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Divorce Conflict Information Booklet Series1 
Section One: Understanding the Problem 

 
Booklet 2 

The Roots of Divorce Conflict 
 

By Kenneth R. Waldron, PhD and Allan R. Koritzinsky, JD2 
 
Part One: Getting a Framework for Understanding Divorce Conflict 
 

Divorce conflict has its roots in the very nature of marriage  
and of being human.3 

 
Developmental Stages of Marriage. Marriages go through developmental stages in a 

rough order, although all three stages are active at all times and overlap.4   

Stage One: Inclusion Stage. In the first stage, what Bill Banaka labeled the “inclusion” 
stage, object value dominates.  People essentially add up the pluses and minuses of each other, 
beginning when they first meet, have their first date and continue early dating.  If the tally is 
more negative than positive on the first date, there is usually no second date.  If, as people 
continue to date, the tally continues to be in the positive column, they eventually consider living 
together, perhaps getting engaged and eventually marrying.  This stage includes the beginnings 
of love and also raises issues of control.  A control issue might be deciding what to do on dates, 
whether or not to include sexual intimacy, and so on.  However, neither love nor control 
dominate at this stage.  The participants might go along with dating activities that they might not 
otherwise enjoy, easily letting the other person control some decisions, because the object value 
tally is positive.   

 
1 Our Divorce Conflict Information Series is organized into two Sections: Section One- Understanding the Problem 
and Section Two- Planning the Solution. Each of the Sections has six Booklets. This is the second Booklet in the 
Series. 
2 For more on the subject, you are encouraged to read the following two books written by your authors: “Game 
Theory and the Transformation of Family Law: Change the Rules- Change the Game. A New Bargaining Model for 
Attorneys and Mediators to Optimize Outcomes for Divorcing Parties.” Unhooked Books. Scottsdale, AZ 2015 and 
“Winning Strategies in Divorce: The Art and Science of Using Game Theory Principles and Skills in Negotiation 
and Mediation.” The latter book is in digital form only. See www.unhookedmedia.com. 
3 Your authors will speak of marriage and divorce, but the principles apply to romantic relationships with people 
who live together and then separate.  This is particularly important for separated never-married parents. 
4 William Banaka proposed a developmental understanding of relationships in his book, Developmental Stages of 
Relationships (out of print).   

http://www.unhookedmedia.com/
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What is object value and what it means?  In the Inclusion Stage, what dominates is the 
object value of the other person. i.e., what they mean to us, how they treat us, how they make 
us feel, what they look like, whether we share common interests, if we like their friends and 
extended families, whether or not they smoke and on and on.  It might include feelings of love, 
but it is the type of love that someone might say when buying a car (e.g., I love that it gets over 
forty miles per gallon).  Inclusion continues throughout a marriage, but becomes decreasingly 
important after people make an initial commitment to one another.   

Considering “object value” in this stage of a relationship might sound callous.  In fact, it 
does. “Object value” is callous and appears to diminish the positive emotional value of this stage 
of a relationship.  However, when we study the “mating” behaviors of other animals, it makes 
perfect sense.  Humans might be an exception in that genuine compassion in this stage is also 
evident, whereas this is less the case with other animals.  Nevertheless, dating partners are 
applying standards to one another that lead to either breaking up or “getting serious” about one 
another. 

Stage Two: Control Stage.  The next stage is all about control.  Once the inclusion stage 
concludes, often thought of as the honeymoon period, a second stage begins and control 
dominates that stage.  Hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of decisions and choices have to be 
made when people live together and marry.  There are many minor decisions such as where to 
keep the toothpaste, and numerous major decisions, such as when to have children or how to 
manage money.  Fortunately, for most people, they find themselves agreeing on most of these 
decisions, and of course, it is easy to get along when both people agree.  However, differences 
will come up.  Some of these will be minor and easily resolved.  Often, for example, one person 
might feel pretty strongly about something and the other person might have a different 
preference but not feel particularly strongly about it and give in.  Over time, the two people 
develop a lifestyle that reflects successfully completing many of the control decisions that have 
to be made.   

