CONFLICT RESOLUTION
THE VOWS METHOD
By Linda MacDonald and Ron Bechtel

Conflict is inevitable in relationships.   Individuality assumes differences—in personal preferences, in viewpoints, in perspective, in decision-making, in likes and dislikes, and more.  And differences are the soil in which conflict thrives.

Conflict need not be considered bad.  In fact, conflict can be good.  When people fight fairly, creativity can blossom and new solutions to problems can germinate.

Willingness to get into a conflict can be evidence that people care about one another.  On the contrary, if one doesn’t care about the other, s/he may passively withdraw and say, “I won’t fight with you!”

Facing differences and working hard to resolve conflict signals mutual care for one another.  Resolving conflict brings stability to a relationship.

A universal principle:  Unresolved conflict, often buried, glossed over, or ignored, always comes back to haunt a relationship, in one form or another.

The VOWS METHOD of conflict resolution includes two basic ingredients:  1) Time  2) Commitment.  Even as in a marriage relationship a couple vows to remain faithful (commitment) to one another “’til death do us part” (time), so also the VOWS METHOD is a process that requires time and a sincere commitment to work toward a win-win resolution of conflicts.  

V = VENT   Share Your Feelings  
(the longest stage of the VOWS method)
Take turns expressing your feelings until you have said all that you need to say.
The goal for this step is to gain understanding of each other’s feelings and perspective on the area of conflict.  It is not to solve or judge or interpret the other through your own lens. 

It is important to take turns and not interrupt one another.  Only one Speaker and one Listener at a time.   It is important for the Listener to apply “reflective listening” techniques at this stage.  “What I hear you saying is…” or “It sounds like you feel…when…”  

Sometimes it helps to use an object to remind yourself who “has the floor”.  Person A gets to talk and person B gets to listen and ask questions, and reflect back what s/he is hearing without correcting the other.  Person A does not surrender the “floor” until s/he feels heard and reasonably understood.  Do not mistake feeling heard with agreeing.  Person B does not need to agree at this point.  Only to “get” how person B feels about the topic at hand.  

Be respectful to one another.   Use “I” statements.  “When you ___________ (behavior, words, tone)  in ___________ situation, I feel  _______(emotion word such as hurt, angry, frustrated, trapped, devalued, unimportant, scared, uncomfortable, disappointed, embarrassed, etc.).   This can be worded in any order (such as “I feel scared when you raise your voice as we talk on the couch.” Or “When I ask you for help I feel rejected when you walk away and say nothing.”). The goal is to inform, not attack.

Avoid judgmental labels such as stupid, idiot, bitch, hard-headed, etc.. Most statements that begin with “You are…” will put others on the defensive because they know a judgment or negative label is coming.  Also avoid trying to disguise a negative label with a feeling, as in “I feel you are a dirty rotten creep!”  Labels and judgments are conversation stoppers at the very least, and injurious to your spouse.  
Avoid name calling, put downs, yelling, aggressive gestures (like throwing things, kicking walls, hitting, trapping in a room).  And don’t say things you will regret later (“I hate you!” or “I want a divorce!”).

Avoid broad overstatements known as crucializing: “Oh, I knew you didn’t love me,” or “I can’t take this anymore!” or something that sounds like the end of the relationship. The truth is specific and time limited.  “When you roll your eyes, I feel dismissed.” Or “When you yelled at our son this morning, I felt scared.” Or, “I feel uncomfortable (instead of horrible, awful, terrible…)”  
Avoid generalizations such as, “You always” and “You never.”  These are overstatements and will lessen your credibility and invite defensiveness.  Instead use words like:  often, frequently, sometimes, etc…
One useful tool in venting your feelings is to create a word-picture, such as, “There is something you’ve asked me to do that feels just like asking me to climb Mt. Everest.” *

Another tool is to recall your partner’s personal experiences that might be similar to your own.  “Remember when your boss used to talk over you in meetings?  Remember how you felt? (pause for a response) That is how I feel when you interrupt me in conversation.”
Be sure to stick to the subject at hand.  Avoid dredging up past issues or bringing up other topics that are not immediately pertinent to the matter you are discussing.  These are called “rabbit trails” and will take you off course.

If it seems you are losing control and may explode or do something abusive, take a short break to calm down, pray, or write down your feelings.  Then return to discussing the conflict.  It is not fair, however, to walk away and not agree to revisit the issue. 
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