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      EVERY RELATIONSHIP HAS CONFLICT. THE KEY IS TO HANDLE IT CONSTRUCTIVELY.

      • Tom wants to spend the family’s vacation with his parents at their Florida condo. His wife Susan wants them to go to Mexico.
     Their positions are miles apart. Can they both get what they want? Find out how in Chapters 6 and 7.
      

      • Tom forgot Susan’s birthday. She’s ready to explode. What’s the other option that can stop this fight before it starts—and
         stop Susan’s hurt? Find out what to do in Chapter 11.
      

      • Your partner is angry and on the attack. Should you fight back? Or do you want to know the strategies that will defuse the
         situation—and change the negative dynamics in your relationship forever. See Chapter 12.
      

      • Your partner won’t negotiate. Can you change things alone? What are your options—and how effective can you be? Chapter 13
         lays it out and helps you be the force that makes the difference.
      

      • Your partner acts like the romance is gone. Can you make an indifferent spouse into a lover again? Wooing and winning are
         negotiating techniques with big rewards in Chapter 17.
      

      BIG ISSUES…SMALL CONCERNS

      SOLVE THEM WITH CONFLICT MANAGEMENT

      AND MAKE BOTH OF YOU WINNERS, NOT LOSERS, IN LOVE.

      “Immensely engaging and encouraging. Connie Peck has produced a ‘user friendly’ book which carefully and clearly teaches skills
         to improve couple relationships, no matter how troubled they are. With this knowledge, we can now choose to manage conflict
         constructively so that both parties win.”
      

      —Margot Prior, professor of clinical psychology, LaTrobe University and University of Melbourne and chief psychologist, Royal
            Children’s Hospital

      “Readable, practical, and easily grasped…readers will feel confident and enthusiastic about embarking on the new learning.
         By applying good conflict resolution skills in a marital partnership, readers cannot help but learn how to better solve conflicts
         ‘out in the world’ too—and that has to be good for all of us!”
      

      —Dr. Ann Sanson, developmental psychologist, coordinator of psychologists for the prevention of war, Senior Lecturer, University
            of Melbourne

      “At a time when more couples are giving up on loving and caring relationships, Connie Peck’s exciting new book offers a splendid
         ray of hope! The tone of this fine book is upbeat and helpful.…Congratulations are in order!”
      

      —Jeffrey Z. Rubin, professor of psychology and diplomacy, Tufts University

      “A great book! Practical and easy to follow…warm and constructive.”

      —Gary Hankins, Ph.D, author ofPrescription for Anger
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      CONNIE PECK, PH.D., teaches diplomats negotiating and conflict resolution skills through the United Nations Institute for Training and Research
         where she coordinates the Fellowship Program in Peacemaking and Preventive Diplomacy. A clinical psychologist, she has also
         taught conflict management skills to her patients and to fellow psychologists. Her book on negotiating, I Win, You Win, was a 1993 Australian bestseller. In Australia, she was coordinator of the psychology clinic at La Trobe University, Melbourne,
         for fifteen years, founding chairperson of the La Trobe University Institute for Peace Research, and the founder and national
         convenor of Psychologists for the Prevention of War, a special interest group of the Australian Psychological Society. An
         American citizen, Connie Peck is currently residing in France as part of her international work in teaching negotiating skills.
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      Learning to Live with Somebody Who Isn’t You

      Learning to live with another person is probably one of the hardest things on earth to do. No matter how similar two people
         are, they will have some differences in needs, preferences, habits, and beliefs. And such differences inevitably lead to conflict.
         Ironically, the more intimate the relationship, the more potential there is for conflict.
      

      Some couples believe that if they argue frequently, it is an indication that they no longer love each other. But in fact the
         opposite is usually true. People argue because they do care and because they want to solve their problems. They also argue because they don’t know how to resolve their problems
         any other way. Other couples avoid conflict because they fear it. But by suppressing their differences, they eventually begin
         to feel isolated and distant from each other, as their needs remain undiscussed and unmet.
      

      This book is for couples who argue too much and for those who don’t argue enough. In both cases, partners are likely to end
         up feeling hurt, angry, and frustrated, because they don’t feel listened to and because their needs are not being met. Often,
         they feel deprived of the most important need of all—the need to be loved.
      