Inevitably, there are a handful of decisions about which the people in the marriage 
disagree or differ that pose special challenges.  One challenge is that both people might think 
that their decision is the right one, but disagree.  Another is that one or both people feel 
particularly strongly about their different choice preferences.  Finally, and the most common 
issue has to do with unconscious scripts that the people in the marriage have for one another.  
By personality, by our personal family histories and even by our cultural heritage, we all have 
scripts for our “marriage movie”.  Sadly (though unconsciously), many of us  want to be the star 
in the movie, and we want our partner to be a bit player and follow the “script”.  When they do 
not follow our script, and are themselves not a bit player, and when we do not follow our 
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partner’s script and are ourselves, we clash.  We try to control each other and get the other 
spouse to follow our scripts.   

When this happens, we want each other to be a certain kind of person (and/or parent), 
to handle money a certain way, to match our needs for affection and intimacy, to demonstrate a 
real interest in us and what is important to us, to fit into our extended families well, and on and 
on it goes.  In our movie, we might want a spouse who only has eyes for us and get anxious if our 
spouse gets crushes on other people or even gets upset if other people get crushes on our spouse.  
This is extremely difficult emotional terrain to navigate even in what appear to be happy 
marriages. 

We each, again by personality, family history and cultural background, have control 
strategies.  We have ways of trying to control people in our relationships, but especially trying to 
control our spouse.  Some strategies work fairly well together, and over many years, those people 
get over the hump, establish some mutual control of the relationship, learn to tolerate problems 
not solved and discover that it is a lot more fun being married to a real person than to a bit player 
in our movie.  Most control strategies clash, at least somewhat, and it might take years to modify 
those enough to solve differences.  Bill Banaka, who wrote on this subject, posed that it can take 
ten years or more to iron out these control clashes.   

Unfortunately, some control strategies clash, and the partners are unable to work things 
out.  This is the chief cause of divorce, because when we fail to work out important differences, 
people escalate their efforts at control, spend increasing time in conflict, harbor bitter feelings, 
develop contempt for one another, become apathetic about the relationship, and one or both 
partners begin to think about a divorce.5  It is then that people do really nasty things, like have 
affairs, go over the top with what they say to one another, give ultimatums, and so on.  It is just 
a matter of time before they separate.6   

Sometimes, someone really is at fault.  Some control strategies just do not work, like being 
a bully, being passive aggressive, being a rule breaker, needing to control everything (e.g., what 
clothing the partner wears), and so on.  However, much more common is simply that the control 
strategies, which might work fine with someone else, just do not work with one another.  
Scientists have studied the effects of family history and culture on adult behavior in relationships, 
and those differences likely account for most of marriages that end in divorce.7  However, the 
sadness, hurt and fear hide behind anger and blame, and most people end their marriage angry 

 
5 John Gottman, in his book, Why Marriages Succeed or Fail, traces these stages in his research on marriages that 
fail. 
6 Research tells us that the average time from when one spouse decides to divorce and the separation is two years. 
7 For example, Sapolsky, Robert M. Behave: The Biology of Humans at our Best and Worst, (2017) Penguin Books. 



 4 

at and blaming each other for what feels like a failure.  The stage is set for post-separation 
conflict.   

In addition, the legal system tends to foment conflict by making negative assumptions 
and trapping people into competitive interactions over limited resources and time with their 
children, rather than cooperative efforts at reaching a good plan for their futures.8  Thus, by the 
time people get to their final divorce hearing or trial, patterns of conflict have likely been 
established and endemic to the parties’ future relationship. 

Wait, you say!  What about people who have amicable divorces and healthy post-divorce 
relationships?  If conflict is the natural way to end a marriage and is made worse by the process 
of getting a divorce in the traditional family law system, how is it that about twenty percent of 
divorcing spouses remain amicable, even after they are divorced?  In the blame-frame, conflicted 
spouses might assume that those spouses remained amicable because their marriages were not 
as bad, but that is simply not true.  One step further! Conflicted spouses might assume that 
people who are happily married do not have the same disagreements and level of conflict, which 
is also simply not true.   

Happily married spouses and amicably divorcing spouses have been studied by social 
scientists and the findings are remarkable.  Happily married spouses have as many disagreements 
as those who divorce.  However, they keep their arguments clean, without verbal or physical 
violence. They have strategies for recovering from arguments, and they solve problems.   
Likewise, amicably divorcing spouses are simply better at processing the inevitable emotions that 
go with getting a divorce.  They are then free to plan the type of post-divorce relationship that 
accomplishes their long-term goals. 

