Brown and Ryan 2003; Fruzzetti and Iverson 2004; Nhât

Hanh 1975, 1987). This sec tion will focus on the aspects of mind ful ness

that involve our abil ity to be self-aware and those that involve being able

to con trol what we pay atten tion to as a way of man ag ing our emo tions

and our actions.

States of Mind or Self

Our think ing self and our feel ing self can work together, or they can

work at cross pur poses. Or, to put it dif fer ently, when we are aware (and

accept ing) of both our emo tions and our log i cal thoughts, we are more

likely to act effec tively. The var i ous com bi na tions of logic and emo tion

result in three some what dif fer ent “self” states, or states of mind. Dr.

Mar sha Linehan (1993a, 1993b) has described these states as “emo tion

mind,” “rea son able mind,” and “wise mind.”
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Emo tional Self or Emo tion Mind

We need emo tions to sur vive and to thrive in the world. Emo tions

ori ent us, tell us how impor tant things are, sig nal us about the likely

 consequences of actions, and allow for com plex ity and inten sity in our

rela tion ships and other activ i ties. With out emo tions, we could not enjoy

any thing, like or dis like any thing, care much about any thing, or be in

love. How ever, when we pay atten tion only to our emo tion and are

unaware of logic or rea son, things can be risky. Act ing exclu sively from

emo tion, in some sit u a tions, means act ing from urges with out regard to

con se quences. This is our pure emo tional self, or a state of emo tion mind

(Linehan 1993a, 1993b). The prob lem with our pure emo tional self is not 

that our emo tions are strong but that they are not in bal ance with logic,

and our actions are more like reac tions, only focused on sat is fy ing

 immediate emo tion-based urges. 

Log i cal Self or Rea son able Mind

Of course, we also need crit i cal think ing, log i cal anal y sis, and

 reason, often in the form of short hand rules. With out rules, chaos would

reign. Logic tells us to drive on the right (in North, Cen tral, and South

Amer ica, con ti nen tal Europe and Scan di na via, any way), get up and go to

work, exer cise, and pay taxes. But, some times we oper ate exclu sively

from rules and logic and get stuck in them. For exam ple, we come up

with faulty rules, such as “I should like some one who likes me” or “only

lazy peo ple stay home with a com mon cold,” or use logic (or pseudo-

 logic) to decide how to act, such as “if he loves me, he should know

what I want, so I should n’t have to say.” The prob lem is not that these

rules lack logic. Indeed, some rules might work a good deal of the time

to keep your life orga nized. Rather, the prob lem is that they are out of

bal ance with emo tion and that our actions are then rule-driven, with out

regard to the con se quences. Then, the rules often end up in oppo si tion

to the rea sons for hav ing rules in the first place, to reduce pain and chaos 

and enhance our lives, and instead increase mis ery.

Wise or Bal anced Self, or Wise Mind

When logic and emo tion are both pres ent and bal anced, we can

think of this as a wise or bal anced per spec tive. Linehan calls this wise mind

(or, some times, wise self ; 1993a, 1993b). When we are “in” our wise mind
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(bal anced rea son and emo tion) our actions are con sis tent with our wis est

goals, and are less reac tive. Often, peo ple sug gest that logic and emo tion

are oppo site. How ever, in this view, they are sim ply dif fer ent things.

Much as we would say that pro tein and car bo hy drate are both nec es sary

parts of our diet but could be out of bal ance, we would say that logic and 

emo tion are both nec es sary parts of our expe ri ence and our selves. There

is noth ing illog i cal about emo tions, and noth ing unemo tional about logic; 

they are sim ply dif fer ent sys tems. When we have suf fi cient amounts of

both, we can act wisely. Some times we think of this per spec tive as our

authen tic or gen u ine self, and it reflects a kind of clar ity and cen tered ness 

about who we are, what is truly impor tant to us, and what is in our

hearts.

Every one has the capac ity for such wis dom. You know what tem -

per a ture you like your bath or shower. You don’t need to scald  yourself 

or con duct an exper i ment with care fully cal i brated ther mom e ters to

know you like it warm, cool, or hot; your toe or elbow just “knows”

when it’s the way you like it. You know that your actions affect oth ers,

and vice versa. And you know in your heart how truly com mit ted you

are to your rela tion ship. It is impor tant to note that what is wise will be

 different for  different peo ple: For some, four parts logic plus one part

 emotion is what is needed in a given sit u a tion; for oth ers, seven parts

emo tion and two parts logic would be effec tive in the same sit u a tion.

Con se quently, there is no such thing as being “too emo tional” or “too

log i cal” if the one is bal anced with the other suf fi ciently to get you

 acting effec tively in your life, nei ther react ing (not enough logic to

 balance effec tively) nor fol low ing rules blithely (not enough emo tion to

bal ance effec tively). 

When your wise self “knows” that you want your rela tion ship to

work, you are informed by both your invest ments in the rela tion ship

(logic) and your attrac tion and love (emo tion). If that is your wise self,

then when you have urges to hurt your part ner, you are com ing from

your hurt emo tional self (out of bal ance), and when you tell your self

that your part ner “should” act in a cer tain way or he or she does n’t love 

you (inef fec tive rule), then you are com ing from your log i cal self (also

out of bal ance). When act ing from your wise per spec tive, your actions

are very likely to be effec tive: you are then most able to get what you

gen u inely want with out hurt ing oth ers and with out sac ri fic ing your

self-respect.

The key skills to learn, of course, are how to rec og nize when you

are not in your wise mind and how to get back to it.
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Getting to a Balanced Self: Describing and Not Judging

There are many ways to ori ent your atten tion in a dif fi cult or

conflictual sit u a tion. You can inter pret a sit u a tion, judge it, numb out or

run away from it, engage in a lot of other activ i ties to avoid it, or get stuck

in your emo tion about it. These are typ i cally inef fec tive strat e gies. Alter na -

tively, you can notice the sit u a tion and your reac tion and describe it.

Describ ing is one of the most effec tive ways to get to a more bal anced place, 

to inter rupt ris ing reac tiv ity, and to keep your self from act ing in ways that

make things worse (cf. Linehan 1993b; Fruzzetti and Iverson 2006). 

Describ ing sounds sim ple, and when arousal is low, it can be easy,

although there are some pit falls. You can describe things out side your self, 

such as the room around you, the tem per a ture of the air, or the col ors

and tex tures of a paint ing or pho to graph. Or, you can describe things

inside your self, such as sen sa tions, emo tions, wants, or thoughts.

When we describe, we are inten tion ally not impos ing an emo tional

qual ity to what we are describ ing. Instead, we are allow ing our emo tion

to occur and accept ing what might come up. What ever emo tion flows

nat u rally from describ ing is likely to be quite authen tic. 

A pro to type for descrip tion is what an event announcer does on the 

radio: he or she describes the activ i ties going on, giv ing enough detail for 

the lis tener to under stand the sit u a tion. When we sim ply describe  sit -

uations, we notice details and put words on them, includ ing notic ing

aspects of the sit u a tion or another per son, as well as notic ing and

describ ing our reac tions (emo tions, sen sa tions, likes and dis likes, and so

forth). For exam ple, when you are wash ing dishes, you can  simply notice

and describe how the water, soap, and dishes feel in your hands, describe 

the pro cess of clean ing the dishes, and so on (Nhât Hanh 1975). Or,

when your spouse or part ner tells you that he or she loves you, you can

notice and describe the sit u a tion (part ner’s tone of voice and facial

expres sion) and your reac tion (warm feel ing inside, relax ing mus cles in

your face or neck, per haps a smile appear ing on your face). 

The Prob lem of Judg ments

What makes describ ing dif fi cult to do in a con flict sit u a tion is that

arousal is high, and judg ments fly out of high arousal almost auto mat i -

cally. Judg ments iden tify things or peo ple or their actions as right or

wrong. One prob lem with mak ing judg ments is that logic tells us that

things that are wrong must be stopped. But, typ i cally, the things we judge 
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are sim ply things we don’t like. We want them to stop or be dif fer ent,

but they are not nec es sar ily wrong. 

For exam ple, Oscar stayed late at work to fin ish some thing that he

thought needed to be done before he left. Maria missed Oscar all day and 

wanted him to come home about the same time she got home, around

5:30 P.M., so they could spend time together. Oscar left Maria a mes sage

that he would be late, prob a bly home around 7:00 P.M. Although she was 

ini tially dis ap pointed he would be late, she started judg ing him for it:

“He’s always stay ing late. He should n’t spend so much time at work. He

should be more inter ested in me.” Soon there af ter, as her arousal went

up, she also started judg ing her self: “I don’t know why I’m so upset, it’s

no big deal. He’s out there work ing hard, I have no right to be upset with 

him for being a lit tle bit late. There’s some thing wrong with me for being 

so needy.” As time wore on, she went back and forth between judg ing

Oscar and judg ing her self, each time increas ing her arousal. Finally,

around 7:30 P.M., she just got stuck on “Oscar is a jerk; he just should n’t

be so late” and found her self being very angry at him when he did come

home a few min utes later. Con se quently, when he arrived, she com -

plained about the sit u a tion and crit i cized Oscar in a fairly hos tile way.

Oscar was look ing for ward to see ing Maria despite being tired and hun -

gry. How ever, as soon as she started crit i ciz ing him, he felt attacked,

quickly became defen sive, and started being judg men tal him self, ask ing,

“how dare she treat me this way?” They had a fairly long and nasty

 argument for sev eral min utes. He then left the house and went to get

din ner at a fast-food place. Maria ate din ner alone at home and went to

the bed room where she sobbed and even tu ally fell asleep. When Oscar

came home, he flipped on the TV and watched in the dark for a while,

then went to sleep on the sofa. This exam ple shows how dan ger ous judg -

ments are. Judg ments boost emo tional arousal and lead to dysregulation,

far away from bal anced and effec tive action.

Sec ond ary Emo tional Reac tions

Notice in the exam ple that judg ments trans formed each part ner’s

ini tial, fairly mod est, and totally valid emo tion into some thing much

 bigger and destruc tive. Nor ma tive, adap tive, and effec tive emo tional

reac tions, espe cially those that arise from observ ing and describ ing a

 situation, can be thought of as pri mary emo tions (Greenberg and John son

1990). These kinds of emo tional reac tions typ i cally are uni ver sal, such as

feel ing dis ap pointed when we don’t get some thing we want, fear in a

22  The High-Conflict Couple



truly dan ger ous sit u a tion, or con tent ment when things go our way. In

con trast, sec ond ary emo tions are those that either are trig gered by judg ments

or are reac tions to pri mary emo tions (Greenberg and John son 1990;

Fruzzetti and Iverson 2006). Sec ond ary emo tions are less likely to be

 normative and typ i cally are prob lem atic and/or maladaptive. For exam -

ple, Maria was really long ing to be with Oscar and dis ap pointed that their 

time would be short ened, but her judg ments about him led her to be very 

angry at him, and, inter mit tently, her judg ments about her self led her to

feel ashamed of her self.

This high lights sev eral impor tant things about sec ond ary emo tions:

they are almost always destruc tive in rela tion ships; judg ments about

yourself lead to the sec ond ary emo tion of shame; judg ments about oth ers 

lead to anger; and big sec ond ary emo tions sim ply fuel more judg ments,

so the cycle nat u rally escalates.

The Prob lem of Anger in Rela tion ships

Many peo ple argue that anger is a nor ma tive and often healthy

emo tion, that it moti vates us to stick up for our rights, val ues, bound -

aries, and helps pro tect us in dan ger ous sit u a tions. This all may be true,

but there is a very cor ro sive aspect to anger in close rela tion ships that

often over shad ows any pos si ble ben e fits. For pur poses of this dis cus sion, 

anger is not syn on y mous with annoy ance, dis like, or frus tra tion. It can be

healthy and con struc tive to express those emo tions in close rela tion ships, 

because that kind of expres sion can rea son ably be heard and under stood

and can result in pos i tive changes and increased intimacy. 

In con trast, feel ing angry means hav ing increased neg a tive emo tional

arousal; this in turn churns out judg ments. Judg ments then increase

arousal, which pro duces more judg ments, which leads to inac cu rate and

inef fec tive expres sion of emo tions and desires, which then results in

 misunderstanding and con flict (see fig ure 2 in chap ter 1), and rarely leads

to effec tive changes. Thus, angry feel ings and angry expres sions in close

rela tion ships almost always cre ate dis tance, and dis tance is the enemy of

close ness and inti macy. So, what is the alter na tive when you don’t like

some thing? 

The Power of Descrip tion

Descrip tion (cf. Linehan 1993b) has the power to defuse this

destruc tive cycle of judg ments, neg a tive arousal, mis un der stand ing, and
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con flict. If we can describe the sit u a tion, describe our reac tions (sen sa -

tions, emo tions, wants), and notice how our reac tions make sense, most

often our emo tions will be soothed, and we will return to a more bal -

anced per spec tive, and then act effec tively (Nhât Hanh 1975, 1987). One

ben e fit of the strength of anger is that it is easy to notice, and notic ing

anger can become a sig nal or alarm that we are going down a destruc tive

path. We can learn to notice this alarm and can respond by, first, reori -

ent ing our atten tion to look for judg ments, sec ond, let ting judg ments go,

not giv ing them power, and third, turn ing our atten tion to descrip tion

instead. After our anger has dis si pated, we can then act more effec tively,

which at that point will be much more authen tic and eas ier to do.

If Maria had noticed her self becom ing judg men tal, she could have 

stopped and described. She would have noticed that her hus band,

Oscar, was work ing late and she missed him. She would have noticed

dis ap point ment that he had n’t come home ear lier and could have also

real ized how sen si ble miss ing him and feel ing dis ap pointed were in that 

sit u a tion. Chances are, her emo tional arousal would not have esca lated,

and she would not have been over whelmed with judg ments, neg a tive

thoughts, and anger. She sim ply would have felt dis ap pointed. She then

could have reori ented her self to doing other things until Oscar came

home. Then, with her neg a tive arousal (dis ap point ment) being fairly

low, her nat u ral and authen tic reac tion to see ing him (joy, relief, and

other pos i tive emo tions) would have been able to emerge, not hav ing to 

com pete with  judgments and anger. She then could have expressed her

joy at see ing Oscar: she would have smiled, quite auto mat i cally, because 

she would have been able to notice that she was get ting what she

wanted. He likely would have responded to this very pos i tive stim u lus

(Maria smil ing and lov ing him rather than Maria crit i ciz ing and attack -

ing him) in a very  loving way (smil ing back, giv ing her a hug, mak ing

warm eye con tact). They could have gone on to enjoy their eve ning

together fully.

PRACTICE

1. Prac tice just notic ing your own expe ri ence, with out judg ment. You

can do this in the shower (just notice and describe how the water,

soap, and sham poo feel) or by sim ply notic ing what it feels like to

breathe (the expe ri ence of the air enter ing through your nose, its

tem per a ture, how it feels in your nose and throat, the expe ri ence of
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your lungs expand ing and con tract ing, how the air feels as you

exhale). If you are tired, notice and describe the sen sa tions. If you

are happy, notice where in your body the sen sa tions are dif fer ent,

how hap pi ness man i fests in your body, face, and mus cles. Don’t try

to change your expe ri ence: just notice it, describe it, expe ri ence it.

2. Prac tice iden ti fy ing judg ments and sort ing out judg ments from

descrip tion. For exam ple, when you think, “That’s a beau ti ful paint -

ing,” you can try to prac tice (beau ti ful is a judg ment): describe the

qual i ties of the paint ing (sub ject, col ors, tex ture, pat tern) and notice

your reac tions (warm feel ing, makes you smile, reminds you of

some thing of value to you, enjoy ment). Notice how your reac tions

make sense, given what you are pay ing atten tion to. Try this with

both pleas ant and unpleas ant things and emotions.

3. When you notice a judg ment or notice anger, try to describe the

 situation and your reac tion with out judg ing. Start with easy sit u a tions 

that have noth ing to do with your mate, and then grad u ally prac tice

with neg a tive judg ments and anger (again, not involv ing your part -

ner). Finally, when you are alone, try this prac tice on some thing your 

part ner did about which you are angry. Notice how your arousal

comes down when you describe.

Mindfulness of Your Partner

When you pay atten tion to your part ner, you may sim i larly notice and

describe—that is, you are mind ful of him or her—or you may eval u ate

and judge. Judg ing is easy, and our cul ture sup ports it wholeheartedly. It’s 

eas ier to say some body is a won der ful per son, or an awful per son, than

to describe their actions and your reac tions. In real ity, this short hand

com mu ni ca tion works fairly well, if we rec og nize that it is, indeed, short -

hand and not lit er ally true. When your part ner does some thing you like,

she or he is not a won der ful part ner. When your part ner does some thing

you don’t like, he or she is not an awful part ner.
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The judg ments we make take us away from our actual expe ri ence:

“won der ful” is a con cept, an appraisal, and it may inter fere (at least a

 little) with sim ply feel ing close and notic ing your reac tions to some thing

your part ner did that you liked. Sim i larly, the judg men tal label “awful”

cre ates anger, which gets in the way of gen u inely notic ing your feel ings

(dis ap point ment that your part ner did n’t do what you wanted). Dis ap -

point ment is gen er ally not pleas ant to expe ri ence and is not cul tur ally

sanc tioned as much as anger, which is embraced and sup ported by our

cul ture and soci ety. Yet, anger is toxic to our close rela tion ships, whereas

dis ap point ment is not only authen tic but also can be part of a heal ing

pro cess. Thus, being able to be mind ful of your part ner requires that, on

occa sion, you be will ing to sim ply feel dis ap pointed. Of course, at other

times, there will be many pos i tive emo tions and expe ri ences.

Notice and Describe

When you are mind ful of your part ner, notic ing and describ ing

(with out judg ment) is the core of the activ ity (Linehan 1993b; Nhât

Hanh 1975). When you notice the expres sion on his face (which mus cles

are tight or relaxed, the posi tion of his eye brows and the cor ners of his

mouth), the way he walks, the tone of his voice (its pitch, cadence), and

sim ply describe these things, you are being really mind ful of him. When

you notice and describe how she holds your hand (which fin gers touch,

how strong the grip is), the pat tern of her breath ing while she sleeps

(deep or shal low), or the way she looks up over her eye glasses to answer

a ques tion, you are being mind ful of her. 

Notic ing and describ ing often are open and lead to curi os ity, want -

ing to under stand more, whereas judg ments and apprais als are closed, not 

open to fur ther infor ma tion (judg ment has been ren dered). When you

assume what his feel ings are, inter pret or eval u ate her response, ques tion

his moti va tion, or focus on how illog i cal she is being, you have stopped

pay ing atten tion to your part ner, lack aware ness, and are not being mind -

ful of him or her. Mind ful ness of your part ner is the gate way to lis ten ing

and under stand ing, and even tu ally to col lab o ra tion, sup port, con flict

 resolution, and close ness. 

Again, this is often dif fi cult to do because we are primed for

 conflict: arousal rises quickly, and judg ments may have become almost

auto matic. Con se quently, we have to prac tice long and hard to unlearn

destruc tive pat terns (judg ments and rapid neg a tive arousal). You can
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start by slow ing down, and reori ent ing your atten tion, using skills from

the ear lier mind ful ness prac tices. Be aware of your long-term goals and

notice your own expe ri ence. Con tinue to describe and allow your expe -

ri ence (sen sa tions, emo tions), with out judg ment, until you are more or

less at your emo tional equi lib rium point. Then, turn your atten tion to

your part ner: describe his or her facial expres sion (where her eye brows

are, how open his eyes are, how much ten sion you see in her cheeks,

whether his lips are open or closed); pos ture (posi tion, direc tion she is

lean ing, whether his shoul ders appear tense or relaxed); hair (how long

it is, its color, where it sits or falls); atten tion (what she is pay ing atten -

tion to, how intensely involved he is). When you are sim ply notic ing

and describ ing, you are also com mu ni cat ing that you accept and love

your part ner. 

Sim i larly, you can be mind ful of what your part ner is say ing. This is 

often more com pli cated, because our log i cal minds imme di ately respond

to another per son’s words and we begin to inter pret, eval u ate and/or

judge. How ever, you can prac tice notic ing what the other per son is

 saying, how he or she is say ing it, and really try to describe what your

part ner is com mu ni cat ing (what she thinks, what he feels, what she

wants, what he was doing).

Being mind ful of another per son while she or he is talk ing (active

lis ten ing with open ness) can be a potent way to val i date some one, which

will be dis cussed more in chap ters 7 and 8. For now, it makes sense to

focus your prac tice of mind ful lis ten ing to noncon flict sit u a tions. Sub se -

quent chap ters will cover how to use these skills in con flict sit u a tions.

PRACTICE

1. Notice and describe your part ner when she or he is doing some thing 

near you but in which you are not involved (read ing the news pa per,

play ing with your child, fold ing laun dry, sleep ing, walk ing by). Stick

with descrip tions, and try not to get stuck in eval u a tions, judg ments

(good or bad, right or wrong), or your own reac tions. Notice your

reac tions, but bring your atten tion back to your part ner quickly.

2. When your part ner is talk ing to some one else, notice and describe

what he or she is say ing, think ing, want ing, and feel ing, and base your

obser va tion only on what he or she is say ing (no inter pre ta tions). 
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3. When you and your part ner are dis cuss ing some thing that is pos i tive

or neu tral to both of you (not a con flict sit u a tion), prac tice mind ful

lis ten ing: do not think about what you are going to say next; instead

lis ten for under stand ing. If your part ner is not say ing what he is feel -

ing, think ing, and want ing, ask. Focus all your energy on describ ing

what she or he wants or feels or thinks and on under stand ing these

things about your partner.
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Chapter 3

How to Stop Making
Things Worse

The pre vi ous chap ter pro vided some impor tant build ing blocks for

turning around the negativity and reac tiv ity that some times over whelm

your rela tion ship. Before you can make things a lot better, how ever, you

have to stop mak ing things worse. This chap ter will focus on gen er at ing

the moti va tion to stop mak ing things worse, how to inter rupt your own

neg a tive responses, and how to inhibit your urges to do things that you

later real ize are destruc tive to the rela tion ship, or at least how to ride

those destruc tive urges out with out act ing on them. 

Get Committed to Being Effective

The first step toward self-con trol is com mit ment. By def i ni tion, when

you are out of con trol (throw ing the pro ver bial fuel on the fire), you are

not using logic (or any other help ful pro cess) enough. Commitment

means prac ticing alter na tive reac tions ahead of time until they become



auto matic. Then, as you start to become out of con trol, this new auto -

matic behav ior appears. In a way, com mit ment gives you self-con trol.

If you wanted to run a mar a thon, but you had never run more than

three kilo me ters, you could n’t do it. No mat ter how much you wanted to 

keep run ning, you would be unable to merely will your body to per form

in that sit u a tion. You would have to really want to run the mar a thon,

which would get you out of bed early every day for months to work out,

to prac tice. With enough com mit ment, you would engage in enough

prac tice so that when your body started to fade, you could keep on

 running effec tively (despite the pain).

But, even if you have the capac ity to do a par tic u lar behav ior that is 

effec tive, you might still lack the moti va tion. Per haps the old prob lem

reac tion is there, too, com pet ing with the new one. You might react

either way. In sit u a tions of high neg a tive emo tion, when it is harder to do 

the new behav ior, you are likely to think, “I don’t really care about that.”

In this emo tional state, you fail to see the con se quences of your actions.

So, get ting to a bal anced place in your mind, one in which you are

broadly aware of your real rela tion ship goals and not just your pain ful

emo tion, is impor tant. Prac tic ing now, so you can get there in sit u a tions

of duress, is essen tial.

If you learned to drive on the right-hand side of the street, and you

took a vaca tion in a coun try where they drive on the left, you would

know, on the one hand, that it is very dan ger ous to drive on the right

there. On the other hand, you prob a bly would have strong urges to pull

to the right. How would you get your self to drive safely? Through

 commitment (remem ber ing it really is safe, and prac tic ing even though it

is dif fi cult), plus mind fully observing your urges instead of giv ing in to

them or believ ing them (even when they scream at you), and you would

coach your self through it.

Self-Righteousness Is Not “Right”

Let’s start with your com mit ment not to make things worse in your

relationship. Do you really see how being nasty, inval i dat ing, or crit i cal

toward your part ner, no mat ter what she or he just did, will only make your

rela tion ship worse? Or, do you think that when he or she does these

kinds of things to you that you have a “right” to respond with sim i lar

behav ior (that she or he “deserves it”)? Most of us know it is not

 effective to be nasty. But there are times when we get judg men tal and
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self-righ teous. The trou ble here is that so much of our lan guage and

 culture sup ports us in esca lat ing when some one has “vio lated our rights.” 

It is no sur prise that we then describe things in terms of right and wrong, 

even with our loved ones. 

How ever, if you truly adopt a mind ful stance toward your part ner,

you will see that you are both doing the same thing. She or he thinks you 

deserve it, and you think your part ner deserves it. How could this pos si -

bly be resolved unless one (and even tu ally both) of you steps back

mindfully and see that, as Gandhi said, “an eye for an eye leaves the

whole world blind”? Do you really want to hurt your part ner? You know

how much she or he hurt you. Do you really want to cause that much

pain to your beloved?

So, use the mind ful ness skills from the last chap ter. Rec og nize that,

in your heart and soul, you love this per son and want to get along better,

not worse; that hurt ing him or her is hurt ing yourself and con tin u ing the

unend ing agony of recip ro cal ret ri bu tion. You can stop it.

PRACTICE

1. Focus on the con se quences of con tin u ing to fight. Notice the con se -

quences of attack ing back. Of course, it is pain ful when your part ner 

ver bally attacks you. Rec og nize that by respond ing in kind, you are

almost guar an tee ing more vol leys in your direc tion, the neg a tive

cycle will con tinue, and you will find no peace.

2. Think about a spe cific thing you did in a recent argu ment to make

things worse. Really notice how what you did, how ever rea son able in 

a right-wrong sense (ordi nary con ver sa tion), made things worse and

got you less of what you really want (peace, less con flict, more love). 

Prac tice this sev eral times, each time rec og niz ing the folly of think -

ing that you had a “right” to act that way.

Stepping Out Is Not Surrender

Maybe you now are think ing, “It’s sur ren der to be attacked, and

not to attack back!” Well, refus ing to con tinue to fight to the death (of
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your rela tion ship) is hardly sur ren der ing. Rather, if defeat ing your part ner 

is also self-defeat ing, then stop ping the fight is both show ing the cour age 

to do what is needed to sur vive and the cour age to engage in  self-

 preservation with out harm ing your part ner. You can get out of “ win-

 lose” think ing (which really means “lose-lose”) and into rec og niz ing

that not attack ing is a win-win-win sit u a tion: you pre serve your self-

 respect and your rela tion ship and your part ner emerges less tram pled.

Nobody loses. 

If you think that stop ping is sur ren der, you will likely feel ashamed,

for we are typ i cally taught to “stand up for what is right.” But, if you

real ize that stop ping requires cour age, con vic tion, and skills, and will lead 

to a better life for every one involved, you will see that shame is not

 justified. Rather, feel ing proud seems more in order. Notice how proud

you can be about your self-con trol and about your com mit ment to

self-control.

PRACTICE

Prac tice imag in ing your self step ping back when your part ner is ver bally

attack ing you. Notice how you are act ing accord ing to your val ues, in a

way that is much more likely to result in you get ting what you want and

your part ner get ting what she or he wants (love, close ness, under stand -

ing). Try to feel a bit proud of your cou ra geous act.

Anticipate Your Impulsiveness

Even if you are highly com mit ted to stop mak ing things worse in con flict 

sit u a tions, you still need to prac tice a host of skills needed to stop. When

we are in the mid dle of endur ing a ver bal attack from some one else, our

own reac tion feels impul sive, like an unpre dict able and over bear ing urge.

How ever, real is ti cally, a lot of these sit u a tions are quite pre dict able. How

many times have you had that fight? How many times has your part ner

said that par tic u lar hurt ful and pro voc a tive thing? Look descrip tively at

pre vi ous prob lems: what did your part ner do that resulted in your
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emo tions going through the roof to the point where you had urges to

retal i ate? We will call those things trig gers because they trig ger your

response.

Rehearse a New Emotional Response

Once you have iden ti fied typ i cal trig gers, you can antic i pate that

your part ner will say them again. The more aware you are of the trig gers,

the less potent they will be. In a way, every time you imag ine your

 partner say ing that trig ger and imag ine that you respond in a kind way

(or, at least, not in kind), you are recon di tion ing the trig ger because you

are chang ing the cycle. So, iden tify as many trig gers as you can.

The idea is not that these trig gers cause your response, but rather

that the cycle is now auto matic (she says X, you say Y; he says A, you say 

B). It’s a learned habit, much like recit ing the alpha bet. If some one lit er -

ally says “A, B, C, D, E, F” and then sud denly stops, years of prac tice

may cause you to say “G” in response. But imag ine that you find out that 

say ing “G” now causes an explo sion! You need to stop say ing “G” and

do some thing else. What else? The effec tive thing to do is any thing that

brings your arousal down and helps you respond dif fer ently, of course.

There are many strat e gies for tol er at ing dis tress in dia lec ti cal behav -

ior ther apy (DBT) that might be help ful in these sit u a tions (Linehan

1993b). For exam ple, you can dis tract your self away from the argu ment

by doing some thing else (take a walk, read, engage in other activ i ties that

are phys i cally active ones or relax ing ones), look for spir i tual sooth ing

(say a lit tle prayer, remem ber your val ues), do some thing sooth ing to

your senses (lis ten to quiet music, eat com fort food, read a pleas ant story 

or poem), or do some thing social (call a friend, send an e-mail). Some of

these things you can do quickly, in many sit u a tions. Oth ers you will

 simply have to plan to do after suc cess fully end ing the inter ac tion

 without respond ing neg a tively. Just know ing that you will have a few

min utes to focus on feel ing a bit better may help you respond more

con struc tively.

Once you have iden ti fied the typ i cal trig gers and also iden ti fied

more help ful alter na tives, you can put them together. Imag ine a trig ger,

imag ine remem ber ing your goal (not to make things worse, that you love

this per son, that respond ing in a neg a tive way just keeps the neg a tive

cycle going), and imag ine respond ing in a self-respect ing and respect ful

way.
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PRACTICE

1. Iden tify as many trig gers as you can for your impul sive reac tions.

Write them down. 

2. Come up with a list of things that you can do imme di ately, while

under ver bal attack, to tol er ate it with out attack ing back. What can

you say to yourself? What can you focus on? What would be dis -

tract ing (from your urge to retal i ate) or sooth ing (of your fray ing

emo tions)? 

3. Now, prac tice putt ing these things together. Imag ine the trig ger and

then imag ine that you pro vide the alter na tive, less hos tile, and more

con struc tive response. Keep prac tic ing.

Rehearse Ending the Conflict Gracefully

One of the big gest prob lems with being upset or over whelmed is

that we can’t think well. We often cannot find use ful words that would

make the sit u a tion better, so we end up on autopilot, spew ing out the

same destruc tive responses that have not worked in the past. Chap ter 9

will dis cuss some of the finer points of this issue. But for now it is prob -

a bly suf fi cient to actu ally mem o rize a line or two that will help you end

the con flict gracefully.

Some pos si bil i ties to con sider include the fol low ing:

+ Observ ing that you are fight ing and dis clos ing that you

don’t want to

+ Disclosing that you are sad or feel some other pri mary

emo tion

+ Disclosing that you love him or her and don’t want to

 continue down this neg a tive path

+ Disclosing that you care a lot about your part ner and want

to under stand, but are over whelmed right now

+ Sug gest ing that you take a break and come back to the

con ver sa tion later
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Of course, what ever you say needs to be in your own words, but

the essence of an effec tive response is stay ing rea son ably calm and

describ ing some thing about your gen u ine goals and feel ings rather than

tell ing the other per son what she or he is doing wrong.

Edgar and Selena fought in such a nasty way that it took days for

them to recover to the point where they could even look at each other.

Each one had acquired the igno ble skill of know ing just how to hurt the

other, which but tons to push to cre ate the most suf fer ing and big gest

reac tion. Of course, hurt ing the other was not their goal. In real ity, they

longed to return to the ear lier form of their rela tion ship when they were

each other’s best friends, could count on each other for sooth ing and

sup port, and had a lot of fun together. 

Edgar knew his trig gers were exactly the things he could expect

Selena to say. He was com mit ted to chang ing his response, but he would

become tongue-tied when he was really hurt, sad, and angry. After

another broad side, he would inev i ta bly respond in the same old neg a tive

way, and things would just dete ri o rate. But, since he knew in advance

more or less what Selena would say that would act as a trig ger, he

decided to plan what he would say in response. He wanted an effec tive

way to stop the argu ment. He decided to say, “Selena, I miss you. This

fight ing is so hard on me. I just don’t want to do it any more. Can we

take a break and come back later when we’re both calmed down and can

be nicer?” He rehearsed it over and over. But when the time came, he

was sur prised at how hard it was to resist the urge to yell back at her.

Hav ing prac ticed, he man aged to ride out the urge, remem ber ing their

good times together and his com mit ment to turn their con flict around.

When he finally got the words out, he was a bit sur prised and very

relieved that Selena agreed. They inter rupted what was sure to be another 

three days in hell and instead started down a very dif fer ent path toward

under stand ing each other and being with each other.

Manage Destructive Urges

Com mit ment and prac tic ing alter na tive responses are very help ful in

achiev ing self-con trol. But there are other skills you can use when urges

to do harm are run ning high. 

Did you ever have the urge to eat more des sert and not do it? Did

you ever have the urge to stay in bed rather than go to work, the gym, or
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school, but you man aged to get up and go any way? How about urges to

buy things you could not afford, run away rather than face a dif fi cult task,

cheat on your taxes, steal some thing, lie about some thing to avoid some -

one’s anger or dis ap point ment, or drive a car while intox i cated? What

other irre spon si ble or destruc tive urges have you had? Have you always

given in to these urges, or have you man aged them and done what was

needed in those sit u a tions (at least some times) to make your life work?

What ever you did to resist those kinds of urges are impor tant skills

to use when resist ing the urge to treat your part ner badly and con tinue

the destruc tive con flict cycles you some times get in. Below are three

com mon strat e gies to help you respond with out mak ing things worse in a 

dif fi cult sit u a tion. You may have oth ers that work as well.

Visualize the Negative Consequences of Giving 

In to Your Destructive Urges

If the alarm clock goes off and you are tired, com fort able and

 snuggling with your sweetie, you may have the urge to turn it off and go

back to sleep. But, you remem ber that your boss is not too pleased when

you sim ply fail to show up for work. You real ize that you will be swamped 

for the next sev eral days try ing to catch up on what you don’t do today if

you stay home. You remem ber that your per for mance appraisal hinted at

the pos si bil ity that you do not put a lot of effort into your job, and you

remem ber that you have $17 left in your check ing account. Within a

 minute or two, you are in the shower and have for got ten about that cozy

and relax ing bed that is still being kept warm by your spouse or part ner.

What hap pened? You remem bered the neg a tive  consequences of fol low ing 

your urge instead of doing the wise thing. Or, to put it another way, you

wisely bal anced the short-term ben e fits of behav ior (cozy bed and part ner

for a few min utes) with the shorter plus lon ger-term costs of that behav ior 

(angry boss, risks of los ing your job or not get ting a raise, finan cial peril,

per sonal shame). This method can be very effec tive at moti vat ing us to act

in ways that are respon si ble to our own lon ger-term goals.

