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Question?

Just type it into the box below the slides

(broadcast listeners only).

Answers will be available 

below the slides

starting April 30, 2018.



CE Questions

•Most couples who can’t resolve their conflicts just don’t love 
each other enough.

•Couples sometimes quarrel about a proposed solution to a 
problem instead of examining or redefining the problem 
together.



People in conflict: 

That’s the heart of therapy practice–
couples who can’t stop fighting, and 

individuals who can’t create satisfying relationships at 
home or at work.



Why is relationship conflict so common?

1. conflict-ogenic relationship structures
2. inadequate personal & relationship skills

3. narratives of powerlessness & inevitability of conflict



“Did you remember to do everything I asked, even the small things 

I said in passing that didn’t sound like real requests?”



Love is not enough to make a relationship work. 
And arguing without rules, goals, or skills 

can easily make things worse. 

I tell couples that my objective is not to eliminate their 
conflict. Rather, I want them to learn to argue about the 

right things, at the right time, in the right way.



COMMUNICATION



What are people really arguing about?

• I’m embarrassed/ashamed about what I did

• I didn’t want to make that agreement in the first place

• You make me feel like I’m crazy

• I’m afraid of the consequences of me saying you were right

• I don’t believe power can be shared

• Lack of deeper consensus about values or mission

• Your desire for me scares me

• I’m sad/angry that we’ve lost our sex life

• I haven’t forgiven you about something else (recent or ancient)

• Closeness feels dangerous

• I’m afraid you don’t love/desire me anymore



“Communication problem”?
A lot of couples in conflict say they have a “communication 

problem.” Some of them do. 

But most couples communicate clearly–they just don’t like 
what they hear from each other, with communication such as:

* chronic “forgetting” * broken agreements 
* hurtful sarcasm * criticism without appreciation
* nitpicking trivial facts * chronic overspending
* small secrets & pointless deceit
* disrupting the couple’s alone time
* refusal to discuss difficult things



Proposing a solution before agreeing on the problem
or empathizing with each other

often → people quarrelling about the solution

• I want you to stop looking at porn

•We should never use AirBnB ever again

• I don’t want you having dinner with her when I’m out of town

• I want a GPS tracker installed on your phone

• You have to go to individual therapy

• I’ll just stop having sex with you



Is this a feelings discussion (about me) 
or a policy discussion (about how we do things)?

• I daydream about taking you to Paris

• I feel left out when other people discuss their trips to Paris

• I feel bad I can’t take you to Paris

• We could get a loan to go to Paris

• Hey, screw all this—let’s just go to Paris!

Feelings or policy?



Feelings discussion or policy proposal?

• If we don’t start having more sex, I’m not responsible for how I react.

• You have to stop spending money we don’t have.

• Sometimes I feel like giving up.

• Screw your ‘I love NYU’--My kids are NOT going to NYU.



Invite empathy without agreeing or endorsing; 
a partner’s perspective is always relevant.

“If you thought I was flirting, of course you’re angry.”

“I’m sorry you feel pushed away.”

“I didn’t realize that was so important to you.”

“Of course I want you to feel your opinion matters.”



CATEGORIES & NARRATIVES



Narrative: 

To organize facts or feelings in a way that creates 
a coherent story.

Facts and feelings can typically be organized 
in a variety of narratives.



Categorizing—self or other—
is a way of defining reality.

It’s a way of seizing and using power.



The power of labelling & categorizing each other

• “Verbal abuse”

• “Hysterical”

• “Passive-aggressive”

• “Typical male/misogynist”

• “Frigid,” “oversexed,” “sex addict”

• “Bad mother”

• “Alcoholic”

• “Co-dependent”

• “Just like your father”

Couples can then argue about the label 
instead of discussing what’s bothering them.



The power of labelling & categorizing each other

• “Verbal abuse”
I feel bad when you speak to me 
like that

• “Hysterical”
I don’t understand your thinking 

• “Passive-aggressive”
I feel I’m getting double messages

• “Typical male/misogynist”
I don’t feel understood

• “Frigid,” “oversexed,” “sex addict”
I don’t like how you relate to sex

• “Bad mother”
I disagree with your parenting

• “Alcoholic”
I’m unhappy w/how much you 
drink

• “Co-dependent”
I’m not always trustworthy;
You don’t maintain our priorities

• “Just like your father”
Please examine your repetitive 
behavior



“They’re not man-boobs. They’re pecs.”