      Contrary to popular belief, conflict is not always a bad thing. It is a normal and unavoidable part of all human interaction.
         If handled constructively, it is even beneficial, since it can lead to the adjustments necessary to keep a relationship healthy
         and responsive to the needs of both partners.
      

      However, conflict does cause problems when handled destructively, by being: 1) allowed to escalate out of control or 2) suppressed.

      The real problem, therefore, is not how frequently conflict occurs, but how it is managed. Learning to manage conflict does
         not mean getting rid of it—which, even if it were possible, would be undesirable. Instead, it means learning to handle it
         constructively rather than destructively.
      

      Conflict Can Be Understood

      For a long time, conflict and its causes were poorly understood. But over the past twenty years, social scientists have studied
         it and discovered ways in which it can be resolved. They have learned that conflict can be understood and that certain skills can dramatically facilitate its resolution. Moreover, they have found that these same
         skills can be learned by most people and applied to most disputes.
      

      Conflict-resolution skills are now used in a wide range of settings. Books and courses on negotiation for businesspeople abound.
         Mediation and conciliation are being applied to divorce settlements, neighborhood arguments, industrial disputes, disagreements
         between vested-interest groups, and even international tensions. Some authors have suggested that we are at the beginning
         of a quiet revolution in how conflict is managed in our society. But news of this revolution has not yet reached many people
         where they need it most—in their relationships with their partners.
      

      This book draws on the latest conflict-management research, theory, and practice to teach couples how to negotiate satisfactory
         solutions to their relationship problems. Couples who follow these recommendations will need to learn new skills and to unlearn
         some old habits. As with any new skill, conflict management requires practice and the kind of feedback that comes from careful
         evaluation of what one has done well and what one could have done better.
      

      The skills discussed in the following chapters will be most effective if both partners read the book carefully and agree to try the techniques. Change in a relationship is always easier and faster when
         both parties use the same rules and work together. One particularly effective way to do this is to read the book together—aloud.
         However, in doing so, you will have to be careful not to use this as an opportunity to point out each other’s faults.
      

      Sometimes, one partner may be unable or unwilling even to consider change. One common reason is fear or concern about what
         change in the relationship may bring. If this is the case in your relationship, you can apply the conflict-management skills
         on your own. If your spouse won’t read this book, you can explain the steps so that he or she will understand the process
         and can participate in it with you.
      

      Accepting Responsibility for Making Your Relationship Better

      The philosophy espoused in this book is that each partner should take responsibility for improving the relationship by changing
         his or her own behavior. When partners are in conflict, they usually feel that most of their problems are the other person’s fault. Thus,
         much of their time and effort is spent on trying to persuade or coerce the other person to change. But lasting change can
         never be forced onto another person. Try as they might, partners who use coercive tactics in an attempt to influence each
         other’s behavior usually end up feeling extremely frustrated.
      

      Richard Stuart, in his book Helping Couples Change, has suggested an ingenious way for partners to bring about change in each other. His idea—based on the fact that people
         always have more control over their own behavior than over another person’s, and based on the interactive nature of relationships—is
         that since relationships are interactive, change in one partner will automatically cause change in the other. Therefore, the
         best way for you to create change in your spouse is for you to change first. A positive change usually brings about a positive
         response; a negative change, a negative response. This process is easy to see in your own behavior. If you give me a hug,
         I’m more likely to want to hug you back. If you shout at me, I’m more likely to shout back at you. This also applies in reverse:
         If I give you a hug, you’re more likely to want to hug me back; if I remain calm, you’re more likely to remain calm.
      

      Thus, if you want change in your partner’s behavior, the surest way to bring it about is by changing your own behavior. If
         you want your partner to meet more of your needs, the best strategy is to try to meet more of his or her needs, so that your
         partner will want to reciprocate.
      

      Accepting responsibility for changing your behavior does not mean that you must agree to meet all of your spouse’s needs or
         that you will have to meet needs that are in conflict with your own. Accepting responsibility for change means that when your
         needs are in conflict, you will try to initiate and follow the negotiation methods presented in this book. It also means learning
         to express your needs clearly so that your partner will be able to understand them.
      

      Taking responsibility for changing your behavior can be an exciting challenge, and you will gain a sense of pride in acting
         rationally and maturely. But it may take a little time to break down the wall of suspicion and anger that has built up between
         you and your partner. Nonetheless, if you are persistent, your spouse will see that you are genuinely trying to make the relationship
         better, and this will have a positive effect on your relationship.
      