Step Out and Observe the Urge

Alter na tively, after the alarm clock goes off, you could observe your 

own behav ior. You might notice that you often feel strong urges to stay
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in bed, espe cially when it is dark out and your sweetie is still there. You

might then notice that by not imme di ately tak ing the urge to stay in bed

too seri ously (observ ing it rather than going with it), the urge is already

sub sid ing.

Inter est ingly, when we observe urges, they often lose their potency.

Perhaps you have noticed that some times an adver tise ment on the TV or 

radio just screams at you, and you feel an urge to do what it’s say ing

(“you must watch our show tonight at ten o’clock” or “you are not being 

a good par ent if you don’t buy our prod uct”). How ever, as soon as you

notice (observe, remem ber) that the adver tise ment was devel oped to get

you to spend your money on a prod uct, the imme di acy of the urge falls

away. Maybe you will, maybe you won’t. You can decide rather than

react. Observ ing behav iors is a very pow er ful way to let some of the

emo tion al ity out of our reac tions, and urges are noth ing if not reactions.

Visualize the Positive Consequences of Riding 

Out the Urge

Once more, go back to the exam ple in which you have urges to stay 

in bed when the alarm clock goes off. At that point, you may be able to

get your self to think about your day ahead. If you do, you might real ize

that you have an enjoy able pro ject to work on and that you are sav ing

money for a down pay ment on your first house. You might remem ber

that sev eral peo ple at work are count ing on you, that you really like being 

part of a team, and that you like sev eral of your cowork ers. Again, in a

min ute or two, you will be in the shower and on your way. 

The dif fer ence between this exam ple and visu al izing the neg a tive

con se quences of giv ing in is that the for mer uses your moti va tion to

avoid neg a tive con se quences, whereas this one uses your moti va tion to

achieve pos i tive ones. Both can work rather well in the moment. To

which do you respond better? 

In nasty, neg a tive sit u a tions with your part ner, use what ever  strat -

egies work for you. Maybe remem ber ing that you will cause your part ner

and your self a lot of suf fer ing if you respond in that auto matic, nasty way 

will help. Or, per haps think ing about how lovely it is when things are

going well will help you stop your “mad ness.” Or, maybe observ ing your -

self in the mid dle of this scene will give you the moti va tion to change the 

dia logue from what you pre vi ously recited, and redo the ending.
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PRACTICE

1. Prac tice visu al iz ing the pos i tive and neg a tive con se quences of both

your old, auto matic neg a tive response to your part ner’s trig gers and

your new, more neu tral or con struc tive responses. 

2. Prac tice observ ing your urges in a vari ety of daily sit u a tions. How do 

you ride them out? Iden tify what typ i cally works for you and fig ure

out how to use that strat egy when in a high-con flict sit u a tion with

your part ner. 

38  The High-Conflict Couple



Chapter 4

Being “Together” When
You Are Together

When cou ples have a lot of con flict, close ness wanes and part ners begin

to avoid doing things together. And, even when they do things together

phys i cally, they often are not “together” emo tion ally, but rather are on

red alert for signs of impend ing con flict, hypervigilant to any thing the

other does that might sig nal dis like, dis ap proval, or fur ther dis tance. Or,

they sim ply ignore each other, turn inwards, and engage the world alone,

even if their part ner is sit ting across the table or lying next to them in

bed. In this chap ter, the focus will be on find ing ways to bring your

atten tion to these moments when you are phys i cally together, let ting go

of neg a tive emo tions and neg a tive think ing, let ting your guard down, and 

being together when you are together. 



Getting Yourself Oriented to Being Together

Some times you may find that there has been so much con flict between

the two of you, so lit tle pos i tive inter ac tion, and so lit tle affec tion, that

you both show up to sit u a tions defen sively, or ready to fight, even before 

any thing hap pens. This means that cer tain sit u a tions them selves have

become con di tioned to lead to esca lat ing neg a tive arousal, regard less of

what you or your part ner does in those sit u a tions. For exam ple, if you

have had reg u lar argu ments about house hold chores, parenting, sex,

money, how to spend time together, and so on, just being in a sit u a tion

in which any of these top ics is pres ent may be enough to result in con di -

tioned anger, appre hen sion, and lots of neg a tive judg ments about your

part ner (“he’s going to unfairly demand …” or “she’s going to wrongly

do …” or “she’s not going to do what I want” or “he’s going to crit i cize

me”) or your self (“I’m going to mess this up”). In these sit u a tions, it may 

be effec tive to work on recon di tion ing dif fi cult sit u a tions before you enter

them. For tu nately, this is a rel a tively easy thing to do.

Conditioning and Reconditioning

Emo tions are either nat u ral reac tions to sit u a tions, and thereby nor -

ma tive and pre dict able, or con di tioned reac tions, and there fore not nor ma tive 

in those sit u a tions and not pre dict able to those unfa mil iar with your

 relationship. For exam ple, talk ing about who is going to pick the kids up

from school when they only have a half day is often stress ful for busy

par ents who are both employed. So, it is nor ma tive and pre dict able that

one or both part ners would be stressed when the topic comes up.

 However, anger and resent ment might be the emo tion that one or both

part ners express. This likely means that in pre vi ous sim i lar sit u a tions the

dis cus sion turned into an argu ment that was not resolved well, and hurt

feel ings, dis ap point ment, and frus tra tion were felt. Being judg men tal

prob a bly turned those feel ings into hurt and anger, over time if not right

away. Now, in this or related sit u a tions, anger is imme di ate, before any

nego ti a tion takes place, even before any one speaks.

In order to pro ceed effec tively, it is impor tant to bring more bal -

ance to this sit u a tion. One way to do this is to recon di tion the sit u a tion

so that it trig gers a more nor ma tive emo tional reac tion and inten sity. This 

can be approached in a num ber of ways, but per haps the most effi cient is 
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either to have a con sis tent place (phys i cal loca tion) or a spe cific, tan gi ble

stim u lus that evokes oppo site emo tions. 

Conditioning a Place to Recharge and Get Balanced

Find a place in your house that is com fort able. It should evoke no

neg a tive feel ings and should be a place where you have not had argu -

ments or retreated to when upset. Rather, it should evoke calm, com fort,

and peace. It might be a room, but it could sim ply be a favor ite chair or

even a par tic u lar pil low or cush ion you put in a sunny spot on the floor,

or near a win dow or heat ing or cool ing vent. If you go there every day

for a few min utes and think about your part ner mind fully, think about

how impor tant he or she is to you, how much you love him or her, after

not too many days, this place will become asso ci ated with warm and

 loving feel ings toward your part ner. This is your rela tion ship spot. The

idea is to actively con di tion this loca tion to be your place to recharge

your energy about your part ner, your rela tion ship, and your mar riage. It is 

better to go some where else when you are upset to com fort your self

when you need to. This spot should be for one thing and one thing only:

thinking about and expe ri enc ing your part ner in a lov ing way. 

Like any “charg ing” sta tion, you can only take away as much energy 

as you put in. If you reg u larly use this spot to con tem plate your part ner

in a lov ing and mind ful way, you can return to this spot when you want

to recharge just prior to enter ing into a dif fi cult sit u a tion. Just by going

there you will be tell ing your self, remind ing your self, of the many good

and impor tant things about your part ner and rela tion ship that you know

and feel in your heart, but that eas ily can be over shad owed in dif fi cult

 situations. This loca tion is like shin ing a bright light on what is in your

heart but hid den in the shadow of your anger. Your love and com mit -

ment are really there; you just have to illu mi nate them and look in that

direc tion to find them, to be reminded of their pres ence and impor tance.

Conditioning a Relationship Box, Album, or Book

An alter na tive to cre at ing a rela tion ship charg ing sta tion in a par tic -

u lar loca tion is to cre ate some thing tan gi ble that evokes sim i lar emo tions

and thoughts. This might be a scrapbook, photo album, or box, a kind of 

hold ing area for things that remind you of the won der ful char ac ter is tics

of your part ner and the gen u ine mean ing of your rela tion ship to you.

Into this scrapbook or box, you can put potent remind ers of your
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 partner, your love for each other, and of shared expe ri ences you have

enjoyed. These might be pho tos from fun activ i ties, your wed ding or

hon ey moon, or pho tos of your part ner with one or more of your

 children. Or, it might include ticket stubs from fun events you attended

together, stubs from board ing passes from an air plane, train, or boat trip, 

a lock of your part ner’s hair, a pic ture of him or her as a child, a piece of

jew elry that he or she gave you (for exam ple, your wed ding ring), a

 fortune from a for tune cookie that you shared, a box top from her or his

favor ite cereal, a birth day card from your part ner, a let ter, e-mail, or

post-it note in which your part ner told you that she/he loved you (or

why), or any thing else that evokes love and the com mit ment to mak ing

that feeling paramount instead of fear, hurt, and anger. 

Just as with the rela tion ship spot described above, this rela tion ship

reminder scrapbook or box needs prac tice and atten tion. Remem ber that

it only has one pur pose, to help ori ent you toward bal ance and effec tive -

ness. If you spend a few min utes reg u larly, even daily, prac tic ing being

mind ful of your part ner while look ing through it, the rela tion ship

reminder will become even more potent at evok ing warm and lov ing

 feelings and the com mit ment to stay ing mind ful, in the moment, and not

esca lat ing neg a tively. Over time, this set of rela tion ship-ori ented keep -

sakes will become effec tive at help ing you get to your heart, your true

self, about your part ner and what you want in your relationship.

Showing Up Ready to Play, Not to Win

Once you have con di tioned a place or a set of tan gi bles, you have a

very real aid to coun ter bal ance the neg a tive con di tion ing that has taken

place in the past months or years. You can use these aids in a num ber of

ways.

First, you can sim ply use them daily to help stay mind ful, bal anced,

and to pro vide gen u ine lov ing bal ance to the con di tioned negativity that

has become fre quent. If you spend a few min utes in your spe cial spot or

with your remind ers, then your love for and com mit ment to your part -

ner, as well as your part ner’s love for and com mit ment to you, will be

more salient, more pal pa ble. Difficult sit u a tions will be less likely to over -

whelm you and cast a shadow over your gen u ine wants and desires about 

your rela tion ship and your part ner. Con se quently, you will enter dif fi cult

sit u a tions with your part ner with less appre hen sion, less reac tiv ity, less

conditioned negativity.
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Alter na tively, you could use your aid quite pur posely for a few

 minutes just prior to going into a dif fi cult sit u a tion. If you know that you 

have to dis cuss who will pick  the kids up at noon on a work day, and you

have had many argu ments and lots of neg a tive emo tion about this topic

before, you might go to your spot or find your reminder and use it to

shine the light of mind ful aware ness on your com mit ment to work ing

things out, your feel ings of love for your part ner, and the knowl edge that 

even in con flict, your part ner loves you. Then, with bal anced emo tion,

you can have the con ver sa tion you need to have, start ing from a bal anced 

place and not over whelmed by prior negative conditioning.

PRACTICE

1. Cre ate a rela tion ship scrapbook, box, or album (or related aid) as

described above, and spend focused time with it daily.

2. Alter na tively, pick a “recharg ing” spot for rela tion ship mind ful ness,

as described above, and prac tice daily.

Different Ways to Be Together

Despite being lonely, when part ners are dis tressed, they often turn away

from each other. They do this phys i cally, emo tion ally, ver bally, cog -

nitively, and bio log i cally (with drugs and alco hol) across all the domains

of their rela tion ship. Yet, this dis tanc ing eas ily can be missed because so

much of it occurs inside people and is sim ply a func tion of their atten -

tion. Thus, increas ing being together may mean spend ing more time

together, but more impor tantly, it means being cognitively and  emo -

tionally together when already phys i cally together (and even when not

 physically together), whether you are doing things together or not.

Get Into Your Own Life

The essence of being together is using your atten tion and your

nonjudgmental aware ness as a way to focus on what you have that is
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enjoy able, pleas ant, or sat is fy ing. How ever, not pay ing much atten tion

has its rewards: you can avoid (some times, for a short while) notic ing

things that you don’t like. But avoid ance car ries with it a huge cost: like

an intense drug habit, we have to feed it more and more and work

harder and harder to avoid. Soon, the things we do to avoid unpleas ant -

ness may cre ate more prob lems than we had ini tially: the avoid ance

“solu tion” is often far worse than the prob lem (feel ing bad). So, we

need big ger  distractions, more noise, faster games, more intense expe ri -

ences, louder TV com mer cials, more, more, more to buffer us from

what ever pain we might have (or be afraid to have). Peace and quiet may

be rare. The more we dis tract with things that are not truly impor tant to

us, the worse our lives become because we are spend ing less time doing

and expe ri enc ing the things we have and can do that are truly mean ing ful 

and impor tant to us.

What things get in the way of your abil ity to focus your atten tion

on the things that really mat ter to you? It may be use ful to take a look at

them. How do you escape and what are the costs? If you do want to be

together with your part ner, you might con sider turn ing off the TV (for an 

eve ning, or maybe for a week or lon ger) or unplug ging your self from

other elec tronic devices. You could stop drink ing alco hol or using other

sub stances that inter fere with your abil ity to be in your own life, or at

least stop long enough to see what dif fer ence it might make. The point is 

not that all of these things are wrong. Of course not. But, even  activ ities

and diver sions that are relax ing, enjoy able, and harm less in some sit u a -

tions could become bad hab its in other sit u a tions, and you may end up

liv ing your life in diver sions. Then, what you are diverted from is your

life, which includes yourself and your loved ones.

PRACTICE

1. Make a list of the things that you do to relax, to escape the pres sures 

of your day. Eval u ate the list crit i cally. Are you using these diver -

sions suc cess fully or abus ing them? Are they help ing you to fully

expe ri ence your life, or dis tract ing you away from your life? For any

that are inter fer ing in your abil ity to be aware and pres ent in your

life, com mit to reduc ing your use of those activ i ties or hab its. Try to

be more mind ful and use diver sions to enhance your life, not escape

from it.
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2. The next time you are eat ing a meal with your part ner, take a few

sec onds every few min utes to notice that your part ner is there,

 eating, sit ting, being together with you. 

3. If you fall asleep after your part ner or wake up before he or she

does, take a few sec onds to notice that you are in bed together,

 sharing the same bed, same blan kets, and each other’s heat. Just

notice how it feels to be lying and sleep ing together (even if you are

not touch ing each other in any way) rather than sleep ing alone in the 

same bed.

4. When you both are doing things around the house (doing chores,

get ting ready for your day in the morn ing, get ting ready for bed,

read ing the news pa per), take a few sec onds to be aware of your

 partner; notice what she or he is doing and that you are together in

your life.

5. Think of another oppor tu nity to prac tice being more mind ful of

your part ner. When do you typ i cally fail to notice your part ner?

Prac tice this exer cise (being aware of or describ ing your part ner)

dur ing these moments.

Being Together Passively Vs. Actively

Even part ners who are unhappy in their rela tion ship and engage in

a lot of con flict typ i cally spend a lot of time in each other’s pres ence, phys -

i cally being in the same house or the same room, qui etly sit ting at the same 

table or on the same sofa, or sleep ing in the same bed. Yet,  during these

times, they may not inter act with each other and, more impor tantly, may

not focus any neu tral or pos i tive atten tion on each other. This can be

 considered being pas sively together. In fact, even when doing things that seem 

together, like tak ing a walk or watch ing the same tele vi sion show, or

 eating din ner at the same time at the same table, part ners may be think ing 

about other things, not notic ing or pay ing atten tion to the other per son.

This is a pas sive way to be together. Although being together  passively

does not itself pro mote dif fi cul ties, each of these sit u a tions is a lost

oppor tu nity to prac tice being together in ways that soothe lone li ness,

reduce neg a tive reac tiv ity, and fos ter close ness and togeth er ness. 
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In addi tion, being together pas sively can be risky: part ners may

begin to focus a lot of neg a tive atten tion on each other inside their own

heads, run ning a list of neg a tive past deeds or antic i pated neg a tive future

reac tions through their minds, pri vately judg ing or crit i ciz ing the other,

becom ing upset and even tu ally going on “red alert,” wait ing for the other 

to do some thing and then snap ping at him or her ver bally. This can eas ily 

become con stant, and then becomes a state of hypervigilance, which is

exhausting. 

Alter na tively, you can be aware of each other’s pres ence, notice

what each other is doing, and feel a lot more col lab o ra tive and a lot

closer emo tion ally when ever you are in close phys i cal prox im ity (same

house or room), whether you are doing some thing coop er a tively or  sep -

arately. This alter na tive prac tice reduces stress and can improve the

 ambient emo tional cli mate, and it entails very few risks.

The idea is to use the rela tional mind ful ness skills from chapter 2,

such as increas ing aware ness of the other and let ting go of judg ments

(increas ing nonjudg men tal aware ness) in any sit u a tion in which your part -

ner is phys i cally pres ent, whether in the same room or even the same

build ing. The idea is not to think, not to inter pret, not to judge the other, 

and not to spend time and energy notic ing what your part ner is not doing

(that you might pre fer). Rather, the idea is to sim ply notice your part ner’s 

pres ence and to notice what he or she is doing that is observ able and

describable. 

For exam ple, your part ner might be in the shower while you are

get ting dressed in the morn ing. You can sim ply notice that she or he is

there, in the same or next room, get ting ready for the day. The only

words in your head that are needed are descrip tive: “I am get ting dressed

and he/she is in the shower.” Just notice that you are here together in

your day and in your life. Or, maybe she or he is read ing the news pa per

while you are watch ing tele vi sion, read ing a book, or play ing with one of

your chil dren. Again you can notice and describe: “He/she is sit ting over

there, watch ing a show and smil ing (or atten tive, or looks bored).”

 Perhaps one of you is clean ing up after din ner while the other is wash ing

dishes,  playing with the kids, doing some chore, or just relax ing. Rather

than sim ply focus ing on your own activ ity, or being crit i cal and  judg -

mental about what your part ner is doing (or how he or she is doing it),

you can sim ply notice that you are together in the same room or house,

and notice and describe what he or she is doing. If you find your self

think ing, your mind wan der ing into the lit any of com plaints you have

about your part ner (or wor ry ing or resent ing the com plaints you imag ine
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your part ner has about you), just catch your self and redi rect your atten -

tion back to notic ing what is actu ally pres ent, what he or she lit er ally is

doing. Just notice and describe. Just this enhanced aware ness, along with

not being crit i cal or judg men tal, is won der ful prac tice and brings you

closer to being actively together. 

Being actively together means occu py ing the same emo tional space,

 letting your judg ments and crit i cisms go (at least tem po rarily), and allow -

ing your self to appre ci ate or enjoy each other’s com pany. There is no

need to put pres sure on your self or each other to do or say any thing.

You sim ply do what ever you are doing but simul ta neously make sure that 

some of what you are aware of is your part ner being there with you,

 living his or her life with you, at least phys i cally. 

Of course, if your part ner is will ing to prac tice this skill too, there

may be times when each of you is qui etly aware of the other: you will be

secretly appre ci at ing your part ner while your part ner secretly appre ci ates

you. Imag ine how lovely this could be, even if you were not even to

acknowl edge it out loud. Being together when you are together reduces

lone li ness and soothes our emo tions, leav ing us less neg a tive and less

reac tive when some body decides to talk!

Being Together While Interacting

Part ners face myr iad sit u a tions when they lit er ally must do things

together, such as doing house hold chores, man ag ing chil dren (ordi nary

inter ac tions or mis be hav ior), vis it ing friends or fam ily, engag ing in sex ual 

activ i ties, or gen er ally coor di nat ing fam ily life. Of course, most of these

sit u a tions also involve nego ti at ing and talk ing, which can be anx i ety

 provoking if you have a his tory of con flict. Some of these times are

 generally pos i tive, but in high-con flict rela tion ships, they may still be

affected by negativity and may not be expe ri enced as pos i tively or as fully 

as they could be.

Conflict Situations

In con flict sit u a tions, the default mode of oper at ing leaves us ready

to fight, ready for the other per son to mis step, ready to crit i cize or be

crit i cized, or, occa sion ally, even ready to give up and dis re gard what we

want in order to avoid con flict (but then hang on to lin ger ing resent ment 

that the other per son got her or his way). This is not being together. 
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For exam ple, Keisha and War ren had reg u lar dis agree ments about

who should do what around the house. When argu ing, each per ceived the 

other as beg ging out of his or her respon si bil i ties, unfairly leav ing more

for the other part ner to do. Often, these dis agree ments esca lated into

very angry exchanges, some times in front of the kids. These argu ments

became so chronic, so hos tile, that Keisha and War ren often avoided

each other out of fear of fur ther con flict. Or, one would do a chore but

resent it the whole time, think ing “I should n’t have to do this. She/he

should be doing this.” Of course, each noticed only the chores that he or 

she com pleted, not those that the other did. Keisha would clean the

 bathroom, think ing “I’m always the one who has to clean this dis gust ing

mess around the toi let. War ren never does it. It’s not fair.” War ren would 

clean the refrig er a tor, think ing “I’m always the one who has to clean this

dis gust ing mess that drips all over the shelves. Keisha never does it. It’s

not fair.” Need less to say, nei ther one noticed the hard work the other was 

doing and cer tainly never ver bally acknowl edged, much less appre ci ated or

thanked, the other for his or her efforts and accom plish ments. So, when

it was time to clean up after hav ing friends over for din ner, each would

think the other “owed” him or her some work and would hang back a lit -

tle rather than make an effort. This, of course, proved to each part ner that 

the other was lazy. Con se quently, clean ing up often ended up in another

argu ment that devolved into name-call ing (“you’re lazy” and “you’re

 irresponsible” were com mon epi thets), and the hurt feel ings and neg a tive 

emo tions would then carry over into other activ i ties.

The alter na tive to react ing, allow ing your emo tions from and

 judgments about past sit u a tions to dic tate your reac tions, is dif fi cult, but

it is essen tial in cre at ing more har mony and dis si pat ing fear and resent -

ment. It involves find ing a way to be together in the pres ent, even when

nego ti a tion is required and con flict likely. The first step has to do with

think ing about and expe ri enc ing your self as part ners, as part of a part ner -

ship, as a team, not as oppo nents or adver sar ies. This involves mov ing

toward a reg u lar expe ri ence of your selves as “we” as opposed to “you

and me.”

In any con flict sit u a tion, the first step is to become pur pose ful,

aware of what you each are doing and what the sit u a tion is. Start by

describ ing the sit u a tion, then notice and describe your own expe ri ence

(thoughts, com fort, emo tions, sen sa tions). Then notice and describe your 

part ner. What is he or she doing phys i cally (stand ing, sit ting, and so on)?

What is his or her facial expres sion? Notice that you are doing some thing 

together. If it is a sit u a tion in which you have had con flict in the past,
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notice that you bring appre hen sion to the sit u a tion, which your part ner

can prob a bly feel or see (even if he or she is not fully aware of or does

not acknowl edge this). Take a deep breath and rec og nize that the  sit -

uation will go better if it is allowed to be unfet tered from the pre vi ous

con flict. Let your wor ries go. The worst thing that can hap pen is that you 

will have another argu ment (not pleas ant, but not uncom mon), and

chances of this are decreased, not increased, by let ting go of your appre -

hen sion and just being in this moment, here and now. 

War ren and Keisha just had another din ner party, but now each has 

read this chap ter. As War ren starts to clear the table and bring dirty

dishes into the kitchen, he is flooded with appre hen sion and with

thoughts that Keisha “prob a bly will leave most of the work for me. It’s

not fair.” But, he catches him self, real iz ing that Keisha is actu ally clear ing 

the table, too. He decides to try to be pres ent and let the past go for

now. He notices that Keisha looks tired. Yet she is scoop ing up dishes

and cups and tak ing them to the kitchen. He remem bers that she made

most of the din ner while he was pour ing drinks and hang ing out with

their friends as they arrived. He appre ci ates the lovely din ner Keisha

 prepared. He appre ci ates that even though she is tired, she is clean ing up. 

Even though he may be clean ing up more quickly, he real izes she is

prob a bly more tired than he is. He notices how nice she looks, that in

fact he finds her very attrac tive. He is able to smile at her as she comes

back into the din ing room for more dirty dishes. He notices that she

smiles back and seems relaxed and glad to be with him.

After their friends left, Keisha had an urge to go to the bath room

for a while to avoid try ing to clean up together. It was not that she

minded clean ing up. No, the issue was that they fre quently have had

argu ments in these sit u a tions, and she was tired and wanted to avoid

 having another argu ment. She started think ing, “I always have to do

these chores, and I resent it. I made din ner while War ren did noth ing but 

have fun, so I should be able to sit and relax now.” But then she remem -

bered that they both had pledged to work on notic ing each other, slow -

ing down, and “being together” when they are together. So she decided

to try to just notice War ren and work on the chore together. Then she

remem bered that, in fact, he had vac u umed the liv ing room at the last

min ute before their friends arrived (it looked so nice) and had served

drinks and hors d’oeuvres while she was mak ing din ner. She noticed that

he was clean ing up and at first seemed a lit tle grumpy or maybe on edge.

But she kept notic ing that he was ener get i cally mov ing back and forth

between the kitchen and din ing room, effi ciently car ry ing lots of dirty
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dishes into the kitchen, putt ing them in hot soapy water, and then com -

ing back for more. After a few trips, he seemed more relaxed. She kept

work ing, too, and felt closer to him as she noticed they were work ing as a 

team. Nei ther of them said any thing. But, she just melted inside when he

smiled at her as she left the kitchen and returned to the din ing room, and 

she beamed back at him, feel ing much less appre hen sive and, in fact,

much closer to him than she had all evening.

As you begin to engage in an activ ity together, keep your atten tion

in the pres ent. What are you doing? What is your part ner doing? Stay

descrip tive, imme di ately letting go of judg ments, anal y sis, or other think -

ing. Stay focused: Keep your atten tion on the task itself or on notic ing

each other engag ing in the task, with out any eval u a tion of your self or

your part ner. Notice any warm feel ings. If you do notice neg a tive feel ings 

or find your self drift ing into judg ments and crit i cisms or worry thoughts,

sim ply bring your atten tion back to notic ing and describ ing your self,

notic ing and describ ing your part ner, and notic ing and describ ing the

activ ity in which you are both involved. Repeat as necessary!

This exer cise is extremely dif fi cult, but it allows you to engage in a

joint activ ity with less esca la tion, less chance of acri mony, and a greater

chance of being together in your inter ac tion. This is also a skill that you

can prac tice in your imag i na tion. Rehearse notic ing and describ ing in

your mind before the activ ity, so you are primed when you actu ally start.

Of course, you can com bine this skill with the rela tion ship mind ful ness

aids dis cussed ear lier (rela tion ship spot or rela tion ship reminder). Later

chap ters will dis cuss apply ing these prin ci ples to con ver sa tions and more

exten sive inter ac tions and nego ti a tions.

PRACTICE

1. Think of a dif fi cult sit u a tion that you had recently that resulted in a

fight. In your mind, recon struct the sit u a tion and go through it

again, only this time prac tice being more skill ful. Stay descrip tive,

stay in the pres ent (let go of judg ments, thoughts about pre vi ous

con flicts), and notice your part ner and describe what he or she is

doing. Notice you are doing some thing together. Keep rehears ing

your new skill in your mind until you can get through the dif fi cult

sit u a tion rea son ably eas ily.
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2. Now prac tice being together in a real sit u a tion in which you feel a

lit tle bit appre hen sive. Stay mind ful: notice and describe with no

judg ments. Keep prac tic ing.

3. Finally, prac tice “being together” in a more dif fi cult sit u a tion, using

the same skills. If you drift toward judg ment, crit i cism, anger, fear,

and negativity, just notice that you have drifted, take a breath, and

start again. 

Enjoyable, Nonconflict Situations

The last aspect of being together when together has noth ing to do

with con flict but instead focuses on sit u a tions that are still enjoy able or

could be enjoy able if you approached them a bit differently. It may be

that because other things in your rela tion ship are troublesome and there

has been a lot of negativity, you find that you hold back a lit tle bit even

in pleas ant, enjoy able, or even intensely excit ing sit u a tions. These are

 situations in which it may be desir able to be even more together when

you are together. 

The same prin ci ples and skills per tain to these sit u a tions, but

 surprisingly it may be more dif fi cult to remem ber to use them, even

though this sit u a tion is not toxic or conflictual. How ever, fully engag ing

in fun things together is more fun, more enjoy able, and has more last ing

rewards, so it is worth the effort. These sit u a tions include doing fun

 recreational activ i ties but also might include doing things with your chil -

dren, par ents, or other fam ily mem bers, play ing games together, cook ing

or doing other activ i ties that are fun to do together, hold ing hands,

 kissing, hug ging, mak ing love, talk ing about fun top ics, plan ning activ i -

ties, or any thing else that is enjoy able. All of these activ i ties are more

enjoy able when you are expe ri enc ing them together and are fully pres ent

(your atten tion and aware ness are focused on the given activity). 

Again, the skill is to bring your aware ness fully to the pres ent

 situation. Notice and release any worry thoughts, any with hold ing of

enthu si asm, any judg ments of your self or your part ner. Really bring your

atten tion to the activ ity, pay ing close atten tion to how you are feel ing and 

how your part ner is react ing, and finally, to how the two of you are inter -

act ing. Allow your self to be awash in the good feel ings; don’t trun cate
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them or sup press them, and don’t think about them. Just feel them, enjoy 

them, notice them, and par tic i pate in the feel ings and the activ ity. Repeat

as often as you can! We will revisit this issue again in chap ter 5 when we

look at reinvigorating your rela tion ship, and again in chap ter 11 when we

focus on close ness and inti macy, but now is the time to get started

 practicing this “being together” skill.

Being Together Even When Physically Apart

Finally, it is impor tant to keep your part ner in your aware ness and

your heart even when you are not together. Thus, it is impor tant to think

about your part ner dur ing the day or night when you are not together.

How ever, rather than let ting cer tain neg a tive sit u a tions or stim uli dic tate

what you feel, it is impor tant to be proactive and pur pose fully set aside a

min ute or two sev eral times a day to focus your atten tion on things about 

your part ner that you love, appre ci ate, respect, make you feel close, or

value about him or her. Sim ply think about your part ner doing one of

these things (play ing with your child, smil ing at you, touch ing you lov ingly

on the shoul der, work ing hard at his or her job), and notice your feel ings. 

After thirty sec onds or a min ute, just go back to what you were doing.

PRACTICE

1. Mon i tor your pos i tive feel ings dur ing the course of the day. Start

with all of the pos i tive feel ings you might have, in any sit u a tion, not

just those that have some thing to do with your part ner. Try to notice 

your expe ri ence, and in par tic u lar notice if you are hold ing back

from fully expe ri enc ing any pos i tive feel ings. If you are hold ing

back, try to let go and just feel what you feel more fully. Allow

 yourself just to “be” in the expe ri ence, nei ther try ing to hold on to it 

nor try ing to push it down or min i mize it.

2. Now focus on mon i tor ing your pos i tive feel ings toward your part ner 

over the course of the day, even when you are not together. Again,

sim ply notice warm or pos i tive feel ings when they occur and try to

allow them to develop fully, nei ther inten tion ally try ing to make

them big ger than they actu ally are nor try ing to minimize them. 

3. Over the course of the day, while you are not with your part ner, try 

to recall some thing that you love or value about your part ner, and
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let your self feel lov ingly toward him or her. Be mind ful of your

part ner and your feel ings about him or her. Prac tice this sev eral

times each day.

4. In a sit u a tion in which you are actu ally with your part ner and notice

pos i tive feel ings (warmth, love, affec tion, appre ci a tion, desire), really

focus your atten tion on those feel ings. Then focus back on your

part ner and go back to your feel ings. Keep going back and forth,

and notice what happens.

5. Try to ini ti ate small sit u a tions in which you can be together emo tion -

ally. Pick sev eral things you can do that do not require extra time or

prep a ra tion, things that you might do in the course of your day, like

hold ing hands, rub bing noses, stand ing or sit ting together to watch

your child do some thing across the room or through a win dow. Just

notice and enjoy being together. What could be better than mind ful

con ver sa tion, mind ful parenting, mind ful hand-hold ing, mind ful sex, 

or mind ful sun set watch ing with the person you love?
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Chapter 5

Reactivating Your
Relationship

Early in your rela tion ship, chances are that you did things together that

were really enjoy able. These may have been activ i ties that you would have 

enjoyed doing with any body, or maybe they were things you did that

were spe cial because you did them together. How ever, as con flict grew

and ten sion mounted, you may have stopped doing these fun activ i ties;

indeed, maybe you have stopped or cur tailed many activ i ties together.

The pleas ant, fun, close times that resulted from shared activ i ties became

fewer and far ther between, and you have lost some energy and  enthu -

siasm for each other. Maybe it has even seemed like your rela tion ship is

with er ing away. The pur pose of this chap ter is to help you start to  reac -

tivate and rein vig o rate your rela tion ship, doing more things and spend ing

more time together, help ing your rela tion ship to thrive again. This chap ter

also will focus on how to better appreciate the time you spend apart by

shar ing your inde pend ent expe ri ences with each other. And, it will focus

on how to reac ti vate your rela tion ship by doing more lov ing, car ing, and

con sid er ate things for your part ner, with out any strings attached. 



Enjoying More Time Together 

Now that you are more aware of phys i cal prox im ity and emo tional close -

ness, more able to be aware of your part ner and your inter ac tions

together with out these moments esca lat ing into blame and crit i cism, and

more able to enjoy time you do have with each other, it is time to engage 

the world more, together as a cou ple. 

There are sev eral dif fer ent domains that many cou ples find impor -

tant to their life together. Not every one finds each domain equally

 important, and it is not nec es sary to share activ i ties across all areas for

cou ples to be sat is fied and healthy. What fol lows are some dif fer ent types 

of activ i ties that many cou ples enjoy shar ing. It is likely that you have

enjoyed time together doing some of these things in the past, although it

may have been some time ago. Within each type of activ ity, con sider

both what you might have done in the past that was sat is fy ing (with or

with out your part ner), as well as what could become sat is fy ing in the near 

future. Remem ber, the more var ied your set of activ i ties, the better.

Novel sit u a tions and activ i ties keep our minds stim u lated and our lives

inter est ing. You can start by mak ing a list of what you’d like to do, and

maybe your part ner can also make a list (see the prac tice exer cises below), 

and then you can start to do more things together. Keep an open mind,

and be adven tur ous! 

Increase Social and Family Time with Others

Iden ti fy ing your self as half of a cou ple or mar i tal union is an impor -

tant thing to do. But this iden tity must be based on real, shared time

together doing things as a cou ple. Some of those kinds of activ i ties

involve social iz ing as a cou ple with friends and extended fam ily. Of

course, there is noth ing wrong with social iz ing as a brother or sis ter with

your sib lings, or as a son or daugh ter with your par ents, or alone (with out 

your part ner) with your friends, cowork ers, neigh bors, and so on. How -

ever, it is also impor tant to do things as a cou ple, in which you iden tify

your selves as a cou ple, and those with whom you are spend ing time also

see you as a cou ple. 

It is healthy to have a part of your iden tity tied to your part ner as

part of your union together. The only way to cre ate or strengthen this

“coupleness” iden tity is to prac tice. You can go out on a dou ble date

with another cou ple, visit fam ily as a cou ple, hold a BBQ as a cou ple, go
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to a wine or choc o late tast ing together (or host one), and so on.

 However, while you are doing these social activ i ties, it is impor tant to

notice and enjoy that you are doing them together as a cou ple, to be

mind ful of the activ ity as a joint activ ity, or as an oppor tu nity to be in the 

world together rather than as two sep a rate indi vid u als.

