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The Effects of Conflict:  The High Price Your Children Pay

The effects of conflict on children are well-documented. Family researchers generally agree that parental conflict is the biggest predictor of poor outcome for children. The most powerful determinants are the level and intensity of the conflict between parents, and whether the conflict is resolved. This is true no matter whether parents are married or divorced.   

Summary of the Research on the Effects of Conflict
· Some children respond to parental conflict by acting out. They may demonstrate behavior problems, increased anger and inability to manage anger, violent behavior, delinquency, and gang involvement. 

· Some children respond to parental conflict by turning inward. They are likely to demonstrate depression (we are prescribing anti-depressants for children at an alarming rate), isolation from friends and activities, physical symptoms like headaches, stomach aches, ulcers etc., and substance abuse. 

· Children who are exposed to parental conflict do not interact well with others. These kids often have very poor social skills, low self esteem and poor relationships when they become adults. 

· Some children exposed to high conflict have trouble thinking. Advances in neuropsychology have shown that when exposed to conflict our brains release stress hormones that over time can actually change brain functioning. Scary stuff! The effects of being exposed to conflict show up as problems in school, truancy, impaired thinking (things like problem-solving, abstract reasoning, memory are affected) and symptoms that mimic Attention Deficit Disorder.

Parental conflict is toxic for kids. It's as simple as that. And as scary. No parents in their right mind would knowingly dose their kids with a bit of poison each day. And yet, parents who fight in front of their children do just that. Are you getting the picture that the effects of conflict for children are huge? 

The most powerful action divorcing parents can take to protect their children is to pledge not to expose them to adult arguments. In fact, here's an exercise to bring this important concept home. The next time you are about to get into an argument with the other parent, do this. Take out a photograph of your children or just create a mental picture of your kids. Look at those sweet, innocent faces and repeat the following:

"I know that what I am about to do is damaging to you and is likely to affect you forever. But at this moment, indulging my anger is more important than your well being."
Yikes! Who wants to say or do that to their children? Yet, when we fight with the other parent in front of our kids, in essence our actions say to our kids, "I don't care how you feel about this."   One way to counter the negative effects of conflict on children is to learn to fight differently. It's called fair fighting and it's all laid out on this page. It may take a bit of time to learn to work on solving a problem instead of trying to win at all costs. But the results will be so well worth your effort. Your kids need this from you almost more than anything else.   

Fair Fighting Rules:  A Formula for Resolving Conflict

At best, having fair fighting rules may seem like a contradiction in terms. At worst, it may seem utterly impossible. In fact, fair fighting provides a framework to resolve conflict, solve problems and help people get on with lives.

And for divorcing parents, fair fighting is a valuable, even necessary skill. Think of it as one of the most important tools in your toolbox for protecting your children and keeping them out of any conflict that may occur between you and their other parent. It also helps you manage your own stress, which is important for you and your kids.

Fair fighting rules aren't just for divorced parents. The concept actually comes out of couple's therapy. Thousands of therapists, teachers and coaches teach this process to their clients and students to help them improve their relationships. Once mastered, it's definitely a skill that you can use in a variety of situations - everything from dealing with employees and co-workers, talking with your kids, working things out in new relationships, and yes, managing the conflict with your child's other parent. Once you begin to follow the rules of fair fighting, you will be amazed at how much more competent you feel as a communicator. OK, I know that is a pretty big claim. But in my work with all kinds of families, I've found that fair fighting is one of the primary skills I offer that has really helped people change their patterns of interaction.  

Fair Fighting Rules
Some of these fair fighting rules will seem utterly and ridiculously simple. And others will be just the opposite - unbelievably difficult to imagine pulling off. And yet, thousands, perhaps millions of people have successfully applied these rules of fair fighting to their lives. Try them on and see what you think.  

· Timing is everything. Find a time and place that will work for both of you. Blurting out your concern the moment you see the other person is definitely not a fair fighting technique. Scheduling a time to fight means that you must be in enough control of your emotions to be able to delay the discussion. This takes practice but is absolutely achievable.  Here are a few suggestions about time and place. Pick a time when you aren't tired, hungry or rushed. (For some of us, sadly that could mean a very long wait!)  Never talk/fight in the presence of your children. That means transition times are out. Pick a location that is relatively neutral.  