      In conclusion, most conflicts in intimate relationships stem from the unmet needs of one or both partners. Many people have
         never learned how to ask for their needs to be met or to understand and meet the needs of their partner. Because of the interactive
         nature of relationships, getting one’s needs met and meeting one’s partner’s needs are often interrelated.
      

      The negotiation method presented here will offer ways to do both. It will not, however, provide instant answers or work like
         a magic wand. It will require hard work and a commitment to change. Couples who take the time to understand these skills and
         who conscientiously try to put them into practice will find that their skills become better over time—and so will their relationships.
      

      Before discussing how to go about resolving relationship conflict, it is important to understand how conflict can become destructive.
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      Understanding How Conflicts Escalate

      Often conflict escalates out of control in a seemingly unpredictable and arbitrary way, but in fact it functions according
         to certain recognizable patterns. Becoming familiar with these patterns is the first step.
      

      The Problem with Arguing Over Positions

      Conflicts can range from disagreements over issues of real substance to unimportant differences in style. As will be discussed
         later, people occasionally have conflicts over the wrong issue or with the wrong person. But the most common type of conflict
         occurs when partners disagree or want something different. For example:
      


      	Susan wants to go to Mexico for their vacation; Tom wants to go to his parents’ condominium in Florida.

      	Tom wants another child; Susan doesn’t.

      	Susan wants Tom to “take more responsibility” around the house; Tom feels that he already does more than his share.

      	Susan wants the radio on; Tom doesn’t feel like listening to music.

      	Tom believes that the kids should be given “a good whack” when they are disobedient; Susan thinks that they should be “reasoned
         with.”
      

      	Susan wants to spend Thanksgiving with her parents; Tom wants to spend it with his family.

      	Tom hates having dirty dishes lying around; Susan can’t understand why it’s such a big deal.


      These are examples of “conflicts of interest,” as both partners’ needs or interests are in conflict. But couples often ignore
         these differences and try instead to resolve them by arguing over positions. “Positional arguing” occurs when each party adopts
         a position to represent his or her interests and tries to convince the other that this position is superior. Both partners
         present reasons to support their conclusion while at the same time arguing against the other’s. Susan and Tom, for example,
         had a long-standing argument about moving. Susan wanted to move to a bigger house. Tom wanted to stay in their current house.
         Like many couples, they spent hours arguing for and against moving, with little progress and considerable frustration and
         upset on both sides.
      

      In spite of the hours spent in heated debate, the real needs, wants, and concerns behind each person’s position remained unexplored.
         For example, Susan wanted to move so that she could have her own study, more room to entertain, and a more modern house to
         project the right kind of image. Tom was concerned about the expense of a new house, liked being close to his work, and (having
         moved often as a child) wanted the security of remaining in one place. Until these underlying interests are taken into account,
         Tom and Susan are unlikely to find a satisfactory solution to their problem.
      

      In positional arguing, these underlying needs and concerns are seldom explored in a systematic fashion. When they are mentioned
         in the attempts at mutual persuasion, they are viewed as arguments aimed at winning, and because of the context in which they
         are presented, they are not fully appreciated as genuine needs or concerns.
      

      A second problem with this kind of arguing is that each position is only one of many possible ways to meet each person’s needs.
         Because each party becomes so focused on advocating his or her own position and disputing the other’s, new or creative ideas
         about how the problem might be solved are never discussed. Moreover, when people know that they will have to argue for a position,
         they sometimes choose one that is more extreme than they would have otherwise selected, in order to give themselves some “bargaining”
         room. Strangely, when people defend a position, they often become even more committed to it than they had intended. The more
         they argue, the harder they find it to move to a new position—even when it becomes clear that a different one might be in
         their best interest. Thus, they become “entrapped” by their commitment to defending a particular position.
      

      The result of this is that new ideas that might be acceptable to both parties are never even explored; instead, the couple
         becomes involved in a battle of wills or power struggle over their positions. If neither side concedes, or even if one side
         does concede, the conflict may be repeated, since needs remain unfulfilled. Usually, the best solution in positional arguing
         is a compromise, which is not very satisfactory to either side. Solutions where both sides win occur rarely because neither
         side has taken the time to examine or understand his or her real needs and concerns or those of the partner. Moreover, neither
         party will have considered all of the possible options for meeting its own needs, and it is even more unlikely that either
         will have contemplated trying to satisfy the needs of the other.
      