Engage in Recreational or Fun Activities Together

Life can be hec tic, and we can eas ily spend time doing things that

we “should” do and, over time, do fewer and fewer fun things that invig -

o rate us indi vid u ally or as a cou ple. When time together also brings

oppor tu ni ties to fight with each other, it is even eas ier to hole up at

home, do things alone or with friends instead of your mate, and let

 couple rec re ation fall by the way side. If you have chil dren, it can be

 complicated and/or time con sum ing to find a sit ter, and hir ing a sit ter

means that doing any thing alone as a cou ple is expen sive. Thus there are

addi tional bar ri ers to enjoy ing rec re ational activ i ties together as a cou ple.

How ever, doing fun things together reg u larly is an essen tial part of

 identifying as a cou ple. It gives you time to let down your guard and

rekin dle the expe ri ence of shar ing life expe ri ences together that are not

just chores and “have to” activ i ties. Par a dox i cally, this gives you more

energy, both indi vid u ally and as a cou ple.

Start a List and Keep Add ing Ideas to It

You may know what kinds of things would be fun to do together,

or you might not be able to think about any thing right now. What is

impor tant is to start to make a long list of pos si bil i ties. You can brain -

storm together or each make a list and put them together. You can solicit 

ideas from your friends or oth ers, and be very cre ative. It is impor tant

not to focus on big things like vaca tions right now. Sure, vaca tions can

be great, if you agree on where and when to go and how to spend the

time, and if you have very com pat i ble ideas and plenty of money and

vaca tion time to do it. How ever, the idea here is to gen er ate a lot of

 different ideas for activ i ties that you can do reg u larly, per haps daily, but

at least weekly. They should not strain your bud get, and you should not

include items on your final list of rec re ational activ i ties if the enjoy ment

of doing them would be out weighed by the work involved in arrang ing to 

do them. 
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If you have chil dren, cer tainly you can include them in some of

these activ i ties, more as fam ily than cou ple rec re ation. But it will be

 especially help ful if you can also iden tify many activ i ties that you can do

with out the chil dren, if only for a few min utes daily or for a lon ger

period once every week or two. If you have trou ble pay ing for a sit ter,

con sider trad ing child care with a friend, sib ling, or neigh bor. Also, you

can pri or i tize activ i ties that you can do after the kids are in bed, or before 

they get up, or while they are with friends on a week end after noon.

Don’t give up. Your life together is too impor tant not to fig ure out how

to enjoy time together.

Some Ideas to Get You Started

When you brain storm a list of pos si ble activ i ties, con sider things

that you used to do together that were fun and resulted in feel ing close,

gave you sto ries to tell oth ers, or were just enjoy able times together. It is

espe cially help ful if at least half of the list con sists of things that cost very 

lit tle or no money (or are eas ily within your bud get). Inex pen sive things

to do might include going for a walk or hike. Go Rollerblading or

ice-skat ing together, go win dow shop ping, go to a pub lic venue where

there might be a free or inex pen sive con cert, exhibit, fair, or show, or

read some thing together (a short story, poems, old let ters, infor ma tion

about a mutual inter est, the daily news pa per, or a favor ite mag a zine).

Search for infor ma tion about a topic on the Internet, put old pho tos in

an album, sing or play instru ments together, or go to the library and

check out music to lis ten to together. Con sider open ing up the free activ -

i ties sec tion of your local news pa per, then close your eyes and point at

some thing at ran dom, and go do it. Go out for cof fee or break fast, meet

for lunch, go out for ice cream or pop corn, go to a movie, or go look at

hol i day dec o ra tions around town. You also can exer cise, work out, or

play a sport together. Include some things on your list that require no

prep a ra tion or advance plan ning, so you can be spon ta ne ous some times.

Be adven tur ous and cre ative and include things that you might never

have done, or never did before together, and espe cially include things

that might be out of the ordi nary, chal leng ing, or whim si cal. Take a risk,

but remem ber: it’s not really very risky if you do it together. 

It is also pos si ble to choose activ i ties around your house or yard if

both of you agree they seem like fun things to do. For exam ple, you

might repaint a room or wash the car together, but only if it would be

fun and not a chore—and espe cially if you might end up spray ing water
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at each other play fully. How ever, don’t choose any thing that either of

you feels is work, any activ ity that either of you really does n’t like to

do—or, at least, does not want to do right now. You can leave these on

the list, but skip over them for now.

You can also choose some things that require prep a ra tion, plan ning,

or cost some money. For exam ple, there might be a favor ite con cert or

sport ing event com ing up next week or next month that likely will sell out,

so you would need to get tick ets in advance (or save some money for it).

Or, maybe you need a res er va tion for a cor ner table at what used to be

your favor ite res tau rant to go to together. If you want to go  canoeing or

camp ing or ski ing, it might require some plan ning and  prep arations, and

join ing a gym, racket club, or sports facil ity together might require bud get

plan ning. These are all won der ful oppor tu ni ties to have fun together.

The idea of the activ ity list is to keep it fresh. Add things to the list

reg u larly, and cross  things off that turn out to be impos si ble to do or just 

are not fun when you do them. Some activ i ties do require plan ning, so

start well in advance of the desired date for the activ ity, leav ing plenty of

time to switch plans should your first ideas not work out. And, of course, 

share the prep a ra tions and advance work. 

PRACTICE

1. Make your activ ity list. Gen er ate a lot of ideas together, or, each of

you can come up with a list and then put them together. Keep the

list fresh.

2. Get active! Pick some thing from the list and do it together in the

next few days. Stay mind ful and enjoy your time together. Do some -

thing fun together at least every week, and con sider get ting your

rela tion ship mov ing even more often. Write down times to do things 

together on your cal en dar, either spe cific things you know you will

do together or blocks of time that you will use (you can be spon ta -

ne ous on those days).

3. Plan now for a slightly big ger activ ity (not nec es sar ily costing a lot of 

money but one that requires some advance plan ning). Do the plan -

ning and prep a ra tions today or tomor row.
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Share Intellect, Interests, and Ideas

Every one has a rich life in their heads. We all have inter ests, ideas

about the world around us, and things we are very knowl edge able about.

This world inside ourselves goes a long way toward defin ing who we are

as indi vid u als. Some peo ple may think about art, pop u lar bands, phi los o -

phy, their jobs, or rela tion ships while oth ers may be con cerned about

global warm ing, their aging par ents, the lat est tech nol ogy, or shoe fash -

ions. Unfor tu nately, when we keep these thoughts to our selves over long

peri ods, our part ners can lose touch with who we really are and what we

think about and care about: what makes us tick. Inter est ingly, the fact

that we ini tially were attracted to each other and liked each other (and

still do) means that we prob a bly either shared some of these inter ests and 

ideas or at least found the other per son  likable and desir able in part

because of these indi vid ual inter ests, knowl edge, and abil i ties. But it is

dif fi cult to be attracted to some one you don’t know too well any more,

and you may feel vul ner a ble open ing up now if you retreated a long time

ago or felt crit i cized or inval i dated for sharing these thoughts in the past. 

So, now it is time to open up again, to let your part ner into the

world inside your head, and to foray into your part ner’s world too.

Chances are pretty good that it will seem at least strangely famil iar, and

you will enjoy both jour neys.

The most impor tant thing here is to bal ance your mutual inter est

and curi os ity with a rec og ni tion of each other’s vul ner a bil i ties. So, start

slow. Set aside a few min utes only, and take turns talk ing about an idea

you had or your part ner had, or an inter est one of you has. The other

per son just has to lis ten. Keep it short, so there is no mis un der stand ing,

and so there is no time bur den. At first, it is better to end pre ma turely,

want ing more, than to keep talk ing and perhaps heighten expec ta tions for 

more rather than sim ply gaining a new under stand ing about what’s going

on inside the other per son. Maybe you read some thing in the news pa per

that moved you (excited, sad dened, cre ated hope or despair), or you have 

been doing some thing with a hobby or pas time that the other per son

knows noth ing about. Maybe your part ner heard a new or old song by a

favor ite singer and really liked it. The idea is to exchange these kinds of

things, just to learn a lit tle about each other’s pri vate worlds. No big

response is required; a sim ple “um-hmm” or “I did n’t know that” or

“that’s inter est ing” is suf fi cient. You can like hip-hop or coun try or

 classical, and your part ner can like rock or salsa or jazz. You don’t have

to have the same interests to be interested.
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As you both come out of your shell, you can, of course, dis cuss

these things. But before you engage in much dis cus sion, make sure that

you are feel ing open, curi ous, and sup port ive of the other’s point of

view, even if you have a dif fer ent inter est or point of view.

PRACTICE

1. Agree to be more open with your part ner about what you think

about, what goes on in your head, and agree to be inter ested in what 

your part ner thinks about.

2. Prac tice tell ing your part ner about your thoughts and your life in

your head, just one or two ideas at a time.

3. Encour age your part ner to share these kinds of things with you, and

sim ply lis ten and show inter est. 

Share Spiritual Experiences and Values

Every one has a spir i tual side. Some times that spir i tu al ity has to do

with reli gious val ues, and at other times it con cerns social, moral, or

 personal val ues and pref er ences that are unre lated to reli gious beliefs or

prac tices. Regard less of the form of our spir i tu al ity, for most of us, our

val ues and beliefs and mor als are cen trally impor tant to defin ing who we

are. Shar ing these kinds of core val ues is essen tial to shar ing your self and

essen tial to your part ner (and oth ers) really knowing who you are. 

In this domain, rela tion ship acti va tion means spend ing time

together shar ing your spir i tual side with your part ner. You can do this

around a cur rent issue (some thing in the news might prompt such a

 discussion), around child rear ing (you might be faced with help ing your

child develop val ues you agree with and care about), or around a spe cific

spir i tual prac tice (such as pray ing, med i tat ing, or doing some thing for

some one less for tu nate). You could read reli gious or spir i tual writ ings

together and dis cuss what they mean to you, talk about some one who is a 

hero to you and explain why she or he inspires you, dis cuss why you

respect and appre ci ate, or don’t like or agree with, a par tic u lar activ ity or

behav ior of a friend, coworker, or pub lic per son. Again, the impor tant
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thing is to acti vate your rela tion ship sim ply by shar ing your thoughts and

val ues from your spir i tual side and lis ten ing to those that your partner

shares with you.

PRACTICE

1. Make an effort to share your val ues, your spir i tual side, with your

part ner.

2. Engage in some spir i tual prac tice together (read ing reli gious or spir i -

tual writ ings to each other and dis cussing them), and/or par tic i pate

in some other spir i tual activ ity together (go to a reli gious event or

activ ity).

3. Lis ten with respect when your part ner tells you about his or her

 spirituality or val ues. For now, it is impor tant not to dis agree or

chal lenge those thoughts; just focus on know ing what she or he

thinks and feels and what his or her val ues are. There will be oppor -

tu ni ties for fur ther expla na tion, dis agree ment, and exchanges later.

Initiate, Receive, and Enjoy a Variety of Sexual

Activities More Often

A healthy rela tion ship includes a healthy sex life. But, as rela tion -

ship qual ity erodes in the face of con flict and other fac tors, it is com mon

for sex ual attrac tion and sex ual activ ity to wane over time. Sex ual desire

may be low or nonexis tent for one or both part ners.  Perhaps one or both 

of you got bored with sex, or maybe inter est in sex dimin ished over time

due to nonrelationship fac tors (fatigue due to work ing hard with child

rear ing, jobs, man ag ing fam ily life, man ag ing the house hold, not get ting

enough sleep, or work ing dif fer ent shifts). Maybe dif fer ences between

you in sex ual desire con trib ute to con flict. Regard less, an inert or sig nif i -

cantly damp ened sex life can restrain other dimen sions of your lives

together, and reinvigorating your sex life can con trib ute to sig nif i cant

improve ments in other areas of your rela tion ship. If your sex life could

use reactiviting, the fol low ing tips may be of help.
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Sex and Self-Respect

Reacti vat ing your sex life can be tricky. For exam ple, one of you

might have been push ing for more sex ual activ ity reg u larly while the

other has been less inter ested and has resisted these advances, so the idea 

of increas ing sex ual activ ity might feel like “giv ing in” to one of you. Or,

per haps one or both of you still do not feel very close and trust ing and

lov ing (or loved) enough to com pletely relax and engage in intense sex ual 

exchanges. While sex is an area in which it is impor tant to engage

intensely, you should only do things that feel right to you and your part -

ner. If you feel inhib ited, you should take that seri ously. Fig ure out

whether your inhi bi tion is impor tant to you and part of your sense of

self-respect or if it is just a func tion of sex ual dis use, habit, and/or past

dis com fort. If it’s not about self-respect, it may be worth push ing

 yourself to do a lit tle, focus on enjoy ing it, and try to let go of your

 inhibitions from there. On the other hand, you should not do any thing

that is not self-respecting.

There is also the com pli cated issue of sex ual fidel ity and infi del ity. If

infi del ity has been an issue for either of you in your rela tion ship, you may

want to con sider going to a ther a pist together to get some help rebuild ing

trust and recommitment. If trust is intact or you have suc cess fully restored

a high level of trust, sex ual reac ti va tion may be an impor tant step toward

heal ing the left over hurts and mov ing for ward. How ever, if trust is still

ten u ous and the repair is incom plete, it may be impor tant to rees tab lish

more trust before work ing on sex ual reac ti va tion. 

Sex ual Dys func tion

Many cou ples have prob lems with sex ual dys func tion. Some

women have vag i nal pain dur ing pen e tra tion (vaginismus) or have trou ble 

achiev ing an orgasm (orgas mic dys func tion), and some men have trou ble

either get ting or main tain ing an erec tion (erec tile dys func tion) or may

reg u larly ejac u late upon pen e tra tion or too quickly there af ter for inter -

course to be sat is fy ing for one or both part ners (pre ma ture ejac u la tion).

Address ing these kinds of prob lems is beyond the scope of this book.

But, for tu nately, effec tive treat ments are avail able for them. If you expe -

ri ence any of these prob lems, you should see your phy si cian or an expert

in sex ual dys func tion (such as a psy chol o gist, cer ti fied sex ther a pist, or

mar i tal/cou ples ther a pist) for a thor ough eval u a tion and to learn about

treat ment options.
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Yes, There Is More to Sex Than Inter course

For our pur poses, it is impor tant to define sex ual activ ity as any -

thing that increases sex ual attrac tion or sex ual arousal in the moment.

Sex ual activ ity, there fore, includes sex ual inter course and any gen i tal

touch ing (orally, man u ally, etc.), but also could include kiss ing, sen sual

hand- hold ing, any bodily caress ing that has a sex ual ele ment to it, cud -

dling in a sex ual way, or even talk ing about sex ual activ i ties together.

Thus, sex ual reacti va tion means doing more of these things but not

 necessarily all of these things. 

It is impor tant to start by notic ing your emo tional attrac tion and

allow ing your self to be roman ti cally or phys i cally/sex u ally attracted to

your part ner. Don’t inhibit this attrac tion. Just notice it. Enjoy the fact

that you have these feel ings. Remem ber that you do not have to act on

every thought, every urge, or every desire that you expe ri ence. You can

sim ply enjoy feel ing that attrac tion and those sen sa tions. You also can act 

on those urges rather slowly. Con sider pas sion ately hold ing hands, really

pay ing atten tion to how it feels to hold your part ner’s hands (while he or

she does the same). This is likely to be very enjoy able and might be

enough for now. Or, you could go from rather intense and pas sion ate

hand-hold ing to caress ing your part ner’s neck, arms, legs, or feet. Enjoy

the feel ings, allow the sen sa tions, and don’t inhibit your pas sion or your

desire. You might stop there, or you might go on to kiss ing each other

on the lips, kiss ing other parts of each other’s face, neck, body, or move

toward gen i tal touch ing.

You can, of course, go on to oral-gen i tal con tact, inter course, or

any num ber of related sex ual activ i ties. What ever you do, go slowly (if

pas sion ately and intensely), keep your atten tion focused on the activ ity

and on enjoy ing the sen sa tions, and on notic ing how your part ner is

enjoy ing the activ ity. It is impor tant to focus your atten tion on enjoy ing

receiv ing the sex ual atten tion that your part ner focuses on you. Notice

how much attrac tion he or she feels toward you, how nice it feels to be

desired by your part ner, loved, caressed, kissed, held, or cud dled. Don’t

be afraid to talk about what you like more and like less, and always be

respect ful of each other’s likes and dislikes. 

Good Sex Requires Good Instruc tion, Lots of Prac tice

Some cou ples are really good at sex. They are nat u rally com pat i -

ble, rel a tively unin hib ited, cre ative, and able to be mind ful of their own
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expe ri ence while simul ta neously mind ful of their part ner. But, sex is

also a skill much like any other. Some peo ple aren’t so nat u rally good at 

it, they aren’t as cre ative or skill ful at pleas ing their part ner, or they get

very inhib ited. Of course, in many parts of our cul ture, it is dif fi cult to

talk about sex, so bad hab its are easy to start and dif fi cult to break. As

with any skill, you have to prac tice and get good feed back to get better

at sex, but if knowl edge is lim ited and com mu ni ca tion about sex is

poor, it is dif fi cult to become an expert. For tu nately, there are many

good guides and man u als designed to help part ners enjoy the sex ual

parts of their rela tion ship more. Look through the rela tion ship or

self-help sec tion of your local book store for more infor ma tion. And

start talk ing about sex today. 

PRACTICE

1. Think about sex with your part ner more.

2. Talk about sex ual desires you have about your part ner with your

part ner.

3. Set time aside to be sex ual. You can plan what you are going to do

or not do, or be spon ta ne ous. But allow your self to engage in what -

ever sex ual activ ity you choose in an intense and mind ful way, enjoy -

ing it fully, not dis tracted by wor ries or eval u a tion: stay in the

activ ity, in the sen sa tion, in the moment.

4. Ini ti ate more sex ual activ i ties of any kind. You can plan this in

advance (set time aside or cre ate a desir able mood) or do this spon -

ta ne ously. Notice your attrac tion, your desire, the sen sa tions, and

stay mind ful of them. Notice your part ner and his or her reac tions,

how he or she responds to your initiation. 

5. Enjoy receiv ing sex ual advances and par tic i pate in sex ual activ i ties 

ini ti ated by your part ner. Have fun! You may or may not want to

do more, but enjoy what you have. Keep your atten tion focused on

your sex ual inter ac tion. Let thoughts or wor ries about anything else

go.
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Enjoying Time Apart and Sharing 
Your Experiences

Okay, after this steamy last sec tion, it’s time to return to the more

 mundane, but no less impor tant, area of what you do with your inde -

pend ent time apart from each other and how to use these inde pend ent

activ i ties to become closer to each other, instead of more dis tant.

Get ting active in your life in a vari ety of activ i ties is good for you.

Acti vat ing your own behav ior improves your own mood and level of

energy (Addis and Martell 2004; Jacob son et al. 1996). And, par a dox i -

cally, acti vat ing your self inde pend ently from your part ner also can

strengthen your rela tion ship, in at least three ways:

1. Hav ing an ener gized, con tent part ner means that he or she is

more fun to be around and has more energy to give to you and 

the rela tion ship.

2. Partners who have inter ests and activ i ties apart from each other 

can bring their expe ri ences back to their rela tion ship and share

them with each other, enrich ing each per son’s under stand ing

and appre ci a tion of the other. 

3. If you have a part ner who has other friends, other activ i ties,

other things to do, you are less likely to feel pres sure to restrict 

your own activ i ties and inter ests and instead are more likely to

sup port your ver sa tile inter ests. 

There are three key things you must do, how ever, to make this

work. The first is to stay bal anced. That is, although it is impor tant to

become and stay active and inter ested in a vari ety of activ i ties, it is also

impor tant to give at least as much atten tion to shared activ i ties. So

engage in a lot of inde pend ent activ i ties and a lot of rela tion ship activ i ties. 

Don’t neglect one and favor the other. Bal ance means doing enough of

each to be sat is fy ing (not neglect ing your self, not neglect ing your  partner, 

and not exhaust ing your self in the pro cess). 

The sec ond thing you must do is sup port each other in these

 independent activ i ties. Don’t feel threat ened or left out but real ize that

hav ing a wide vari ety of inter ests and activ i ties is healthy (Camp bell and

Fruzzetti 2006). Sup port ing each other means you are con trib ut ing

broadly to each other’s well-being, and if you also are doing lots of things 

together, it will be eas ier to sup port each other’s sep a rate activities.
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The final thing you need to do is talk about what you do apart from 

each other. Doing so builds trust and min i mizes the chances that either

of you will feel left out. Sec ond, talk ing about these activ i ties pro vides

oppor tu ni ties to sup port each other’s activ i ties. And, per haps most

impor tantly, talk ing about what you do and what you like and don’t like

about it, shar ing your enthu si asm, and describ ing the things you notice

and expe ri ence actu ally allows doing things apart to bring you closer. You 

learn more about what your part ner likes and what moti vates him or her,

and you can be stim u lated by your part ner’s growth, inter ests, and

engage ment in things that you might not be inter ested in for your self or

maybe don’t have time to do.

PRACTICE

1. You and your part ner each make a list of inde pend ent activ i ties that

you might like to do that would likely be enjoy able (alone or with

friends) and share the lists with each other.

2. Dis cuss the idea of bal ance, and slowly add one or two inde pend ent

activ i ties to your weekly sched ule. Engage in these activ i ties fully,

and enjoy them!

3. Be sure to dis cuss your expe ri ences after wards with each other.

 During these dis cus sions (which can be brief), be sure to dis close a

lot about what made the activ ity enjoy able or why it was impor tant

to you, and be sure to sup port your part ner’s activ i ties.

Doing Things for Each Other 
Without Strings Attached

In rela tion ships, we need to remem ber to pro vid e clear expres sions of

affec tion and to make car ing and con sid er ate ges tures, with out keep ing

score. This is one impor tant area of rela tion ship func tion ing that often

dimin ishes over time and cer tainly is neglected in high-con flict rela tion -

ships. Yet, you know how nice it is to get a phone mes sage in which your 

mate sim ply says, “I was just think ing about you and wanted you to
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know,” or to be sit ting read ing and have your part ner ask if you would

like a hot or cold drink and then bring it to you. 

These kinds of small, con sid er ate, and affec tion ate gestures build

good will and often inspire recip ro cal kinds of thought ful actions. The

idea, how ever, is to do some thing small and nice just because you want to,

not because you will receive some thing nice in return. Thus, there should 

be no strings attached, and you most def i nitely should not keep score. If

you don’t feel like doing some thing nice, that’s okay. But, con sider being

considerate. 

You can do this for mally by mak ing a list of things and doing

some thing from the list each day, or infor mally, by sim ply push ing your -

self (and remem ber ing) to do some thing thought ful or con sid er ate more

spon ta ne ously. The reward includes know ing that you are work ing on

being a good part ner, and you can be sure that your part ner will feel the

effects of your efforts, whether it seems like he or she notices or not.

What can you do? Con sider any thing that expresses affec tion,

shows appre ci a tion toward your part ner, or any thing that is con sid er ate

and con trib utes toward improv ing a moment in your part ner’s day. Smile. 

Give a back or foot rub. Make your part ner toast in the morn ing while

you are mak ing some for your self. Leave a note on the kitchen coun ter

that says “looking for ward to see ing you tonight,” or do a chore that the

other usu ally does (or nobody usu ally does). There is no need to buy

 anything or do any thing out of the ordi nary. These are sim ply small,

 considerate, caring expressions.

Of course, if you notice your part ner doing con sid er ate things for

you, be sure to be mind ful of this. You might want to say “thank you,”

but more impor tantly, be sure to take a moment and enjoy the con sid er -

ation, the affec tion. Taking a moment to expe ri ence and enjoy your part -

ner’s efforts to be close to you will loop back and make a dif fer ence to

him or her. In the same way, putt ing the effort out to express love and

car ing and con sid er ation for your part ner will have an impor tant effect

on him or her. 

PRACTICE

1. Think of (and maybe write down) at least a dozen small, car ing, or

con sid er ate things that you could do for your part ner that you have

not done lately.

68  The High-Conflict Couple



2. Com mit to doing at least one of these things every day, and prac tice

it in your mind at first. Imag ine doing these things even if you are

unhappy with your part ner at that moment. To help moti vate you,

focus on your affec tion for your part ner.

3. Do one thing each day and do it from your heart, from a place of

car ing, not because you are sup posed to. Appre ci ate your own

 skillfulness in doing this.
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Chapter 6

Accurate Expression

The pre vi ous chap ters focused first on reduc ing the reac tiv ity and

negativity in your inter ac tions, and then dealt with clean ing up the mess

cre ated by a lot of destruc tive con flict: how to slow down, become mind -

ful of your gen u ine wants and goals, mind ful of your part ner, and how to 

get reac quainted and reac ti vated. Now it is time to talk to each other,

slowly and delib er ately at first. 

The Couple Two-Step

Effec tive com mu ni ca tion includes two steps: one per son expresses him- or 

her self accu rately, and the other per son lis tens, under stands, and  validates.

This two-step dance con tin ues, with one part ner lead ing (express ing or

 disclosing) while the other fol lows (lis tens and val i dates). Of course, at

 various times part ners switch who leads and who fol lows. The two-step

pro vides the build ing blocks for all effec tive ver bal com mu ni ca tion. 

The cen tral points are, first, when expres sion is accu rate, the other

per son can more eas ily under stand, and thus val i da tion (com mu ni ca tion



of that under stand ing) is eas ier to pro vide; and, sec ond, when the

response you get from your part ner is val i dat ing, this helps keep your

emo tional arousal in check, which in turn makes it eas ier to express your -

self accu rately. And this cycle con tin ues, as shown in figure 3.

This chap ter will focus on the first step in the cou ple two-step,

accu rate expres sion, and chap ters 7 and 8 will focus on the sec ond step,

val i da tion. These two steps will be expanded in later chap ters into more

elab o rate forms designed to sat isfy you and your part ner in a vari ety of

ways.

What You Bring to the Interaction: 
Before You Open Your Mouth

Part ners some times know what the other per son is feel ing or want ing, or

know what kind of mood or dis po si tion the other is in even before
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any one actu ally says any thing. And, some times we think we know but it

turns out that we are mis taken. The fact is, com mu ni ca tion is not only

ver bal (words) but includes a num ber of other fac tors. For exam ple, your 

facial expres sion com mu ni cates a great deal; it includes the ten sion in

your facial mus cles, curl ing of your lips, how open your eye lids are, the

posi tion or angles or fur row ing of your eye brows, the direc tion and

inten sity of your gaze, and the flare of your nos trils, among other fac tors. 

Body lan guage includes mus cle ten sion (which ones are tense ver sus

which are relaxed), body posi tion (lean ing for ward ver sus away), arm and

leg posi tion (folded/closed or open), move ment (jumpy ver sus still),

breath ing (relaxed ver sus labored, sigh ing), and other behav iors that com -

mu ni cate under ly ing emo tion qual ity and arousal inten sity.  

Any of these small behav iors can belie our emo tions and expose

even sub tle crit i cism, judg ments, or hos til ity when they are pres ent. Even 

more prob lem atic, how ever, is how eas ily even sub tle facial expres sions

or body pos tures or move ments can be mis in ter preted. For exam ple, if

Bob feels wor ried about bring ing up a dif fi cult sub ject but tries instead to 

mask that worry (per haps he even tries to bring it up dif fer ently to be

more effec tive), Sue could eas ily detect the fact that he is “hid ing” some -

thing, and quickly become upset about that, and crit i cize Bob for being

“dis hon est.” In real ity, Bob is not express ing him self accu rately, even

before he opens his mouth to speak. But, of course, Sue is inval i dat ing

Bob’s worry and his good inten tions. And, as fig ure 4 shows, Sue’s inval i -

da tion of Bob only increases his arousal and decreases the chances of

him accu rately express ing what his pri mary emo tions and gen u ine wants

and goals are. Fur ther miscommunication and con flict fol low eas ily.

The road toward effec tive, accu rate expres sion, there fore, begins

with mind ful ness. Become mind ful of your own emo tion (pri mary emo -

tion, of course), let go of judg ments (and neg a tive assump tions), stay in

the moment, and stay mind ful of your part ner. Stay aware of your long-

 term goals: this is the per son you love and who loves you. No mat ter

how dif fi cult the task, the out come will be better if you stay skill ful.

If your arousal is very high, take a break and work to bring it down

before you ini ti ate the con ver sa tion. If your head is flooded with judg -

ments (“she is too log i cal” or “he is too emo tional” or “she/he is wrong” 

or “I just can’t believe she/he is so stu pid/insen si tive/ridic u lous/…”), or 

if your thoughts include a cas cade of “shoulds” (“she should know

better” or “he should not think that” or “I should n’t have to do this”), it

is time to work on being skill ful. Reori ent your self to your gen u ine goals,

describe your feel ings and desires, and wait until you are in a more

Accurate Expression  73



bal anced place before ini ti at ing the con ver sa tion. It is far more effec tive

to bring your arousal down and expe ri ence your gen u ine pri mary

 emotion, and have your face and body reflect that, than to try to mask

high neg a tive arousal. This is true whether that high neg a tive arousal is

directed toward your part ner in a hos tile or judg men tal way or it is sim ply 

a reflec tion of your gen u ine (but very high level) anx i ety or sad ness. You

will be glad you took the extra few min utes to self-reg u late and get

 balanced before mov ing ahead.
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Take a Bathroom Break

Prac tic ing slow ing down, reflect ing on your goals, notic ing your

arousal, and notic ing what you are express ing nonverbally, can take a few 

min utes. Often, part ners or chil dren inter rupt these few moments,

 making it a real chal lenge to prac tice, and this slows down your abil ity to

acquire this skill. How ever, every one needs to go to the bath room for a

few min utes on a reg u lar basis, and thus the bath room affords a per fect

place to prac tice (whether you need to use the toi let or not). Most friends 

and fam ily mem bers sup port your need to go to the bath room for a

 couple of min utes, and they don’t typ i cally ask why. Thus, a bath room

break usu ally affords a few min utes, with out inter rup tion, to prac tice

being skill ful (work ing on mind ful ness and rela tion ship mind ful ness,

 regulating emo tion) and to get your self ready to engage your part ner

 constructively. Plus, bath rooms have mir rors, so they are a per fect place

to notice your facial expres sion and ten sion in your face and body and to

get direct feedback from your own reflec tion.

You can also use your ordi nary bath room breaks proactively, as

oppor tu ni ties to check in with your self, notic ing your arousal, your

 emotions, what you are doing, whether you are being effec tive, and

whether you need to do some thing dif fer ent at that moment to regain

bal ance: start by sim ply breathing mind fully: get into the pres ent, let go

of judg ments.

PRACTICE

1. Prac tice notic ing what you bring to your inter ac tions. Try to notice

whether your facial expres sion and body pos ture reflect your real,

pri mary  emo tions. 

2. Try using some of the con di tion ing skills you prac ticed in chap ter 4.

Use your rela tion ship remind ers or visit your rela tion ship spot to

help you bring down your arousal before you ini ti ate a con ver sa -

tion—even about rea son ably noncon tro ver sial top ics. Notice how

your part ner responds dif fer ently when you are more reg u lated and

less neg a tively aroused, less on alert for conflict.

3. Prac tice allow ing your facial expres sion and body pos ture to relax

and reflect your gen u ine feel ings and desires. Use a large mir ror to

see the dif fer ence in what you com mu ni cate nonver bally when you
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have low or mod er ate arousal and again when you are very upset.

Don’t judge your self, just notice. 

4. Prac tice inter rupt ing neg a tive arousal, tak ing a short break (maybe to 

the bath room to prac tice), and using skills to expe ri ence, iden tify,

and reflect your gen u ine pri mary emo tions before ini ti at ing ordi nary

conversations. 

5. Repeat the pre vi ous step, but do so in prep a ra tion for dis cuss ing

touchy or sen si tive sub jects.

6.  Prac tice mind ful ness every time you use the bath room for a few

days. What do you notice? Con sider com mit ting to doing this

reg u larly.

Know What You Want and Feel, 
or That You Don’t Know

Once your arousal is reduced, it is eas ier to ask your self the ques tions

“what do I really want?” and “how do I really feel?” and trust the

answers. These are key ques tions to ask even though the answers may

not always be clear.

In order to be really effec tive, we have to know what we gen u inely

think, feel, or want. It can be very use ful to breathe a few deep breaths,

look around, notice that there is no immi nent dan ger or harm (hope -

fully!), that you love your spouse or part ner, and that he or she loves you. 

It’s usu ally impor tant to remind your self of the core of what you want: a

car ing, lov ing, sup port ive rela tion ship. Even when scared, sad, frus trated, 

embar rassed, unhappy, and so on, these things are still true (at least if you 

have read this far in the book). Then, from this con text (rec og niz ing that

you are phys i cally safe, and remem ber ing the big-pic ture desires of mak -

ing the rela tion ship better), you can ask these ques tions. When you are

mind ful of your true self, what is in your heart, you likely will know at

least some of the answers. And, even if you don’t know exactly what you

are want ing or feel ing, at least you will know that you are not sure, maybe 

are con fused, or need more time to fig ure it out. Then, you can think
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about com mu ni cat ing what you notice: how you feel, what you want, or

that you’re not sure yet. 

The next sec tion will help you sort out fur ther the wheat from the

chaff, accu rately iden ti fy ing what your emo tions and desires are gen er ally, 

and avoid ing com mon pit falls, the things that lead us to mis iden tify

and/or com mu ni cate inac cu rately our true feel ings and wants.

What Is “Inaccurate” Expression?

There are two gen eral ways to express your self that we might con sider inac -

cu rate. Both occur when emo tional arousal and/or judg ments are  running

high (Fruzzetti, Shenk, and Hoffman 2005). The first kind of inac cu rate

expres sion includes com mu ni ca tion that really is inac cu rate. For exam ple, it 

might come out of cas cad ing neg a tive emo tion in which you fail to com -

mu ni cate your gen u ine feel ings but instead com mu ni cate reac tions to those

feel ings (or to judg ments). Or, you may be indi rect or fail to reflect accu -

rately the impor tance of the topic (over valu ing or under val u ing). The

 second type includes any num ber of things you might say that could be

tech ni cally accu rate but in real ity inter fere with your  genuine goals and

 preclude you from say ing other at least equally accu rate and less hurt ful

things; hence, these expres sions are con sid ered inac cu rate because they

thwart, rather than facil i tate, achiev ing your gen u ine objec tives.

Expressing Secondary Emotion Instead of 

Primary Emotion

There are times when high emo tional arousal or being judg men tal

trans forms a pri mary emo tion into a sec ond ary one. When we express a

sec ond ary emo tion, it is not gen u inely accu rate, even when it is actu ally

what we are feel ing in that moment. For exam ple, if Tif fany misses Mark

a lot and really just longs for time with him but starts judg ing Mark for

work ing late, she can quickly become angry. The anger can obscure her

long ing, and if she sim ply expresses the anger (ver bally and nonver bally),

Mark might never real ize that Tif fany just adores him and wants to be

with him. He could eas ily become defen sive in response to her anger.

Instead, if Tif fany lets go of her judg ments, she will quickly real ize that

she misses Mark and wants to be with him. If she assails him, she very
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likely will not get the close ness that she longs for. Instead, she will get

con flict and dis tance. Accu rate expres sion for Tif fany requires her to let

go of judg ments and notice and describe her pri mary emo tions. Then,

when she says, “Mark, I’m so glad you are home. I really missed you

while you were work ing late!” it will come across as gen u ine. Mark will

feel loved and be happy to be home (and may even want to come home

ear lier in the future).  Fur ther more, if Tif fany really wants Mark to make

an effort to work late less often, she can bring this up in a way that he

can hear, in a way that is accu rate. She is ask ing because she misses him

and wants more close ness, not because she is angry or because he is

doing some thing “wrong.” The pos si bil i ties for negotiation (see chap ter

10) are improved greatly.