Remember, anger and blame are coverups for sadness, hurt, shame, guilt and fear.  
Amicably divorcing spouses maintain the ambivalence between still caring for and about one 
another on the one hand, and the history of unresolved problems, frustration, hurt and conflicts 
on the other hand.  They recognize that their efforts to achieve a permanent marriage did not 
work, but they do not blame each other.  There might have been a deal breaker, like an affair, or 
they might simply have been too frustrated for too long at not getting important needs met with 
each other.  They do blame.  However, they blame themselves for real mistakes and blame each 
other for real mistakes, but they do not see each other as all bad.  They resist the temptations in 
the current family law system to engage in destructive conflict.  For amicably divorcing spouses, 
the divorce is seen as a solution to conflict; not the cause of more conflict.   

 
8 See our Booklet, What’s Wrong with this Picture for more details on how the traditional family law system traps 
people and foments conflict. 
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Many amicable divorces also reflect “growing apart.” 9  As people age, particularly as their 
children grow more independent, couples might change.  They might change the priorities in 
their lives or what they would like to accomplish in their lives, such that being married, or at least 
to a certain partner.  A divorce can not only. be a healthy solution but also be the end of a 
successful marriage. 

The problem is not conflict.   
The problem is lagging disagreement resolution skills. 

 
Most amicably divorcing spouses start their divorce with skills.  They have skills for 

treating each other at least humanely, if not respectfully and courteously, even when deeply sad, 
hurt, ashamed or feeling guilty.  They have skills for processing those intense emotions without 
resorting to unwarranted anger and blame.  They have skills for putting their experience in 
perspective.  They remain focused on goals for their futures and are as willing to work towards 
their spouse’s goals as their own.  They can hold their mixed feelings about one another in check 
and in balance.  They have skills for processing the inevitable losses that a divorce brings, 
including the loss of the level of involvement with their children as they had when married and 
perhaps more difficult, the loss of what they hoped to have with each other and for their children.  
They remain amicable because they have the skills for doing so. 

Another set of divorcing spouses are in heated marital conflict at the time of the 
separation and often remain in conflict through the divorce process.  They often fall for the 
“traps” in the family law system and end up in competitive legal battles, either in negotiating the 
terms of the divorce or in litigating unresolved differences.  By about one year following the 
divorce, perhaps after reading books, going to therapy or support groups, talking with other 
divorced people or simply through the diminishing intensity of the feelings, this group begins to 
behave more amicably with one another.  If these spouses had no children together, they might 
not even see each other, but their thoughts about one another soften.  If they do have children, 
it might be through a renewed sense of parental responsibility and a focus on the importance of 
a positive family experience for the children that motivates the change.  This group often needs 
skill building to improve, but they are open to improving.  For example, they might need better 
skills for resolving disagreements.  Remember, the problem is not conflict: all strategic 
relationships have conflict.  The problem is lagging skills for resolving conflict in a healthy manner.  
In Part Two we explore the concept of Lagging Skills in more detail. 

On Being Human.  Humans evolved with characteristics, instincts if you will, that were 
helpful to survival.  However, many of those characteristics were helpful when humans were 

 
9 “Growing apart” is the second most common reason given for divorcing. The first reason is being unable to 
resolve the control issues (e.g., differences in handling finances).  
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living in much more precarious times, when survival was a daily concern.  In modern times, those 
characteristics can be counter-productive.  The assumption of being “right.” And the spouse 
being “wrong” and “winning” arguments is perhaps the most significant example. 

Part Two: Skill Building in Resolving Conflict 
 

Lagging Skills.  We are introducing our Ten Lagging Skills in this part, but will return to 
Lagging Skills throughout this series of booklets.  There are general skills that are important to 
resolving disagreement in a healthy manner.  Individual sets of spouses might have lagging skills 
specific to their situation, but almost all unhealthy divorce conflict involves lagging skills in the 
following areas.10 

 
1. Identifying and processing feelings, including the ability to hold mixed feelings and 

ambivalence. 
2. Taking a different perspective and looking at a situation from another person’s point 

of view. 
3. Recognizing that people live in different realities, and the skills to bridge the gap 

between those different worlds must be developed. 
4. Having the ability to be vulnerable in relationships by being open about mistakes 

made, acknowledging responsibility for one’s actions, apologizing, and forgiving and 
forgetting wrongs. 

