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Perspective: 
You can reclaim real power in the endless power struggles of divorce by having perspective 

about what is going on. This is hard to do by yourself because few people are objective about 

the reasons behind what they do (a trusted advisor, therapist or clergy person can be invaluable 

here). 

 

You need to first understand what your children need, what you believe needs to be done and 

where you can compromise with your ex spouse. You will benefit from asking yourself if you 

trigger your ex in some way or if he triggers you - and what you can do about it.  

 

Finally, perspective will help you know when to listen carefully and compromise and when to set 

limits and get outside help if needed. Perspective will help you feel centered about what you 

are doing and guide you to making good decisions that are best for the kids, and not just about 

winning another round in an endless power struggle. This is true power. 

Active Listening and Effective Communication: 
Active listening is a set of techniques designed to slow down hostility and anxiety in the present 

moment. It introduces something that’s often lost when a marriage falls apart—the willingness to 

respectfully listen to one another. Active listening defuses reactivity and ongoing power 

struggles.  It includes joining, curiosity, mirroring, clarification and two additional techniques 

called sticking to the problem at hand and striking when the iron is cold. 

 Joining occurs when you remind your ex that the two of you are “in this together” for 

the sake of the kids. In the heat of an argument, this statement can defuse tension and 

get you back on track.  

“Michael relax, I want to remind you that we’re in this together.” 

“Rachel, I know you worry about the children. I do too.” 
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 Curiosity can play an important role in building positive communication by turning 

polarizing power struggles into healthier collaboration. Curiosity can open the door to 

something good.

“Let’s start fresh. What’s the best to handle this problem?  

“Let me tell you what is going on in my house. What do you think?”  

 

You might also consider expressing curiosity over your own behaviors. Establish what your 

ex thinks are some examples of your problematic tendencies, and perhaps, even ask for 

suggestions on how to change. Who knows, he or she may reciprocate and try to adjust 

to your needs as well. 

 Mirroring diffuses the callousness and absurdity of overheated accusations. If one party 

is harsh, you can choose to mirror back what has been said in less dramatic terms.

“Did you just suggest that I don’t care at all about the kids?” 

“Let me see if I understand what you just said, I always do the wrong thing?” 

Don’t be smug or cynical when mirroring, otherwise you’ll lose the value of the 

intervention. Mirroring gives you both an opportunity to take a step back and regroup in 

the midst of a conversation. Sometimes it can get you back on track and limit a power 

struggle that serves no good purpose. 

 Clarification works by getting you to assume less and listen more. It is predicated on 

the notion that you don’t yet really know what your ex-husband wants to say (even when 

you think you do).  Many unnecessary fights can be averted if you ask specific questions 

intended to clarify what he really means. Like mirroring, clarification slows down the 

power struggle by encouraging a more nuanced conversation.  

“What exactly are you trying to tell me? I want you to clarify some details.” 

“Here are the consequences of this idea; do you see it this way?” 

Clarifying is different from mirroring. When you mirror, your goal is to get the other 

individual to hear what he or she has just said. When you engage in clarification, you do 

so with the desire to understand and cut down your assumptions.  Clarification slows 

down reflexive negative responses. 
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 Sticking to the Problem at Hand means don’t bring up old stuff when trying to 

figure out some issue about your children. When you’re having an argument with 

your ex-spouse, it’s a good idea to stay focused on what you want to solve, right 

now. You have endless stories from the past stored in your head—he did this, she 

didn’t do that, and no matter what, he or she always got it wrong.

These old stories rarely help when it comes to working together to raise kids. Someone 

has to consult with Johnny’s teacher; decide what you want to do and keep the 

bickering to a minimum. 

 Striking When the Iron is Cold means just that, try to deal with difficult problems 

when you are not upset.  Since you already know that certain power struggles tend 

to induce fights, it’s probably best to discuss those toxic issues when you and your ex 

are not in the middle of dealing with them.  

If possible, you should schedule regular time to review how the kids are doing and what 

needs to be done going forward. We strongly advocate non confrontational regular 

meetings in our Parenting Agreement.    Engage a third party like a therapist, if you can’t 

do it on your own. 

Setting Limits:
This is very important, because if you can’t set limits when required, you will never really feel safe 

with you ex spouse. Even the best divorce relationships need limits now and then. For one thing, 

if you are about to lose control, take yourself out of the situation.  If you are worried about your 

safety or feel bullied, set a good limit.  

 

Limits can include hanging up the phone, asking him to leave, telling her that you are going to 

stop this conversation because it is no longer productive, or letting him know that a particular 

issue will best be handled between attorneys. 

 

If you are really threatened, then it is a good idea to have a backup plan that can include your 

lawyer, other authorities, or even the police, when required. Limit setting keeps the power 

struggle from deteriorating into something dangerous. If you need to set limits regularly, it is a 

good idea to have an experienced professional, like a good therapist or attorney, give you 

guidance, and help you keep perspective.   