There are many sit u a tions in which we quickly react to our ini tial

emo tion or our ini tial desire, and we end up stuck in sec ond ary emo tions, 

for getting our pri mary, gen u ine emo tions and desires. All kinds of

thoughts trig ger emo tions, but we often then think the emo tions are in

response to the sit u a tion rather than to our inter pre ta tion or thoughts

about the sit u a tion. For exam ple, Ruth was often pre oc cu pied with the

kids and with work. She was fre quently quite stressed about hav ing a lot

of respon si bil i ties. Rich ard was less pre oc cu pied with those things, and

just longed for a bit more close ness with Ruth. They used to spend more

time together; Ruth used to have more energy and seemed to show more

enthu si asm for Rich ard. Ruth was still very com mit ted to Rich ard and

also wanted to be close to him; she just did n’t show it as much.

Rich ard’s long ing, his desire for more time together, more affec tion, 

and so on, really was his pri mary emo tion. But, he some times had the

thought that Ruth was los ing inter est in him, get ting bored, or no lon ger

loved him as much. With these thoughts, of course, fear crept in.

Although his fear was not really jus ti fied by the real ity of the sit u a tion, it

was still quite pain ful, and was asso ci ated with a lot of pain ful neg a tive

arousal. Rich ard then started, in his mind, to crit i cize or judge Ruth about 

any lit tle thing, which led to anger. For exam ple, if Ruth spent time with

one of the kids in the eve ning, Rich ard might think “she’d rather avoid

spend ing time with me” and then nit pick her activ i ties, tell ing him self

that “she’s just cod dling that kid, she should know better” or that “she

should have more patience with the kids” or other judg ments. Of course, 

these judg ments led to fur ther anger and dis tance. Then Rich ard would

ver bally attack Ruth. Making an angry face, he would say “you need to

spend more time with the kids and have more patience” or, on another

occa sion, “you spend too much time with them; you cod dle them too
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much.” Of course, Ruth would quickly become defen sive, rec og niz ing

that she was “damned if I do, and damned if I don’t spend more time

with the kids.” Then they would fight about parenting and even tu ally

fight about every thing. In real ity, of course, both were competent and

loving par ents, and their fights could never lead to any resolution.

This sit u a tion is very com mon. Rich ard never com mu ni cated what

he really wanted: more close ness with Ruth. In fact, par a dox i cally, he got

less and less close ness. Through doing exer cises like those in this book,

Rich ard learned to see his anger as a red flag: he was react ing to some -

thing, and his angry reac tion (sec ond ary emo tion) was obscur ing things

that were much more impor tant and more gen u ine. His pri mary emo tions 

were long ing for close ness with Ruth and dis ap point ment about their

 distance from each other. He learned through reg u lar prac tice not to run

with his anger, but to see it as a sig nal. When he noticed him self get ting

angry, he took a break and asked him self, “What might I be miss ing? Is

there some thing I want that I’m not get ting (long ing, dis ap point ment)? Is 

there some thing hap pen ing or about to hap pen that I really don’t want

(fear, frus tra tion, or dis like)? Am I fuel ing my anger with judg ments

(‘right/wrong,’ ‘should/ shouldn’t’)?” Rich ard quickly found out that he

really did want more close ness with Ruth, but that he also often judged

him self. He noticed him self say ing, “I’m not inde pend ent enough” or “I

should n’t be jeal ous of Ruth spend ing time with the kids.” He found that 

if he sim ply accepted that he felt what he felt and wanted what he wanted 

(accepted the real ity of his feel ings and desires), he could act in much

more con struc tive ways. So, if he noticed a lit tle long ing to be with Ruth

when she was off play ing with the kids, he could go play with them too.

Or, he could smile, give her a hug, and say some thing like, “Ruth, honey,

can we sit together after the kids are in bed?” Ruth, when faced with this

accu rate com mu ni ca tion, would usu ally be very respon sive. It was easy

for her, actually, because she often was longing for more time with

Richard, too.

Making Judgments Instead of Describing What 

You Want or Feel

As the exam ple of Rich ard and Ruth illus trates, the prob lem of hav -

ing sec ond ary emo tional reac tions is inte grally con nected to the prob lem

of being judg men tal. What seems to hap pen is each of these prob lems

feeds the other. That is, in any sit u a tion, if you become judg men tal of
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your part ner, you will usu ally fuel dis like and anger. Sim i larly, if you feel

angry, the thoughts that your brain pro duces under that kind of emo -

tional arousal will often be judg men tal. See for your self: Think about

some thing a friend or fam ily mem ber did that really was n’t a big deal.

Now, be judg men tal about what the per son did (notice how it was kind

of stu pid, that she or he should have known better, that it was wrong to

do that, and so on). What do you notice? You prob a bly started to get

angry, espe cially if you bought in to the judg ments. The reverse is also

true. The next time you find your self feel ing angry, notice what kind of

thoughts you are hav ing. Are they laced with judg ments? If so, try using

the tech nique cov ered in chap ter 2 of describ ing the sit u a tion and your sen -

sa tions and pri mary emotional responses. What happens to your anger?

Just as impor tantly, think about how it feels when some one else is

judg men tal toward you. How do you feel? How do you react? Being

judg men tal about some one you love is very hurt ful to them and cor ro sive 

to your rela tion ship.

The issue here is not that you should never be judg men tal or angry. 

Instead, the issue is the extent to which being judg men tal inter feres with

your gen u ine reac tions, inter feres with get ting what you gen u inely want,

and inter feres with your rela tion ship with your spouse or partner.

For tu nately, the anti dote to being judg men tal and to rela tion ship

and indi vid ual suf fer ing is being descrip tive. The good news is that this

same skill, being descrip tive, is also the way to express your self accu -

rately. Review chap ter 2 if you want more prac tice devel op ing this skill.

PRACTICE

1. Try to notice when you are get ting angry. Is anger really jus ti fied in

this sit u a tion? Is it really the only emo tion you have? What other

emo tion might you be miss ing (sad ness, dis ap point ment, anx i ety)?

2. If you are angry, notice if you have been judg men tal in your mind or 

just said some thing judg men tal. If so, try to let go of the judg ments

and notice what other emo tions you might be feel ing. Notice the

 situation and describe your reac tion (of course, it is legit i mate to be

upset or not like some thing; the idea is to let go of the tox ic ity of the 

judgments). 
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3. If anger really is jus ti fied, try to describe it with out actu ally using the

word “angry.” For exam ple, say some thing like “I really don’t like

this” or “it really both ers me that      is doing that.”

4. Prac tice notic ing anger and using it as a sig nal that you are hav ing a

big reac tion, and try to iden tify your alter na tive, per haps more pri -

mary emo tion. Rec og nize the legit i macy of that emo tion, and focus

your atten tion on it. 

Using Indirect Communication

Com mu ni cat ing indi rectly is also a com mon way to fail to express

accu rately what you want or feel. There are a cou ple of dif fer ent ways

that we reg u larly com mu ni cate indi rectly. One is we tell the wrong per -

son what we are want ing or feel ing. The other is we describe a related

phe nom e non rather than the thing we really care about, and we assume

that the other per son knows what we’re mean ing or wanting.

Every one knows that direct com mu ni ca tion is more accu rate and

clear. How ever, lots of things get in the way. For exam ple, we might feel

appre hen sive that if we tell the per son directly, we’ll have a fight. So, for

cou ples who fight a lot, being indi rect might seem to have some ben e fits. 

Of course, being indi rect might lessen the chances of an imme di ate

 conflict, but it also decreases the chances that your sweetie will under -

stand you or respond to you in the way that you want. So, tell ing your

sis ter- in- law that you really want to spend more time with your mate (her

brother), if com mu ni cated at all, likely will not be com mu ni cated

 effectively and could make things worse.

In addi tion, com mu ni cat ing about one piece of a larger set of

thoughts and feel ings rarely com mu ni cates the most impor tant ones. For

exam ple, in the exam ple above, Richard wants more time and more

close ness with Ruth. Per haps one Saturday after noon, she asks Rich ard

to take care of the kids, so she can do some thing with her sis ter. If he is

think ing, “Gee, I was hop ing to do stuff together today because we

 haven’t spent much time together lately,” but instead, he sim ply says, “I’d 

rather you stay home,” his com mu ni ca tion is indi rect and murky. Ruth

could inter pret his denial of her request in any num ber of ways, many

quite neg a tively. Rich ard could instead com mu ni cate directly, and even
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nego ti ate. For exam ple, he might say, “Sure, honey. But I was really also

hop ing to spend some time together. So, if you go out with your sis ter

for the after noon, when could we have some time together?” Ruth, now

under stand ing Rich ard’s true goals and desires, is much more likely to try 

to accommodate him.

Undervaluing Your Wants

Some times we become judg men tal toward our selves, which results

in feel ing vul ner a ble, humil i ated, or ashamed of what we feel or what we

want. This is a dif fer ent kind of unnec es sary suf fer ing, because of course

we are just who we are, and we want what ever we want and we feel what -

ever we feel. There are no wrong desires or feel ings. It might be incon ve -

nient or trou ble some at times (because we can’t have what we want, or

because what we gen u inely feel is pain ful), but at least it’s real. Judg ing

our selves, say ing we should not want what we want or feel what we feel

(our pri mary emo tion, that is), is really just deny ing real ity. It’s like say ing, 

on a very rainy day when we hoped to do some thing out doors, that it just 

should n’t be rain ing or that it is wrong for the clouds to rain. The real ity

is descrip tive, of course: we pre fer that it be sunny, we are dis ap pointed

that our plans can’t be car ried out, or maybe we are even demor al ized

because it rained the last time we made similar plans. 

When we want some thing from our part ner but then judge our -

selves neg a tively for want ing it, we really under value our own wants and,

in effect, under value our selves. Maybe you want your part ner to like

some thing (some activ ity) or some one (a friend) as much as you do, but

then you think you are being silly or even ridic u lous for want ing that. Or, 

maybe you just had a lovely long week end together and miss him or her

when you are at work on Mon day. But then you think, “How stu pid,

since we just spent sev enty-two straight hours together. I should n’t miss

him/her. Maybe I’m too depend ent.” Then you feel embar rassed or

ashamed and fail to express your love and longing accurately.

It is impor tant to rec og nize that your wants are jus ti fied: there

 simply is no cor rect amount of time you should spend together, no

amount of love that should be enough (or too much), no amount of

atten tion that is cor rect and healthy to get from your mate. These are all

things that vary from per son to per son, that vary over time, and must be

nego ti ated from hon esty and an accep tance of what you each actu ally like 
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and want. But this hon esty requires a will ing ness to feel dis ap pointed: as

they say, “you can’t always get what you want.”

Overvaluing Your Wants

There is another phe nom e non that inter feres with accu rate expres -

sion: over stat ing or over valu ing the impor tance of some thing (you want

or feel), often because you fear that the other per son won’t take your

desires or feel ings seri ously if you were to state them accu rately. This is

another exam ple of the long-term cost being sig nif i cantly greater than the 

short-term gain. That is, if some thing is impor tant, it’s impor tant for the

other per son to be able to tell it’s impor tant. If every thing is really impor -

tant (you com mu ni cate them all equally strongly), the other per son can’t

tell which ones are rel a tively more or less impor tant. And your part ner

can’t respond to every thing as though it were life or death. So, in the

long run, he or she will sim ply respond less to every thing, mak ing you

more frus trated and dis ap pointed. Con se quently, it is really more effec -

tive to sort out how impor tant some thing is and express your self accu -

rately. Again, you also need to be ready for occa sional dis ap point ment,

not always get ting the response you want. At other times, when it’s really

impor tant, your part ner will have the energy to respond in a big way and

will be able to tell that this sit u a tion is dif fer ent from most oth ers. In

those moments, you will get what you want and be satisfied.

PRACTICE

1. Prac tice rat ing how impor tant some thing is to you before you ask

your part ner to do it. Maybe use a 0 to 100 scale, in which 0 is not

impor tant at all and 100 is the most impor tant thing to come up in

the past year. 

2. Notice how you express your wants and desires. Can your part ner

tell from your expres sion that what you want is low in impor tance?

High?

3. Prac tice match ing the inten sity of your expres sion with the impor -

tance of your goals.
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Cutting Off Your Nose to Spite Your Face

Finally, there are times that we say things that are clearly the

 opposite of what we mean or what we want, purely out of bit ter ness.

Maybe you really are tired and are think ing about going to bed early. But

you are stew ing in judg ments and anger, bit ter about some thing that

 happened ear lier. So, when your part ner says, in a car ing voice, “Honey,

you look tired. Maybe you should go to bed early,” you respond by

 saying, “No. I’m not tired. I’m fine.” Or, your part ner is try ing to be nice, 

maybe fol low ing a fight, and offers to do some thing to help you that

would really be nice, and clearly you would like him or her to do it. But

you reply, “No thanks. I’m okay.”

The prob lem with these sce nar ios is not that they cre ate prob lems

in them selves. Rather, the prob lem is that the oppor tu nity for a repair,

for your part ner to be able to move closer or do some thing that you

would like, is lost. And, more over, you are inad ver tently tell ing your

 partner that she or he cannot read you prop erly: You seem tired and are

tired, but you say you are not. You look like you would like help, and in

fact, you want help, but you say you don’t. This set of con fus ing

 messages could lead a well-inten tioned part ner, on another occa sion, to

 second-guess what he or she sees: Maybe you really don’t need help or

really are not tired, even though it seems that way. Con se quently, in the

future he or she may not bother to offer emo tional sup port or mean ing -

ful help in this kind of situation.

Match Your Strategy to Your Goals

Sometimes we know what we want or feel, but we com mu ni cate in

such a way that our part ner can not respond effec tively. For exam ple,

Carla had a hec tic and frus trat ing day at work. She came home quite

upset and said, “I really hate my job.” José, hav ing heard this many times 

and wor ry ing about Carla, responded in a car ing way, tell ing Carla that

they have enough money to get by for a while on José’s income, so

maybe Carla “should quit her job and look for another, less stress ful

job.” Carla, how ever, really just wanted José to under stand that she’d had 

a bad day, to be will ing to lis ten to some of the details, to val i date her

feel ings, and to pro vide some sup port and sooth ing. By prob lem solv ing,

José failed to deliver what Carla really wanted. But, how could José have

known this, based on Carla’s state ment, “I really hate my job”? Carla,
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already upset, felt mis un der stood by José, her emo tional arousal peaked,

and she quickly started mak ing judg ments about José and about her self.

This led to a flood of intense, neg a tive sec ond ary emo tions. She then

started blam ing José, “You have no con fi dence in my abil i ties. You’re

always under min ing me. This is the best job I’ve ever had. Just because I

had a bad day isn’t an excuse to throw it all away. Why can’t you just be

sup port ive of me? Does my suc cess threaten you or some thing?” José, of 

course, attacked back, and their eve ning went right down the toi let.

The inter ac tion between Carla and José prob a bly would have gone a 

lot better if Carla had rec og nized that she had an emo tional goal. Then, she 

could have com mu ni cated in a way that would set up José to respond to

what she really wanted. Gen er ally, if we have emo tional goals, it makes

sense to use a strat egy that com mu ni cates them. Other goals might be

prac ti cal, or rela tional.

Emo tional Goals

When we want to feel better, want our part ner to under stand us,

want to receive sup port, val i da tion, or sooth ing, we have pri mar ily

 emotional goals. A great deal of com mu ni ca tion in cou ple rela tion ships

actu ally is intended to achieve some thing emo tional. How ever, it is very 

com mon, espe cially in dis tressed rela tion ships, not to express these

goals clearly. In rela tion ships that have a lot of con flict, part ners often

feel  vulnerable when they really want sooth ing or sup port. The pros pect 

of fail ing to get desired sup port only increases those feel ings of  vulner -

ability, which makes it hard to ask clearly. Unfor tu nately, not express ing 

your goal clearly means it is very unlikely that you will get what you

want.

There are two main strat e gies you can use to get emo tional goals

met. One is directly clar i fy ing what you want out of the inter ac tion.

Above, Carla could have said, “I want to talk about my day, and all I

really want is for you to lis ten and be sup port ive.” The other is describ -

ing the sit u a tion, focusing on your feel ings (Carla also could have said,

“When Judy gave Alice the credit for my work, I really felt demor al ized

and hurt”). Although it may feel awk ward or more vul ner a ble to tell your 

part ner what you want in that moment, it really just makes good sense.

When we go to a res tau rant, we don’t say to the waiter, “I’m hun gry.”

We have to say what we want, or we can’t expect to get it very often by

chance.
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Prac ti cal Goals

Some times we want some thing to change, or we want help solv ing

a prob lem. In these cases, sim ply being told “I know you are unhappy” is 

not enough. Per haps, after months or years of job frus tra tion in which

Carla had tried every thing to improve her sit u a tion on her job, she might

con clude that she really wanted to quit and find another job. At that

point, if José only val i dated her feel ings, say ing, “It makes sense that you

are so frus trated, given what you have to deal with every day,” it would

not be enough. Carla, want ing to get a new job but wor ried about money

and her career, might want help prob lem solv ing. What sal ary does she

need to bring in so as not to have a big neg a tive effect on their fam ily?

Are there adjust ments that José and Carla can make in their bud get to

make it eas ier for her to quit? 

If we want help solv ing prob lems, the clear est, most effec tive thing

to do is ask for it. Carla could say, “As you know, I’ve been doing every -

thing I can to make things better at my job for more than a year. I no

lon ger want to work on tol er at ing it or try ing to make it better. I want to

get a new job. But I’m wor ried about money, how this will affect us. Can

we talk about this? I’d really like your help fig ur ing out what to do, how

to make this work.” This clearly ori ents José both to what Carla is feel ing 

(he can respond to that, too) and to what she pri mar ily wants from him:

help solv ing the prob lem. Chap ter 10 will address how to go about

 solving big ger prob lems, nego ti at ing solu tions con struc tively, and so on.

Rela tional Goals

Hav ing rela tional goals, or a desire to improve the rela tion ship, is a

bit more com pli cated. Often, we have a nag ging sense of dis tance from

our part ner, want ing some thing more from him or her but not really

being able to put our fin ger on it. Most often, what we really are want ing

is more close ness, in one form or another. We might want the other per -

son to under stand some thing, maybe stop doing some thing or do more

of some thing else in the rela tion ship. But it may not be the “some thing”

that is cen tral but rather an increased sense of under stand ing, sup port, or 

close ness that really is the goal. Both emo tional goals and prac ti cal goals

achieve more close ness in the long run, but rela tional goals often require

a slightly dif fer ent approach, one that actu ally combines some of the

strat e gies already discussed.
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First, it is impor tant to notice whether a lack of close ness is part of

the pic ture. If it is, then part of the strat egy should be to com mu ni cate

the goal of being closer, get ting along better, shar ing more, lik ing each

other more, and so on. It’s not as likely to be help ful to say why you think 

you are not as close as you would like or have not been get ting along,

unless you are will ing to put the focus on change on your self. If, in

 reality, you are think ing or assum ing that your part ner is impli cated in

why things are not as you would like, and you try to explain that, it just

sounds like you are blam ing your part ner for it, even if you don’t mean

to be blam ing him or her and truly are not feel ing judg men tal. 

Instead, the strat egy should include three parts. It should include a

descrip tion of your feel ings: “Sweetie, I’ve really been miss ing hav ing

quiet, lov ing time together, and I’m sad we have n’t had much of this for

a while. I am not com plain ing, not at all crit i cal of you: just miss ing you.” 

It should include a clar i fi ca tion of your goal: “I would really like to be

closer, get back to sup port ing each other more and doing things together, 

really enjoy ing each other.” Finally, it should include a clear state ment

ask ing to work on find ing solu tions together: “I’d really like us to try

some new things, both of us trying to be closer. Can we work on this for

a few min utes now and maybe con tinue later in the week?” Then, you

can pro ceed to col lab o rat e on a solu tion or at least have a con ver sa tion

that increases under stand ing and pro vides the oppor tu nity for val i da tion.

Clearly, when you have a rela tional goal, it is essen tial to use a real

relational strategy.

PRACTICE

1. For a few days or lon ger, try to notice what you really want from

your part ner before you say any thing to him or her. Sort out whether 

you have an emo tional goal, a prac ti cal goal, or a rela tional goal.

2. Pick a strat egy for express ing your self that makes it clear to your

mate what you are look ing for from him or her. Notice if it works

and if your increased clar ity makes it more likely for your part ner to

be respon sive to your requests.

3. Prac tice fol low ing the steps out lined above, match ing your strat egy

to the type of goal you have.
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Effective Expression: 
The Technical Details

This chap ter has cov ered most of the pieces of the puz zle of how to

iden tify accu rately what you want, feel, and so on, and how to set up the

sit u a tion to com mu ni cate these things clearly and effec tively. Now, you

sim ply need to put it all together and remem ber a few nuts-and-bolts

issues.

Match Words with Voice Tone, Body Language, 

and Facial Expression

We com mu ni cate a lot with our voice tone, our facial expres sion,

and our body. The more relaxed you are, the more you are able to let go

of judg ments and blame, the more you are able to find your gen u ine

 primary emo tions, and the more you are able to let go of anger, the more 

effort less will be the match between what you say and how you say it.

And, the more your words, tone, face, and body are say ing the same

thing, the more accu rate and clear is your com mu ni ca tion. The more

accu rate and clear your com mu ni ca tion, the more eas ily your part ner can

hear you, can under stand you, and can be respon sive to what you really

feel, think, and want.

Pick a Good Time

Every body knows that impor tant issues require atten tion. When

you have put all the work into iden ti fy ing what you want and feel, know -

ing what your goals are, get ting your self mind ful and in a nonblaming,

more lov ing and bal anced state or per spec tive, you really want and

deserve your part ner’s atten tion. So, it is impor tant not to waste all that

effort by pick ing a time to dis close and express your self when your

 partner is not or can not really pay atten tion, or when you might have

 difficulty sus tain ing your own atten tion. What are the fac tors to be aware

of? Any thing that will likely neg a tively affect your abil ity to stay mind ful

or your part ner’s abil ity to become and stay mind ful of you.
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Have Few or No Dis trac tions

Impor tant con ver sa tions cannot work well if kids or other adults

are pres ent, some one else wants your atten tion, the tele vi sion is on, or

one or both peo ple are par tially involved in another task (reading the

news pa per, on the com puter, driv ing in traf fic, in the mid dle of a busy

day at work, cook ing din ner, pay ing bills, or doing chores). Sim i larly, if

one per son is about to go some where, or some one will likely inter rupt

you soon, you’ll feel a lot of pres sure and this increased arousal sets

things up to go badly. 

Attend to Your Phys i cal Well-Being

Things like being hun gry or tired or sick have a big impact on our

emo tions (espe cially our reac tiv ity) and our abil ity to main tain atten tion.

So, it makes sense to prac tice get ting in the habit of sav ing impor tant

con ver sa tions (any thing involv ing your feel ings or your rela tion ship) for a 

quiet time when you are both well-fed and not exhausted, and nei ther of

you is in a rush to go some where else or do some thing else. Turn off the

tele vi sion. Put down read ing mate ri als. Find a com fort able spot, sit

down, take a deep breath, and smile at each other before proceeding.

Jump-Start the Conversation in a Constructive Way

Finally, it is impor tant to remem ber that this kind of com mu ni ca -

tion is not easy. Your part ner may have a flood of emo tions, espe cially

fear and anx i ety, when you say you want to talk about some thing, espe -

cially if it has to do with your rela tion ship. You may not have had a lot of 

suc cess engag ing in these kinds of con ver sa tions in the past. Thus, you

want ing to talk not only requires your own skills (all these strat e gies

addressed in this chap ter), but also your part ner needs a lot of cour age

and skills. You can make this eas ier on your part ner, and thereby increase 

the chances of the con ver sa tion going well and you get ting what you

want (under stand ing, close ness, less con flict and fric tion, more peace,

changes in your inter ac tions, and so on), if you set the tone, or jump- start 

the con ver sa tion in the direction you want it to go.

One way to do this is to clearly com mu ni cate that you like your

part ner. This sounds sim ple, but it’s often as dif fi cult to do as it is effec -

tive. Remem ber that when you are unhappy, in a lot of pain, or want
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your part ner to do some thing dif fer ently, this will be upset ting to your

part ner. His or her emo tions might stay focused on sim ply car ing about

you, but eas ily could become quite negative, react ing to worry thoughts

or assump tions, such as “she is mad at me again” or “he does n’t really

love me as much as he used to” or “here we go again, another fight,

another ruined eve ning.” If you can com mu ni cate early that, regard less of 

what you are going to say, you still love and adore your mate, are still

com mit ted to him or her—and even though this is an impor tant thing to

talk about it really is not a life-or-death issue—he or she can relax more

eas ily. When arousal comes down (or does n’t go up), your part ner is

more able to pay atten tion to you, be less defen sive, and more

responsive.

For exam ple, Heather and John had fought a lot and were really

unhappy in their rela tion ship. So they com mit ted to try ing to learn and

use the skills in this book. But change is dif fi cult and takes time, and

there was a lot of pain still lin ger ing from prior con flict for both of them. 

Heather did a ter rific job pre par ing to talk with John about her lone li -

ness, how she was really miss ing him and want ing to spend more time

together. She iden ti fied her gen u ine feel ings (sad ness, lone li ness, fear)

and what she really wanted (more quiet time together, more con ver sa tion 

about “real” things and not just man ag ing the house and kids, more

close ness and inti macy). She let go of blam ing John (which had been her

pre vi ous strat egy), and she knew she wanted to find bal ance in val u ing

her emo tions and desires with val u ing John’s emo tions and desires. She

picked a good time to talk and had rehearsed her strat egy nicely. But

when the time came to ask John to talk, she was over whelmed with fear

(“uh-oh, this isn’t going to go well … I’m just going to make it worse …

but I have to try” played in her head). Rather than take a few sec onds to

notice her very rea son able appre hen sion in this sit u a tion, she just kind of 

gri maced and blurted out, “John, can we talk?” Despite all of Heather’s

efforts, John sim ply heard Heather being frus trated with him and  antic -

ipated another con ver sa tion in which Heather would blame him for a

vari ety of trans gres sions. He quickly became defen sive, did not want to

have that kind of inter ac tion, and said, “No, I really don’t want to talk

now,” and went upstairs to their bed room and closed the door. Heather,

already on her way toward high arousal, was fur ther trig gered by his

response, became furi ous, fol lowed him upstairs, and yelled at him for

being “insen si tive and not car ing” and “not will ing to try to save our

marriage.” You can imagine how it went from there.
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How ever, after more prac tice, a cou ple of weeks later, Heather tried 

it again. She antic i pated feel ing ner vous when it was time to invite John

into a con ver sa tion and had prac ticed touch ing her wed ding ring and

think ing about how much she loved him. She had taken a few min utes to 

really notice what she was feel ing (miss ing John) and want ing (more

close ness), and had suc cess fully let go of blame, judg ments, and anger.

So, when she felt that rush of appre hen sion as she was about to open her 

mouth, she was able to smile, and her neg a tive emo tion did not spike.

Her tone was soft, and she was smil ing at John when she said, “Honey, I

so love our time together. Could we talk for a few min utes about doing a 

lit tle more of this?” John caught her smile and could not mis read her

tone. He felt loved rather than antic i pat ing anx i ously that he was about to 

be attacked. He was able to lis ten, use his own skills, and quite nat u rally

and skillfully responded. 

PRACTICE

1. Over the course of many con ver sa tions, notice how well your voice

tone, inten sity, body pos ture, and facial expres sion match your

words (and the impor tance of your goals).

2. Think through the sit u a tion before you ini ti ate a con ver sa tion: “Is

this a good time for me, and for my part ner? Are there likely to be

few dis trac tions? Are we phys i cally ready (not too hun gry, tired,

wired)?” Pro ceed only if the tim ing is right.

3. When you do ini ti ate a con ver sa tion, prac tice start ing out in a con -

struc tive way, being sure that you com mu ni cate that you like your

part ner before you go on to the sub stance of what you want to talk

about.
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Chapter 7

Validating Responses:
What to Validate and Why

“Val i da tion” is a word that gets used a lot and has been used by cou ples

ther a pists and research ers in a vari ety of ways. This is prob a bly because

there are a lot of dif fer ent ways to val i date what some one is doing,

 saying, think ing, feel ing, or want ing. Here, val i da tion is one of two key

com po nents of effec tive com mu ni ca tion (along with accu rate expres sion, 

described in chap ter 6). Val i dat ing responses have a very dif fer ent effect

than inval i dat ing ones; in close rela tion ships it is clear that we thrive on

val i da tion from our spouses and part ners while we can barely tol er ate

being inval i dated. Dis tressed rela tion ships are full of inval i da tion and low 

in val i da tion, while happy and suc cess ful rela tion ships include heavy

doses of val i da tion and lit tle inval i da tion (Fruzzetti et al. 2006). More -

over, high lev els of inval i da tion and/or low lev els of val i da tion by one

part ner are asso ci ated with higher lev els of dis tress and depres sion in the

other part ner (Iverson and Fruzzetti 2006). Being per va sively inval i dated

is believed to con trib ute sig nif i cantly to the devel op ment of seri ous



psy cho log i cal dis or ders (Fruzzetti, Shenk, and Hoffman 2005; Linehan

1993a). This chap ter will explore val i da tion in all its glory: what val i da tion 

is, and what to  validate. Chap ter 8 explores dif fer ent ways to val i date and 

when each is more effec tive. Chap ter 9 will show you how to get your self 

to val i date things even when you have an urge to be inval i dat ing. 

Back to the Couple Two-Step

Chap ter 6 focused on the first step in the cou ple two-step, how you and

your part ner can express your selves accu rately and clearly. The sec ond

step involves respond ing to that expres sion in a val i dat ing way. Obvi -

ously, there are a lot of other options, like ignor ing or inval i dat ing each

other, but these do not work very well. Val i dat ing what your part ner is

doing, say ing, feel ing, and want ing is the key to effec tive com mu ni ca tion

and is essen tial to a healthy rela tion ship.

What Is Validation?

Although the term val i da tion has been used in a vari ety of ways, it

means some thing quite spe cific here. For the pur poses of this book,

val i da tion between part ners is the com mu ni ca tion of under stand ing and accep -

tance (Fruzzetti and Iverson 2004; Linehan 1997). When we respond in

a val i dat ing way, we com mu ni cate that we under stand a per son’s expe ri -

ence (emo tions, desires, pain, thoughts) or actions and accept them (at

least in that moment, in that sit u a tion). Thus, val i da tion has some thing

in com mon with empa thy (under stand ing the other per son’s expe ri -

ence), but it also requires clear com mu ni ca tion of that under stand ing.

In addi tion, a val i dat ing response can reflect either an emo tional or a

more cog ni tive under stand ing of your part ner’s expe ri ence (or both).

Some times, this can be as sim ple as pay ing atten tion and mak ing good

eye con tact and nod ding, or say ing “uh-huh” or “right” or “okay.” At

other times, val i dat ing requires a more thor ough acknowl edg ment of

the expe ri ence, such as “I know you are really dis ap pointed” or “you

look really sad.”

Perhaps even more impor tant, when we com mu ni cate that we

under stand and accept, we are also imply ing that the per son’s expe ri ences 

or actions make sense, are legit i mate, or that they may even be quite

 normative. Of course we can also directly legit i mize by val i dat ing in a
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par tic u lar way: “Cer tainly you feel/think/want X in that sit u a tion. Any -

one would.” It is also pos si ble to com mu ni cate that a per son’s expe ri ence 

is valid, even if we don’t yet com pletely under stand it. In these sit u a tions, 

we must gently ask ques tions, clar i fy ing what we do and do not under -

stand, show ing that we are really try ing to fully under stand and that we

assume his or her expe ri ence is under stand able and legit i mate: “Gee, you

look tired, like you had a hard day. What hap pened?”

So, val i dat ing com mu ni cates under stand ing of your part ner’s expe ri -

ence (emo tions, wants, goals, opin ions) and accep tance of the legit i macy

of those expe ri ences. This includes accept ing the “facts” about that per -

son’s expe ri ences, includ ing accept ing his or her descrip tions as accu rate.

Hence, the two-step com mu ni ca tion dance, which gen er ally allows a

 couple to nav i gate the dance floor of their rela tion ship with out too many

inju ries or stepped-on toes.

What Validation Is Not

Val i da tion is often con fused with agree ment. Although we cer tainly

can val i date by agree ing, it is not nec es sary. For exam ple, if Henry wants

to go out with friends on Sat ur day night, and Wendy would rather go out 

alone as a cou ple, they clearly do not agree. Nev er the less, val i dat ing what 

the other wants is impor tant: Henry can say, “I know you really want us

to go out and have a quiet eve ning alone, that we don’t do that as often

as you would like.” Hav ing val i dated what Wendy is expe ri enc ing, Henry

can agree: “So, let’s go out together. Maybe next week end we can go out

with Ted and Alice.” Or he can dis agree: “But, I would really like to see

Ted and Alice. We have n’t seen them in a long time.” Although this lat ter 

response might still be conflictual and require fur ther nego ti a tion (or a

coin flip), it is off to a more con struc tive start than if Henry had failed to 

val i date the legit i macy of what Wendy wanted to do, or actu ally had

inval i dated her: “You should be sat is fied with our alone time. We just

went out alone a cou ple of weeks ago.”

In addi tion, you need to do more than sim ply repeat back what the

other per son says, like a par rot. When you do that, you really are fail ing

to under stand the other’s expe ri ence. Under stand ing is the linch pin. 

Finally (and oddly), it is not val i dat ing to legit i mize some thing that

is not legit i mate. For exam ple, if some one holds a mis taken (fac tu ally

incor rect) belief, it is val i dat ing to com mu ni cate that you under stand that

he or she holds that belief, but it would not be val i dat ing to agree with or 
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legit i mize the mis taken belief itself. And, of course, it is most effec tive to 

offer the facts in a nonjudgmental way: “I know you were think ing that

the kid’s hol i day party is Fri day after school, but it actu ally is today.” 

Why Validation Is Important

Respond ing with val i da tion to the expres sion of emo tions, wants,

opin ions, and skill ful actions has many impor tant con se quences. Val i da tion 

is a core com po nent of effec tive com mu ni ca tion, soothes frayed emo tions, 

slows neg a tive reac tiv ity (includ ing anger and judg ments), facil i tates nego ti -

a tion, builds trust and close ness, and often also enhances self-respect.

Val i da tion Enhances Com mu ni ca tion

Respond ing to your part ner’s dis clo sures (accu rate expres sion) with

val i da tion com pletes the com mu ni ca tion cycle: one per son accu rately

expresses some thing, the other lis tens, under stands, and com mu ni cates

under stand ing. Or, one per son expresses some thing, the other lis tens, does

not under stand, and com mu ni cates not under stand ing, which leads to clar i fi -

ca tion. With out  validation, the per son who is express ing might as well be

talk ing to the wall.

In addi tion, because of the sooth ing prop er ties of val i da tion, being

val i dated reduces neg a tive emo tional arousal, which makes it much eas ier 

to express pri vate expe ri ences accu rately (fig ure 5). Thus, val i da tion is a

core ele ment in com mu ni ca tion. Val i da tion com mu ni cates that you are:

pay ing atten tion; inter ested in your part ner’s expe ri ence (wants, emo tions, 

thoughts); under stand ing his or her expe ri ence (or at least gen u inely

 trying to under stand it); and that you under stand (or assume) that his or

her expe ri ence is legit i mate. Val i da tion also com mu ni cates that you are

not: inter ested pri mar ily in argu ing; inter ested pri mar ily in being right (and 

in your part ner being wrong); respond ing in a defen sive way; respond ing

in an offen sive way, try ing to be hurt ful. It helps the other per son

express him self or her self accu rately, which in turn facil i tates your fur ther 

under stand ing (and makes future val i da tion that much eas ier).

