Fair Fighting: Ground rules
-Compiled by Linda J. MacDonald, M.S., LMFT
Remain calm. Try not to overreact to difficult situations. By remaining calm it will be more likely that others will consider your viewpoint.  Yelling, angry outbursts, harsh tones shut down communication or cause hostilities to escalate.
Express feelings in words, not actions. Telling someone directly and honestly how you feel can be a very powerful form of communication. If you start to feel so angry or upset that you feel you may lose control, take a "time out" and do something to help yourself feel steadier - take a walk, do some deep breathing, pet the cat, play with the dog, do the dishes - whatever works for you.  Be sure to express an end time to the time-out so the break you need doesn’t get interpreted as rejection, abandonment, or a way to avoid the issue.
Be specific about what is bothering you. Vague complaints are hard to work on.  Sometimes writing about the issue beforehand will help you figure out how to narrow the topic down to the real issue at hand.
Deal with only one issue at a time. Don't introduce other topics until each is fully discussed. This avoids the "kitchen sink" effect where people throw in all their complaints while not allowing anything to be resolved.  Try to avoid “rabbit trails” that go all over the place and get the discussion off track.
No "hitting below the belt." Attacking areas of personal sensitivity creates an atmosphere of distrust, anger, and vulnerability.  This means not misusing a person’s past against him or her;  no insults or embarrassing topics brought up in the middle of a fight; and no comparing the person to the worst traits in their mother or father such as “You’re just like your mother!”
Avoid attacks or accusations. Accusations – most of which begin with “you ____”, will cause others to defend themselves. It is also inflammatory to question another person’s love, faithfulness, or intentions when your feelings have been hurt.  Don’t assume or judge the “why”.  Instead, talk about how someone's actions made you feel.  A good format is, “When _________ occurs, I feel _______”.
Cut out all name-calling or crude language.   This includes the range from “lazy,” “idiot,” “stupid,” “frigid,”  “ego-maniac,” to “creep,” “bitch,” “jerk,” up to “slut,” “whore,” “prick.”  Terms that include the F-bomb in front of them are especially inflammatory and out of bounds for a caring relationship.
Don't generalize. Avoid words like "never" or "always." Such generalizations are usually inaccurate and will heighten tensions.  It is better to use more accurate terms like, “seldom”, “often”, or “frequently” instead. 
Avoid Exaggerating to make a point.  Exaggerating or inventing a complaint - or your feelings about it - will prevent the real issues from surfacing. It will also have a negative effect on your credibility with the other person.  Stick with the facts and your honest feelings about them.
Don't stockpile. Storing up lots of grievances and hurt feelings over time is counterproductive. It's almost impossible to deal with numerous old problems for which interpretations may differ. Instead, try to deal with problems as they arise.

Avoid clamming up. When one person becomes silent and stops responding to the other, frustration and anger can result. Clamming up is a power move that communicates rejection and withholding to the other person.  Positive results can only be attained with two-way communication.
No giving the Silent Treatment.  This is another unfair move.  It includes withdrawing words, love, and affection in order to get your way or freeze the other person out.  
It is unfair to ignore an issue your partner feels in important.  Just because something isn’t important to you doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be important to your spouse. When you ignore something that your partner says is important to him/her, it is a form of rejection. It communicates that you do not value the other person enough to address a matter that is important to them.  Loving people discuss all matters of concern, even when they disagree or find it uncomfortable.   
Avoid invalidating the other person’s feelings.   Each person is entitled to their own feelings, whether the disagreeing person can identify with them or not.  Rather than, “You don’t feel that way,” or “Who would think that?” or “Come on.  Be reasonable!” This unfair technique includes minimizing what the other person says or feels or discounting what they say.   It would be better to say, “Help me understand why you feel that way,”  or “It sounds like you feel ___________.”  
Don’t “mind read.”   This means not telling the other person what they are thinking or feeling.  Each person has the need and the right to represent his or her own thoughts and feelings, without you stepping in to tell them what he/she is thinking or feeling.  Let the other own their own feelings and express them to you without interruption.
No filibustering.  In other words, avoid long monologues without letting the other person get a word in edgewise.  Dominating the topic just because you are all worked up about it will make the other person feel shut out of the discussion and devalued, as if what they have to say doesn’t bear any weight.  Controllers especially have hard time with this one.
No making unfair threats.  Threatening to leave, get a divorce, go tell the boss, take out all your savings, as a way to get the other person to cave is unfair and damages the emotional security of the other person.  This kind of language must be stricken from couples’ interactions if they want to create an atmosphere of safety and trust.
Avoid “cross-complaining.”   When your partner voices a complaint, it is unfair to change the topic to your story or gripe.  Only one topic is allowed on the table at a time.  An example of cross-complaining might be, “You think YOU had a bad day.  Well, let me tell you about MINE!”  