5. Identifying a problem in a way that can lead to solutions. 
6. Resolving a disagreement when both people think they are “right”. 
7. Having a method for making decisions that accomplish both people’s goals. 
8. Recovering from destructive conflict quickly.   
9. Hearing criticism in a healthy manner. 
10. Overcoming personal bias. 

Let us briefly unpack each of these ten lagging skills:  Understand that most anger and blame 
undergirding interpersonal conflict are defensive emotions, which generally cover up deep 
feelings.   If a mother finds out that her ex-husband has introduced the children to his girlfriend, 
she might become extremely angry, blame him for not telling her or introducing the children to 
the girlfriend too soon.  She might even file papers with the court requesting that the father be 
barred from having the girlfriend around the children.  The father might have introduced the 
girlfriend to see if the children got along with her, because he was starting to think that the 

 
10 In Ken Waldron’s and Eileen McCarten’s original research, the initial list of skills studied were those above      
(i.e., ten skills).  However, based on our statistical analysis, we later shrank that list into seven skills.  Several of the 
original skills were essentially measuring the same thing.  Here we report the original list, but in later booklets, we 
report them as our Seven Key Skills for Making Marriage Work and Resolving Disagreements Checklist. 
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relationship might deepen and would not want that to happen if that became a problem for the 
children.  However, he did not tell the mother because he was angry at her for trying to control 
his life and believed that she would try get in the way of his having a successful relationship 
with the girlfriend.  The anger, blame and criticisms are secondary emotions, covering up 
primary feelings.   

The primary feelings for the mother might be sadness, because the ex-spouse getting a 
girlfriend might drive home the permanency of the divorce.  Or, she might be insecure and feel 
like the ex-spouse is trading in an old defective model (her) for a new one (the girlfriend).  Or 
she might be frightened of the implications for changes in the family if the girlfriend turns out 
to be a permanent addition, perhaps with her own children in the mix.  Or her insecurity might 
be a fear that the children will like the girlfriend better than her.   

 
The father might be covering up a fear of being hurt again if he tries to share control with the 
mother of his children over the children’s lives.  Or, he might be insecure and want to prove to 
his ex-spouse that he is lovable, by bringing a girlfriend into the family.  He might share the 
mother’s fear of how the addition of romantic interests will change the family.  Or, he might be 
insecure and want to keep the girlfriend and the wife apart for fear that they will develop a 
friendship and talk about him.   

 
We could go on and on speculating what the underlying feelings might be, but those are the 
critical feelings.  People can resolve feelings by focusing on them in a healthy manner.  There is 
no way to resolve secondary emotions of anger and blame; they just stay there.  Primary feelings 
can be processed, but first, they must be recognized as the focus of the effort, and not on the 
anger and blame.   

 
Here is the required macro skill:  

Backing away  from anger and blame, and 
recognizing that they are covering up underlying feelings  

that need to be recognized and processed. 
 

Unpacking our Ten Lagging Skills 
 

1. Taking a different perspective and looking at a situation from another person’s point 
of view.  This skill and the next are key to viewing oneself objectively.  Humans tend to 
judge other people by their actions, but judge ourselves by our intentions or motives.  
As a result, we often see ourselves differently from how others see us.  For example, a 
father yells something at his child.  When asked why he yelled, he responded that his 
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son was not listening, and he wanted his son to listen.  In other words, he had a 
reasonable motive or intent.  When asked to put himself in his son’s position and 
imagine what it was like hearing his father yell at him, taking into consideration that 
his son was rather small and his father was rather big:  The father said, “I’d be scared.”  
When asked, “Would you listen better?” the father laughed and said, “No.  I’d be 
thinking about how to get away.”  By taking his son’s perspective, the father realizes 
that he is making a mistake yelling. 

 
By taking another person’s perspective, we have the opportunity to change our 
behavior.  For example, a mother ignores the father at an event.  Her intention is to 
not make her daughter anxious by watching her parents interact poorly.  However, 
when the mother put herself in her daughter’s shoes, she realized that watching her 
parents ignore one another would make her anxious.  Realizing this, she thought about 
what would be more enjoyable and less anxiety producing.  She then decided to smile 
and greet the father pleasantly and say something nice about their daughter. 

 
Like all of these skills, perspective-taking takes practice.  Sometimes, it even means 
asking tough questions.  For example, a father makes a comment to his teenage son 
about the mother that he thinks is neutral.  However, his son has an odd facial reaction.  
The father asks the son what it was like to hear the comment, and the son says that he 
hates that his father is “always ragging on mom.”  The father realizes that the comment 
was not neutral, and thereby realizes that he must be more careful about what he says 
about the mother.   