When you com mu ni cate that you under stand and accept your part -

ner’s feel ings, desires, and so on, most of the time your under stand ing will

be cor rect, and your part ner will feel under stood and you can  continue

com mu ni cat ing. But some times, what you under stand will not be entirely

cor rect. By also com mu ni cat ing the desire to under stand and a will ing ness
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to accept the legit i macy of your part ner’s expe ri ence, she or he can sim ply

reexplain any mis un der stood parts so that you can  complete the two-step

suc cess fully, even joy fully (by val i dat ing), rather than con tin u ing to talk

despite mis un der stand ing (and dancing into a wall or off a cliff).

Val i da tion Soothes Emo tions

There is some thing very basic about being under stood and

accepted. When some one we love, in par tic u lar, com mu ni cates that she

or he under stands and accepts what we are think ing, how we are feel ing,

what we are want ing, we feel relieved, com forted, and soothed. In con -

trast, when some one we love fails to under stand us or fails to accept us,

it is frus trat ing and disappointing. When that fail ure to under stand and

accept us turns into inval i da tion, and she or he tells us that we are wrong, 
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should not feel or want what we want, and so on, it is very, very pain ful

(Iverson and Fruzzetti 2006; Shenk and Fruzzetti 2006).

It is not clear why val i da tion is such a potent inter per sonal behav -

ior. Per haps, soon after the ori gins of lan guage in early humans,  vali -

dation pre dicted phys i cal safety: “I under stand you are hun gry; I’ll give

you food” or “I see you are fright ened; let’s go some where safer.” Today, 

val i da tion pre dicts emo tional “safety” and con tin ues to have sig nif i cant

sooth ing prop er ties. Just imag ine a fairly sim ple sit u a tion, one in which

you are feel ing cold. Some body else is com fort able and tells you that you

shouldn’t feel cold, that it is plenty warm in the room. What hap pens to

your emo tions? You will imme di ately become emo tion ally acti vated. The

same thing hap pens if you are feel ing tired, sad, happy, wor ried, or want

or don’t want some thing. When your part ner inval i dates your expe ri ence,

you get upset (defen sive, attack ing, or self-crit i cal). But when your part -

ner under stands your expe ri ence and accepts you in the moment, you feel 

soothed and can relax. 

Val i da tion Slows (or Turns Around) Neg a tive Reac tiv ity

Because of the sooth ing prop er ties of val i da tion, it is par tic u larly

impor tant to use when a con ver sa tion con cerns a touchy sub ject or your

emo tional arousal already is esca lat ing. If your part ner is becom ing upset, 

val i dat ing his or her feel ings, wants, goals, or opin ions will slow down

your part ner’s reac tiv ity, may stop its esca la tion alto gether, or may even

trans form that arousal into some thing pos i tive. Of course, when your

part ner stops esca lat ing neg a tively, it becomes eas ier for him or her to

val i date your feel ings, wants, goals, or opin ions. Thus, val i da tion by one

part ner leads to the other val i dat ing back, a kind of val i da tion cycle, as

shown in fig ure 6.

Val i da tion Builds Trust and Close ness

Cou ples who have had a lot of dis agree ments and reg u larly have

inval i dated each other typ i cally develop a vir tu ally instant alert, a kind of

hair-trig ger sen si tiv ity to even the pos si bil ity of the other part ner inval i -

dat ing them. This clearly communicates mis trust that your dis clo sures

and expres sions will be val ued and under stood, that your expe ri ence or

desires will be accepted. The good news is that with val i da tion, mis trust

evap o rates and trust builds. In addi tion, when part ners feel under stood,

val ued, and accepted, they nat u rally feel close to each other. It com forts
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your part ner to know that you know what he or she is expe ri enc ing and

that you are accept ing of him or her. This brings down bar ri ers to close -

ness and builds those moments of under stand ing, com fort, and mutuality 

that are the essence of intimacy.

Val i da tion Estab lishes You as a Safe 

and Respect ful Part ner

When you val i date, you are clearly respond ing to what your part ner

just expressed to you. How ever, you also are ini ti at ing the next round of

com mu ni ca tion. When you val i date, you are invit ing your part ner to
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express more, in effect say ing, “If you express your self, if you dis close

some thing that makes you feel vul ner a ble, I will lis ten. I will try hard to

under stand and appre ci ate what it means to you and to let you know what

I under stand and that I accept you. It is safe to tell me these things. Your

heart is safe in my hands.” When your response is typ i cally val i dat ing, your 

part ner can feel vul ner a ble and simul ta neously rec og nize that he or she

really is not vul ner a ble, at least not to you. He or she will know that you

are going to respond (most often) in a safe and respect ful  manner, which

will help him or her talk to you in an accu rate and effec tive way.

Val i dat ing Your Part ner Enhances Your Self-Respect

So far, this chap ter has focused on the direct ben e fits of val i da tion

for the per son being val i dated (feel ing soothed, increas ing his or her

 ability to express him- or her self accu rately) along with some indi rect

ben e fits for the per son doing the val i da tion (val i da tion rec i proc ity means

that the per son val i dat ing now will be more likely to be val i dated in the

future). But there is another impor tant ben e fit asso ci ated with val i dat ing

your partner: doing so increases your own self-respect. 

In the mid dle of an argu ment, or even when your part ner is

express ing some thing that you don’t like or don’t quite under stand, your

own neg a tive emo tional arousal goes up. As noted, this makes it easy to

become judg men tal and then to say inval i dat ing things. Then, when your

arousal comes back down, you real ize that what you said or did was really 

hurt ful, and you regret it. And you likely feel bad about your self for that

behav ior: dis ap pointed, guilty, and embar rassed. But, imag ine instead of

fly ing off the han dle and inval i dat ing the per son you love, that you

slowed down, let go of judg ments, took a min ute to bring down your

emo tional arousal, and tried to be mind ful of your part ner and your

 genuine goals. Then you validated your partner. 

First, this alter na tive sce nario likely would result in your part ner

respond ing very dif fer ently, and the whole inter ac tion would prob a bly go 

better. But, even if it did not improve the out come of the con ver sa tion,

imag ine how much more self-respect you would have after wards.  Inval -

idating your part ner is really suc cumb ing to being out of con trol.  Alter -

natively, val i dat ing your part ner, the per son you love, exhib its your skills

and your com mit ment and will ing ness to do the hard things needed to be 

a lov ing part ner, which results in con sid er ably more self-respect.
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Finding a Valid Target: What Is Valid 
and How Is It Valid?

Hope fully it is clear how impor tant it is to respond to your part ner in a

val i dat ing way. But what is valid? If we do not nec es sar ily agree with

some thing our part ner says, what do we val i date? And how? This sec tion

explores the dif fer ent ways that our expe ri ences and behav iors can be

valid. Before we can val i date any thing, we have to find a tar get that is

valid and be able to com mu ni cate in what way it is valid.

How Something Can Be Valid

It turns out that there are many dif fer ent ways that a per son’s expe -

ri ence or behav ior can be valid (Fruzzetti and Iverson 2004; Fruzzetti,

Shenk, and Hoffman 2005; Linehan 1997). The main ways are described

in the fol low ing sec tions. 

It Exists, It Is Real

Although it may seem triv ial to say that val i dat ing can be as sim ple

as acknowl edg ing that a per son’s expe ri ence is actu ally real, in fact, this is 

a very pow er ful way to val i date. And it is a par tic u larly impor tant way to

val i date when you don’t agree with what your partner is saying.

For exam ple, David and Anita argued about a lot of things. If

David said he was frus trated or sad, Anita would tell him he should n’t

be, because she had done noth ing wrong to cause those neg a tive feel ings. 

Then David would tell Anita that she was wrong to crit i cize his feel ings,

and the cycle would con tinue. In real ity, when David said he was sad or

frus trated, he was. Or at least he was upset. This was sim ply true;

whether he had mis un der stood or over re acted to Anita was irrel e vant.

Anita felt attacked and blamed, whether David meant to blame her or

not, and she believed she had acted fairly, whether David thought so or

not. David’s com mu ni ca tion could ben e fit from more com plete and

accu rate descrip tion, such as “I am really sad we keep dis agree ing and

fight ing. I know this is a prob lem that we have, not just you. I’m not

blam ing you. I really want us to get better at this.” Sim i larly, Anita’s

descrip tive response could both cool the flames of her esca lat ing
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defen sive ness and make it eas ier for David to stay nonblaming of her.

She might say, “Okay, I can see that our fight ing upsets you, makes you

sad. It makes me sad, too. I also want us to work this out in a better way. 

Yeah, there must be things we both can do to make it better.” Notice

that both part ners would sim ply describe what they hear directly from the 

other or what they feel them selves. 

Being able to sim ply describe real ity (rela tion ship mind ful ness) is a

really impor tant cornerstone of val i da tion. A flat tire is incon ve nient

whether it occurs by acci dent (driv ing over a nail on the street that fell

off a gar bage truck), neglect (some body for got to sweep the drive way

after build ing some thing there), or design (some one put a nail under your 

tire so that it would give you a flat after back ing out of your park ing

space). Of course, the cause of the flat tire (how the nail got there)

affects what other emo tions you have and what steps, if any, you take to

avoid flats in the future. How ever, it is still incon ve nient, and it makes

sense that some one would not enjoy the experience.

It is com mon to hear peo ple (espe cially coun sel ors or ther a pists)

say things like “feel ings are always valid.” What this usu ally means is that

if a per son feels a cer tain way, he or she feels that way for a rea son. The

feel ings may be in reac tion to faulty data, but the fact is that the per son

feels what she or he feels, wants what she or he wants, thinks what she

or he thinks. It just is what it is.

It Is Rea son able or Legit i mate Under 

Par tic u lar Cir cum stances

Some times we can under stand how some one feels a cer tain way,

even if that par tic u lar reac tion is unusual or even not really valid in other

ways. For exam ple, some part ners have had neg a tive expe ri ences in pre vi -

ous rela tion ships that leave them over re act ing or under reacting to their

cur rent part ners. In these sit u a tions, your part ner’s feel ings may be valid

(make sense, be legit i mate) because of their prior expe ri ences, even though 

they might not be as legit i mate purely in response to the cur rent sit u a tion.

Liz was involved with a very aggres sive and vio lent part ner, Aaron,

for sev eral years. Over this time, she learned to be acutely aware of

Aaron’s moods. She knew when she was in dan ger of being ver bally

attacked or phys i cally assaulted. Even tu ally, she was able to get out of

that abu sive rela tion ship, and about a year later, she met Sean, who never 

had been abu sive toward any one and really was a sweet and  mild-
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 mannered guy. When Sean did become upset, how ever, even about

things that had noth ing to do with her, Liz imme di ately felt fear ful and

would with draw. Sean was con fused and would ask Liz why she was

upset with him; he would point out that he had done noth ing neg a tive

toward her. But this only made Liz more fear ful, so Sean sim ply backed

off, accepted Liz’s reac tion (even though he did not under stand it), and

tried to reas sure Liz of his warm feel ings toward her when she later was

will ing to talk. Over time, Liz real ized that she was hypervigilant because

of her  abusive expe ri ences with Aaron, and that ini tially when Sean had

reminded Liz that he was not upset with her, it had trig gered a lot of

learned fear from her pre vi ous rela tion ship. Aaron had reg u larly told Liz

that she was crazy, that he was not mean or abu sive to her. Of course,

under stand ing this helped Sean not take Liz’s fear per son ally, which helped 

him be val i dat ing toward her: “I know you’re feel ing a  little anx ious about

talk ing. I’d be happy to talk later or now. What ever you want.” 

It’s Nor ma tive: Any one Would Think/Feel/

Want/Do That

Some times the things we think or feel or want or do just make a lot 

of sense: anyone would do the same. For exam ple, if your part ner is late

and you don’t know where she is, you worry about her. Any one would. If 

you love your part ner and have not seen him for a few days (maybe he’s

work ing out of town), you miss him. Any one would. If you are unhappy

with your job, you might want to get a new job. Who would n’t? If you

applied for a job that would be just per fect, but you didn’t get it, you

would be dis ap pointed. Any one would. 

Peo ple tend to worry that their feel ings or desires or actions are not 

nor mal. But mostly they are. It is very pow er ful for you to val i date just

how nor mal your part ner’s feel ings are when his or her reac tions really

are nor ma tive.

What to Validate

We have focused a lot on val i dat ing emo tions—and for good rea -

son. Under stand ing each other’s emotions—and sooth ing those emo tions 

when they are neg a tive—is an essen tial part of any close rela tion ship.

How ever, there are a lot of other expe ri ences and behav iors that are valid 

and that we can val i date. This sec tion will cover not only emo tions but
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many other expe ri ences and behav iors that are impor tant to all of us and

for which aware ness (mind ful ness), accep tance (being non judg men tal, not 

reject ing your part ner’s expe ri ence as invalid), and val i da tion (com mu ni -

cat ing your under stand ing about the legit i macy of his or her expe ri ence)

are essential responses in a close relationship.

Emo tions

When you under stand your part ner’s emo tions, you can respond

in a vari ety of val i dat ing ways. This is true whether those emo tions are

 incidental or intense, enjoy able or pain ful. Val i dat ing pain ful emo tions

soothes them, and val i dat ing enjoy able emo tions enhances your

 partner’s plea sure. In both cases, you are jump ing in and shar ing the

expe ri ence a lit tle bit. This enhances your under stand ing and accep tance 

of your part ner’s expe ri ence, thus bring ing you closer, and it cements

your bond with each other so that your part ner is better able and more

will ing to under stand and accept you. Emo tions are an impor tant part

of who we are. Val i dat ing emo tions allows you to share your lives with

each other.

Wants or Desires

Every one goes through life with things we would pre fer to do or to 

hap pen. Some of these are quite impor tant, oth ers more inci den tal.

Regard less, know ing your part ner’s wants in life (big and small) helps you 

to know him or her in impor tant ways. What would she do if money

were not an issue? What would he do if he had more free time? What are 

your part ner’s real goals: What does he or she want from life? How about 

from next week end? If you val i date your part ner’s wants or goals, you

will likely find that your part ner will tell you more. If you fail to val i date

or inval i date them, you may find your self shut out from these impor tant

pieces of your partner’s life.

Know ing his or her desires also allows you to respond in ways

that are val i dat ing: you can facil i tate your part ner get ting what she or he 

wants (a spe cial kind of val i da tion), or soothe your part ner when you

real ize that she or he did not get what was desired. Val i dat ing your

 partner’s wants also helps him or her decide whether to keep putt ing

energy into try ing to get some thing or to let it go and start tak ing steps

to move on.
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Beliefs and Opin ions

Every one has opin ions, and many of these are very tightly held

beliefs. To some extent, our beliefs are part of who we are, just like our

emo tions and our desires. When some one under stands us, accepts our

thoughts or beliefs, we can relax in the world. In some ways, that is why

we join clubs or orga ni za tions and enjoy hang ing around with peo ple

who like the same things we do. How ever, opin ions and beliefs can be

con tro ver sial, and often the more con tro ver sial ones are those that we

feel most defen sive about. That is why it is impor tant to val i date what

your mate thinks, what his or her opin ions are, even if you have dif fer ent 

ones. By being val i dat ing, you com mu ni cate that the other per son has a

right to her or his opin ions, that they are legit i mate. Then, even if you

dis agree, you do so from a posi tion of respect, obvi at ing any need for

your partner to become defensive.

Actions

It is impor tant to val i date what your part ner actu ally does. This

might include notic ing his or her efforts at work, with chores, or actions

and activ i ties with chil dren. It also includes doing nice things for your

part ner with out strings attached (see chap ter 5). In addi tion, it is impor -

tant that you notice, appre ci ate, and acknowl edge any activ i ties or actions 

that are impor tant to your mate. Inqui ries like “I noticed you cheer ing for 

the Red Sox. Who won the game?” or “Was that your mom on the

phone? How are things?” com mu ni cate your inter est in your part ner,

appre ci a tion of his or her inter est in some thing, and accep tance (you are

con tent with what he or she is doing, not try ing to change it). In other

sit u a tions, when you offer a thank you in response to your part ner’s

behav ior, you are acknowl edg ing your part ner’s actions and simul ta -

neously dis clos ing your appre ci a tion. Every one enjoys being noticed and

appreciated by loved ones.

Suf fer ing

The world is full of suf fer ing of all types, and all of us suf fer at

times. Hav ing some one close to us dur ing times of suf fer ing acts as a

balm. Val i dat ing suf fer ing com mu ni cates car ing, under stand ing, accep -

tance, and a will ing ness to share a lit tle of that suf fer ing. Noth ing is more 

sooth ing than to have your part ner with you, accept ing your pain, under -

stand ing your expe ri ence, and sharing it with you.
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PRACTICE

1. Think about what your mate was feel ing the last time you had a

 conversation. Did it make sense? In what ways were his or her

 feelings legit i mate? 

2. Recall the last time you were upset with your part ner. Try to let your

judg ments go and see if you can find a way to under stand what he

or she was want ing or feel ing. Clearly, your part ner is not crazy, so

what ever she or he felt was legit i mate in some way or other. How?

3. Prac tice notic ing what your part ner is want ing, think ing, feel ing, and

doing (includ ing being happy or feel ing a lot of suf fer ing). Try to

assume that his or her expe ri ence or behav ior is legit i mate in some

way (it is). Can you notice how his or her expe ri ence is legit i mate?

You don’t need to say any thing yet; just prac tice notic ing.

4. Try to under stand some thing about your part ner’s expres sion or

behav ior in a pre vi ous sit u a tion (weeks or months ago) that you had

a hard time under stand ing at the time. Can you now find ways in

which those expe ri ences or behav iors were valid or made sense?

5. When you are upset with your part ner, notice how your own strong

emo tions or your own judg ments get in the way of see ing the valid -

ity in your part ner’s expe ri ences or behav iors. Try some of the

 earlier skills in the book to reduce your emo tional arousal and to let

go of judg ments. Is it eas ier to under stand your part ner’s feel ings/

 desires/thoughts/actions?
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Chapter 8

Validating Responses: How
to Validate Your Partner

Now that we have dis cussed why it is impor tant to respond to your part -

ner with val i da tion, and you know what to val i date (tar gets), it is time to

spell out how to do it. This chap ter will explain a whole vari ety of ways

to val i date what ever your part ner is feel ing, want ing, doing, etc., both

ver bally and with your actions (Fruzzetti 1995, 1997; Fruzzetti and

Iverson 2004, 2006; Linehan 1997).

We will begin by iden ti fy ing sev eral dif fer ent ways to val i date

 verbally. In addi tion, how ever, there are many ways to val i date with out

words. This turns out to be a good thing when you can’t think of what to 

say, of course, but it is also impor tant in other ways.



Verbal Validation

Chap ter 7 iden ti fied some basic ways that any one’s expe ri ences or behav -

iors can be valid. This section will dis cuss what to say or do to  com mu -

nicate ver bally or in con ver sa tion that you under stand and accept what

your part ner is expe ri enc ing or doing. Although they are dis cussed sep a -

rately, some times a val i dat ing response will include ele ments of sev eral of 

these ways to val i date at one time.

Show That You Are Paying Attention and 

Listening Actively

When you are mind ful of your mate, you are open to what she or

he is expe ri enc ing, less defen sive, more able to sim ply notice it. When

you are com mu ni cat ing that you are pay ing atten tion, lis ten ing actively

and openly, you are val i dat ing in an impor tant way. This counts as ver bal

val i da tion, since it occurs dur ing dia logue, even though this par tic u lar

way of val i dat ing does not require you to say any thing. This kind of

 validation dem on strates that your part ner is impor tant to you and that

you are open to under stand ing. There really are two parts here: becom ing 

mind ful of your part ner, really pay ing atten tion, not becom ing judg men tal 

or defen sive, and stay ing open to what she or he expresses; and com mu -

ni cat ing gently that you are inter ested, atten tive, and lis ten ing actively

with an open mind, accept ing of what she or he is say ing or doing.

The sim plest ways to show this nonjudgmental active lis ten ing are

to drop your other activ i ties (put down read ing, turn off the TV or

 stereo); relax your body and facial mus cles; look at your part ner, includ -

ing good eye con tact, which com mu ni cates that you are will ing to lis ten

with your full atten tion; respond nat u rally in small ways that show her or

him that you are fol low ing (nod ding your head, giv ing ordi nary  conver -

sational cues that show you are track ing and under stand ing, such as

“um-hmm” or “right”).

Some times, this first kind of val i da tion is suf fi cient: you dem on -

strate your inter est and open ness, and your part ner feels heard and

under stood, and that’s all that’s needed. How ever, at other times more

may be required. Even if more words are required to respond in a val i -

dat ing way, this first level is vir tu ally always an essen tial com po nent of

val i da tion.
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PRACTICE

1. Prac tice this type of val i da tion with any one. Notice your pos ture,

mus cle ten sion, and whether you are feel ing open to what your

 partner has to say and that you are also show ing that open ness

clearly. Make good eye con tact and be sure that the other per son can 

tell that you are inter ested and that she or he has your undi vided and 

nonjudgmental atten tion. 

2. Prac tice this with your part ner. After a while, check in to see if she

or he feels that you are gen u inely inter ested and pay ing atten tion.

Make adjust ments to how you com mu ni cate your atten tion in

response to what ever your part ner tells you. Con tinue prac tic ing.

Acknowledge Your Partner’s Experience

Some times it is impor tant just to acknowl edge what the other

 person is doing, say ing, feel ing, think ing, or want ing. As noted in chap ter

7, this is par tic u larly impor tant when you are not entirely in agree ment.

For exam ple, if David feels lonely and is think ing this is because he and

Anita have not been get ting along well, he might sim ply say, “You know,

Anita, I’ve been feel ing lonely.” Under these cir cum stances, it might be

easy for Anita to sim ply say, “Yeah, you seem sad,” which com mu ni cates 

to David that she under stands and accepts his feel ings. But maybe David

feels that the rea son they have not been get ting along well is Anita’s fault, 

and he blames her, say ing “I’m really feel ing alone. You’re always crit i ciz -

ing me, and I’m tired of it.” Anita might be tempted to say, “Hey, it takes 

two to tango,” but that would fail to val i date the com pletely valid part of

David’s expres sion, and instead would likely lead to esca lat ing con flict

and more neg a tive emo tion and dis tance. Anita could sim ply say, “Yeah,

you seem sad,” just as in the first exam ple. By acknowl edg ing the incon -

tro vert ibly legit i mate part of what David is say ing, Anita com mu ni cates at 

least a par tial accep tance of his feel ings and fur ther com mu ni cates her

open ness to lis ten ing and under stand ing. It does not mean that she

agrees that it is her fault; that dis cus sion may not be fruit ful at all. Rather, 

she com mu ni cates that she sees David’s sad ness, his lone li ness, and is

will ing to accept it and be with him at that moment. Chances are good
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that this will slow David’s reac tion down, and he may even be able to let

his judg ments go and become more descrip tive, per haps respond ing to

Anita, “Hmm. You seem sad, too. I guess not get ting along is crappy for

you, too.” 

Acknowl edg ing the real ity of what your part ner is expe ri enc ing is

potent. Not only are you under stand ing and accept ing, and  commu ni -

cating that under stand ing and accep tance, but you are not pro vid ing the

 typical, prob lem atic response of high-con flict cou ples: you are not  inval -

idating or crit i ciz ing and hence not esca lat ing the con flict. In fact, you are

deescalating it.

Some times you can sim ply acknowl edge what your part ner is say ing, 

but some times your part ner expresses things nonverbally or behaviorally.

You can acknowl edge what he or she is express ing in these ways, too. If

she has a sad expres sion, you can say, “You seem sad.” If he keeps try ing 

to find a store that has a par tic u lar pres ent for your child or other fam ily

mem ber, you can say, “You really want to get that for her, don’t you!” 

The real ity is that, like all forms of val i da tion, this is easy to do

when you are con tent and not emo tion ally neg a tively aroused but very

dif fi cult to do when you get angry and judg men tal, or have a lot of fear

or a lot of pain. There fore it is impor tant to prac tice this skill a lot,

includ ing rehears ing it in your mind, so that the sim ple words come to

you auto mat i cally when you need them.

PRACTICE

1. Prac tice this type of val i da tion with any one, start ing in sit u a tions in

which you are not upset. Notice the nat u ral ways that you do this,

and write down three or four typ i cal things you might say and the

way you say them.

2. Prac tice this val i da tion skill with your part ner, when ever it seems

appro pri ate and you can get your self to do it. Notice how she or he

responds.

3. Recall recent con flict sit u a tions with your part ner or spouse. See if

any of the kinds of val i dat ing state ments you came up with in step 1

might have been effec tive in stop ping the con flict from get ting

worse. In your head, prac tice say ing them over and over in those

situations.
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4. Iden tify what you could do to bring your emo tion down enough to

be able to actu ally pro vide these kinds of val i dat ing state ments in

dif fi cult sit u a tions. Con sider the skills from ear lier chap ters and

build them into a plan for how to be more val i dat ing of your part ner 

in tough situations.

5. Imple ment your plan! Even in dif fi cult sit u a tions, try to val i date

what your part ner is feel ing or want ing, say ing some thing like “I

know you feel            ” or “I can tell that you

want              ,” but of course use your own

words and your best soft, gen u ine,  loving (mind ful) style.

Ask Questions to Clarify Your Understanding

Some times we think we under stand what our part ner is expe ri enc -

ing, but we’re not sure, or the way we under stand some thing seems a

 little dif fer ent from what our part ner says. When these sit u a tions occur,

ask ing ques tions to clar ify (as opposed to prove your part ner wrong) can

be a very help ful part of validation. 

In the sim plest sit u a tions, just notice that you don’t under stand

some thing about what your part ner is express ing. In a gen tle way,

describe what you do and do not under stand, and ask for clar i fi ca tion.

Remem ber that when a cou ple has a long pat tern of con flict, ques tions

can eas ily come across as chal lenges, so be very care ful not to ques tion

the legit i macy of what the per son is say ing or expe ri enc ing. Rather,

 communicate that you are inter ested and accept ing but that you just don’t 

com pletely under stand and really do want to understand.

Miranda seemed really upset after get ting off the phone, so Alex

asked her what had hap pened. Miranda told him that she was upset that

her par ents had decided not to visit the fol low ing month as planned.

Alex was con fused, for he knew that Miranda had wanted to post pone

her par ent’s visit until later because of all the other activ i ties and  com -

mitments they already had for that week. So, he said to her gently

( standing close, relaxed, look ing directly at her), “Miranda, you seem

really upset and dis ap pointed. But I’m con fused because I thought you

wanted your par ents to visit later. So, I’m not under stand ing some thing.

Why are you dis ap pointed?” With this acknowl edg ment and clar i fy ing
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question, Miranda then was able to respond, “Well, you’re right, I did

want them to post pone. But they were really hurt by my ask ing them to

change the dates, and they did n’t under stand that it was only that week

that was a prob lem, that I really do want them to come. And now they

say they’ll just wait until Thanksgiving to visit. That’s not what I wanted

to  happen!” Now, Alex under stood and was able to val i date com pletely

Miranda’s feel ings, pro vide sup port and encour age ment, and later even

help think of ways to get her parents to change their minds.

In other sit u a tions, con fu sion may arise because a per son is feel -

ing more than one thing, and so expres sion of those feel ings needs to

be  disentangled. Alter na tively, some thing seems miss ing, not expressed, 

which one part ner really thinks the other is expe ri enc ing. For exam ple,

when Eric came home, he slammed the door and stomped around the

house. Hannah said to him, “Eric, you seem upset. What’s wrong?”

Eric then told her that the pro ject he had been work ing on for weeks,

the one thing at his job that he was really excited about, had been

cancelled. He said, “I can’t believe it. Why did they let me put so much

work into it if they were just going to can it now? It really pisses me

off.” Hannah could see that Eric was, indeed, angry. But she also knew

from many pre vi ous con ver sa tions that Eric was really excited about

the pro ject and had hoped that he would get to play an impor tant role

in it. Know ing Eric’s prior feel ings about this made her won der if

maybe he was also really  disappointed, not just angry. She soothed him

phys i cally by rub bing his shoul der and sit ting close to him, and then

val i dated him in a vari ety of ways, includ ing ask ing him about dis ap -

point ment. “Oh, Honey, this is ter ri ble news! Of course you’re upset,

who would n’t be? Given how much you were hop ing this pro ject would 

work out, I’d imag ine you would be really dis ap pointed, too. Are you

dis ap pointed?” Eric felt a lit tle bit of com fort from Hannah, even

though he was still upset about the pro ject. Hannah’s touch, gen tle

voice tone, reas sur ance, and open ness to val i dat ing and sup port ing him

made him feel a lit tle better. As his arousal came down, he real ized that

he was, in fact, very dis ap pointed. He had missed notic ing his dis ap -

point ment in the midst of his frus tra tion, and it got fur ther lost when

he became judg men tal about his boss. Although feel ing  disappointed

was hard, the feel ing was gen u ine, and iden ti fy ing that emo tion and

talk ing about it a lit tle bit helped.

Notice how Hannah was able to iden tify Eric’s dis ap point ment

even before he did. This is com mon in cou ples because part ners know

each other well and because our own emo tional response to some thing
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that hap pens to our part ner is smaller than our part ner’s own response.

With fewer judg ments and less emo tional arousal, we can see more

clearly. Notice also that even though Hannah was fairly sure she knew

what Eric was feel ing (and she turned out to be cor rect), she did not tell

Eric what he was feel ing. That would have been inval i dat ing, because

first, his dis ap point ment was “hid den” behind his high arousal and judg -

ments, so he was not actu ally quite expe ri enc ing it yet, and sec ond, if she

had been wrong, Eric would have felt ter ri bly mis un der stood and dis tant

from Hannah. It was really impor tant for her to sup port him at this time, 

not to cre ate dis tance.

PRACTICE

1. Prac tice ask ing clar i fy ing ques tions any time you are not sure you

under stand what your part ner is say ing, want ing, or feel ing. Be sure

to do this in a nonthreatening way that com mu ni cates clearly that

you want to under stand. Notice your ten sion, posi tion, facial expres -

sion, and voice tone. Be sure to take a moment to be mind ful of

your part ner before you say any thing.

2. Talk with each other about the best ways to ask each other for

 clarification. Try to do what your part ner tells you is most reas sur -

ing, does not trig ger defen sive ness, and most helps him or her know 

how to clar ify.

Understand Partner Problems or “Mistakes” 

in a Larger Context

When one of you has made a mess of some thing, made a major

mis take or blun der, or done some thing harm ful or dys func tional, emo -

tions on every one’s part are likely to run high. Con se quently, val i da tion

in this sit u a tion can be as dif fi cult as it is important.

First, remem ber to val i date your part ner’s feel ings, wants, and so

on even if those expe ri ences have led in some way to prob lem atic

behav iors or fol low from prob lem atic behav iors. For exam ple, feel ing
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mis er a ble makes sense in a lot of sit u a tions, but even extreme mis ery

does n’t mean that harm ful behav iors (toward your self or toward oth ers) 

are a legit i mate way to han dle those sit u a tions. So, maybe one of you

has done some thing impul sive and/or dan ger ous or irre spon si ble and

caused harm (drove the car after drink ing, smashed some thing, over -

dosed on med i ca tion, failed to go to work and did n’t call in sick). The

idea is that the prob lem atic or dys func tional behav ior may not be some -

thing to val i date (except to acknowl edge that it hap pened) but that the

things that led up to the behav ior can cer tainly be under stood, as can

the con se quences.

The idea here is to keep the big pic ture in mind even when you or

your part ner does some thing very prob lem atic. We are not only our most 

recent gaffe, not only our worst behav ior; we have other, more pos i tive

and suc cess ful behav iors in our rep er toires and are com plete human

beings. So, the first step is to remem ber this larger con text. This is the

per son you love. He or she has many qual i ties that are lik able and

 lovable. The next step is to under stand that we do even dys func tional

things for rea sons. This is not to excuse dys func tional or hurt ful things,

but being nonjudg men tal can lead us to accept the real ity of the situation

and move on.

Even in these sit u a tions, it may be impor tant to val i date what is

valid about your part ner’s expe ri ence. Typ i cally, this means val i dat ing

feel ings and desires. Per haps your part ner has been mis er a ble at work

and impul sively quit today, and this plunges the fam ily into finan cial peril. 

You can under stand how mis er a ble a per son must be to quit a job this

way. That does not mean you have to agree with the action or like it.

And, of course, it is impor tant to express accu rately (and nonjudg -

mentally) your reac tions to the situation.

Thus, when your part ner is doing some thing prob lem atic or even

dys func tional, it is impor tant to val i date what is valid about it, but it is

also impor tant not to val i date what is invalid about it. For exam ple, if

your part ner has had a really dif fi cult day, he or she might be quite tired,

over whelmed, have a lot of feel ings, and be in a lot of emo tional pain.

These expe ri ences make sense, and val i dat ing them likely would help. She 

or he might have urges to drink or use drugs to cut off or escape from

the neg a tive emo tions. Although it might make sense (be valid) to have

these urges, drink ing or drug use would not be “valid” ways to man age

negative emotions. 

Wendy longed to spend more time with Henry and often asked him 

to be more atten tive to her. But Henry was inval i dat ing of Wendy: “You
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should n’t want to spend so much time together. You’re just too clingy

and needy.” Wendy became flooded with neg a tive emo tion. She felt

ashamed and added to it by self-inval i dat ing: “Maybe Henry’s right, I’m

too needy; I must be an awful wife for him, and he deserves better.” This 

led her to hope less ness and even thoughts of sui cide. It would be impor -

tant for Henry (and any one inter act ing with Wendy) to val i date her

 feelings (that she is, in fact, feel ing fear ful, dis ap pointed, over whelmed,

hope less, and/or shame) and to acknowl edge that those feel ings make a

lot of sense: Henry rarely spent as much time with her as she would like,

so it made sense to feel one-down. Sim i larly, when some one (in this case

her part ner, Henry) is that crit i cal and inval i dat ing, it is pretty nor mal to

feel bad about your self and ashamed. In addi tion, it is impor tant to

 recognize and to val i date the fact that she had sui cidal thoughts or urges

(“I know you are hav ing sui cidal thoughts”). But it would be impor tant

not to val i date sui cide (or drink ing, drug use, aggres sion, or vio lence) as

legit i mate options. Thus, feel ings can be valid given cer tain sit u a tions or

prob lems. How ever, some “solu tions” to those prob lems may not be

really valid; that is, they may actu ally make the per son’s life, sit u a tions, or

rela tion ship worse in the long run.

Finally, it is not val i dat ing to legit i mize a per son’s judg ments,

whether the judg ments are about them selves or oth ers, or any behav ior

that degrades some one or treats some one as incom pe tent or unwor thy.

This can be com pli cated. For exam ple, some times one part ner will

express a lot of crit i cism or even con tempt for her self or him self (“I’m

such a screwup”). If the other part ner is angry and likely judg men tal, it

may be easy to agree with the first part ner, but this just fur ther inval i -

dates him or her. It would be more accu rate and val i dat ing at the same

time to respond by describ ing your own nonjudg men tal thoughts about

the spe cific sit u a tion (“well, I wish you had n’t done that, it does make the 

situation harder to solve”). 

