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In 96% of discussions, the interactions of the first 3 minutes will determine how the rest of the conversation will go…
John Gottman’s 4 Steps for Managing Couples’ Conflict
All couples argue. Gottman’s research shows that it’s not whether couples argue that matters – it’s how they do it. These four steps help couples stop arguments from escalating and reduce the impact on children.
1. Soft Start‑Up
How you begin the conversation
What this means:
The way an issue is raised matters more than the issue itself. Starting with blame, criticism or “you always…” makes conflict escalate. A soft start‑up focuses on how you feel and what you need, not what your partner is doing wrong.
Family life example:
Harsh start:
“You never help in the mornings. I do everything with the kids.”
Soft start‑up:
“Mornings feel really overwhelming for me with the children. I’d really appreciate some help so we can start the day calmer.”
Why this helps:
A calm start makes your partner more likely to listen instead of becoming defensive.
2. Accept Influence
Being open to your partner’s perspective
What this means:
Accepting influence means being willing to hear your partner’s ideas, feelings or suggestions — even if you don’t fully agree. It’s about sharing power, not winning.
Family life example:
One parent wants stricter routines; the other thinks flexibility matters.
Instead of dismissing it, one says:
“I can see why routine helps you feel more in control. Let’s see how we can build that in.”
Why this helps:
Couples who accept influence argue less and feel more like a team. Children benefit from seeing parents respect each other.
3. Repair the Interaction - stopping arguments from escalating
What this means:
A repair is anything that reduces tension during an argument — an apology, humour, a pause, or saying “Can we take a break and come back to this?” Repairs don’t fix the problem; they stop the argument from getting worse.
Family life example:
During an argument about screen time, one parent says:
“Hang on – this is getting heated. Let’s pause and come back to this after the kids are in bed.”
Or:
“I don’t want this to turn into a row. Can we talk about it calmer later?”
When emotions run high, your body goes into stress mode. At that point, problem‑solving doesn’t work. Taking a break helps everyone calm down.
Family life example:
One parent notices they are shouting and says:
“I’m too upset to talk properly right now. I need 20 minutes to calm down, then we’ll talk.”
They step away, breathe, have a drink, or go for a short walk.
4. Compromise
Finding a way forward together
What this means:
Many disagreements aren’t about right or wrong or one person giving in – they’re about different needs or values. Compromise means finding a solution that respects both people and both sets of needs.  Compromise is about both giving a little.
Family life example:
One parent wants early bedtimes; the other wants flexibility.
They agree on firm routines on school nights and later bedtimes at weekends.
Why this helps:
Many disagreements are about differences, not right or wrong. Compromise reduces repeated arguments and helps children feel secure.
· Conflict is normal in relationships and children are affected more by how conflict is handled than by conflict itself
· Soft starts, shared influence, repairs and compromise protect relationships and children

Harsh Startup and soft start-up exercise for couples
Softened Startup Exercise

INSTRUCTIONS:

1. Pick up the Soft Startup examples below and read aloud the “Harsh
Startup” statement.
2. Rephrase the Harsh Startup using Soft Startup.
3. Take turns rephrasing as many of the examples in the time available.

TOPIC: AFFECTION

You want your partner to express more affection toward you.

Harsh Startup: You never touch me.

Soft Alternative: I loved it when you kissed me in the kitchen the other day.
Would you please do more of that?

TOPIC: EXHAUSTION

Your 4-month-old baby has been up several times a night for
the last 3 nights. You are feeling exhausted and are worried
about being tired for a meeting at work the next day.

Harsh Startup: I always get up with the baby in the middle of the night. You never
do. You never help out.

Soft Alternative: It’s so helpful when we take turns getting up at night. I am
so much less tired at work the next day. Can we talk about how we can do that
more often?

TOPIC: ATTENTION

Your partner has not been paying enough attention to you.
Harsh Startup: You are so emotionally unavailable to me!
Soft Alternative: I have been missing you lately and I’m getting a little lonely.
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