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ACTIVE LISTENING
•	 Listen to understand, not to respond
•	 Engage with eye contact, expressions and body language, 

avoid distractions
•	 Summarize what you are hearing to demonstrate listening and 

confirm understanding

“I” STATEMENTS
•	 Blaming triggers defensiveness, avoid it
•	 “I feel frustrated” rather than “you are so frustrating”

EMOTION MANAGEMENT
•	 Practice empathy; try to understand even if you disagree
•	 Stay calm; take a break if needed
•	 Consider how your words will be received before you speak

BE REALISTIC 
AND PRAGMATIC
•	 Focus on your goals for the future, not rehashing the past
•	 Be patient with each of you—difficult conversations are       

hard work

How to Stay Connected During 
Difficult Conversations

FOCUS ON ISSUE 
RESOLUTION
•	 Stay on topic
•	 Keep the big picture in mind
•	 Us against the problem, not us against each other

SEEK PROFESSIONAL HELP
•	 Mediation with a neutral lawyer and child specialist 

will help facilitate respectful, problem-solving 
communication and steps necessary to navigate divorce

•	 Professional counseling and financial advising can 
provide support and education

•	 Language, what you are hearing to demonstrate 
listening and confirm understanding

These strategies can help maintain connection and a 
more positive outcome in any difficult conversation. For 
divorcing couples, focusing on such positive communication 
techniques and staying connected in a cooperative 
mediation process can provide a foundation to navigate the 
difficult conversations inherent in divorce. This is essential for 
couples who want to create a positive future for themselves 

and their family. 

We all encounter difficult conversations with family, friends, co-workers, and the 
public. Conversations between spouses about ending a marriage are some of the 

most difficult. The pain, anger, blame and anxiety that comes with the end of a 
marriage often interferes with the couple’s ability to communicate at a time when 

they need to make family and financial decisions that will affect them for a lifetime.

Research by Drs. John and Julie Gottman has identified some of the most 
destructive communication patterns that can end a marriage including criticism, 
contempt, defensiveness, and stonewalling. It will come as no surprise that these 

patterns can also lead to a high-conflict, high-cost divorce. It doesn’t have to be that 
way. There are process options and communication approaches that can help.

Divorce mediation is an option for couples to work together with a neutral lawyer-
mediator as their educator and guide to jointly navigate the legal process. Despite 

the ending of a marriage, the reality for couples with minor or adult children is 
they are connected for a lifetime. Including a child/family specialist as a mediation 
team member can help parents jointly plan conversations with their children and 

restructure their family in the healthiest way possible.

In any difficult conversation, it is easy to focus on the other person as the problem. 
To stay connected and resolve issues, individuals are encouraged instead to focus 
on what they can control, i.e., their own behaviors. Here are some recommended 

strategies to support positive results.
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