Alter na tively, some times one part ner might be very judg men tal of

another per son (like a boss or neigh bor). It might be tempt ing to jump

on the judg men tal band wagon and pile on fur ther judg ments. How ever,

it is far more val i dat ing in the long run to find an accu rate expe ri ence

(emo tion, desire) to val i date (“it makes sense that you’re upset with her”

or “of course, you’d really rather not have to work with her again tomor -

row”) than to agree with the judg men tal part ner (“yeah, she’s a real piece

of work”). Ulti mately, using good sense and keep ing your val ues in mind

will help you know what, and how, to validate.
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PRACTICE

1. Think about some thing prob lem atic or dys func tional that you have

done (recently, or even a long time ago). What led up to your behav -

ior? Were your feel ings valid? How were they valid? What were your

feel ings after wards? What would have been help ful for a lov ing

 partner to say to you, with out sug gest ing that the prob lem behav ior

was okay? 

2. Talk with your part ner about how to han dle such sit u a tions for each

of you. What would be con struc tive? How can you val i date the valid 

parts with out sup port ing the prob lem atic or dys func tional parts? 

3. Pick a sit u a tion from a while back, one that is no lon ger fresh and

does not imme di ately get your emo tions up. Try to talk through the

epi sode, val i dat ing the valid parts, keep ing the big pic ture of your

part ner in mind.

4. When your part ner is self-critical, try to val i date the under ly ing emo -

tion and ignore the judg ment. Try the same thing when your part ner

is judg men tal about some one else. Remem ber that you will both feel 

better, more con sis tent with your val ues, if you stay descrip tive; stick 

to what the per son did, how you reacted, what you like and don’t

like, want and don’t want.

Understand Historical Reasons for Current Experiences

It’s impor tant to focus on how your part ner’s reac tions (whether

they are prob lem atic or not) make sense, given his or her pre vi ous expe -

ri ence. There was an exam ple of this in chap ter 7, where Liz reacted with 

fear toward her part ner Sean even though he was not doing any thing

threat en ing and had never done any thing like that. She reacted this way

because of her expe ri ence with a pre vi ous abu sive part ner. Her fear made 

sense because of her ear lier expe ri ence.

Many of our reac tions are learned. For exam ple, if peo ple around us 

are con sis tent, decent, and hon est, we gen er ally learn to trust peo ple. If

instead, peo ple around us are fre quently dis hon est, incon sis tent, or will -

ing to take advan tage of us, we learn to be more cau tious. The trou ble is

116  The High-Conflict Couple



that it is often extremely dif fi cult to pin point how a per son learned to

respond a par tic u lar way. Usu ally, val i dat ing means assum ing the best and 

giv ing our part ner the ben e fit of the doubt. If she is react ing in a way

that does n’t make sense, assume that if you under stood enough about her 

pre vi ous expe ri ences, her reac tions would make sense. If his behav ior is

enig matic, there prob a bly are under stand able reasons for it that you just

don’t know. 

When a rela tion ship is going well, it can be help ful to learn about

what your part ner’s life was like before, both in his or her fam ily of

 origin and in pre vi ous roman tic rela tion ships. The idea is not to be a

 voyeur, but rather to under stand a bit more about your part ner. Doing so 

will hope fully help you give your part ner the ben e fit of the doubt when

you are con fused about his or her reaction.

How ever, know ing that there are valid expla na tions for a per son’s

actions and reac tions does not mean ignor ing the cur rent cir cum stances.

You should always ask clar i fy ing ques tions to find any cur rent fac tors

that may have influ enced your part ner’s response.

PRACTICE

1. Talk with your part ner. Each of you can pick one thing from your

early fam ily life or from a pre vi ous roman tic rela tion ship that you

think has had a big influ ence on your reac tions to your part ner.

 Discuss these. As you talk, be sure to val i date in terms of pre vi ous

expe ri ences: “It makes sense that you worry that I might react that

way now that I know how she/he reacted.”

2. After val i dat ing, you can also clar ify your own reac tions via accu rate

dis clo sure and expres sion: “But I hope you can notice as we are

 talking that I don’t feel that way at all.”

Find the “Of Course” in His or Her Experience

In many, many sit u a tions, our reac tions just make sense. They are

quite typ i cal. Almost any body would react sim i larly. When this is the

case, val i dat ing that our part ner’s feel ings or desires or actions are
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nor ma tive is just what is needed. In sit u a tions of loss, or when we don’t

get what we want, peo ple feel sad or dis ap pointed. When we don’t spend 

much time with our part ner, we miss him or her. When bad things

 happen that are beyond our con trol, we feel frus trated. When we get

what we want, we feel happy or satisfied. 

Find ing the “of course” means that you see that, of course, your

part ner would feel that way or want that or do that. Just about any body

would. It makes per fect sense! The trick is to be able to stand back and

look at the sit u a tion from a nor ma tive per spec tive. If the sit u a tion does

not involve you, this usu ally is eas ier. If your mother-in-law has a life-

 threat en ing ill ness, of course your part ner is both sad and wor ried about

her. If your part ner gets a much-desired pro mo tion, of course he or she

is excited and happy. How ever, what about when you are argu ing and

you say some thing mean? Well, in the abstract, it is easy to see how, of

course, he or she is hurt. But in the heat of the moment, you may be full

of judg ments and actu ally blame your part ner: “If she/he did n’t crit i cize

me, then I would n’t have said that.” 

Imag ine what would hap pen if, instead, you val i dated the hurt.

What if you sim ply said, “You know, of course you feel hurt. What I said 

was really mean.” Inter est ingly, this often will bring about the end of the

esca la tion. There is still a repair to be made but you must stop the

destruc tive inter ac tion before any repair is pos si ble. We will dis cuss the

tough sit u a tions in which this kind of val i da tion is required more in

 chapter 9. How ever, you can now prac tice this kind of val i da tion in less

charged sit u a tions.

PRACTICE

1. Notice that your part ner actu ally responds to a lot of things in ways

that most peo ple would respond. Become aware of this by prac tic ing 

a quick anal y sis sev eral times each day: “She feels        .

Is that how the aver age per son might feel in this sit u a tion?” Or, “He 

wants        . Would most peo ple want that right now?”

Just notice and be aware.

2. In sit u a tions that don’t involve you, prac tice val i dat ing in this way.

Sim ply say, “Of course, you feel/want/did that. Any body would do

the same.” Or, use your own words that con vey how com pletely

nor ma tive and rea son able her or his reac tion or action was.
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3. Now try val i dat ing even when your part ner’s reac tion con cerns you.

Start by choos ing some thing that hap pened a few days or weeks ago, 

some thing about which you are not still raw. Prac tice what you are

going to say ahead of time, so you don’t have to come up with

words in the moment (if your emo tions go up, it might be hard to

find the right words), and then val i date your part ner’s expe ri ence or

behavior.

4. Now, try val i dat ing this way in cur rent sit u a tions, as they unfold.

Step back, notice if his or her reac tion really is what most peo ple

would do. If so, say so. Notice how this val i dat ion affects the course 

of your inter ac tions.

Allow Yourself to Be as Vulnerable as 

Your Partner: “Me, Too”

Imag ine that when you were start ing to date your part ner, at the

end of the first date, she or he had told you, “I had a really good time. I

hope we can get together again next week end.” What if you had

responded, “I can see you had a good time” or “I am con fused. What

made it enjoy able for you?” or “I know. Every body has a good time with 

me on a date like this.” That would have been the end of the rela tion -

ship. The ways of val i dat ing that we have dis cussed so far just don’t fit

the sit u a tion. The rea son in this exam ple is that the per son has made

herself or him self vul ner a ble to you, leav ing herself or him self hang ing

out on a limb. What is required is that you show sim i lar or recip ro cal

 vulnerability. In this sit u a tion, if you wanted to be val i dat ing (and wanted 

another date), you would say some thing like, “I had a good time, too” or

“I’d like to get together again, too.” Or, you would simply say, “me, too.”

When every thing’s going well, it’s easy to val i date with “me, too.”

But, some times one part ner will be quite emo tion ally vul ner a ble to the

other, even though things have not been going well and neg a tive emo -

tions are all around. For exam ple, Jas mine and Jared had been alter nat ing 

between fight ing with each other and avoid ing each other, not really able

to get unstuck for some time. Each was on hair-trig ger alert and reacted

defen sively at any per ceived signs of crit i cism or inval i da tion. How ever,
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Jared prac ticed his mind ful ness skills and real ized that he missed Jas mine

and really wanted to try to be closer, to try to let some of the past go.

After din ner one night, he said to Jas mine, “I have been think ing about

how long it has been since we were really close, and I’ve been feel ing

really sad about it. I miss you so much. I want to do better. I want us to

do better. I want to be close to you; I love you so much.” 

In a sit u a tion like this, in which one part ner is open and vul ner a ble, 

it is sim ply not val i dat ing to acknowl edge that vul ner a bil ity (“I can tell

you are sad”) or even to say how “any body would feel that way.” Instead, 

to be val i dat ing, you have to be vul ner a ble also. Jas mine had started out

by feel ing a lot fear and becoming tense in her shoul ders and back. As

she lis tened to Jared, she tried to relax her mus cles, to just notice him

and be in that moment, observ ing and ignor ing the flood of thoughts and 

judg ments that started to cas cade through her mind. As she lis tened

actively and nonjudgmentally, she noticed that she felt a huge rush of

sad ness, and she felt her affec tion for Jared, which had been blocked out

by the fog of mis trust and anger that had per me ated their rela tion ship

lately. She responded, “I miss you so much, too.” Jared relaxed fur ther,

and they were able to hold each other and start the pro cess of  recon -

necting, let ting blame and judg ments fall away and replac ing them with

mind ful aware ness of their own commitment and love for each other.

In its essence, this recip ro cal vul ner a bil ity can be sum ma rized by

two words: “me, too.” That is, “I am just as invested in you as you are in

me, just as much devoted to you as you are to me, want things to go well 

as much as you do, am dis ap pointed in our prob lems just as you are,”

and so on. Sim ply say ing, “me too” is often all that is required in these

sit u a tions. In fact, when we are gen u inely and lov ingly aware of our

 partner’s vul ner a bil i ties, we often feel a lot of emo tions (usu ally love,

con nec tion, com pas sion), so it may be hard to say much more. For tu -

nately, this is all that is required in most sit u a tions, at least to start down

a constructive path.

PRACTICE

1. Prac tice notic ing when your part ner is vul ner a ble to you. It might be 

with words, but it could also be with other forms of com mu ni ca tion, 

like tak ing your hand, touch ing you sweetly, or mak ing warm eye

con tact. Be mind ful of his or her vul ner a bil ity, and try to relax and
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notice whether you, in fact, want some of the same things (a good

rela tion ship, less argu ing, more close ness).

2. Rehearse in your mind get ting your self will ing to be vul ner a ble too.

Just imag ine being able to say “me, too” in some of these sit u a tions.

Does it feel gen u ine? What do you need to do, what skills do you

need to prac tice, to be able to actu ally be vul ner a ble in those

moments with your part ner? What ever is needed, practice that.

3. Now, let down your guard and recip ro cate: match his or her tone,

actions, and vul ner a bil ity, and say (in words or actions), “me too.”

Respond with Your Actions in 
a Validating Way

Finally, there are times when you can respond in a val i dat ing way with out 

using words. Some sit u a tions don’t require a lot of talk ing but instead

require tak ing action. For exam ple, if you notice that your part ner is

 taking a nap on the sofa and seems cold (maybe she is shiv er ing a lit tle),

you would n’t wake her up to say, “Oh, honey, I can see that you are

cold,” just as you would n’t say, “It is only 62 degrees in here! Any body

would be cold.” Of course, these would be most unhelp ful (and quite

silly). Instead, put a blan ket on her or turn up the heat or snug gle next to 

her and share your body warmth. These responses con vey your under -

stand ing and accep tance of her expe ri ence in a far more impor tant way

than talk ing about how legit i mate it is to be cold.

Just as with other types of val i dat ing responses, it is eas ier to take

val i dat ing action when neg a tive emo tions are not high. But, in  high-

 conflict cou ples, part ners can get in the habit of a kind of knee-jerk

 disagreement, which must be over come. For exam ple, your spouse or

part ner might come home, looking exhausted, and tell you what a dif fi -

cult day it has been. Maybe it was his turn to make din ner. The  obvious

thing to do is to con sider left overs, a quick and easy meal, or take-out.

But, if there has been a lot of con flict, you might start mak ing it com pli -

cated: “It’s not fair that he should get out of mak ing din ner. He would n’t 
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sup port me if the sit u a tion were reversed.” These are judg ments that

inter fere with respond ing in a decent and validating way.

In order to respond with action in a val i dat ing way, you need to do

three things: stick with the facts (notice what she or he really needs right

now, what would work); stay mind ful (nonjudgmental) and don’t fall into 

the cess pool of judg ments and righ teous ness; and find a way to respond

that does not com pro mise your self-respect but does meet his or her

pres ent need. 

Just the Facts

Iden ti fy ing facts is easy when you are objec tive, hard when you are

highly emo tional. What are the facts? Be descrip tive. If she says she is

tired, believe her. If he says he is hun gry, believe him. If she says she

wants to go out to din ner, believe her. If he says he hates his job, believe

him. But note that the facts do not dic tate how you must respond.

Identify What Is Needed

If your part ner is tired, are there ways to relieve her bur den? Can

you respond in some way that helps (regard less of whether she spe cif i -

cally asks for you to respond)? What would help? If he is hun gry, you

could feed him or let him know where the food is. Both show (if you are

sin cere) your car ing and accep tance. If she wants to go out to din ner, is

that okay? Can you afford it? Do you have the time? Energy? If so, go.

But if not, you are not nec es sar ily inval i dat ing her expe ri ence. You can

say, “I know you want to go, but I am wor ried about our finances,” and

nego ti ate from there. 

Respond Effectively, Maintaining Your Self-Respect

The bot tom line is, if you can respond to what your part ner is

express ing (whether it is a ver bal request or sim ply an expres sion of a

feel ing or a desire), and doing so does no harm to you, then do it. But if

you feel gen u inely uncom fort able with a par tic u lar response, either find

another active way to respond or stick with ver bal validation.

For exam ple, Sara was really tired after a long day. She and Matt

had an agree ment that when one per son cooked din ner the other per son
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did the dishes. Matt cooked din ner, so it was Sara’s turn for dish duty.

She was obvi ously tired and said, “I really am exhausted and don’t feel

like doing the dishes.” In this sit u a tion, Matt imme di ately believed that

Sara was tired. He won dered, though, if she was try ing to get him to do

the dishes. After let ting his judg ments go (“she should n’t try to slough

this off on me”) he real ized that he (or any body else), when really tired,

might try to get some body else to do one of his chores for him. Then he

con sid ered doing the dishes. Clearly, Sara would appre ci ate it, and Matt

was not par tic u larly tired. Vol un teer ing to do the dishes would be very

val i dat ing of her exhaus tion. In most sit u a tions, doing the dishes would

be a very validating thing to do.

But, it is not required. That is, if Matt noticed that this sit u a tion

comes up a lot and hon estly thinks Sara is unfair (he does her chores a

lot, she rarely does his), maybe he should stick with ver bal val i da tion:

“Yes, Sara, you look really tired. What hap pened to make you so

exhausted?” Then, he could lis ten to her talk about her day, per haps even 

while she does the dishes. This kind of ver bal val i da tion would be use ful, 

even if doing the dishes for her might also be help ful in a dif fer ent way. 

This can become even more com pli cated when one part ner asks the 

other to do some thing. Clearly, it is val i dat ing to do what is asked. When -

ever it is pos si ble and it would be con struc tive (with out sac ri fic ing self-

 respect), go ahead and do what’s asked. But, the only fact is that she or he 

wants you to do some thing. If you cannot do the task, obvi ously you will

not. If you do not want to do it, that’s okay if your rea sons are nonjudg -

men tal (not full of “shoulds” or “shouldn’ts”). Either way, if you don’t

do what is asked, it will still be very help ful to val i date what is valid: your 

part ner wants val i da tion from you and will be dis ap pointed if you don’t

give it. Just because you don’t want to or can not do some thing does not

mean that your part ner should not want you to.

For exam ple, Gin ger really loved to dance, but Fred did not usu ally

want to go. Fred some times thought that, because he was n’t much of a

dancer, Gin ger should not ask him to go danc ing, maybe should stop

even want ing to go. It turned out that when Fred val i dated  Ginger’s

desires and enjoy ment of danc ing (“honey, I know you would love to go, 

but I just have two left feet, so it’s not much fun for me”),  Ginger felt

okay about not going. Fred could fur ther val i date Gin ger’s dis ap point -

ment, even though she might not have clearly expressed it (“and I’m

guess ing this is dis ap point ing, because I almost never want to go”). And,

he could be respon sive also by sug gest ing alter na tives: “Maybe we can do 

some thing else together that’s active and fun.”
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Finally, it is often impor tant to com mu ni cate your nonjudg men tal

rea sons for not doing what is asked of you. Oth er wise, it will be easy for

your part ner to sim ply see you as unwill ing, unhelp ful, or crit i cal. Use

your mind ful ness skills and describe your thoughts and feel ings accu -

rately, ide ally in a steady and lov ing tone (nei ther defen sive nor crit i cal),

and be sure to val i date your partner’s disappointment.

PRACTICE

1. Prac tice being respon sive to your part ner in nonconflict sit u a tions. If 

she or he is frus trated, offer to help. If dis tressed, pro vide some

com fort. Share the bur den; share the joys.

2. Eval u ate some recent sit u a tions in which you might have been more

actively respon sive to your part ner. What got in the way? Did you

make a bal anced deci sion or a reac tive one? If it was unbal anced,

 figure out which skills you need (mindfulness, let ting go of judg -

ments, aware ness of your part ner) to be more bal anced next time.

Prac tice those skills.

3. When you choose not to be respon sive, prac tice ver bal val i da tion,

mak ing sure to val i date your part ner’s  dis ap point ment.

4. Prac tice being actively respon sive when ever you can.
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Chapter 9

Recovering from
Invalidation

This chap ter will high light some ways to get your self moti vated to val i -

date your part ner even when it seems very dif fi cult indeed. It’s espe cially

impor tant to be able to recover after your part ner actu ally has been

 critical of you or responded to you in an inval i dat ing way. Per haps

 surprisingly, part of your moti va tion to val i date what your part ner is

expe ri enc ing, want ing, or doing will come from val i dat ing your own

expe ri ences and desires. This chap ter will also dis cuss how to get your self 

to repair some of the dam age after you have inval i dated your part ner.

Ulti mately, sim i lar skills are required to pro ceed, whether you were the

one being inval i dated or the one who inval i dated the other. 

How to Validate Yourself

Self-val i da tion is a very use ful skill and strat egy across a vari ety of  sit -

uations (Fruzzetti 1997, 2002; Fruzzetti and Iverson 2006; Linehan



1993a). Not sur pris ingly, you can use the ways that you val i date oth ers

to val i date your self. To some extent, this is just an exten sion of mind -

ful ness and aware ness of your self from chap ter 2. You can sim ply pay

atten tion to your expe ri ences and behav iors, your emo tions, sen sa tions,

wants, thoughts, and actions. You can then con sider how to accept

these things and use this self-accep tance and self-val i da tion to achieve

bal ance, which will in turn allow you to be more accu rate in your

expres sion and  disclosure and there fore more val i dat ing toward your

part ner.

Be Aware of, Accept, and Describe Your 

Own Experience

At a very fun da men tal level, val i dat ing your self is much the same

as val i dat ing some one else. You must find a tar get to val i date (some -

thing valid such as your emo tions, desires, sen sa tions) and respond to

your own expe ri ence in a way that accepts and legit i mizes it. With  self-

 validation, it is just as impor tant to stay away from judg ments.  Self-

 validating does not mean say ing you are right instead of wrong or that

any thing you do is okay. Self-val i da tion involves descrip tion: what are

the facts? And self-val i da tion, by let ting judg ments go, allows you to

sim ply be in your own skin in the world. You exist. You are here. You

know what you feel, want, or think (or that you aren’t sure; “con fu sion” 

would then be the accu rate word to describe your men tal state). These

are facts.

When ever in doubt, turn to descrip tion. Describe what you feel,

your sen sa tions, what you want. Remem ber that these are facts: you feel

what ever you feel, want what ever you want, think what ever you think,

regard less of whether oth ers might feel, want, or think the same way.

Act ing on those feel ings, desires, or thoughts might be effec tive or prob -

lem atic, how ever. The point is that by sep a rat ing facts from judg ments,

you can then exer cise greater self-con trol and act in ways that lead you to 

feel proud of, and not embar rassed about, your self. 

For exam ple, you might want to spend more time or less time with

your part ner than she or he wants to spend with you. It is com mon in

cou ples for there to be a dif fer ence in how much time they desire to be

together, or how much inten sity or close ness they share, and even small

dif fer ences can be the trig ger for a lot of pain and dis agree ment. Talk ing

with friends can often make the sit u a tion worse, because in their quest to 
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be sup port ive, they may fan the flame of judg ments about your part ner

(“he’s wrong” or “she’s being unrea son able”), con trib ut ing to fur ther

polar iza tion between you and your loved one.

The facts may be that you want what you want and that your

 partner wants some thing dif fer ent. The dif fer ence could be large or

small. There is no right or wrong to this. So self-val i da tion would mean

sim ply notic ing what you feel and what you want, describ ing it to your -

self (or to oth ers), and accept ing or acknowl edg ing it as the fact that it is.

Notice how accu rate expres sion is, in real ity, actu ally self-val i dat ing! This

happy coin ci dence means that when you are work ing to be effec tive in

com mu ni cat ing with your spouse or part ner, you are also sup port ing and

val i dat ing your self.

PRACTICE

1. Prac tice notic ing and describ ing your expe ri ence. What are your

 sensations? What are you feel ing? What do you pre fer to hap pen?

These are facts, so state them as facts. No judg ments!

2. Iden tify cer tain feel ings or desires that you have related to con flict

with your spouse or part ner. Sep a rate the facts (descrip tions of

your feel ings and desires) from your inter pre ta tions or judg ments.

Prac tice just acknowl edg ing that you feel what you feel and want

what you want. If it is help ful, you can return to some of the skills

in ear lier chap ters (see the dis cus sion in chap ters 2 and 3 on tol er -

at ing dis ap point ment or allow ing your emo tion) and prac tice them

some more.

Show Compassion Toward Yourself

If what you notice is that you are suf fer ing, it may be self-val i dat ing 

first to describe your expe ri ence to your self and then show tol er ance and

accep tance. We often judge our selves, blame our selves, and crit i cize our -

selves. This can be a con stant chat ter of inval i da tion in our heads that

cre ates a lot of neg a tive emo tional reac tions and a lot of unnec es sary
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 suffering. Remem ber that when you are judg men tal of your self, you will 

feel embar rassed, guilty, or ashamed. Per haps you have done some thing 

that did not work out well. Maybe you even did it out of mean-spir it ed -

ness. You can describe this with com pas sion toward your self, espe cially if 

you are will ing to work to repair the dam age or work toward more  self-

 control in the future. 

Par a dox i cally, the more we judge our selves for our behav iors, the

more likely we are to behave in ways that are against our goals and

 values. The rea son is that our self-inval i da tion cre ates height ened neg a -

tive emo tion (typ i cally shame), which then inter feres with our think ing

and prob lem solv ing and makes us more reac tive to neg a tive (or even

ambig u ous) cues from our part ner. So, if you beat your self up (“I’m such 

an awful spouse. I should never have said that to her!”), you then feel

awful (humil i ated). And when your part ner says some thing to you, such

as “you were really mean and unrea son able,” you already have all this

neg a tive emo tion and maybe just can’t stand more shame. So you quickly 

lash out at the “stim u lus” for this increased pain: the very per son you

hurt in the first place. This, of course, makes you feel worse (more

ashamed) later on, which again increases your angry response in the next

argument, and so on, ad nauseam.

Strangely, self-under stand ing and com pas sion are the keys to break -

ing this cycle. Show ing more com pas sion toward your self will increase

your abil ity to act with more com pas sion toward your mate.  Under -

standing what you feel, want, and so forth, how you got there, and that

you are not wrong to have these feel ings or desires soothes your emo -

tional arousal. You are not crazy. When your emo tional arousal comes

down, you can then work on act ing in ways that are more effec tive and

con sis tent with your goals and val ues, which will fur ther reduce your

humil i a tion (or other negative emotion).

You can also notice the ways in which your expe ri ences and actions 

are valid. As dis cussed in chap ters 7 and 8, there are many ways that what 

we feel or want or do can be valid. Our reac tions may be nor ma tive, they 

may be learned through prior expe ri ences, or we may not know how or

why we feel or act the way that we do, but we can assume it would make

sense if we had enough time and resources to fig ure it out. In which ways 

are your feel ings valid? Just because oth ers may feel dif fer ently does not

mean you should. The fact is you don’t. Or maybe any body would feel

the way you do or want what you want. Use descrip tion and com pas sion

to sort out what you feel and what you want, and accept these for what

they are: your valid feel ings and your valid desires.
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PRACTICE

1. Notice what kinds of things you tend to be self-crit i cal about. Are

these crit i cisms help ful? If they are nonjudgmental and help you

orga nize your behav iors and act in ways that you feel good about,

great. If the crit i cisms are not help ful, let go of the judg ments and be 

descrip tive. 

2. Prac tice find ing com pas sion for your feel ings, even if they are feel -

ings that make you uncom fort able. Accept your wants and emo tions

as they are in this moment. 

3. Notice the ways in which your uncom fort able feel ings or prob lem -

atic behav iors are valid. The idea is not to use self-val i da tion as an

excuse not to change, but to be able to be clear about why your

action made sense and why it is nev er the less a prob lem. Both parts

are true.

4. Use your com mit ment to your self and to your part ner as moti va tion

to prac tice what ever skills you need to han dle your inter ac tions more 

effec tively.

Getting Yourself to Validate When 
You Don’t Feel Like It

Now it should be clear that self-val i da tion actu ally increases your abil ity

to val i date oth ers. And val i dat ing oth ers increases your abil ity to val i date

your self. You can use this obser va tion to moti vate your self to val i date

your part ner, even when it is dif fi cult, even when you have an urge to

attack and inval i date. But first, con sider what it means to be inval i dat ing,

because being inval i dated by your part ner (or yourself) is one of the most 

impor tant bar ri ers to val i dat ing him or her.

What Is Invalidation?

Respond ing in an inval i dat ing way means that we com mu ni cate that 

what the other per son is feel ing, think ing, want ing, or doing is wrong or
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faulty or ille git i mate or is just not wor thy of our respect or atten tion. We

con vey this by not pay ing atten tion, min i miz ing feel ings, crit i ciz ing in a

judg men tal way, tell ing another how he or she “should” feel or what he

or she “should” want, show ing dis re spect toward the per son in gen eral

(using a patron iz ing tone or response, act ing supe rior, think ing or

 showing that you are “better” than another), being judg men tal, show ing

mean- spir it ed ness or con tempt for the per son, or treat ing him or her as

an incompetent human being. 

There are hun dreds or more ways to inval i date the very valid

 experiences peo ple have. When we inval i date, we trig ger defen sive ness,

dis ap point ment, anger, self-doubt, shame, self-inval i da tion, and other

neg a tive expe ri ences in the recip i ent. When we inval i date a loved one, we 

cor rode our rela tion ship and help the other per son be mis er a ble, which

of course swings right back at us, because we also increase the chances

that the other per son will inval i date us in due course. So, inval i dat ing

some one you love is indi rectly a great way to make yourself mis er a ble.

Why Do We Invalidate the People We Love?

What we want from oth ers is open ness, under stand ing, and accep -

tance. When our expec ta tions are far away from real ity, it is espe cially

hurt ful. Nowhere is this more true than with a spouse or part ner. This is

sup posed to be the per son who will treat us the best in the world (that is, 

we want our part ner to be this way). But, once our part ner shows his or

her imper fec tions, we feel might ily dis ap pointed. The big ger the gap

between what we want and what we get in that moment, the more

 emotion there is, and the more it hurts. Our cul ture does not sup port

descrip tive lan guage about our dis ap point ment in these sit u a tions, even

though it would be very help ful. Instead, our cul ture mod els crit i cism and 

anger. And anger leads to judg ments, and judg ments … well, judg ments

are inval i dat ing. Then the cycle begins: one per son is crit i cal, judg men tal,

angry, and inval i dat ing, miss ing com pletely the dis ap point ment that really 

is her or his pri mary emo tion so often. Notice that the first step can actu -

ally involve self-inval i da tion (not rec og niz ing your own true emo tion).

This inac cu rate expres sion is received as an attack (which it is, in a way,

of course), which trig gers sim i lar emo tions and reactions in your partner.

Thus, invalidation begets invalidation. 

So, there really are only two things to do: minimize the first steps of 

self-inval i da tion, anger, judg ments, and so on, or stop the cycle and
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respond to inval i da tion with com pas sion, accep tance, and val i da tion

instead of recip ro cat ing inval i da tion.

Breaking the Invalidation Cycle

We all know, more or less, when we are inval i dated. Our arousal

goes up and we feel that uneas i ness, that mix ture of hurt, fear, and

 dislike asso ci ated with not know ing whether to run and hide or to

attack. The urge to run prob a bly comes from the hurt and the fear of

fur ther inflic tion of hurt. The urge to attack prob a bly comes either

from anger, which can result sim ply from a lot of pain, or from intense

dis like mixed with judg ments, or from fear, because anger can be a

 conditioned response to fear (we learn to attack instead of run ning to

“safety”). In close rela tion ships, this response may be height ened

because we are caught off guard. Your part ner is, after all, the one you

love and who loves you, cre at ing even in dis tressed rela tion ships a kind

of hope for good out comes that is demol ished dur ing inval i da tion. The

fall from grace can be par tic u larly jar ring. When the urge to run is

 bigger than the urge to attack, you may with draw, and this may help

reduce your reac tiv ity. Still, you need to reengage your part ner some -

time, and the ques tion is, will you do so  constructively or on the attack? 

If the ini tial urge to attack is big ger than the urge to run, you need an

imme di ate alter na tive strat egy if you are going to break the cycle and

restore peace to your rela tion ship.

Thus, the signs that you are in the inval i da tion cycle are that your

arousal is going up fast and that you have an urge to attack. There are

sev eral strat e gies that you can use, either very quickly or over time, to

break out of the cycle: self-val i da tion; self-sooth ing; mind ful ness (non -

judgmental aware ness of your part ner); remem ber ing your gen u ine goals

and val ues; empa thy; accep ting real ity as it is (that is, the sit u a tion is not

how you want it to be); and generating hope ful ness.

Val i date Your self First

Okay, so you are in the mid dle of an argu ment, and you des per ately 

want your part ner to under stand you, agree with you, sup port you, love

you, and val i date you. But he or she is just as upset (hurt, fear ful,  dis -

appointed, angry) as you are, and he or she is not show ing any signs of

val i dat ing you. So, if you don’t val i date your self, who will? Val i date your
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feel ings by iden ti fy ing your pri mary emo tions. Look for dis ap point ment

and fear; con sider hurt, frus tra tion, lone li ness, and shame. Remind your -

self that it does make sense to feel those feel ings when you are in con flict 

with your spouse or part ner, when she or he is fail ing to under stand or

sup port you or, worse, when she or he is inval i dat ing your emotions or

your wants or actions. 

Notice your urges to attack. Ride the urge out, like a wave: it may

come back, but you don’t have to dive into it. Allow it: don’t buy into it,

but don’t pre tend it isn’t there or try to sup press it. Remem ber, the urge

comes out of your high emo tional arousal, so if you try to push it down,

it will just push back, maybe even big ger. So just allow it to run its

 natural course. Then, val i date how hard it is not to react in a big, neg a tive, 

destruc tive way when you feel attacked by your part ner. As you with hold

your attack, notice your com po sure, val i date your hard work, feel good

about your effort.

Hope fully, after doing some of these things, you will notice that

your emo tions are reced ing a lit tle bit and, with them, your urge to attack. 

At this point, per haps you can notice what you really want in the big

 picture: to get along a lot better with this per son with whom you are

fight ing. Remind your self that this is the per son you love, and that,

indeed, she or he loves you. Hope fully, you will know this, even though

she or he is not mak ing it abun dantly clear at that moment. Remember,

nei ther are you—at least not yet! This is a way to val i date that this hard

work and pain is in the ser vice of some thing impor tant to you. 

Soothe Your self

You also can soothe your self by show ing self-respect and treat ing

your self like an accept able human being. If you feel sad, imag ine what

you might do if a friend were feel ing sad. Do the same for your hurt,

fear, and so on. Does reas sur ing your self help? Try it. Try some thing

phys i cal, like stretch ing out tense mus cles or find ing a more com fort able

posi tion to sit (stand ing is not opti mal for relax ing). Take your shoes off,

put on a com fort able sweater or cover your self with a blan ket, or take off 

a layer of cloth ing if you are too warm. Rub your eyes or tem ples or your 

feet gently. Get a cold drink (nonalcoholic) or a hot one. Imag ine a

 happier time to come, after you can get unstuck from this inval i da tion

cycle. Find some thing you can do that is sooth ing, that directly brings

your arousal down.
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Remem ber Your Gen u ine 

(Long-Term) Goals

Why do we get into close rela tion ships? We cer tainly do not have

inti mate rela tion ships to win argu ments or to grind our part ners into

dust. Yet, some times we take that pos ture. It is impor tant to reg u larly

remind your self of what you want: a lov ing rela tion ship, a part ner who

loves and sup ports you and whom you love and sup port. Despite the

many flaws in any rela tion ship, this is the per son you love. If you have

read this far in the book, it is clear that you really do want your rela tion -

ship to be better. 

If you remem ber that this is the per son you love and that you want

des per ately for your rela tion ship to be better, ask your self how attack ing

your part ner is going to get you this. You know the answer: clearly, it will 

not. Only lov ing-kind ness is likely to result in recip ro cated  loving-

 kindness. If you want to be treated in a lov ing way, rule out a  counter -

attack. Stop, and con sider more effec tive strat e gies, like find ing a way to

val i date your part ner and reverse the cycle.

Use Rela tional Mind ful ness to Develop Empa thy 

and Val i da tion Poten tial

Notice how awful you feel. Notice how dif fi cult it is to not attack,

to find that lov ing per son inside you who has been hid ing. Now, notice

that your part ner is prob a bly feel ing exactly the same way. In many sit u a -

tions, you have both done hurt ful things, even if one of you does not

real ize it or under stand it. Per haps your hurt ful behav ior was unin ten -

tional but resulted in your part ner suf fer ing any way (like pat ting some one 

on the back who has a sunburn).

Ask your self, “What is she/he expe ri enc ing right now? How badly

is this per son, my love, suf fer ing?” This is sim ply being mind ful of your

part ner, notic ing what she or he is doing or feel ing. Remem ber that his

or her anger and attack urges come from the same place as yours: hurt,

fear, dis ap point ment, and suf fer ing. Remem ber that, inten tion ally or not,

you have con trib uted to your part ner’s suf fer ing, and that you can, right

now, help alle vi ate it by break ing the cycle. Instead of attack ing and

 invalidating, you can become inter ested, nonthreatening, open to hear ing

his or her expe ri ences, val i dat ing, and lov ing. Remem ber that you have

the skills and abil ity to reduce your partner’s suffering.
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Accept Things as They Really Are 

(Not Nec es sar ily How You Want Them to Be)

Finally, when we are really incensed, enraged, judg men tal, angry,

and attack ing, we actu ally are act ing in a world of our imag i na tion, not

the real world. That is, we are act ing as though the world should be

 different from the way it really is. One nonrelationship exam ple of this is

when you are thirsty and put money in a soda machine, but the machine

does n’t give you a drink and will not give you your money back. Per haps

you put in more money. It takes your money again and still fails to give

you what you want (now, two drinks). The real ity is that the machine is

bro ken. It makes sense that you don’t like it and that you wish it would

work. But if you become enraged, kick the machine or pound on it, you

are not accept ing the real ity. The more you try to defy real ity, the more

thirsty you will become, and the more likely you are to cause col lat eral

damage (break ing a toe or hand, embar rass ing your self if some one sees

you act ing this way, or hav ing trou ble get ting back to work or what ever

you were doing because you are so upset and pre oc cu pied—and still

thirsty). 

