Fighting Fair
By Megan Rapien, LCSW

“The thing I hate about an argument is that it always interrupts a discussion.” 									-G. K. Chesterton

Anyone that spends time with another person has disagreements from time to time. The way we resolve a conflict often is more important than the resolution itself. Each of us has a different approach to resolving disagreements.  Some methods can be healthy and some can be destructive, even catastrophic to a relationship. If conflict is handled poorly, one or both parties can suffer emotional injuries that can be difficult to heal.  
The reason that we have disagreements is that we can all perceive the same situation in different ways.  Perception is reality. In order to resolve a disagreement you must listen and try to understand the other person’s perspective.  Resolving a disagreement is not based simply on understanding the content of the conflict, but on recognizing that each of us has a different approach to conflict resolution. 
When you are in a disagreement with a co-worker, friend, or significant other it is important to understand how they argue. Are they left-brained (analytical and methodical) or right-brained (emotional and sensitive)? Recognizing and understanding different styles can offer us the opportunity to respond more appropriately and arrive at a resolution faster by understanding the way you both argue. 
Before you try to resolve a disagreement, consider whether or not you are emotionally in a position to speak clearly & factually about the subject at hand. You may not be in a position to effectively resolve a disagreement because you are too emotionally engaged, and therefore, distracted.  You may not be able to think rationally, stay on point, actively listen to the other person or even recognize when the disagreement is resolved.  If you are not in the right state of mind, the best option may be to remove yourself from the situation until you can gain some perspective.
It is important to stay on point in an argument.  When arguments get emotionally charged we can resort to efforts we believe lend credibility and validity to our point. Bringing up the past, or other unrelated issues, focusing on the most recent slight, using “always” and “never” labels, character attacks, and accusations are some common pitfalls that can distract us from uncovering the underlying issues.
So, ask yourself: what is the crux of the disagreement? What specifically is upsetting to you? What part do you own? What part do you not own? Consider whether the argument is a struggle for dominance or for understanding. Do you need to have the final word? Are you fighting to win or fighting to resolve? Are you focusing your discussion on the symptom or is there an underlying issue?
Following the rules for fighting fair does not ensure that one party will acquiesce to the other’s point-of-view. Sometimes, people must agree to disagree, but we still need to accept responsibility when we are at fault. In the end, the goal is to respect a different perspective and consider that our own perspectives need to be able to be challenged without it posing a threat to the foundation of the relationship. 
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