· Focus on solving a problem/reaching a solution rather than venting your anger or winning a victory. Think win-win. 

· Deal with one issue at a time. No fair piling several complaints into one session. Some people call this "kitchen-sinking" - talking about everything including the kitchen sink! 

· Stay focused on the present. Bringing up the past isn't fair. If you need to schedule a separate session to discuss past issues, do that. And you may want to pull in a neutral third party to facilitate this kind of discussion. As a general rule though, avoid dragging past behavior into current discussions and attempts to resolve problems. 

· Limit your discussion/fight to no more than 30 minutes. Adults have relatively short attention spans - just look at television programming to confirm this. Long drawn out discussions/fights rarely reach resolution. Instead they just wear the participants out. And when you are worn out, the potential of saying or doing something you'll regret is much greater. If you are unable to solve your problem in the 30 minutes that you've allotted, schedule another time to continue. 

· State the problem clearly. This means you must think through what your complaint is, make sure you have all the facts, and use good communication to state your concern. Avoid blaming the other parent. Instead, use an "I-message" to state how you feel. When the kids come back from spending time with you they are often hungry. I am worried that they aren't getting enough to eat at your house.    

· Be willing to listen to what the other parent has to say. Summarize what you hear the other person saying. This is called paraphrasing or active listening. If you are busy thinking about your reply, you aren't truly listening.

· Take turns speaking and listening. Don't interrupt, talk over or make comments while the other person is speaking. Watch your non-verbal expressions too. Rolling eyes, smirking, yawning etc. all work against fair fighting. 

· Focus on the problem - not the person. 

· Brainstorm solutions. Be willing to compromise. Give a little to get a little. 

· Choose the best solution that will work for everybody - especially your kids. 

· Implement the solution. If it doesn't work, schedule another time to talk and pick another solution.

Fair Fighting Rules: Phrases to Keep in Mind
· How can we work this out together? 

· This is what I would like to see happen. 

· This is what I am willing to do. 

· What would you be willing to do?

Sound Impossible?
Fair fighting rules help you switch from fighting and getting nowhere to actually solving problems. It takes time to learn a new behavior. So keep trying. Remember the old adage - practice makes perfect. I guarantee you that every time you avoid a down and dirty fight by problem solving instead, you will feel better. Not to mention the fact that you will actually get resolution to the problem. That's worth a lot.   Improve your Fair Fighting Skills
Fair fighting rules set a framework for you to solve a problem. Sometimes though, people are so used to fighting that anything else seems foreign and frankly too hard. It's more familiar to slip into fighting in the old way - using dirty fighting.

Check yourself out to make sure you don't slip into using some of these below-the-belt tactics. I'll warn you ahead of time that they are subtle and some of them even come disguised as fair fighting rules. But they are not.

Dirty fighting tactics are the exact opposite of fair fighting rules. And yet, I'll wager you'll find one or two that you've used. I know I always find something that has sneaked into my discussions. Believe me, it takes constant vigilance. I urge you to hang in there and practice and then practice some more. Fair fighting rules allow you to practice the art of focusing your complaint clearly and then making the request for change as effectively as possible. Remember the concept - win/win. You win because you avoid a miserable, awful argument. And your kids win because you have kept the conflict away from them. Win/win. Give it a try -it works.  

Dirty Fighting Tactics  Avoid These at all Costs

These dirty fighting tactics are sure-fire ways to ruin communication, escalate conflict and ensure that you never reach a solution to the problem about which you are fighting.

And since some folks need concrete examples of what not to do, here's a list. 

The Dirty Dozen Times Two:  Fighting Tactics to Guarantee Poor Communication

· Side Swipe In this tactic you initiate a fight when the other person is least likely to expect it, or least able to respond. This one practically ensures failure at resolving a problem because the other person feels side swiped. 