Rela tion ships are the same, in prin ci ple. We have cer tain expec ta -

tions of our part ners. When we are dis ap pointed, we can accept the real -

ity of the sit u a tion (his or her imper fec tions, our own dis ap point ments),

or we can become enraged and attack. Unlike the soda machine, how -

ever, humans have mem ory and feel ings and learn to attack back or even

to attack pre emp tively. So, there is even more col lat eral dam age in rela -

tion ships when we go on the attack, when we fail to accept reality as it is.

The solu tion is to accept the real ity of the sit u a tion, at least in this

moment. At this moment, your part ner is not doing what you want. Then

you can val i date both your wants and your dis ap point ment that you are

not get ting what you want. If you keep try ing to use extreme force to get

a gen tle response, you will con tinue to live in a dream world, one that is

full of dis sat is fac tion and lack ing in ful fill ment. Accept ing the real ity of

this moment, that things are not as you would like, is the most fruit ful

path toward improv ing the sit u a tion and get ting more of what you want

later on.

Find ing Hope: The Val i da tion Rule of Three

Clearly, being inval i dated is pain ful, and break ing the inval i da tion

cycle is dif fi cult. How ever, there is hope. Research has shown that when
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cou ples are fairly happy, they are able to retal i ate less often when

 criticized or inval i dated. Val i da tion holds a lot of prom ise as a way out.

Not only does val i da tion work, but it works rather quickly. You can 

think of it as the val i da tion rule of three. That is, if you can find the

 willingness, the cour age, to val i date three con sec u tive times in the face of 

inval i da tion, the other per son almost always will stop the attack and his

or her own neg a tive reac tion (inval i dat ing responses) to you will begin to

subside. Even if you know this, how ever, con tinuing to val i date in

response to a with er ing attack is not easy.

Veron ica and Paul fought like cats and dogs. Despite clearly lov ing

each other, they were highly sen si tized to each other’s judg ments, crit i -

cisms, inat ten tion, and other forms of inval i da tion. Hav ing learned how

to self-man age their emo tions and how to val i date each other, they

 practiced. When things were not too hot, they could slow down, express

them selves clearly and accu rately, and each was able to val i date the other. 

This led to times of close ness that they fully enjoyed, much like ear lier

days in their rela tion ship. How ever, if one of them became nasty or

overtly crit i cal in a big way, the other threw his or her skills down the

 toilet and jumped right in and matched the first one in negativity and

inval i da tion. They would limp away from these argu ments hurt, dazed,

con fused, and humil i ated, both hav ing behaved badly.

After dis cuss ing the validation rule of three, Paul decided to try it.

He prac ticed it first in his head and rehearsed all of the things that

 motivated him to endure Veron ica’s attack and to respond in a more

 loving and val i dat ing way. It did n’t take long for him to have his oppor -

tu nity to try it out. They got into one of their usual rows, with Veron ica

crit i ciz ing Paul for being aloof and uncar ing and Paul crit i ciz ing Veron ica 

for being too sen si tive and too crit i cal. After a few turns in which each

upped the ante, Paul remem bered his com mit ment to do this dif fer ently.

He took a deep breath, sat down, and tried to soothe him self. He

self-val i dated: “Boy, this is harder than I thought. I’m really hurt and

angry. But, now that I think of it, I’m also embar rassed that I was not

very atten tive to Veron ica even after she told me she’d had a hard day

and wanted my atten tion and sup port.” He also remem bered how lovely

things had been the past cou ple of days, how much he really wanted their 

life to be more like that, less like this pres ent argu ment. And he noticed

how hurt Veron ica was, how despair ing she seemed, and real ized how

much pain she must be in to be so defen sive, so attack ing, so unlike her

core nature, which Paul knew to be kind and loving. 
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He decided to try val i dat ing: “Veron ica, I can see that you are

really mis er a ble doing this, and so am I” (this acknowl edged her

 feelings and vul ner a bil ity, and recip ro cated her vul ner a bil ity). She

responded angrily, “Well, I’m glad you’re as mis er a ble as I am.” But she 

noticed that some thing was dif fer ent: maybe he was n’t attack ing back?

Paul con tin ued, “I know you were really dis ap pointed that I was n’t

 paying much atten tion, espe cially since you told me you had a crappy

day at work.” Veron ica sensed the shift in Paul, but her emo tions were

still run ning a lit tle high. She replied, some what bit terly, “Why did n’t

you say this twenty min utes ago? You’re a lit tle late, aren’t you?” Then

Paul said to him self, “Okay, one more try. I think I can do it.” He said

to Veron ica, “I wish I had. I know you don’t want to fight any more

than I do. But I’m lis ten ing now, and I really want to hear what

 happened today.” Veron ica’s anger and defen sive dimin ished and, over -

whelmed with sad ness, she started to cry. She asked Paul to hold her.

He did, and after a few min utes, her emo tions came down, and she told 

Paul about her day. He lis tened, val i dated her, and she val i dated back

how loved she felt that he had done what he did, how hard it must have 

been, but how impor tant it was to her. 

PRACTICE

1. Prac tice each of the six strat e gies described above. For each one,

think of a recent sit u a tion in which you were at least a lit tle bit inval -

i dat ing. Try to find a way to use each strat egy to help you break the

inval i da tion cycle in a sit u a tion like this recent one. 

2. Make a plan. Just as Paul did, iden tify what is impor tant to you,

 identify effec tive ways to self-val i date and self-soothe, prac tice being

mind ful of your part ner even when your part ner is at his or her

worst. Prac tice devel op ing empa thy for your part ner in a sit u a tion in

which she or he is ver bally attack ing and inval i dat ing you. Work on

accept ing the real ity of the sit u a tion: your part ner some times does

exactly the oppo site of what you would like, but attack ing or inval i -

dat ing her or him will only make it worse. Prac tice being able to

come back at least three times with a val i dat ing response even if

your part ner stays in the attack mode.

136  The High-Conflict Couple



3. Imple ment your plan! Give it a try. Eval u ate how it goes. If it turns

things around, great. If not, what could you do better next time? Do

you need more self-sooth ing? More self-val i da tion? More rehearsal

in your mind? Keep try ing it. And don’t get stuck on whether you

should have to do all this. Remem ber to accept real ity. 

Repairing After Invalidation

Some times we do inval i date our spouse or part ner. When we do, some

kind of repair is required. Of course, we often feel that she or he  inval -

idated first, which may be true. And, she or he often feels that we

 escalated and inval i dated first, which may be true. There really isn’t much 

util ity in argu ing about this. The real ity is, if you were inval i dat ing, you

did some dam age, and a repair is required.

Find the Motivation to Repair

To gen er ate moti va tion, you need the very same skills that you

would use to break the inval i da tion cycle: self-val i da tion; self-sooth ing;

mind ful ness (nonjudgmental aware ness of your part ner); remem ber ing

your gen u ine goals and val ues; empa thy; accept ing real ity as it is (that is,

the sit u a tion is not how you want it to be); and gen er at ing hope ful ness.

So, the first steps are to reduce your arousal, find bal ance, and stay aware 

of your goals, while not suc cumb ing to hope less ness. These pre pare you

to val i date. But there may be three addi tional rea sons to repair, whether

imme di ately or some time later: it’s the right thing to do, it will help

jump-start your next inter ac tion in a dif fer ent, more con struc tive

 direction, and it will build your self-respect.

How and When to Repair

The ear lier sec tions of this chap ter focused on break ing out of the

inval i da tion cycle while it is in full gear. That is crit i cally impor tant to do.

And, to a great extent, when you val i date in those sit u a tions, you are

Recovering from Invalidation  137



 providing a repair for what ever inval i dat ing responses you have recently

thrown toward your part ner. But the cycle can also be bro ken in other

ways which typ i cally begin by try ing to bring your emo tions back down

to a mod er ate level and then by start ing to repair prior dam age.

Repair can be accom plished after an argu ment (or before the next

one). Repair may be eas ier after an argu ment than dur ing one because

you have time to self-reg u late your emo tional arousal, to go through the

steps above care fully, and to rehearse what you are going to say and how

you will say it. Pick the most effec tive time and sit u a tion, just like you

would for any effec tive expres sion (see chap ter 6). 

The repair itself can take many forms, but it will be most effec tive 

when it includes the fol low ing com po nents: gen u ine ness (find the part

of you that wants to repair, that is, not doing it only because you are

sup posed to); mind ful aware ness of the impact of your inval i dat ing

behav ior on your part ner (notice how it must have felt, what the reper -

cus sions likely are, what suf fer ing was involved); will ing ness to allow y

our part ner to feel bad (don’t expect your repair to undo the dam age

but, rather, to facil i tate mov ing on); accu rate expres sion and descrip tion 

of what you did and what you under stand the impact to have been for

your part ner. 

Also, to really repair the sit u a tion you need to com mit to do what -

ever is nec es sary to have better self-con trol next time (that is, make a

plan for improv ing your skills and self-con trol, and prac tice it). This will

sub stan tially reduce the chances of you inval i dat ing your part ner in the

same way again. And, finally, you need to be ready and will ing to val i da te

your partner regard less of how he or she responds to your repair. That is, 

even if he or she is angry, blam ing, or unre spon sive, it is impor tant to

remem ber your goals and that he or she is still hurt from what ever you

did that was crit i cal or invalidating.

For exam ple, Cameron and Char lie strug gled with how much close -

ness they wanted in their rela tion ship. One day, they had another big

argu ment, and each was quite nasty to the other. Despite prac tic ing the

skills above and intend ing to stop inval i dat ing, as well as hop ing to break

the cycle by val i dat ing, Char lie found her self esca lat ing more, really

 saying awful things to Cameron. She was out of con trol and could not

stop her self. Of course, after wards, she felt ter ri ble: sad, fear ful, embar -

rassed, and ashamed. She decided to make a repair because it was the

right thing to do (Cameron did not deserve to be treated that way), to try 

to improve the rela tion ship (this might help both of them calm down and 
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be more skill ful next time), and to enhance her own self-respect (she had

trans gressed her own val ues, been mean and nasty).

Char lie waited until Cameron seemed set tled and some what

relaxed after din ner. She said, “Sweetie, I want to talk about our fight

on Mon day night. I just feel awful about it. I don’t want to com plain

about you or try to talk about the issue. I just want to tell you how

bad I feel about the things I said. Is this okay with you right now?”

Cameron agreed, so  Charlie con tin ued, “I imag ine that when I say

really nasty things to you that it hurts you a lot. It would hurt me. It

would hurt any one. I imag ine that you also feel kind of scared of talk -

ing more, maybe want ing to avoid me for a while. That’s under stand -

able, even though I really want to be closer to you, not far ther away.”

At this point Cameron was soft en ing up a bit, felt better, but did

indeed feel inhib ited and did not say any thing. Char lie went on to say,

“So, I just don’t want to treat you this way. What I’m going to do is

take a lit tle time out the next time we are hav ing that kind of fight.

Maybe I’ll just take a cou ple of min utes in the bath room and prac tice

notic ing you, notic ing how much I love you. I think that will help

keep me from get ting so scared and keep me from lash ing out at you.

After a cou ple of min utes, we can talk more, if you want. What do you 

think? What else can I do to repair this?” Thus, Char lie started the

pro cess of repair and took it quite a few steps. Cameron pro ceeded to

talk about the epi sode, and Char lie was open, warm, and val i dat ing.

Cameron also noticed that Char lie fol lowed through and did take

occa sional breaks  during argu ments, and he really respected and

appre ci ated her for that. It helped Cameron’s moti va tion to be more

val i dat ing, in turn.

PRACTICE

1. Think about a mod er ately or sig nif i cantly inval i dat ing thing you have 

done recently. Go through the steps noted in this chap ter to build

moti va tion to val i date and repair and to reduce your neg a tive emo -

tion. Plan what your repair will look like. Rehearse the repair in your

mind, antic i pat ing how your part ner might respond (includ ing a

 negative response) and how you will con tinue with the repair.

2. Pick a good time and sit u a tion and imple ment your plan. Eval u ate it

and make adjust ments as needed for the future. Fol low through with 
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what ever you need to do to increase your self-con trol and your

 skillfulness. Stay focused on your actions, what you need to do to

make things go better in the future. And take a moment to notice

your skill ful ness and your com mit ment and to be con tent with your

efforts and their results. 

140  The High-Conflict Couple



Chapter 10

Managing Problems and
Negotiating Solutions

This chap ter switches gears. Now that you are able to com mu ni cate fairly 

well, it may be use ful to try to solve some of the prob lems that come up

in your rela tion ship. Most cou ples have a fairly good idea of how to do

this, espe cially when they are get ting along well. How ever, it may be use -

ful to have a road map for man ag ing prob lems and nego ti at ing solu tions

to keep you on track. After dis cuss ing the con cept of prob lem man age -

ment (as opposed to prob lem solv ing), this chapter will lay out a set of

steps that you can take to get clar ity on your goals, solve what ever parts

of the sit u a tion or prob lem you can, and man age what ever can’t be

solved so that it does no fur ther dam age to your rela tion ship.

Problem Management Vs. Problem Solving

When you solve a prob lem, pre sum ably the sit u a tion is changed fun da -

men tally, such that the prob lem no lon ger exists (or at least it recedes for 



a long time). If the prob lem is that the roof leaks, you get it fixed, or you

fix it your self. You know the prob lem is solved, at least for a long while,

and you don’t have to pay atten tion to it any more. If the first repair

 doesn’t work, you may imple ment a more expen sive or more com pre hen -

sive solu tion (maybe a new roof). After one or two tries, there is no

 longer a leak. 

Most rela tion ship prob lems are far more com pli cated than get ting a 

leaky roof fixed, however. In those sit u a tions that can eas ily be solved

(“Okay, I’ll pick the kids up after school”), one or both part ners do what

is needed, and you move on. But most prob lems have a chronicity to

them: you think you have solved the problem, but there it is again the

next week. Relationship prob lems often take many, many attempts before 

they are solved (or resolved). Or, they can’t be solved in any per ma nent

or semiper ma nent sense but must reg u larly be addressed. A better

approach might be to man age these prob lems, in the same way that you

man age your finances: things are always chang ing; some times they are

pre dict able, some times not. You know that even if you have enough

money now, you may not next month or next year, depend ing on what

hap pens (bills, income, job changes, unex pected expenses). 

In addi tion, some times part ners dis agree about what the prob lem

actu ally is. For exam ple, one per son might say the prob lem is “decid ing

who does the dishes” while the other says it is “fair ness” in house hold

chores. Clearly, these issues are related, but each might require a dif fer ent 

solu tion. Some times you need to agree  about the prob lem def i ni tion in

order to solve it, but at other times it’s suf fi cient to find a solu tion that

sim ply sat is fies both def i ni tions. 

At other times, it turns out that the prob lem really was one part -

ner’s emo tion about the prob lem or sit u a tion, such as feel ing  misun -

derstood or that his or her desires aren’t val ued by the other. In these

sit u a tions, the solu tion is accu rate expres sion and val i da tion, not nec es -

sar ily mak ing changes. For exam ple, you might say the prob lem is that

the dis tri bu tion of chores around the house is unfair. But, after talk ing

about it for a while, it may turn out that you really just felt unap pre ci ated. 

Know ing that your part ner is aware of all that you do and is really

 appreciative of it may ren der the prob lem moot. 

For all of these rea sons, it may be more use ful to talk about nego ti -

at ing solu tions to prob lems when solu tions are pos si ble and desir able and 

about accept ing prob lems (and val i dat ing each other’s feel ings about

them) when solu tions are not forth com ing.  In other words, it might be

more accu rate to call this set of tasks man ag ing prob lems.
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Problem Definition

Most rela tion ship prob lems involve one part ner’s desire for the other one 

to change. This, of course, is a solu tion, not a def i ni tion of the prob lem.

For exam ple, Kevin hates doing the laun dry, so he thinks the prob lem is

that he has to do the laun dry some times. Alicia thinks the prob lem is that 

she does most of the house hold chores. Con se quently, they fight about

who does what quite often. What is the prob lem here? Or are there two

sep a rate (but related) prob lems? 

It is impos si ble to know the answers to these ques tions until Alicia

and Kevin sit down to dis cuss their feel ings and their desires and are

 prepared to lis ten and val i date each other’s feel ings and desires. Okay, so

Kevin does n’t like doing the laun dry. Alicia might be con fused: “Why

not?” She could be judg men tal: “What’s the big deal?” Or she could be

val i dat ing: “You do seem really to dis like doing it. Why? What about it is

so dif fi cult or unpleas ant?” It turns out that Kevin is a mechanic, so he

has his hands in engines all day. They get very dirty and he uses very

strong soap to get them clean, and his hands are always chapped and

sore. Doing the laun dry actu ally makes his fin gers more chapped, and

they some times split open and bleed, which inter feres with his work,

besides being pain ful. Alicia never knew this. She is very accept ing and

val i dat ing: “I wish I had known this. You poor thing!” 

Alicia might respond in one of sev eral ways. In scenario one, Alicia

accepts the sit u a tion, agrees to do the laun dry, and does not resent it

because she under stands that it really is hard on Kevin. Notice that this

actu ally would give Alicia more chores, and her com plaint was that she

already did too many! But, this might be okay with her because she

under stands Kevin’s objec tions to the laun dry now, and Kevin is happy

because he no lon ger has to do laun dry. 

Alter na tively, in sce nario two, Alicia might want Kevin to do some -

thing else, a kind of trade: “I’ll do the laun dry—how about you do the vac -

u um ing and clean the bath room?” From here, they move to nego ti a tion.

Alicia’s will ing ness to take on the laun dry chores helps Kevin be will ing to

take on other chores in exchange. Both leave the sit u a tion  feeling okay.

In sce nario three, Alicia is very sym pa thetic to Kevin’s skin prob -

lem. She sug gests that he see a der ma tol o gist, get some med i cine to help

his chapped fin gers, and use more hand lotion. If she starts out the

 conversation with sooth ing and val i dat ing, then Kevin might be open to

con tin u ing to do the laun dry, assum ing that his hands improve. She could
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say, “Oh, honey, that’s ter ri ble! We need to get you some med i cine. I’ll

call my sister—she has been really happy with her der ma tol o gist, and

maybe you can get an appoint ment there.” How ever, if Alicia jumps right 

into prob lem-solv ing mode and stays focused on the laun dry as her first

pri or ity, it prob a bly won’t go so well. Imag ine Kevin’s response if she

said, “Well, if you take better care of your hands, maybe see a der ma tol o -

gist and use more hand cream, doing the laun dry should n’t be such a

prob lem for you.” Kevin would likely not feel soothed or cared about,

and his moti va tion to see the der ma tol o gist would prob a bly be no higher

than his moti va tion to do the laun dry. Kevin and Alicia will likely be

argu ing about this again next week.

These sce nar ios point to the impor tance of see ing prob lems not as

static, eas ily solv able sit u a tions, but as ongo ing and ever chang ing, and as 

requir ing a lot of com mu ni ca tion, clar i fi ca tion, self-aware ness, aware ness

of your part ner, and flex i bil ity over time. It’s great to try to define a

prob lem. But don’t be sur prised if you do not agree about what the

 problem is. Try to talk about it openly, gently, and in a val i dat ing way.

Using your com mu ni ca tion skills will make it pos si ble to pro ceed with

increas ing under stand ing, which will in turn make solutions more likely.

PRACTICE

1. Pick what you think is a small prob lem that has come up lately. Sit

down with your part ner and try to define what the prob lem is. Stay

open-minded, and val i date your part ner a lot.

2. Notice how your idea about what the prob lem is changes over time,

both in response to your con ver sa tion about it and with height ened

aware ness of what is both er ing you and what is both er ing your

part ner. 

Problem Analysis

Once you have some idea about the dimen sions of the prob lem, at least

from each per son’s per spec tive, it makes sense to try to under stand the
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problem better. There are many ways to ana lyze a prob lem: talk ing about

the issue in gen eral, spec u lat ing on why it is a prob lem, ana lyz ing a

 specific instance of the problem and so on. This method will empha size

being very descrip tive and spe cific, notic ing both the details about the

con text in which the problem occurs and the con se quences of what ever

behav ior (or lack of behav ior) some body wants to be dif fer ent. Some -

times this is referred to as “behav ioral anal y sis” or a “chain anal y sis”

because each step (or link) that leads to the prob lem can be iden ti fied

(e.g., Barlow 1981; Haynes 1978; Linehan 1993a). Modifying any one link 

holds the poten tial for mak ing an impact on the larger prob lem.

One way to do this is to pick a spe cific exam ple of the prob lem’s

occur rence. Agree on a spe cific inci dent, a time and place, so you are

both talk ing about the same thing. It may be help ful to write down the

steps, per haps on a sheet of lined paper. If you fold the paper into two

col umns, you can put your name at the top of one col umn and your

 partner’s at the top of the other. This way you can see both how the

prob lem unfolded for each of you indi vid u ally and how you inter acted

along the way.

You start by iden ti fy ing what emo tions you brought to the  sit -

uation, espe cially the ones that really had noth ing to do with the prob lem 

at hand. Then, each part ner notes his or her feel ings, thoughts, reac tions,

and so on in their col umn, start ing at the top and going in sequence, and

syn chro niz ing with each other. On the crease of the paper (mid dle), you

write down what was actu ally said or spe cific actions taken (such as eye

roll ing, walk ing away, or gently pick ing up and caress ing the other’s

hand). This makes pub lic what was going on inside each part ner

(thoughts, feel ings, desires) and there fore allows both part ners to see

how, and often why, each one reacts to the other.

For exam ple, Jan elle and Trey argued reg u larly about money: how

much to save, how much to spend, what to buy, and so on. Every time

they tried to talk about it, they reached an impasse, even when they were

skill ful and respect ful and mostly val i dat ing. So they decided to try to

ana lyze the problem.

They agreed to take a detailed look at their argu ment from the pre -

vi ous Sat ur day morn ing. Here is what their chain anal y sis looked like:

As they looked at the chain of events together, Jan elle and Trey

were shocked to see how much of the prob lem was not about the money 

but about how they talked and reacted to each other. They each were

able to acknowl edge how the other might be hurt or might rea son ably

react the way they did at each step of the argu ment. What emerged was
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 Janelle  Trey

Fig ure 7

Tired, stressed Anxious, worried that

Janelle’s mad at him

J: “I’m going to the mall with my 

sister in a few minutes. I’ll be

back before dinner.”

Remembers their credit card bill,

gets worried about money

T: “You know, we’re almost

broke. Maybe you shouldn’t be

going to the mall today.”

Thinks, “He’s got some nerve telling me

not to spend money, after he just went

out and bought himself a bunch of CDs

last week.” Feels hurt, angry.

J: “Well, you thought we had

enough money to buy CDs, so 

I guess I think we have enough

money for me to go to the mall.”

Feels guilty, then gets judgmental, 

thinking, “She’s being a real jerk

about this,” then angry

T: “You are so irresponsible about money! 

I work my butt off and you couldn’t care

less. We’ll never get out of debt, and it’s

your fault. You leave it all up to me!”



the clear sense that both of them were wor ried about money and both

wanted to get their bills under con trol. How ever, Jan elle did not want

Trey “dic tat ing” the solu tion to her. Rather, she wanted to work out an

agree ment that would affect them both. They came up with a bud get that 

allowed each of them the same amount of dis cre tion ary spend ing money

per week. Trey thought the prob lem was solved because this stopped the

neg a tive flow of money; he felt that it was a fair solu tion and that Jan elle

was tak ing the prob lem seri ously. Jan elle thought it was a good solu tion

because she did not have to “feel under a micro scope” about money. She 

knew what she could spend or save and that she had com plete con trol

over that. She felt much more respected by Trey.
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 Janelle  Trey

Fig ure 7 -- Con tin ued

Feels worried, sad, angry.

Decides to go out before Janelle

gets home to avoid her.

Feels guilty, also thinks that Trey

is being unfair

J: “You are so unfair. You get to

spend what you want, but you

want to control me. Well, I won’t

let you.” Then Janelle storms off.

Feels overwhelmed with negative

feelings and is judgmental about

herself and about Trey.

Misses Janelle, but stays angry

and judgmental.

Later, shopping helps her “feel

better,” but only until she goes

home again.

They have another argument

when Trey gets home … and 

the cycle continues.



Another way to do the step-by-step anal y sis is to draw out a chain

of the steps, as shown in figure 7. Each per son has his or her own

thoughts and emo tions occur ring, which are pri vate. These lead to state -

ments and expres sions that are pub lic. In the fig ure, the pri vate steps or

links are open or clear, and the pub lic ones are shaded.

This way of illus trat ing the prog ress of the dis agree ment in a

graphic man ner helps each per son to see the things they could not see

when the con flict esca lated in just a few sec onds. Iden ti fy ing each step or 

link helps you to under stand your part ner better and your part ner to

under stand you better. Each link is an oppor tu nity for validation.

PRACTICE

1. Pick a small dis agree ment you have had recently, and do a prob lem

or chain anal y sis of that disagreement. What hap pened? List or draw

your thoughts and emo tions as well as what you said and did.

 Discuss the chain and use each “link” as an oppor tu nity to expand

your under stand ing of your part ner. Val i date your part ner’s emo tions 

and desires and other reac tions along the chain.
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Partner B’s prior 
experiences, especially 
with Partner A 

Partner A’s prior 
experiences, especially  
with Partner B 

Thoughts & 
Emotions 

Thoughts & 
Emotions 

Statements & 
Expressions 

Non-mindful/ 
Reactive/ 
Judgmental 

Situation/
Trigger 

One Partner says or 
does something hurtful 

Fig ure 8



2. After you have suc cess fully com pleted the first step (it may take

 several tries), move on to a big ger prob lem, and fol low the same

steps. Don’t worry about solv ing the prob lem yet. Just use this exer -

cise to enhance your under stand ing of the prob lem and the pro cess

of your dis agree ment. Validate!

Acceptance as an Alternative to Change 

So far, this chapter has examined prob lems that at least had ini tial

 solutions. When solu tions are pos si ble, then nego ti a tion and change are

effec tive steps to take. How ever, some times a cou ple can “solve” a

 problem over and over, and yet it keeps com ing back. In these sit u a tions, 

it may be pru dent to con sider just accept ing that you have the prob lem;

you may be able to fix it at some point but prob a bly not right now.

Accep tance is hard. If nei ther part ner were both ered, there would

be no need to work on a solu tion. So, accep tance means that one or both 

of you will still be both ered. How ever, some times the solu tion can

become part of the prob lem. Maybe the bud get that Jan elle and Trey

agreed on was unre al is tic or too hard to stay within, and they kept

 fighting about money, with Trey nag ging Jan elle and Jan elle get ting

defen sive in return. Some times prob lems develop a life of their own, and

even the idea that you don’t have to solve it right now can be free ing and 

lead to relief and allow you to con nect and enjoy other parts of your life

for a while. This issue will come up again in chap ter 11, but for now it

may be use ful just to con sider the pos si bil ity, when fac ing an intrac ta ble

sit u a tion that is drain ing your energy and good will, that the prob lem is

not such a big deal and that maybe you could just tol er ate things the way

they are for a while.

Change: Steps in Negotiating a Solution

As the exam ple of Jan elle and Trey dem on strates, two or more dif fer ent 

prob lems often emerge: usu ally at least one is the con flict topic (being

in debt or who gets to decide how much you spend), and the other

 usually is the con flict pro cess (how the cou ple ends up argu ing about
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money, how it becomes toxic). It is impor tant to agree, and be clear,

about which part of the con flict you will focus on resolv ing or man ag -

ing. Trey and Jan elle were able to address their con flict con tent (money) 

only after find ing a much better, more con struc tive con flict pro cess.

This is quite typ i cal.

Focus on One Conflict Topic at a Time

After doing a prob lem or chain anal y sis, the next step is to list your

con flict top ics. This might start out as only one topic, but could end up

encom pass ing a lot of things, par tic u larly after you do a chain anal y sis

and gain some insight into the con flict pro cess. Just keep a list, and make 

sure you are focus ing on only one topic at a time. This is your tar get. Stay 

focused.

After start ing to list your con flict top ics, and before you try to

resolve any of them, you must find a healthy, effec tive pro cess. Use the

chain anal y sis in two ways: iden tify your own reac tions, judg ments, and

other unmind ful behav iors, and use your skills to pre pare your self to act

and react dif fer ently the next time; and go over the links or steps with

each other, using all the val i da tion skills out lined ear lier in this book

(from atten tive lis ten ing to find ing the “of course” in how he or she

reacted that way). When you under stand your part ner better, it is eas ier to 

respond in a more lov ing, less reac tive way. When you are able to talk

about the actual top ics with out esca lat ing into a lot of neg a tive emo tions

and with out either shut ting down or inval i dat ing the other, you are ready

to try to find and negotiate solutions.

Brainstorm Possible Solutions

For your first prob lem topic, start to imag ine what you could do

to improve the sit u a tion or solve the prob lem (e.g., Jacob son and

Margolin 1979). It may be help ful to start the dis cus sion by offer ing a

solu tion for which you would pri mar ily be respon si ble. Although this

may not always be pos si ble, when you do this, you are com mu ni cat ing

your com mit ment to solv ing the prob lem rather than your com mit ment 

to get ting the other per son to change. Effec tive solu tions will likely

involve changes for both part ners. 
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It is com mon for one or both part ners to have an idea about how

to solve the prob lem. How ever, remem ber that your solu tion is just one

pos si ble solu tion: stay com mit ted to solv ing the prob lem, not com mit ted

to a par tic u lar solu tion.  

It may be help ful to keep a list of pos si ble solu tions as you come

up with them, and you should also write down things you could do that

might facil i tate solu tions. Brain storm many pos si ble solu tions. Stay open- 

 minded, be cre ative, and don’t be afraid to seek help from other sources

(friends or rel a tives, books, the Internet). Just be sure that when ever you

dis cuss the prob lem with some one else that you do not use the  dis -

cussion as an oppor tu nity to prac tice self-righ teous ness or to crit i cize

your part ner. And make sure that your part ner is com fort able with you

 discussing this par tic u lar prob lem with other peo ple. If not, keep it

between the two of you. Finally, remem ber that this may take time. Only

work on it as long as your atti tude is con struc tive and your emo tions are

mod er ate. It is okay to take a break for a few min utes or even for a few

days. The prob lem has been around a long time, so it may take a few tries 

to find a good solution.

Chloe and Ethan argued rou tinely about child rear ing and parenting 

styles. Chloe thought that Ethan was too demand ing and author i tar ian

with their two chil dren, and Ethan thought that Chloe was too  lackadai -

sical and per mis sive. But they both agreed that their dif fer ences were

mak ing things dif fi cult for the kids, which helped moti vate them to work

on this prob lem together. They fol lowed the plan out lined above and

com pleted a chain anal y sis of a recent argu ment. They walked through it

together, both iden ti fy ing what they could do to make the pro cess more

con struc tive and val i dat ing each other. In this par tic u lar sit u a tion, their

six-year-old son Caleb was whin ing about not want ing to do his chores

(clear ing his plate from the table and then putt ing his clean, folded

clothes in his drawer in his room). As usual, Chloe wanted to reas sure

Caleb, gently nudge him to do his tasks, and reward him after wards with

a clear dis play of appre ci a tion: “Great job, you did it. I’m proud of you.”

Also as usual, Ethan wanted Caleb to stop whin ing and just do his job.

Caleb wanted both par ents to ignore the whin ing and sim ply remind him

to get his chores done. And, if Caleb did n’t do his chores as directed

within a cer tain amount of time (fifteen min utes), Ethan would pre fer to

take away a priv i lege, such as say ing “no TV tonight.” Ethan and Chloe

decided to try to brain storm some pos si ble solu tions to their con flict

about how to par ent Caleb. Here is a par tial list of solu tions they came

up with:
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1. Who ever assigned the chore would get to han dle it the way she 

or he wants.

2. They would take turns han dling the sit u a tion.

3. They would go to a child ther a pist or parenting class and agree

to fol low the expert’s advice.

4. They would flip a coin and try it the win ner’s way for a month

and then reeval u ate; if Caleb was more respon sive, they would

keep that solu tion; if worse (or not better), they would try the

other’s.

5. They would get a point chart for Caleb, and every time he did

his chores with out whin ing or com plain ing, he’d get a point;

these would be exchanged later for spe cial play time or fun

activ i ties.

6. Regard less of the rest of the solu tion, if Caleb con tin ued to

whine and not do his chores, he would not be able to watch

TV or do other priv i leged activ i ties until his chores were

com pleted.

7. They would hire a nanny to han dle these sit u a tions.

8. Either par ent could offer some “cheer lead ing” to Caleb to help 

him stay focused.

9. They would stop wor ry ing about whose parenting was right

and focus on the fact that Caleb was a gen er ally happy and

well-behaved lit tle guy; maybe they only needed to stop fight -

ing about the details.

As you can see, this is a wide-rang ing list. The real list included

quite a few addi tional sug ges tions. In real ity, nei ther Chloe nor Ethan

were advo cat ing posi tions very dif fer ent from lead ing parenting experts.

The experts dis agree, too! Of course, if one par ent really was extreme to

the point of harm (extremely per mis sive or extremely author i tar ian; cf.

Baumrind 1971), it might make sense to get a book or seek out an

expert’s advice. But, many of these kinds of argu ments really are about

style and about our own upbring ing, our own fears and vul ner a bil i ties. By 
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gen er at ing a long list of pos si ble ways to han dle the prob lem, each was

able to hear more about the other par ent’s con cern and to val i date. 

For exam ple, Chloe remem bered being yelled at a lot by her father,

and she remem bered feel ing very bad about her self as a result. So, when

Ethan was firm with Caleb, even though objec tively he was not being

mean or doing any thing close to being abu sive, Chloe felt uncom fort able; 

she iden ti fied with Caleb and wanted Ethan to be gen tler. She did n’t

want Caleb to respond to Ethan the fear ful way she had to her father,

and she did n’t want to behave with Caleb the mean or crit i cal way her

father had behaved with her. Ethan, on the other hand, was think ing

about his sev en teen-year-old nephew with drug prob lems. Ethan had

always cringed because his sis ter and brother- in- law never seem ed to set

any lim its or enforce any rules with the young boy, even when he was

rude or obnox ious or doing things that made other kids not want to play

with him. He wor ried that Chloe might be “cod dling” Caleb and that he

would learn no self-con trol, no dis ci pline, and no self-respect, and sub se -

quently have a lot of dif fi cul ties in his life. For tu nately, this dis cus sion

between Chloe and Ethan was loaded with inter est and val i da tion. After -

wards, they felt a lot closer, a lot more like part ners in parenting, even

before com ing to any solu tions. They under stood each other better,

which resulted in increased trust and reduced worry.