 
LESSON LEARNED: Asking questions and using imagination are important  

ways to take another person’s perspective and change your behavior. 
 

2. Recognize that people live in two different worlds.11  Because we see what we believe 
is objective reality, we tend to think that others see the same reality.  When our spouse 
describes an argument that we had the day before that differs from the argument that 
we thought that we had, we are tempted to say, “That’s not what happened.”  
However, that is not the case.  Two people live in two different realities.  They share 
some facts, such as it is raining outside or the street has speedbumps, but the realities 
they experience are different.  If my wife says, “That is a beautiful tree,” I might agree, 
and we share the fact that we see a tree. However, the tree  she sees is not the same 

 
11 This skill is essentially the same as the one just before it.  As previously reported, based on our statistical 
analysis, we  collapsed them into one skill. 
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tree I see.  I might be focusing on the interestingly gnarly branches, and she might be 
focusing on the range of greens.   

 
Spouses are also rarely together all of the time, so we also have experiences not had by 
the other spouse.  Separated parents, particularly if they do not get along, have 
substantially different experiences, a gap that exacerbates their speaking to one another 
from very different realities. 
 
The skill needed here is to recognize that our realities are different. Then we need to 
bridge the gap with communication, so that we can both see the whole picture.  When 
the spouses hear about the argument the day before, the skill is recognizing that one 
spouse had one argument in their reality and the other spouse had a different argument 
in their reality.  The argument that the one spouse describes is what happened for him or 
her, even though it differs from what happened  as reported by the other spouse.  
Accepting that, and describing the two arguments to one another, creates a whole picture 
of what happened, which allows for problem solving and corrective behaviors.  Rather 
than saying, “I never insulted you,” one might say, “I did not intend to insult you, and I am 
sorry if I did.” 
 

LESSON LEARNED: Accepting that two people live in two different realities  
and bridging the gap with communication is a skill. 

 
3. Develop the ability to be vulnerable in relationships, being open about mistakes 

made, acknowledging responsibility for one’s actions, apologizing, forgiving and 
forgetting wrongs.  This is far and away one of the most difficult tasks and skill sets to 
acquire, especially for spouses in conflicted relationships.  We all desire a sense of 
wellness- a belief that we are okay.  However, many of us harbor doubts that we are 
really okay, often because of childhood experiences.   
 
Often, we are insecure about our sense of wellness.  We develop defenses and have 
them constantly at the ready when there is a suggestion that we are not okay.  Many 
of those defenses assume the strategy that the best defense is a good offence, so we 
are on our toes, ready to fight back, almost without thinking.  When our ex-spouse rolls 
his or her eyes and says, “You’re late again,” we are ready with, “Actually, you are the 
one who is always late.”  When the dad says, “Stop telling the kids to call Jim ‘dad.’ He 
is not their dad,” we are ready with, “He is a better dad than you are, and the kids want 
to call him dad.” 



 10 

The skills here are complex, because, ultimately, we have to accept that while we are not 
perfect, we are okay.  Some people benefit from going to therapy to explore the 
underpinnings of their insecurity and the difficulty of being vulnerable.  Part of the needed 
skill set is taking responsibility for our own doubts and about our own wellness.  The other 
needed skills are practicing being vulnerable by admitting to faults, making mistakes and 
other imperfections and applying healthy responses.  When the other parent rolls his or 
her eyes and says, “You are late again,” you say, “Yes I am; I am sorry.  I wish I had a good 
excuse, but I don’t.”  We might add: “Being late is discourteous, and going forward, can 
we agree to have a rule that we try to be on time, and if are late for a legitimate reason, 
we call beforehand?”   
 
We do not want to underestimate how difficult it is to take responsibility and be 
vulnerable when our sense of wellness is challenged.  However, we want to emphasize 
that we can become more secure in our sense of wellness by practicing these healthy 
behaviors.  When the other parent says, “You are right.  I know I have been late too and 
it is discourteous, I am sorry and I agree with the new rule,” we can say, “It sounds like we 
both need to forgive and forget and stop being late.”  Even if the other parent just rolls 
his or her eyes again and says, “That’ll be the day,” we must resist the temptation to allow 
the other spouse to upset our sense of wellness, even when we engage in healthy 
behavior, independent of whether or not the other spouse respected that.     
 