Narratives of powerlessness

• My buttons get pushed

• I have a bad temper

• Sorry, I just shut down

• We British don’t express ourselves bluntly

• I have anxiety issues; panic attacks

• I’m a lawyer/engineer/artist/mother/etc.

• I have “trust issues”

• That’s my addiction/codependence/PTSD/anxiety disorder talking



People say 
“that’s not normal” or “you’re not normal” 

instead of 
“I don’t like it” or “I feel uncomfortable.”

Then they quarrel about whether something is normal, 
instead of negotiating their differences

or trying to understand each other.



Ways of asserting what’s normal

• That’s too kinky

• What kind of a person does that?

• Other women are interested in X, why aren’t you?

• Most husbands would love that

• Everybody knows the right way to do this

• Everybody knows that’s the wrong way to do things

• Don’t be so uptight--it’s normal to want a drink after work

• It’s not normal to masturbate that often

• People need to let loose periodically



“The War of the Sexes”: Myths

• Male and female sexuality are fundamentally different

• Men are logical, women are emotional

• You can’t trust men/women

• Marriage isn’t supposed to be enjoyable



“If you don’t like it you can always use it 
as another example of 

how I have no idea who you really are.”



AGREEMENTS & CONTRACTS



Is there a shared vision of 
the relationship?

Are they still struggling over 
what the contract will be, 

how they’ll live, 
how to define “clean bathroom”?



Negotiating a vision is better done 
early in the relationship—

ideally, before people commit.

But clients are doing it now, 
when the stakes are dramatically higher.



The lack of a covenant explains 
why they keep quarrelling: 

they’re negotiating 
which relationship to have.



Without a clear vision & contract, 
they’ll quarrel forever--

and never fix the real problem.



Who are we as a couple?

• What’s our value system?

• What’s our mission statement?

• What’s our contract?

• How do we talk to each other?

• How do we get each other’s attention?

• How do we decide when to spend money?

• How often do we spend time together? 

• How often do we have sex? When? What kind? For what reason?  



Chores and routines

• What can I depend on?

• What do I not have to ask about? What do I not have to justify?

• What can I trust you’ll keep track of?

• What have we decided and don’t have to keep negotiating?

• What’s you doing me a favor, vs it’s your chore?

• Do I owe you anything for you doing your chores? For us doing things 
“my way”?



“You dropped your dirty socks on the floor again.”
[So what? Who cares? 

Why must I deal with this?]

“Quit nagging—I work hard”

“You’re not perfect either, you know”

“I’ll try harder next time”

[Your complaint isn’t legitimate;

I don’t accept responsibility for this]



Agreements that support relationships

• Make clear, measurable, dated agreements

• Don’t agree to “try”

• Take responsibility if you break an agreement

• Follow letter and spirit of agreement

• Don’t make agreements you aren’t confident about keeping

• Don’t make an agreement you don’t want

• Renegotiate agreement when necessary

• Agreements are the couple’s, not the individual’s



“Honey, wake up! I just remembered another
thing you

did that annoyed the hell out of me!”



ANGER & CONFLICT



Are people quarrelling about 
a series of broken agreements, 
or the lack of an agreement?

“you didn’t do X again” 

vs

“why don’t you ever do X?”



Are people quarrelling about 
a series of broken agreements, 
or the lack of an agreement?

People often try to enforce agreements that don’t exist.
They’re then perceived as nagging or unreasonable;

Their partner may respond in kind. 



Power, anger, & emotion

• The myth of “temper”

• Conflict as a form of intimacy/connection

• “Every couple has rules for fighting—what are yours?” 

• Giving oneself permission to act out

• The illusion/excuse that my partner controls my emotions   

• Refusing to meta-process



Talking about anger

• Goals of expressing anger:
• Express feelings (“what’s the point?”)
• Convey information
• Request change
• Hurt the other person

• Engaging in conflict cooperatively, not as adversaries

• Making dates for conflict

• Rules of fair fighting                                      

• There’s a continuum of anger, both felt & expressed

• Explore conflict-avoidant person’s nightmares 

• Pursue understanding before being understood



Conflict
• What are the couple’s current norms?

• Conflict: about an event or the architecture? (weather vs climate)

• Goals of conflict:
What do we need to understand?
What do we want partner to understand?
What do we want to do differently?
What agreements do we want to make or change?