      No matter how the couple approaches a positional argument or what their positions are, positional arguing is unlikely to lead
         to satisfactory solutions. Consider this example in which Susan tries to talk to Tom about her desire to do something different
         for their vacation.
      

      
      	SUSAN:	(Tentatively) I’ve been thinking about our vacation this year and I think we should go somewhere different.

      	TOM:	Like where?

	TOM:	Like Mexico. I’ve heard it’s interesting.

	TOM:	Mexico? That would cost a bundle! What’s wrong with doing what we always do?

	TOM:	(Becoming angry) Because what we always do is boring! If you think I enjoy spending my vacation babysitting your parents,
         you’re wrong!

	TOM:	You’ve never complained before.…

	TOM:	Oh yes I did! I tried to suggest that we go somewhere else last year, but you said it would be too expensive.

	TOM:	(Defensively) I don’t remember that.

	TOM:	That’s because you never listen to me. You just go ahead and do whatever you want. Well, I’m sick of it!

	TOM:	That’s not fair. Besides, I don’t always get my way.

	TOM:	You have for the last five years!

	TOM:	We couldn’t afford to do what you wanted. You never consider these things!

	TOM:	At least I’m not a cheapskate like you. All you ever think about is money, money, money! If I had known that when I married
         you, I would have had second thoughts.

	TOM:	There are lots of things I know now that would have made me think twice.

	TOM:	Oh yeah—like what?

	TOM:	Like what a nag you are!

	TOM:	You’d make anybody into a nag. What do you think you are? You’re a tyrant!
    

  

      As the partners fail to convince each other, they become increasingly frustrated and emotions begin to flare. At this point,
         the argument may expand to encompass other grievances, with old sources of anger thrown in. Sometimes arguments escalate to
         involve insults and personal attacks, or they may be sidetracked into a fight about fighting. In any case, the problem is
         rarely resolved, and even when it is, both partners are likely to end up feeling angry and hurt. Even after they have “made
         up,” resentment can remain. If arguments go this way repeatedly, well-rehearsed patterns soon develop, and the couple becomes
         like two actors performing the same play over and over. Both say their lines as if on cue, in response to the other’s provocation.
      

      Once such patterns are established, even inconsequential issues can escalate out of control. Several factors that contribute
         to this kind of runaway escalation have been identified.
      

      Each Side Views Its Motivation as “Good” and the Partner’s as “Bad”

      Because we are much better at understanding our own needs, wants, fears, concerns, motives, and intentions than at understanding
         those of another person, we see our own behavior as justified and our partner’s as unjustified. This causes each partner to
         assume the worst about the other’s intentions and is one of the reasons why conflict escalates so quickly. In the absence
         of real understanding of the other’s motivations, it is easy to believe that one’s partner is being critical, hurtful, or
         purposefully obstructive. The more frequently conflict occurs, the more each partner assumes the worst, and this leads to
         “conflict spirals.”
      

      The Dynamics of Conflict Spirals

      Usually, conflict spirals begin when one partner construes the other’s behavior as aggressive and, feeling unfairly attacked,
         counterattacks. But since the other partner does not view his or her behavior as belligerent, the other’s action is seen as unprovoked and requiring counterattack.
      

      At this point, both sides view the conflict similarly—as the other’s “fault.” And because each thinks that it was the other
         side who “started it,” each believes that the imbalance can only be rectified when it has the last word. But what each partner
         views as a justified defense is viewed by the other as yet another round of unprovoked attack, which must be responded to
         in order to even the score and show that this kind of behavior won’t be tolerated. Because the interpretation of the other’s
         behavior is in the eye of the beholder, each partner believes that it is the other one who is escalating the conflict and
         who wants it to continue. Hence, each believes that the other should be the first to make a move to de-escalate the conflict
         or to make up. Naturally, neither does so, even though both would like the conflict to end. Conflict spirals are sometimes
         called “reverberating echoes” or “tit for tat” exchanges, since each party’s behavior stimulates a similar response from the
         other, and the cycle goes on and on. Such spirals often assume a dynamic of their own as the process of attack and counterattack
         become more important than the issue that started the conflict.
      