LESSON LEARNED: Hundreds of thousands of years of evolution primed us to be  
protective of ourselves and to attack back when our sense of wellness  

is attacked.  In modern times, we do better to be vulnerable.   
Confidence comes from admitting to mistakes, taking responsibility  

for our behavior and admitting to weaknesses. 
 

4. Learn to identify a problem in a way that can lead to solutions.  When problems arise 
in relationships, it is important to be able to define the problem in a way that can be 
solved.  However, some definitions of problems have no solutions.  For example, note 
the two following descriptions of the same problem: 

 
a. One Alternative: “You are always just making decisions without me and expect 

me to go along with it.  Now you have signed Jimmy up for soccer which includes 
games on my time.  I knew nothing about it.  I am not taking him on my time.” 
 

b. Another (Better) Alternative: “When I found out that you signed Jimmy up for 
soccer and some of the games are on my time with him, I realized that it would 
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be better for Jimmy if we were both involved in decisions that include both of 
our parenting time with him.  Can we talk about a procedure for doing that?” 

 
The second definition can lead to a solution, whereas the first one cannot.  The first 
definition leads to more conflict; the second can lead to more cooperation.  Let us try 
another example, but before reading Alternative B, see if you can think of a way of 
addressing the same problem in a way that leads to a solution.   

a. One Alternative: “You completely disrupted our plans last evening after the 
school play.  You snuck over and disappeared with June and talked with her for 
a half-hour when we had plans to meet my family for dinner.  You are so damn 
selfish.” 
 

b. Another (Better) Alternative: “I realized last evening that if we do not do some 
planning, we can disrupt situations for each other.  After the play, we had plans 
with June to meet my family for dinner, but you spent time with June, and we 
were unable to do that.  You probably wanted to congratulate her, and the fact 
that we did not talk before the play was a mistake.  Can we set up a time to talk 
about how to plan for events that we both attend when one of us has June on 
the schedule?” 

 
LESSON LEARNED: Being able to define problems in a way that leads to solutions  

is a skill that promotes cooperation, not more conflict.  Part of the skill  
is to take time, and instead of simply reacting, reframing the problem 

so that it leads to a solution. 
 

5. Resolve a disagreement when both people think they are “right.”  In many 
disagreements, spouses can debate an issue, even argue about it, but usually it 
becomes increasingly apparent that one person is right and the other person is wrong.  
Secure people can acknowledge being wrong and change their mind.  Insecure people 
find this challenging and will continue to argue, though secretly realizing they are 
wrong.   
 
One skill is the ability to admit to being wrong or at least made a mistake.  However, 
when both people, even after debating or arguing are still sincerely convinced they are 
right, the challenge is what to do next.  Unfortunately, many people escalate in order 
to try to win the argument about who is “right”.  The needed skill is to realize that both 
people can be and are “right,” and then start talking about what they are each trying 
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to accomplish with their opinions and how they can accomplish most of what both 
people want.   

 
Perhaps an example might help.  Assume that a father plans to take a weekend trip 
with the children, stay at a motel, and do activities during the day, with his new 
romantic partner.  Assume that the mother objects.  They argue their cases with one 
another, but neither gives in because they both think they are right.  If they escalate, 
the father might go ahead with the plan. The mother might file papers with the court 
to enforce her opinion.   
 
However, what might happen if they both step back and consider that both of them 
might be “right”?  They would begin to talk about what each of them is trying to 
accomplish.  The father indicates that he is serious about his new romantic partner, 
but wants to see her in action with the children before the relationship progresses.  
The children have met her, but have not really spent enough time to see what the 
future would be like.  The mother asserts that she is concerned that the children will 
become very fond of the woman and that the children will be harmed if the father ends 
up breaking up with her.  She is also concerned about premature exposure to the father 
being seen in a sexual relationship – kissing and sleeping together.  She also indicates 
that this would be inconsistent with their religious beliefs.   

 
The agreed-upon task becomes what plan can accomplish what both parents want to 
accomplish.  Ultimately, the father’s original plan is less important than the plan that 
both parents develop.  Therefore, they agree their process will start with accepting 
that both people are right: it is wise to evaluate how the children will do with a new 
partner, and it is also wise to protect the children from more loss and premature 
exposure to a parent being sexual. 