Avoid verbal, physical, and emotional abuse.  Most abuse comes out of trying to control another person and make them do what you want them to do.  Real love and respect are not demanding or demeaning. When we mistreat others, we alone are responsible.  No one “makes” you abuse him or her.  Abuse comes from our own insecurities, past wounds, attitudes of entitlement and selfish demands (“You MUST meet my needs in My way and on MY timetable!).  Just because someone hurts us, does not give us liberty to lash out at them.  Two wrongs don’t make a right.  While several of the previously listed rules include behaviors that are abusive, here is a list of abusive actions that must be avoided at all cost:
· Demeaning the other {“You were always such a whiner!”)
· Name calling {“Creep!”  “bitch!”)
· Labeling (“lazy”  “needy”  “selfish”)

· Sweeping Generalizations (“you always…you never…”)
· Diminishing the other person’s feelings  (“You shouldn’t feel that way!” “What a baby!”)

· Taunting (“Oh, poor baby!  Can’t take a joke?”)
· Using Sarcasm  (“You’re a real winner.”  “That’s smart.”)
· Using contempt to shame the other. (“I should have known you’d do that!”)
· Rolling your eyes in disgust

· Telling the other person how they SHOULD act or feel

· Dominating the other person (insisting upon “submission”, dominating the conversations, controlling the finances, not allowing the other to make his/her own decisions that mostly impact themselves, and other ways of controlling).
· Being overly sensitive and touchy so your partner walks on eggshells for fear of offending you and bringing on another tirade

· Angry outbursts and using anger to intimidate the other person into cooperation.
· Shaming the other person’s masculinity or femininity.  (“I thought you were a man.” “Wimp!” “Real women don’t do what you did.” Etc..)

· Monitoring the other person’s whereabouts by needing an accounting frequently during the day or demanding frequent check-in calls (“Where were you?”  “How come you didn’t call me?!”)   This also includes assuming the worst when your partner is late, rather than giving them the benefit of the doubt that there might have been a traffic problem or your partner may have lost track of time.
· False Accusations and interrogation (“Were you cavorting with your boyfriend?”  “What were you saying about me to your friend?”)

· Showing extreme jealousy over your partner’s time, outside relationships, and who he/she looks at.  [However, if one partner has had a recent or unresolved affair, certain signs of jealousy and asking for an accounting for time is normal and even expected.]
· Isolating your partner from friends and family.  Making your partner’s desire to spend time with others a matter of frequent arguments.   If you are easily threatened by your partner’s contacts with friends and family, take a good look at yourself.  This is a classic sign of an abusive person.  This comes from extreme insecurity within the abuser and is not justified unless you have a philandering spouse or one who has an emotionally incestuous relationship with a parent.  

· Using swear words and other forms of verbal abuse.

· Threatening gestures, words, and actions (raised fist, scary “looks”, stories about when you abused others, “Don’t make me mad” implying “or else something bad will happen”, threatening to leave the relationship or do harm to self or others.)

· Indirect Violence: (throwing objects, kicking doors, punching holes in walls, slamming hands or fists on table, etc..)

· Initial steps of violence:  Shoving, pushing, grabbing, forcing to the ground, trapping in a room, blocking the doorway, pulling hair.

· Aggressive Violence:  Hitting, kicking, slapping, punching, choking, pillow over other’s face, roughing up, throwing a person to the ground, slamming against the wall.
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