· Character Assassination:  In this dirty fighting tactic you move quickly from the issue at hand to questioning the other person's personality. You interpret the other person's shortcomings as evidence of bad character or family traits. 

· Brown Bagging (or Kitchen Sinking) In this tactic you try to list as many problems as possible in as much detail as possible. You don't stick to the original issue, but rather throw in all the problems you can think of. You also don't limit yourself to the immediate present. 

· Overgeneralize This dirty fighting tactic uses words like "always" and "never." For example, "You are always late. or "You never cared about the kids." This is likely to distract the other person into discussing the over-generalization rather than the issues. 

· Cross-Compl ain In this tactic you respond to any complaint the other raises with one of your own. If done properly, you can create a complete stalemate by balancing complaint against complaint forever. 

· Ask Why In this dirty fighting tactic you demand an explanation and imply that there must be something terribly wrong with that person. 

· Blame In this tactic you make it clear that the fault lies entirely with them and once again, you are simply the innocent victim. You don't admit that your behavior plays any part in the difficulty. You make sure that they know that they must change first because it is really all their fault. 

· Pull Rank In this dirty fighting tactic you remind the person you are fighting with that you are more important, smarter, better in some way than they are. You use anything that will enhance your status at their expense. For example, "The kids never really liked you when we were together. Now they don't want to go with you and I don't blame them." 

· Dominate In this tactic you do anything to dominate the conversation. You don't listen to the other person, you talk over them, you belittle their suggestions. 

· List Injustices In this tactic you recite every slight, injustice or inequity you have experienced in the relationship. By doing this you gain a great feeling of being morally justified. 

· Label This dirty fighting tactic applies a negative label to the other person to create the impression that they are totally at fault. Psychological labels (childish, neurotic, selfish, insecure, crazy, borderline, bi-polar) are particularly effective in obscuring issues where you may be vulnerable. 

· Mind-Reading In this tactic you decide that you know the real reason why the other person is acting in a certain way thus you can avoid having to debate the issue. For example, "I know what you are doing." "You just want the kids to hate me." 

· Fortune-telling In this tactic you predict the future. "You will never change so why bother?" This tactic keeps you from having to make any effort at all. 

· Sarcasm This dirty fighting tactic is a great way of saying something without having to take responsibility for the communication. When said just right, "You are so smart..." implies just the opposite.  

· Avoid Responsibility In this tactic you always have an excuse for your behavior that suggests that it wasn't your fault. It is always someone else's fault. 

· Leave In this tactic you bring the discussion to a screeching halt by walking away, refusing to talk or avoiding a situation altogether. 

· Play Martyr This tactic is a variation of avoiding responsibility. You disarm the other person by agreeing that you are hopeless or not a good parent or whatever is appropriate. Your pathetic demeanor makes it hard to discuss issues. 

· Use Money This is a favorite tactic in divorced couples because money is such a hot topic. Favorites include how and when child support or maintenance is paid, and how it is used. When you have more money you may think you have more power. 

· Use the Children When all else fails, this dirty fighting tactic brings the children into the discussion. 

· Use relatives This dirty fighting tactic accuses someone of being just like a relative - "You are just like your father." Or a variation is using the relatives as backup for your opinion. "Your mother agrees that you aren't a good parent." 

· Give Advice In this tactic you tell the other person how to act, think, and feel. It gives you a position of superiority while you state that you are only trying to be helpful. 

· Get Even In this tactic you don't settle for a compromise or an apology. You hold grudges for as long as possible. 

· Volcano Blow off steam with a series of name-calling, incoherent sentences. Be so forceful you nearly singe your listener's eyebrows. 

· Witness for the Prosecution In this tactic you quote from friends or family who share your opinion and would say so if only they were present.

Dirty fighting seems to happen frequently in divorce. Sometimes it starts before the marriage ends. And other times it is a by-product of the frustrating and demeaning adversarial legal system. No matter where it starts, each person has the means to stop fighting dirty and learn fair fighting. Chances are it will be the best decision about communication that you will ever make. 
