
FAIR FIGHTING
RULES

Fight about feelings 
Are you angry because your partner left  something on the bench? Or
are you angry because you feel  l ike you’re doing an uneven share of
the housework,  and this  is  just  one more piece of  evidence? Take t ime
to think about your own feelings,  so that  your discussion is  about what
really  matters.  Fight  about feelings,  not  things!  

Discuss one topic at  a  time.
Discussions that  go off-topic or entangle multiple issues are more
likely to get  heated,  and less l ikely to solve the original  problem.
Choose one topic and stick to it .  If  needed,  define the topic for this
discussion,  and determine another t ime for a  discussion on any
different topic.  

Own your feelings 
“I  feel  hurt  when you ignore my phone calls .”  “I  feel  scared when you
yell .”  Structure your sentences as “I”  statements (“I  feel  X when Y”)  to
express how you feel  while  taking responsibil ity  for your emotions.  

Take turns speaking.  
Give your full  attention while  your partner speaks.  Avoid making
corrections or thinking about what you want to say.  Your only job is  to
understand their  point  of  view,  even if  you disagree.  Reflect  back what
you’ve understood of  what they have said.  Check in to see if  they have
finished speaking before you take your turn.  

No yelling.  
Yell ing does not  help anyone see your point  of  view.  Instead,  i t  sends
the message that  only your words matter.  Agree that  if  someone yells ,
the discussion ceases for an agreed period.  
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Take a time-out if  things get  too heated.  
In a  perfect  world,  we would all  follow these rules 100% of  the t ime. . .
but  i t  just  doesn’t  work l ike that.  If  an argument starts  to become
personal  or  heated,  take a  t ime-out.  Agree on a t ime to come back and
discuss the problem after  everyone has cooled down.  

No stonewalling.  
Sometimes,  the easiest  way to respond to an argument is  to retreat  into
your shell  and refuse to speak.  This  is  called stonewall ing.  You might
feel  better  temporarily,  but  the original  issue wil l  remain unresolved
and your partner wil l  feel  more upset.  If  you absolutely cannot go on,
tell  your partner you need to take a t ime-out.  Agree on when you will
resume the discussion.  

Agree on phrases you will  take off  the table 
Most couples wil l  know that  there is  a  phrase or two that  really  has the
capacity to hurt  their  partner.  Often,  there is  a  different phrase used
towards each individual ,  or  sometimes it  might be the same.  Some
examples are:  “you’re just  l ike your mother”,  or  “I  may as well  just  leave
then”,  or  “you’re just  lazy” or  “you’re crazy”.  Agree to take this
inflammatory,  hurtful  phrase off  the table.  Nothing good comes after
this  is  said,  and in some cases it  wounds in a  way that  permanently
leaves a  mark.  