Negotiate an Agreement

The next step is to nego ti ate. You can do this imme di ately after

gen er at ing pos si ble solu tions, or you may want to take a break before

mov ing on to this step. First, go over each pos si ble solu tion on your

own. Which solu tions do you like, and why? What are the pros and cons

(advan tages and dis ad van tages) to each? Then, walk through each one

out loud, with each other, shar ing the pros and cons of each that you

thought about. If there are solu tions that you both agree have no

redeem ing value, cross them off the list. Among those that are left, can

you piece together an agree ment that includes use ful parts from more

than one solution? 

As with the other steps, nego ti a tion requires patience and per se ver -

ance. Make a pro posal to your part ner and eval u ate it together. Don’t be

afraid to do some horse trad ing: “If you would be will ing to do X, then I

would be will ing to go along with Y.” There is no right solu tion. There

are solu tions that work, at least in some ways, and those that fail. Don’t
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worry, if the solu tion you pick fails, you can come back to this step,

 analyze what went wrong, and ham mer out a new agreement.

If you can not agree, it may be use ful to change your goal. Per haps

the prob lem you are try ing to solve is too big, and you can carve out a

piece of it to work on. Or, per haps you need to resolve another prob lem

before you can agree on a solu tion to this one. These are nor mal things to

go through. What is most impor tant is that you stay com mit ted to being

effec tive in your com mu ni ca tion, with accu rate, clear  self-expression and

boun ti ful val i da tion, and com mit ted to a solu tion that both of you find

accept able.

Commit to Your Agreement

At some point, you will find an agree ment that is accept able to both 

of you. It really helps to write it down, because with so many pos si ble

solu tions fly ing around, you could think you are agree ing to one thing

while your part ner thinks he or she is agree ing to some thing else. So,

write it down, clearly. Then, drop the dis cus sion for at least twenty-four

hours. Let the agree ment set tle. Then, return to the table and review your 

agree ment. If it still seems accept able to you both, you can move to

imple men ta tion. How ever, do not be sur prised if the agree ment looks a

lit tle bit dif fer ent after twenty-four hours. It might look better, or it

might no lon ger seem accept able. Do not despair; this is quite com mon!

This means, of course, that you are back to nego ti at ing (in good faith, of

course; no invalidation, please).

It is impor tant to spec ify exactly what you expect from each other.

The point is not to eval u ate each other but to be clear and be able to

make a fully informed agree ment. Now it is time to imple ment the agree -

ment, so agree on a time frame: when does the agree ment start? 

Finally, set a time to take a look at whether the agree ment is work -

ing out as planned. The idea is to set this far enough in the future so that 

you can relax and not feel a ton of pres sure to suc ceed, but soon enough

to be able to make adjust ments to max i mize the chances of it work ing.

Right now is the time to decide the fol low ing: “How will we know

whether the plan is work ing? What cri te ria will we use? What would tell

us that it is a com plete suc cess? A par tial suc cess? A com plete fail ure?”

Agree on this now.
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Evaluate Whether the Agreement Is Working and

Fine-Tune as Needed

When the time to eval u ate comes, it is impor tant once again to

bring your gen u ine ness to the con ver sa tion. This is not a time for gloat -

ing over suc cess or fail ure, nor is it a time for blame, “I told you so”

state ments, or to feel embar rassed that your ideas did not work out as

you’d hoped. Rather, this is a time to expe ri ence the out come together. It 

was your plan as a cou ple, so you sink or swim together. 

The real ity is that many plans fail the first time and, often, the

 second and third times. You are com pe tent peo ple. If the prob lem were

easy to solve, you would have solved it a long time ago. Rather, the

 problem is sticky, com pli cated, and/or full of emo tion trig gers, so it is

hard to solve, and that means it may take sev eral tries.

The most effec tive thing to do is to eval u ate how well the plan

worked, based on the cri te ria you estab lished when you made your agree -

ment. If it worked, pat each other on the back; you did a great job and

were lucky. If your agree ment did not work out well, try to fig ure out

what went wrong. Maybe do a prob lem or chain anal y sis of what did not

work. Ana lyze the sit u a tion a bit more, go through the whole pro cess

again (don’t worry, this time is usu ally faster), and nego ti ate a new agree -

ment that ben e fits from what you learned in the recent failed agree ment.

Recom mit, set a time (and cri te ria) for eval u at ing future suc cess or

 failure, and repeat as needed.

Nego ti at ing solu tions can take a long time. But, as is evi dent from

the steps in this chap ter, there are many side ben e fits along the way: there 

are many oppor tu ni ties to under stand each other better, to express your -

self clearly and accu rately, to val i date each other, and to act as a team

solv ing a prob lem together, rather than as two peo ple fight ing each other 

as though the other per son were the problem. 

PRACTICE

1. Prac tice all the steps involved in nego ti at ing solu tions. Start with a

small prob lem, one that at least seems as though you can solve it.

Don’t worry if it turns out to be big ger than you thought. Take each

step in turn. And use mind ful ness of your self and your part ner,

emo tion self-man age ment, accu rate expres sion, and val i da tion all

along the way.
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2. Eval u ate how you did as a cou ple solv ing the prob lem. Iden tify what 

each of you can do to make it go more smoothly the next time.

3. Pick another small prob lem and do the same. Con tinue with small

prob lems until you are really able to work as a team.

4. Take on increas ingly more com plex or more emo tion-laden prob -

lems, care fully fol low ing the steps and assid u ously val i dat ing each

other at each step.
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Chapter 11

Transforming Conflict
into Closeness

The end of this book is near. You have prac ticed the skills and pro ce -

dures described so far.  Maybe you have prac ticed a lot, max i miz ing your

skills as a part ner and a cou ple. Hope fully, you’ve expe ri enced a big

 difference in the qual ity of your inter ac tions and the qual ity of your life.

How ever, it is likely that you still have prob lems. This is not your fault or 

your part ner’s fault. Life sim ply includes prob lems. The pur pose of this

last chap ter is to help iden tify ways to let go of the suf fer ing that accom -

pa nies what ever prob lems you still have. By using the skills already

learned, but in a slightly more sophis ti cated way, you may be able to

trans form left over con flicts into close ness and use mind ful ness and

accep tance skills to more fully engage your part ner, your rela tion ship, and 

your life, find ing peace in each other instead of frus tra tion, and close ness 

in every step you take together. 



What Is Suffering? The Problem of
Nonacceptance/Nonchange

Every day includes a host of things that go the way we like and a bunch 

of things that do not. Some of these are quite impor tant to us, and we

become very attached to achiev ing cer tain out comes. Car ing about out -

comes gives us the moti va tion to work hard to get what we want.

Unfor tu nately, we may not have the skills to learn to want what we

actu ally get. This is a seem ingly intrac ta ble prob lem in many close

rela tion ships.

Many part ners have ideas about how their rela tion ship should be.

Some peo ple want to be active, engage in adven tures together, shar ing

every step with each other. Oth ers want their rela tion ship to be a haven

to which they can escape at the end of the day from a some times cold

and pain ful world. There are many, many notions about what form a

good, healthy, close, and sup port ive rela tion ship should take. So, we look 

for a mate who seems to share our vision, and we are excited when we

find him or her.

How ever, first we for get that we have hun dreds, per haps thou -

sands, of ideas about how we want the world, our rela tion ship, our child

rear ing, as well as our cars, diet, bud get, sex, laun dry, and tooth paste

caps, to be: no two peo ple are the same. Secondly, we for get that noth ing 

is con stant except change: the world is con stantly chang ing, as are we, so

even enor mous sim i lar i ties with your mate at one point in time do not

ensure that you will be so sim i lar at a later time. In most sit u a tions, you

might call this growth and change. But when it involves things you are

attached to, it feels like loss, grief, sad ness, and alone ness. 

Thus, we have a fun da men tal choice. We can fight the changes

around us (espe cially in our part ner) or accept them. Change requires a

lot of effort and often a lot of com pro mise, and there fore, it involves a

cer tain amount of pain (adjust ment pain, sad ness over loss and change,

and so on). That pain may be expe ri enced first by your part ner, who

changes in response to your desire. You are relieved (per haps you get

what you want), but when you are mind ful of him or her, you also

 experience some of his or her pain of loss (she or he had to change, give

up a pre ferred way). Of course, change also can be quite invig o rat ing and 

ful fill ing. But with every new excite ment, by def i ni tion, some thing pre vi -

ously cher ished is lost, at least in a way. In addi tion, there is a cer tain

amount of pain that results from accep tance: we rec og nize that
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some thing we were for merly attached to is now dif fer ent, trans formed, or 

lost, and we are sad. So, with accep tance or change, there is pain. This

pain is part of liv ing life well. 

Suf fer ing, on the other hand, results when we are stuck and can -

not effec tively change things to our lik ing, nor can we accept them as

they are. This posi tion of non ac cep tance/nonchange is one of suf fer ing 

not only because of the frus tra tion of not get ting what we want but also 

because of the dis com fort asso ci ated with non ac cep tance; we still are

attached to the changes we desire. More over, this suf fer ing can grow

like a black hole to suck in every thing around it, warp ing time, so that

 nothing in your rela tion ship or your life seems okay and you stop liv ing

in the pres ent. Noth ing seems peace ful. There are big gaps in close ness

with your spouse or part ner. You suf fer and your part ner suf fers with

you, and your rela tion ship suf fers. This suf fer ing is mostly unnec es sary.

The pre vi ous chap ter addressed many ways to achieve the changes 

you desire. If you can change or get your part ner to change so that you

both get more of what you want, that’s worth the effort and the pain

asso ci ated with change. But what if you keep try ing and can’t get the

 situation, your self, or your part ner to change? What then? If you stay

attached to the idea of change, but can not achieve change, you are stuck 

in non ac cep tance/nonchange. You will be tempted, because you are

still attached to the idea of change (it’s the right thing, you can’t

 imagine  living any other way), to con tinue to think that the solu tion is

big ger, better, more pow er ful change strat e gies. Well, good luck! The

issue is not that you should not con tinue try ing to get what you want.

You have every right to do so. Rather, the issue is what the cost to your 

life, to your rela tion ship, is going to be if you con tinue to try to get

your part ner to change. The fol low ing sec tions will con sider the other

alter na tive: accep tance of what actu ally is, even though you may not like 

it at first.

Finding Acceptance and Closeness

Some times you clearly want to focus on change. That’s fine, of course.

But, occa sion ally there is con flict; your part ner does some thing that you

want him or her to stop (or does not do some thing that you want), that is 

so con sis tently pres ent and so resis tant to change that you know in the

back of your mind that con tin u ing to try to get your part ner to change
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has not worked and is not likely to work. But you really want your part -

ner to change! And change is not hap pen ing, is not likely to hap pen. This 

non ac cep tance/nonchange is driv ing you a lit tle crazy.

What kinds of things fall into this cat e gory? In prin ci ple, any thing

your part ner does that you don’t like, as long as it is not con trary to your

true val ues, is ripe for either effec tive change efforts or gen u ine accep -

tance. Maybe it’s the way your part ner parks the car in the garage, leaves

the toi let seat up (or down), wants to be alone for a few min utes when

she or he comes home (even though you are long ing to talk about your

day and want to be held), gets eas ily dis ap pointed or hurt when you want

some alone time, par ents your chil dren, is lack a dai si cal about some thing

you care deeply about, or leaves his or her dirty socks on the stairs. It

could be any thing that you have tried and tried to get your part ner to

change. But your efforts have been in vain and change has not occurred.

Pick one of these things and con sider the fol low ing steps or exer cises as an 

alter na tive to the usual nag ging, com plain ing, anger, frus tra tion, or bit ter -

ness you direct toward your part ner about this par tic u lar behav ior

(Fruzzetti and Iverson 2004). You can opt out and return to a change

focus at any time that you want to, with out pen alty.

Behavioral Tolerance

The very first step toward pos si ble accep tance is to stop putt ing

energy into chang ing your part ner (at least this one behav ior). Although

this may sound sim ple, it’s not. There are two main rea sons that it is

 difficult to let go of your change focus or “change habit,” even for a few

days or a few weeks: first, tol er at ing a sit u a tion or behav ior which you

want to be dif fer ent is pain ful; and sec ond, let ting go of your “change

energy” means you ini tially will feel dis ap pointed because you are fac ing

the real ity that you are not get ting what you want. You are experiencing a 

loss.

The first step involves notic ing all the ways that you try to get your

part ner to change this par tic u lar behav ior. Do you nag, com plain, or

write scath ing notes or e-mails about the “prob lem” behav ior (or lack

thereof)? Spend a few days and mon i tor all the ver bal and non ver bal

 signals (includ ing “looks that could kill”) you send to your part ner about

this. Keep a writ ten log, so you do not miss any of the many ways you

put effort into get ting him or her to change. 
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Now, stop them all, at least for now. Pick a time period, for

 example, three weeks, and com mit to sim ply let ting your change goals go

for that time. No nag ging, no com plain ing, no care fully timed winc ing,

eyes rolling, ugly quid pro quos, or other efforts to get him or her to do

what you want on this one behav ior. It’s a cease-fire. You must do this

uni lat er ally: do not even tell your part ner. This is for you, not for him or

her. Sure, she or he might feel relieved that you are off his or her back

about this, but you are not doing it to be nice to your part ner. If you

choose to try this, you are doing it because you are stuck and will ing to try 

a dif fer ent strat egy. The old strat e gies have not worked, so per haps this

path will lead some place new and more peaceful.

How ever, in order to do this, to stop try ing to get your part ner to

change, you must be able to deal with the emo tions that will likely fol low

(intense dis ap point ment) and the judg ments and anger that likely will

grow out of your frus tra tion over not get ting what you want. 

Man age Dis ap point ment 

Dis ap point ment is in the same emo tional class as sad ness and grief

and so is quite sim i lar. When you fail to get what you want, regard less of

the rea sons, dis ap point ment is at least one of the emo tions you are likely

to feel. Dis ap point ment can sting. It often brings with it fairly low energy 

and an urge to shut down or with draw, to give up (at least tem po rarily).

There are at least three impor tant responses that help dis ap point ment run 

its nat u ral course so that you do not get stuck in sad ness and depres sion: 

1. Val i date the dis ap point ment: it makes sense when you don’t get 

what you want; you can val i date the feel ing your self, or let

some one else do it.

2. Soothe the pain: treat your self decently, do the kinds of things

you might do for some one else tem po rarily feel ing a lot of

 sadness, or get some one else to soothe you. 

3. Get active: being active is a bona fide treat ment for depres -

sion (Addis and Martell 2004), and likely an essen tial ingre di -

ent in pre vent ing sad ness from grow ing into depres sion.

Get ting active includes engag ing in phys i cal, social, intel lec -

tual/cog ni tive, and rec re ational pur suits, and push ing your self 

to do a  little more than per haps you feel like. Acti va tion not

only dis tracts you away from neg a tive emo tional states, it also 
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cre ates pos i tive ones: when you engage the world, you do

things that are enjoy able, the sur est anti dote to sad ness and

dis ap point ment. 

As you go over your check list of how not to nag or com plain or put

energy into get ting your part ner to change, notice the dis ap point ment,

self-val i date, self-soothe, and get active, espe cially with your part ner.

Let Go of Frus tra tion and Anger

You may also notice a cas cade of quite judg men tal thoughts about

your part ner as you go cold tur key and give up (at least tem po rarily) your 

change habit. You might think things such as, “Why should I have to feel 

this crappy? I was n’t ask ing for very much here. She or he should just

change; it’s not a big deal.” Notice how these judg ments and inval i dat ing

state ments make some sense. In a way, they are quite seduc tive, espe cially 

when the alter na tive is tol er at ing your neg a tive emo tions. Sim i larly, when

you make these kinds of judg men tal state ments about your part ner, you

will gen er ate a lot of anger. And, when you’re angry, your thoughts will

tend to be judg men tal. Try to observe this pat tern: it is nor mal, makes

sense, and is quite destruc tive. You may have the urge to go back to your 

old focus con cern ing change toward your part ner when you feel this bad. 

How ever, you have made a com mit ment to quit nag ging and tol er ate

what fol lows. The with drawal symp toms you are expe ri enc ing will pass.

Annie and Seth used to fight a lot, but had worked hard and had

vastly improved their rela tion ship. How ever, there still were cer tain

things that each of them did that drove the other crazy. Despite repeated

pleas for change, sev eral com pli cated attempts to use the prob lem man -

age ment and nego ti a tion skills found in chapter 10, and clear expres sions

of despair, each of them just could n’t seem to do what the other wanted

in a few key areas. For exam ple, Seth would often (a cou ple of times per

week) play with their two-year-old daugh ter, Kara, and get her really

excited just before bed time. This made it hard for her to fall asleep and

resulted in her bounc ing out of bed sev eral times before set tling down

and then being tired the next morn ing. Annie would become furi ous at

Seth when she heard him and their daugh ter roughhousing through out

the house, but by then, it was too late. But she still scolded Seth and

pushed him over and over to play qui etly at bed time and save the

 romping around for earlier in the day.  
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Annie, on the other hand, had a habit of mis plac ing things, such as

los ing keys (hers or Seth’s), lock ing her self out of the house or car, or

leav ing her wal let or purse in res tau rants. Often, she needed Seth to

“ rescue ” her and the kids, which was dis rup tive for Seth (he might have

to leave work to let Annie and the kids into the car at the gro cery store,

when she had locked her keys in the car, for exam ple). He really resented 

these epi sodes and pressed Annie hard to man age her keys and wal let

better.

It is obvi ous that nei ther Annie nor Seth is a bad per son. Both are

quite respon si ble adults, good par ents, and mostly lov ing part ners. Yet,

each has some rather prob lem atic behav iors in their rep er toires. Their

 foibles might drive a lot of peo ple crazy. What should they do? They have

tried and tried to get the other per son to change, over and over again,

with out suc cess. Each of these sit u a tions is per fect to try stop ping the old

habit of nag ging and com plain ing and resent ing the other, and instead

 tolerating the other’s behav ior that has been driv ing him or her crazy.

Annie decided to stop nag ging and crit i ciz ing Seth about his

 exuberant play at bed time with their daugh ter. She went cold tur key, and

kept a log on an index card of each sit u a tion in which she had an urge to

yell at Seth. It turned out there were many. She prac ticed notic ing dis ap -

point ment and was sur prised just how much sad ness she felt when she

let go of her judg ments and anger. She had many judg men tal thoughts

run through her mind, how ever, such as “he’s an adult, he should know

better” and “he is so incon sid er ate” and “he’s just act ing like a two-

 year-old him self.” But she per se vered. She self-soothed: when she heard

them start to roughhouse, she sat in her favor ite chair, put on her

 favorite CD, and just relaxed and enjoyed a song or two. She  self-

 validated in a vari ety of ways: she noticed her sad ness and noticed that it

made a lot of sense given that her ideas about how their parenting would

go were not work ing out, and she val i dated how hard it was not to

 simply go with the urge to crit i cize Seth. And Annie stayed active, being

sure to do things with friends and to go out alone with Seth on dates and 

enjoy those times together. 

After a few weeks, she really had stopped nag ging, com plain ing,

and crit i ciz ing Seth for his active play at bed time with their daugh ter. She 

was proud of the accom plish ment, but every time he did it, she still felt a 

lot of neg a tive emo tion and noticed really want ing him to just stop it. She 

decided to move on to the next step.

While Annie was going through this pro cess, Seth inde pend ently

decided to con sider accept ing Annie’s for get ful ness. He real ized that
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when Annie lost her keys, wal let, receipts, or what ever, that his very

 negative and crit i cal response did not actu ally help her become less

 forgetful. He went through a recent exam ple of need ing to leave work to

come home to let Annie into the car so that she could take their son

Jacob to a doc tor’s appoint ment. He noticed that his emo tions included

not only frus tra tion about inter rupt ing work but also worry about what

oth ers might think of him and dis ap point ment that he would have to stay 

a lit tle late at work. To stop try ing to get Annie to change would mean he 

would face occa sional, sim i lar frus tra tion.

Sur pris ingly, he also noticed that it was hard to see Annie and the

kids in the mid dle of the day for a cou ple of min utes and then have to

return to work. He missed them! He noticed that he had been quite sad

about that but that he’d missed it at the time because he was over -

whelmed with judg ments (“she’s so self ish and incom pe tent”) and anger.

He prac ticed self-val i dat ing these emo tions and decided to stop com -

plain ing about Annie’s for get ful ness and to stop crit i ciz ing her for it.

After you have stopped focus ing on change for a while (sev eral

days, maybe sev eral weeks), it will become eas ier. You will adjust. How -

ever, your part ner’s behav ior may still bother you a lit tle (or a lot). If the

behav ior that used to drive you crazy no lon ger both ers you, then you

have changed what had become a bad habit for you. Con grat u la tions!

You are done and can move on (and maybe try to accept a dif fer ent

“prob lem” behav ior). How ever, if your part ner’s behav ior still both ers

you, it is time to go on to the next step and explore the con se quences of

your change habit.

PRACTICE

1. Make a list of the things that you have tried, over and over, to get

your part ner to do dif fer ently, but with out suc cess.

2. Pick one that you are will ing to tol er ate for a cou ple of weeks.

3. Stop crit i ciz ing, com plain ing, nag ging, demand ing, or doing any thing 

to try to get your part ner to change. 

4. Fol low the steps sug gested in this sec tion to help you man age your

dis ap point ment and let go of your judg ments and anger.

5. If you no lon ger are both ered by the behav ior, give your self some

credit for effec tive habit rever sal. And then go back to step two and
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pick another thing off your list, and con tinue on. If you are still

both ered, move on to the next sec tion.

Become Aware of Unnecessary Suffering

To accept your part ner’s behav ior fully, you will need a lot of

 motivation. Accep tance is not intu itive, and the default is change, change, 

change. In this step, you will pay close atten tion to the cost of your

agenda of change, becom ing more aware of how much suf fer ing your

non ac cep tance/nonchange posi tion causes.

You already have logged the sit u a tions in which you have had to

work in order to tol er ate your part ner’s behav ior. Tolerating it has not

been enough. It still eats away at you some times. What are the costs of

lean ing toward change, expect ing change, want ing change?

In each sit u a tion in which you have to inhibit your self from crit i ciz -

ing your part ner or nag ging or com plain ing, notice what hap pens. First,

for how ever long you are “tol er at ing” your part ner’s behav ior, you are

unhappy, not engaged in the rest of your life: you are stuck in time,

 suffering. But it prob a bly does n’t end there. Chances are good that for

sev eral more min utes (or hours), there are rip ples of negativity that affect 

you, alter your expe ri ence, change how you inter act with and feel about

your part ner (and oth ers). The idea in this step is to  formulate an accu -

rate appraisal of all the costs of want ing your part ner to change. How

many min utes per day are you both ered? What are the con se quences of

your negativity? Econ o mists call these costs response costs—the costs of

respond ing in a par tic u lar way, in this case stay ing stuck on chang ing

your part ner. Also, what might you have done instead with that energy?

These are oppor tu nity costs—the things you were n’t able to do because

you were neg a tive, sul len, angry, judg men tal (lost oppor tu ni ties for

peace, relax ation, close ness, and enjoy ing each other).

Start a new log. Each time you feel sad, dis ap pointed, frus trated, or

angry, and you notice your self being judg men tal about this par tic u lar  target, 

write it down. What hap pened next? How long was it before you for got

about it? And, after that, how long before your emo tions came back to

equi lib rium? What are the response costs? The oppor tu nity costs?

The con se quences of dis ap point ment and anger might include the

fol low ing: being more vul ner a ble to con flict about some thing else (you
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were “primed” for an argu ment); feel ing more emo tional dis tance from

your part ner; miss ing (not notic ing, not respond ing, not enjoy ing) other

things your part ner might do; more mis ery for your part ner, because he

or she might still pick up inex pli ca ble neg a tive sig nals from you, even

though you are not actively try ing to get him or her to change; more

 negative feel ings and mis ery for you; and inhi bi tion that you or your

 partner feel toward each other. Add up the costs of these.

If the costs are low, you prob a bly don’t want to go on to the next

step, for it is a par tic u larly dif fi cult step. It actu ally is more like a moun -

tain. What’s on the other side is won der ful, but if you are happy where

you are, you prob a bly do not want to put all that work into accept ing

your part ner fully (it is hard to change our selves). How ever, if the costs

are very high, you might feel moti vated to try the next series of steps,

which involve actively putt ing your part ner’s behav ior in a new con text to 

cre ate new mean ings to attach to the behav ior and new responses that

are not full of suffering.

Annie kept the log for three weeks. She real ized that her attach ment 

to Seth doing what she wanted was per va sive. She thought about it many

times on most days, and each time it left her with height ened emo tional

arousal. Con se quently, she was a lit tle less excited to see him when he

came home, a lit tle annoyed when ever he played with their daugh ter

(regard less of when or how), and still just furi ous if their daugh ter had a

hard time set tling down and going to sleep. She real ized she was par tic u -

larly attached to the idea that her daugh ter should be in bed, asleep, by

the same exact time each night, and that any min utes she was awake after 

that Annie implic itly expe ri enced as an intru sion into her own down time. 

Of course, all this makes sense, but they are still costs. Annie real ized the 

costs were enor mous and decided to try to let go of her change habit

con cern ing Seth’s bedtime playing style.

Seth looked back at the costs of his own intol er ance. Look ing back

at the day when he’d left work to let Annie into her car, he real ized he

had been so judg men tal and crit i cal of Annie that she was dis tant and

hurt when he came home later on. Jacob and Karen were a bit out of

sorts as well. Seth rec og nized that he was get ting less and less of what he

wanted (peace with Annie and a more lov ing home). As he kept his list,

Seth became more mind ful of Annie and of his own dis ap point ments. It

turned out that his crit i cisms of her had a much big ger and more long-

 tanding impact than he had ever imag ined. He decided to try to accept

Annie as she was, for get ful ness and all. 
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PRACTICE

1. Keep the log described above. Add up the costs of your focus on

change. 

2. Decide if it is worth try ing some thing new (and dif fi cult). If so, go

on to the next sec tion.

Let Go of Suffering: Find Peace and Engage 

Your Life … Now!

For a long time you have been think ing (or assum ing) that the cause 

of all your suf fer ing is your part ner’s fail ure to change. An alter na tive

view that is equally valid (nei ther more nor less) is that the cause of all your 

suf fer ing is your attach ment to an impos si ble agenda, your unwill ing ness to 

accept real ity (that change is nei ther easy nor forth com ing). Maybe the

behav ior that drives you crazy has many pos si ble mean ings just ripe for

you to pick, but you have only seen it in one very neg a tive way. 

Recontextualize Your Part ner’s Behav ior

One way to start is to recontextualize your part ner’s behav ior. You

are used to think ing about it in a par tic u lar way, only notic ing the

 negative qual i ties asso ci ated with this par tic u lar trait or behav ior she or

he has. Open your mind. See a big ger pic ture. What do you love about

your part ner? What do you like about him or her? In what ways is this

behav ior that has driven you crazy actu ally an inte gral part of your mate?

Maybe it is con nected to what you like and love about your part ner. The

idea here is to recon di tion the so-called prob lem behav ior: using your

mind ful aware ness, inten tion ally put the behav ior in a dif fer ent con text

so that dif fer ent aspects of the expe ri ence—real aspects—become more

salient, and the prob lem atic aspects become less salient. Or, to put it

 differently, notice and pay more atten tion to the things you have been

miss ing that are impor tant, and try to pay less atten tion to the things that

are prob lem atic. Pur posely and con sis tently use mind ful ness to con trol

Transforming Conflict into Closeness  167



what you pay atten tion to; choose to pay atten tion to those aspects of the 

sit u a tion that get you what you want (peace, close ness, joy, sat is fac tion).

Annie finally noticed that Seth adored their daugh ter and that he

loved play ing with her, was very atten tive to her, and was a great dad.

Annie loved the fact that he loved being a dad. Maybe Annie had been

attached to the idea that Seth should be a per fect dad, which, of course,

he was not, nor could he or any one be. She also noticed that he loved

her, that she actu ally had a lov ing, devoted, monog a mous spouse who

liked being home with her and their chil dren. How great is that? He was

alive, he was home, he was not out drink ing or carous ing. These things

she no lon ger wanted to take for granted. By pur pose fully notic ing these

very real and truly impor tant aspects of the sit u a tion, after a while the

“dis rupted” bed time no lon ger seemed dis rup tive at all. Instead, it was

just a fun night with a happy and excited child who needed a lit tle extra

help set tling down. Annie began to won der how she had been so stuck

on Seth’s behav ior, why it had bothered her so much.

Seth also took the final steps and prac ticed see ing the rest of the

sit u a tion. Typ i cally, Annie was very atten tive to Jacob, to Kara, and to

him. She would often dis solve into the moment and become unaware of

other things around her: the flip side of her absent mind ed ness about

some things was her intense devo tion to her fam ily, her warmth and

affec tion. She also, despite occa sional lapses with keys and so on, man -

aged to keep most of the day-to-day activ i ties of the fam ily in good

order. She paid the bills, was keenly in tune with Jacob’s and Kara’s

needs, and was very atten tive to Seth and delighted to see him (espe cially

when he was not crit i cal of her). Seth began to see that occa sional lost

keys were a small part of a larger pic ture of a lov ing wife and mother

who adored her hus band and their chil dren.

Find Other Mean ings in Your Part ner’s Behav ior

Another strat egy involves look ing deeply at your part ner and his or

her life to find ways to under stand his or her behav ior. How does this

behav ior make sense given his or her life expe ri ences? Given your rela tion -

ship and your rela tion ship prob lems? Given the things that are impor tant

to your part ner? This is quite sim i lar to the task of find ing ways to val i date

dis cussed ear lier in the book. How does this behav ior make sense?

Annie knew that Seth grew up in a fam ily in which there was a lot

of emo tional dis tance, not a lot of fun, and hardly ever much play with

his par ents. She also knew that Seth wanted des per ately to pro vide a
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dif fer ent expe ri ence for his chil dren. This was one of the things she really 

loved about him, his com mit ment to their kids. Maybe the active play at

bed time just “hap pened” because Seth was more focused on enjoy ing

their daugh ter than on ideas about how bed time should go. Maybe he

was so mind ful of play ing with their daugh ter, of just being with her, that 

other things were just not salient to him. Maybe play ing, stay ing in the

moment, not wor ry ing much about arbi trary rules of par ent-child  inter -

actions, was what Seth needed to do to be sure that he was dif fer ent

from his own par ents. All of these new mean ings seemed quite legit i mate 

to Annie, and all of them helped her let go of her non ac cep tance/

nonchange posi tion and embrace accep tance. In accep tance, there was

peace and new found close ness with Seth.

Sim i larly, Seth was able to let go of his crit i cisms of Annie’s for get -

ful ness, finally leav ing his prior posi tion of non ac cep tance/ nonchange.

Through accep tance of his wife, he could see that many other qual i ties

were pres ent in Annie. Pay ing atten tion to those other qual i ties brought

them much closer together and brought increased peace and hap pi ness to 

both of them.

By fol low ing similar steps, you may be able to take some thing that

has been a source of enor mous suf fer ing for a long time and alle vi ate

some of that suf fer ing. With prac tice and com mit ment, you may be able

to trans form that long-stand ing con flict into closeness. 

PRACTICE

1. Prac tice recontextualizing the “prob lem” behav ior in your rela tion

ship. What aspects of your part ner’s behav ior have you been miss -

ing? What things have you been tak ing for granted? Notice the

 bigger pic ture, and let the parts that are truly most impor tant to you

become more cen tral, more salient. Let the less impor tant parts

dimin ish.

2. Prac tice find ing alter na tive mean ings in your part ner’s behav ior.

How is his or her upbring ing rel e vant? What is impor tant to your

part ner? How might the prob lem behav ior actu ally be some thing

else, a reflec tion of lov able attrib utes (pre vi ously unno ticed)? 

3. Embrace your part ner as she is or he is. Enjoy what you have.
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Engage in Your Life with Your Mate, Now!

In chap ters 4 and 5, there were a lot of exer cises designed to bring

com fort and joy back into your part ner ship. Now is the time to revisit

those activ i ties, use the skills you have learned since, and enjoy the fact

that you (hope fully) have less con flict, so that you can really be with each 

other in a more inti mate, car ing way.

Recall the var i ous areas of your life that you can ener gize, and enjoy 

these activ i ties together: 

+ Social and fam ily time with other peo ple

+ Rec re ational and other fun activ i ties together

+ Shar ing ideas and inter ests about what ever is impor tant to you

+ Shar ing spir i tual expe ri ences and val ues

+ Affec tion ate expres sion toward each other

+ Sex ual activ i ties

+ Shar ing inde pend ent inter ests and sup port ing each other’s

auton omy

+ Ordi nary, day-to-day activ i ties (even chores) around the

house or yard, with kids, and so on

Mind the Gaps

Con flict is a result of many things, but in cou ples, it is mostly about 

a com bi na tion of mis un der stand ing, being judg men tal, and bad hab its.

Each emo tion, every thought, every reac tion that your part ner has that

you do not under stand (or mis un der stand) becomes a pain ful gap in your 

rela tion ship if you react neg a tively to that lack of understanding. 

How ever, if you let go of judg ments, you can be curi ous instead of

only angry, inter ested instead of vin dic tive, and lov ing instead of attack -

ing or run ning away. Instead of allow ing neg a tive hab its to con tinue,

notice what you don’t know. Mind the gaps in your under stand ing of

your part ner and don’t fill them up with neg a tive assump tions, hope less -

ness, or despair. Ask instead of assum ing, and show love and kind ness

instead of defen sive ness or anger as your default mode. This is your part -

ner, your love. You can form new hab its that bring you closer and meet

both of your needs for under stand ing, sup port, fun, and close ness.
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Pay More Atten tion to What You Have Than 

to What You Don’t Have

Life is finite, of course. If we truly rec og nize this, then we can ask

the ques tion, “How do I want to spend my day today?” with a renewed

sense of impor tance. Do you want to spend your life notic ing the

 blemishes only? Do you want to be most expert in crit i ciz ing your loved

ones? Is that a desir able epi taph? 

You do have a choice. You can notice mostly what is miss ing or

con trary to your pref er ences, and feel dis ap pointed, judg men tal (assign ing 

blame), and angry. Or you can more often notice what you have and

endeavor to enjoy it fully. Of course, it is impor tant to notice and

self-val i date when you don’t have what you want or don’t like what you

have. There are effec tive times to work on mak ing changes your self, or

together with your part ner, to improve what you have. But, the vast

major ity of the time we have avail able to us is a mix ture of more desir -

able and less desir able ele ments. What we pay atten tion to and how we

pay atten tion will have a pro found effect on our emo tions and our sat is -

fac tion and, in turn, on our rela tion ship. And, par a dox i cally, the more we 

accept and love what we actu ally have, the more it becomes what we

want and love, and the eas ier it is to change the parts that are less

desir able.

Remem ber, this is your part ner, your love, your life. To be with him 

or her fully means not to be alone. Be with your part ner. Most of the

time, let go of your notions of how things should be and embrace what

you have. Enjoy each other. Let go of your focus on dif fer ences or on

loss (not hav ing exactly what you want). Remem ber that the more you

show inter est and atten tion toward your part ner, the more pres ent your

part ner will be and the more inter est and atten tion your part ner will show 

you. There will be less con flict, more peace. The more you under stand

and val i date, the more pres ent she or he will be, and the more he or she

will under stand and val i date you. The more you express your self

 accurately and in a lov ing way, the more pres ent and lov ing your part ner

will be. The more you appre ci ate and enjoy your part ner, the more your

part ner will appre ci ate and enjoy you. There is tre men dous peace in being 

with some one who loves you, as well as being with some one you love.

Remem ber, this is your part ner, your love, your life. Treat your part ner as 

though your life depends on it. In fact, it does.
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