HOW TO NEGOTIATE SAFELY 
WITH YOUR SPOUSE 

by DR. GEORGES TICHY 

Clinical Psychologist 

Some facts everyone should know! 

__________________________________________________________ 

One of the most valuable skills for keeping a relationship healthy is the ability to negotiate conflicting issues and opinions properly. The lack of this ability is a major component of severe confrontations between spouses who deal with conflict, and sometimes the conflict escalates to a point of becoming life threatening. 

As a clinician specializing in Domestic Violence treatment, I conclude that most cases of domestic violence occur due to people’s lack of knowledge about some basic tools that could help to keep the level of conflict low. Fair and positive negotiation is a must if the couple wants to keep the relationship functional. They may not come to a final agreement on their disputes, but they can always agree to disagree. 

=============================================================
Fair and positive negotiation is a must!
=============================================================
There are many basic concepts related to effective problem solving and productive negotiation. They are all important components of my L-SET (Life-Skills Enhanced Therapy) program, which I developed using the experience acquired through many years treating domestic violence and teaching anger management techniques. Now I will discuss one of them, which has been proven to be a major help in preventing the escalation of conflicts and violence. 

THE TIMEOUT TECHNIQUE

Time-out is often considered as “just leaving” the scene of a conflict. Even some therapists teach their clients that when there is a conflict they should “just leave.” However, I stress the importance of expanding this concept because that would be just “leaving” and may actually make the situation worse. How do you feel when you are discussing something with someone and that person "just leaves" because they do not agree with you. Do you feel better, or worse? That’s exactly the problem with couples when they are discussing something: if one of them "just leaves", the other may experience an intense increase of frustration, anger and may react in an inappropriate way or even in a violent way – which would be the opposite what is desirable. 

To be useful and practical Time-out has to be more than just leaving. It has to be an agreement, a contract between the couple. The agreement has to be negotiated in times of peace, so that it will be practiced when the ugly times come. Agreement is the main component of the time-out technique. 

=============================================================
"JUST LEAVING" IS NOT A TRUE TIME-OUT!
=============================================================
When should one take a time-out? The basic procedure, the one that works is: the person who becomes angry first calls the time-out and the other one respects it. Which means, there are no telephones pulled out of walls, no “flying cats or dogs”, no bad words being thrown, or passages being blocked. The couple just splits for a couple of hours to calm down, and resume their conversation only when their emotions are again under control. It doesn’t have to be the same day! 

This is a very simple rule, but for most couples it is not that easy to implement it in their daily life. Sometimes it is difficult for them to change a relational pattern that has been used for many years, and they keep being tempted of going back to the old pattern of communication that is often based on no respect and no negotiation. It may sound strange, but there are even couples who enjoy some fighting once in a while. I have seen people avoiding counseling because it could actually stop the conflict, and they were using the conflict as an attempt to control each other. The basic factor in unending fights and unresolved conflicts can almost always be linked to CONTROL ISSUES. 

=============================================================
SOMETIMES PEOPLE DON'T LOOK FOR COUNSELING BECAUSE
THEY ACTUALLY DO NOT WANT TO STOP THE FIGHTING
=============================================================
Some couples like the idea of signing a symbolic formal contract in which they agree to the terms of the time-out technique as explained above. It is of course only a symbolic ritual, but it surely helps them to respect more their commitment to truce at a moment when the escalation of the conflict could lead to all kind of undesired consequences. If you would like to receive a free copy of a suggestive time-out contract, just email me to drtichyhelp@atlas.cz  writing TIME-OUT CONTRACT in the subject, and I will email you the form. Then, negotiate it with your spouse so that the new tool will help you to avoid dangerous levels of conflict. 

If you want Timeout to work properly for you, remember the following: 

1. Timeout has to be negotiated before the conflict arises or it will not work properly. 

2. If Timeout is not negotiated between you and your spouse, and you "just leave," the conflict can actually escalate still more. 

3. You must take Timeout at the first sign of anger. Do not let the anger escalate! 

4. Be sure that later on you find a proper solution for the problem. 

Remember, learning new relational techniques may help you to deal more effectively with the difficulties you may be experiencing in your relationship! Don't wait until it is too late. Do your part right now!! 
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