• Apology: 
I know why you’re upset
Here’s what I’ll do in the future
Here’s how I’ll manage that



Fair fighting
• No provocative language

• No blaming

• No yelling

• No using physical force

• No talk of separation

• No discussing past

• No describing partner

• No mind-reading

• No conflict when drinking or tired

• No conflict in public or in front of kids

• Stick to the topic

• Fight by mutual consent

• Don’t rely on categories

• Reframe & restate

• Ask for specific things

• Respond to requests

• Take turns speaking

• Stop when necessary

• Maintain confidentiality

• Take responsibility for how 
we express ourselves



That is, 
* Fight as partners, not adversaries;

* Fight to accomplish goals:

~ define terms
~ clarify an assumption

~ share personal experience
~ challenge a misperception
~ renegotiate an agreement



“O.K., we’ll try it your way—let’s ignore any problems   
that come up in the next twenty years 

and see what happens.”    



Bringing historical hurts & betrayals to a close

• When the past isn’t really past

• Choice/decision

• What did it mean? Who gets to decide? Does it matter?

• What are the rules about bringing it up?

• What do “apology” and “forgive” mean?

• Loss of innocence; grief that things will never be the same

• Agreeing to disagree

• Forgive, although usually not forget



Educate clients:

You don’t have to know how you’re going to let go 
in order to commit to letting go.

And if you don’t want to let go, 
no technology is going to work, 

or make you want to.



AUTONOMY



www.YouAreNotTheBossOfMe.com

A lot of conflict involves someone trying to prove

“I won’t be controlled.”

Cooperating or being generous may feel humiliating.



When intimacy feels like a challenge to autonomy
• Take partner’s honest communication as personal (attack)
• Intimacy feels like being trapped without options or power
• Keeping agreements feels like humiliation
• Will jettison partnership and become self-protective if feel cornered
• Agrees to “try” or to “try harder” instead of committing to goals and taking 

responsibility for execution
• Narratives of disempowerment, need for vigilance, “war of the sexes,” 

marriage as dour endurance
• Need to periodically escape relationship—via alcohol, hobbies, sex workers, 

shopping, gambling, travel
• Feeling intimidated in the face of partner’s solidity; responding with 

aggression or collapse 
• Fear of dependence; can I count on you? 



Existential dilemma:

the desire for intimacy 
vs. 

the desire for autonomy 



Sharing power requires the ability to self-soothe

• I’ll get my turn

• Generosity is rational—it will pay off in the long term

• Reduce fear of dependence

• This is not the past

• I choose to trust even when I’m nervous

• I can ask for reassurance

• I can ask for symbolic nourishment

• Object constancy; peek-a-boo 



OTHER NOTES



When couples fight about sex
• Desire discrepancy

• No consensus on what we’re not going to do

• Criticism of partner ruins sex before it starts

• People don’t know how to instruct each other

• People don’t know how to hear others’ instructions

• People problematize/pathologize each others’ inhibitions, desires, or 
preferences

• Couples don’t get consensus on definitions—eg, infidelity, flirting, dirty talk

• Not enough “OK, we’ll do it your way, and let’s move on”

• Not enough empathy or talk about feelings; Eg, “I weigh 200 #s. Lingerie 
makes me feel foolish. Please don’t push me on this.”



Budgeting

• Budgeting is a political process that operationalizes values; 
couples will have trouble if they don’t REALLY agree on values.

• Some people think budgeting is about deprivation, not decision-making; 
That it’s how one person imposes their will on the other, rather than 
something a team does to create their life together.

• Does someone believe that they deserve or must have everything they 
want? 
What if life didn’t turn out that way? 
Instead of dealing with this, some people act impulsively, invite chronic 
conflict, and think that’s the problem. 
This ISN’T a “communication problem.” 



Budgeting: unconscious messages

• Decision-making is too painful; 
let’s be impulsive and then pick up the pieces later.

• I’m not a real grownup so you have to help me, but I’ll resent you 
for it and feel you’re doing it to me rather than for us.

• When you’re a grownup you don’t seem sexy to me.

• When you force me to be a grownup I don’t feel sexy.



Relationship architecture 
(vs personal deficits or cultural norms)

• Do couples make agreements, or just complain?

• Do couples process conflict as partners or adversaries?

• Do couples acknowledge appreciation?

• Do couples fight fair?

• Does conflict have a goal?

• Does each person take responsibility for the couple’s decisions?

• Do couples share values and a relationship vision?

• Does couple have a narrative of exploitation or of fairness & feeling 
understood?

• Do spouses withhold what the other one wants to get what they 



“Maybe you should make love in the morning–

before you have a chance to get mad at each other.”



For additional webinars, see

https://www.martyklein.com/training-webinars/



Klein@SexEd.org
@DrMartyKlein
www.SexEd.org