 
LESSON LEARNED: The skill here is first to agree that both parents 

 are right and discuss what each is trying to accomplish.   
Then, they develop a plan that accomplishes 
 as much as possible of both parents’ goals.   

 
6. Have a method for making decisions that accomplish both people’s goals.  The 

mistake is making unilateral decisions based on the goals of just one parent.  Before  
decisions are made, there are three steps: (1). gather information (2) look at options 
and (3) then make a decision- together.  If only one parent does the first two steps 
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(gather information and look at options) and then brings in the other parent, conflict 
is inevitable- at least most of the time.   
 
For example, a child tells a parent that she wants to play soccer because her friends 
play.  The parent looks into it, gets all of the information, decides that it is a good idea 
and then contacts the other parent.  The other parent gets upset and says “No.”  The 
reason is that the other parent has been left out of the discussion.  The skill is similar 
to the one above, but does not begin with a disagreement; it simply begins with a 
decision.   

Most parents, for example, want their children to be involved in extracurricular 
activities.  The skill is in planning participation in extracurricular activities together, 
considering the long-term goals of both parents.  Instead of the above scenario, the 
first parent needs to realize that a decision must be made that brings the other parent 
in at the first stage of gathering information, so that they go through all three steps 
together.  When both parents gather information and look at options, they will find 
that most of the time they agree. 
 

LESSON LEARNED: The skill is when a decision affecting the children  
comes up with one parent, the other parent is included in all three  

steps to a decision right from the very start of the process. 
 

7. Recover from destructive conflict quickly.  Conflict is inevitable in relationships.  The 
only way for spouses to avoid conflict is avoid intimacy, stay completely detached and 
only pretend to be in the relationship.  We mentioned earlier that people in happy 
marriages have three skills for dealing with conflict when compared to spouses in 
unhappy marriages lack:  (1) they keep the conflict relatively clean, without having 
done too much damage to one another and staying on topic; (2) they have methods 
for recovering from conflict relatively quickly, and (3) they solve problems.  We 
touched on this last skill earlier when we spoke of defining problems in a way that they 
can be solved.  Keeping the conflict clean simply means staying on topic and resisting 
the temptation to engage in emotional attacks on one another.   

 
There are two challenges:  
 

a. The first challenge for recovering quickly is complicated because no matter 
how clean a conflict is kept, emotions are involved, and those can lead to 
emotional distance, bad behavior and bad thoughts.  Solving problems under 
those conditions is extremely difficult and perhaps at times even impossible.  
Recovery requires a focus on the emotional harm done first. 
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b. A second challenge is also complicated because there is no real right way to 
recover quickly.  The method that will work in a particular relationship has to 
be developed, usually by trial and error.   

 
However, successful methods have a few ingredients in common:   

 
a. Take a breather.  The length of the breather depends on the particular people 

involved, but taking a breather allows the emotions to calm enough. 
b. Understand each other’s experience. The key is to focus on the emotions, not 

the reasons for whatever opinions were involved.  How this is discussed is 
dependent on the personalities of the people involved. 

c. Apologize.  An apology is not necessarily an admission of wrong-doing.  
Apologies come in two flavors: (1) The first flavor is an acknowledgement of 
wrong-doing, meaning an acknowledgement that one is sorry for any wrong-
doing.   (2) The second flavor is not an admission of guilt, but an expression of 
empathic compassion, being sorry for the effect on another person because 
you care about them. 

d. Forgive and forget.  This can sometimes include a requirement that one or 
both people make amends to achieve forgiveness.  Real forgiveness puts the 
incident into the past, so it does not keep smoldering and coming up in future 
conflicts. 

LESSON LEARNED: The skill is to process the emotions that will interfere  
with good decision-making first.  When a conflict arises, this is step one.   
It is not to resolve the feelings; it is to contain them so that they do not  

Interfere with the intellectual task of making a good decision. 
 