      Conflicts Tend to Expand

      Even when such arguments begin over substantive issues, they often turn into a “fight about fighting.” For example, when a
         discussion about disciplining the kids turned nasty, Susan accused Tom of shouting at her. Tom replied hotly that he was shouting
         because she was shouting. This led to an argument about who had shouted first. The original conflict over how to discipline the children
         had changed into a dispute about who was to blame for escalating the argument. Fighting about fighting, which happens commonly,
         diverts the discussion from a dispute over substance to a dispute over process. It tends to expand the issues and make the
         argument more immediate and personal, thus increasing the possibilities for personal attacks.
      

      Another factor that tends to exacerbate conflicts is that people tend to attribute their undesirable behavior to circumstances,
         but to classify their partner’s behavior as due to stable (unchangeable) personality traits. Thus, the partner’s “inability
         to make decisions,” “dependency,” “selfishness,” or “lack of maturity” becomes the explanation for his or her behavior. Assigning
         causes to personality traits in this way tends to make partners less likely to look for and try to understand the circumstances
         that motivate each other’s behavior. Moreover, it causes the person who makes this judgment to feel that there is nothing
         more to understand. In order to bolster the argument that this is not an isolated instance and to prove that the other is selfish or immature, other examples of the perceived personality traits are reviewed. As a result, past grievances are dredged
         up, and these further expand the argument and confuse the original issue.
      

      Anger Comes from Feeling Unfairly Treated

      In attempting to suppress and punish the other’s behavior, each party meets the other’s attack with an even more vigorous
         counterattack. The result is that the conflict tends to grow in intensity over time. Emotions become involved as soon as people
         feel unfairly attacked. Hurt usually comes first, followed by anger about being hurt. But because anger is more apparent than
         hurt, it is the other’s anger that each side sees. Seeing the other person’s anger further confirms each side’s belief that
         the other is indeed on the offensive. Such emotions further inflame the conflict.
      

      Intense or Prolonged Conflict Can Permanently Affect the Relationship

      When conflict becomes intense, prolonged, or chronic, a change begins to take place in both parties. As anger mounts, each
         side becomes more aggressive in seeking its goal. Whereas each partner initially wanted only to defend his or her position
         or self from attack, anger and a growing sense of injustice now cause each to become more intent on punishing or hurting the
         other. Ironically, each side’s original belief that the other was aggressive becomes a reality. At this point, the defensive
         conflict spiral becomes a retaliatory spiral.
      

      If allowed to go on for long or if taken beyond a certain point, this process can cause an irreversible change in the relationship
         and in how the partners view it. For example, if, in the heat of battle, Susan told Tom that she has never trusted him, or if Tom slapped Susan (which he had never done before), basic attitudes could be permanently changed by these
         actions. Of course, many couples have battle after battle without this happening, and many couples don’t let their conflicts
         get to this point. But if feuding is continual or if anger goes beyond the couple’s normal boundary of “acceptable abuse,”
         the relationship can be seriously damaged.
      

      The essence of runaway conflict escalation is that each side sees the other as the instigator and perpetuator of the conflict.
         Each believes that the other is on the attack and that his or her own behavior is purely defensive (and therefore justified).
         Anger, which comes from each side’s perception of being unfairly treated, exacerbates the situation, but the hurt and sense
         of injustice behind the anger go unnoticed. When the conflict intensifies further, punishing the partner can become a more
         important goal than defending oneself or even winning. If allowed to continue, this malignant process may damage the relationship,
         perhaps permanently.
      

      It is important to remember that each partner has his or her own interpretation of events, and that it is this interpretation
         or perception of reality (rather than reality itself) that guides behavior. The major factor that perpetuates conflict is
         that the parties tend not to understand each other’s needs and concerns because they don’t listen to each other very carefully.
         Both are usually so busy trying to convince the other of their own interpretation that they don’t hear the other side’s perspective.
         It is sometimes said that parties in a dispute don’t communicate enough. But often the problem is not that they don’t talk
         enough—it is that they don’t listen enough!
      

      When we consider how quickly and intensely conflicts (even about inconsequential matters) can escalate, it sometimes seems
         unbelievable that conflicts can be handled differently, with very different results. But thankfully, they can be, as will
         be discussed shortly. First, however, let’s look at the dangers of suppressing conflict.
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