8. Develop the ability to hear criticism in a healthy manner.  When people behave 
negatively in conflicted relationships, they do this with verbal and non-verbal 
criticisms.  A criticism can sometimes have just one part, but sometimes it has two 
parts:  

 
     Part One: Criticisms lead to conflict because they are taken personally.  When they are 

taken personally, the impulse is to defend, either by ignoring the person or by striking 
back.  The problem is not that the other person is criticizing us; the problem is that we 
are misinterpreting the criticism.  The first part of a criticism, and in some cases the 
only part, is about the person doing the criticizing.  In other words, it is not about us; it 
is about the other person.  Because of this, we should not take it personally.   
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     Part Two: In some instances, a criticism will have a second part: useful information for 
us, in which case, we should be grateful for the feedback.  If the other parent says, 
“You are late,” with a disgusting look on his or her face, it is not personal. It is about 
who the other parent is.  A simple, “I am” is all that is needed.  If the comment is, with 
the same disgusting look, “The children were upset that you were late,” a simple, 
“Thank you for telling me; I will speak with the children” suffices.  This latter comment 
had useful information.  This is a skill that takes a lot of practice when people have 
been engaged in conflict for a long time, because taking things personally reflects 
personal insecurity.  Correcting that takes a lot of practice.   

 
LESSON LEARNED: The skill is to not take criticism personally,  

but to listen carefully for useful information. 
 

9. Overcome Personal Bias.  One of the paradoxes in divorce conflict is that while each 
spouse blames the other spouse for the problem, both engage in similar behaviors but 
rarely see themselves in the same negative light.  One parent sees it as morally wrong, 
when the other parent makes denigrating comments about him or her to the children. 
However, at other times he or she does the same thing and justifies it.  The key to 
understanding this paradox is in our intuitive moral and ethical thinking.   

Sopolsky, in Behave (cited earlier), details the science involved.  There are two 
neurological reasons for the paradox.  The first is that when in conflict, the 
fundamental neurological systems in our brain create a dichotomy between “us” and 
“them.”  This dichotomy automatically inflates the goodness of our cause, attributing 
positive characteristics to ourselves and exaggeratedly negative characteristics to 
“them”.  The second characteristic involved is that we judge ourselves by our internal 
motives, and we judge others by their actions. i.e., external behavior.  Because we can 
rationalize our motives, we can engage in the same “immoral” behavior as “them” and 
feel okay about it.  We trick ourselves because if a behavior is immoral for the other 
spouse (i.e., where in our example the behavior hurts our children), it still hurts our 
children when we do it, no matter what our motive is.  The skill involved is overcoming 
our intuitive moral thinking with reasoned moral thinking.   Our behavior is what 
matters; not our motive.   
 

LESSON LEARNED: The skill is to recognize that our assumption that  
we are “right” when in conflict with others has been programmed into  
humans, but in most cases is an illusion.  We tend to judge ourselves  

by our motives and other people by their behavior, even when we  
and others do the same thing. 
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10.  Persisting divorce conflict reflects lagging skills.  Many professionals judge ex-
spouses in ongoing conflict as pathological or just plain “bad”.   Some professionals 
even think that ongoing conflict between divorcing or divorced parties is “normal”.  
These are misconceptions.  Divorce conflict is tempting.  Some people resist the 
temptation and remain amicable.  Some people fall for it, but later overcome it, and 
some become addicted to it and spend the rest of their lives in conflict with one 
another, if only in their minds.  This is neither pathological nor “bad,” but certainly 
not constructive or good for children. 

LESSON LEARNED: Overcoming persisting divorce conflict is an emotional  
challenge but can be done with skill building. 

 
In Closing 

 
We all know that divorce conflict is a serious issue. In another booklet, we address its 

addictive nature.  When people become addicted to the conflict, additional skills are needed for 
overcoming a “behavior addiction”.  Models for teaching those skills are available in the 
literature.  For example, gambling addiction has a predictable effect on the reward system in the 
brain and requires practicing of a certain set of skills learned through cognitive behavior training, 
identifying triggers for the craving, participating in a support group having a coach to turn to, and 
so on.   

Ken ran co-parenting education groups for many years, and more recently, assisted Eileen 
McCarten, MSW, of Family Matters in Winnebago County, Illinois, develop a Co-parenting 
Treatment Class.  The focus of both groups (education and treatment) was on skill building.12  In 
both sets of classes, a large percentage of parents who had been locked in high conflict improved.  
Ms McCarten recently completed a follow-up survey with participants from years earlier. She 
found that the improvements persisted in a large percentage of cases.  

 

 
12 The foundations for the skill building in these classes are available in our Co-Parenting Training Workbooks, 
available for sale at Unhooked Books (www.unhookedmedia.com). 

http://www.unhookedmedia.com/

