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THE FOUR SKILLS
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Pre-Mediation Coaching focuses on four key decision-making skills, which will help you whether or not the other party is also using these skills. Ideally, these skills  will help you both make decisions out of court, such as in mediation. 
By strengthening your decision-making skills, you can bring more stability to your own life and that of your children, if any. Many of these decisions need to be made with a former spouse or partner who may have temporary or long-term difficulty in making reasonable decisions. These skills will help you cope regardless of the other person's behavior.
The four big skills that help anyone when making a decision with another person are:
Managed emotions
This helps you focus on solutions rather than just reacting
Flexible thinking
This helps you come up with new ideas for future situations
Moderate behavior
This helps the other person to be less defensive and more respectful
Checking yourself
This helps you remember to use these skills even under stress
SKILL ONE
Managed Emotions

Talking about unresolved issues while making decisions can be emotionally upsetting. However, it is possible to manage your own emotions by anticipating upsetting moments and preparing for them. Don't be surprised if you feel frustrated or angry upon hearing different points of view, hearing proposals you don't like, and having to think of alternatives. Remember that most conflicts are resolved through this process of talking and listening and creating solutions, step by step. Prepare yourself to deal with any possible difficult moments.

How can you help yourself stay calm? This is a question a lot of people ask before going to a mediation. One of the best techniques is to memorize short encouraging statements that you can tell yourself as you are going through the process, such as:

HAVE PATIENCE
"The agreement at the end is all that matters."
"Sometimes it takes a while, but in most cases an agreement is reached."
"With high-conflict emotions it usually takes longer, but agreements can still be reached."

DON'T TAKE IT PERSONALLY
"Personal attacks are not about me!" (They're about the person who lacks self-control and says them.)
"It's NOT all my fault!"
"In any relationship, both people share responsibility for solving problems."
"l don't have to defend myself or prove myself. I'm already okay as a person."
"We can disagree about the past — reaching an agreement about the future is why we're here."
"l can choose my battles."


When we're real upset, it's hard to solve problems. That's because the problem-solving parts of our brain shut down when we're really angry, afraid or otherwise defensive. This makes sense when you live in a war zone — so you can protect yourself with fast fight, flight or freeze responses to life-threatening situations. But for most people, when you're in a relationship — such as with a co-parent — and you have really upset feelings, it isn't a war zone (although it may feel that way!) and it just makes things worse to have your problem-solving abilities shut down  especially if you need to make decisions together.

This means that you need to learn how to calm yourself down quickly, so you can think through options, make proposals and make good decisions.



Exercise One

It helps to have a favorite phrase that you can quickly tell yourself when you're starting to feel stress on your own or in a conflict with someone else. If you're going to be making decisions with someone, it helps to remind yourself of this phrase before, during and after decision-making.

Think of one or more phrases that you can use to calm yourself under stress:

1.


2.


3.


Conclusion

By telling yourself encouraging statements, you can calm yourself and deal with difficult people in your life or with anyone when you are upset. If you can calm yourself enough to turn off your own fear or anger, then your problem-solving brain may automatically turn on.

Of course, it's great to hear encouraging statements from others in our lives. But we can also give ourselves a boost in the same way from time to time on our own.

SKILL TWO
Flexible Thinking

Talking about unresolved issues while making decisions can be emotionally upsetting.

A big focus of mediation and other settlement methods is making proposals. It helps to prepare two proposals for each issue you are trying to resolve or plan to raise in the mediation. That way you don't get stuck in "all-or-nothing thinking" and can avoid getting upset when your first proposal isn't immediately accepted. Any concern about the past can be turned into a proposal about the future. This uses flexible thinking on your part.

It can help to write down two proposals on any issue that you or the other person is likely to raise, so that you don't get stuck. You can make a list of issues and then write two proposals for how you would like to see each one gets resolved.

Responding to proposals is another area in which practice can help. In general, just respond with "Yes" "No" or "I'll Think About lt." This saves arguing over the proposal itself, since what really matters is finding an agreement. Of course, you can ask questions about a proposal for greater understanding and to picture how it would look if you both agreed. But avoid challenging questions, like: "Why did you say that?" Or: "Do you realize that's ridiculous?" If you disagree, just pause and calmly say "l won't agree to that," and then focus on making a new proposal yourself.




Example: William and Natasha

William and Natasha need to develop a shared parenting plan for their four-year-old daughter, Halle. They have each read articles that say different things about the best parenting plan. Natasha has read that children up to age 3 or older should have the stability of one primary parent, with the active involvement of the other parent.

William has read an article that says that adult children of divorce wished their fathers \had been more involved, and it recommended sharing parenting 50-50. But it seemed to be written about older children, at least 5 years old and maybe even older than 10.

They also both were told by their Family Mediator that the best plan is always one that both parents can agree upon. The children should feel that their schedule is normal and routine, and that their parents aren't always stressed out or fighting over the schedule. Neither William nor Natasha wants to keep fighting about this.

Here are their initial proposals:

Natasha's First Proposal: "l read an article that says its best for young children to  have one primary household, but that the other parent is involved every week. So I propose that Halle live with me most of the time, but that she spends one day and overnight each week with you. In my proposal YOU would also have half of the major holidays each year, and then we could alternate the following year. "

William's Question: "l have a question about your proposal. What day and overnight were you picturing that I would have each week?"

Natasha: "l was thinking you'd have Friday nights and all day Saturdays each week. 
William's Response: "Ok, I think I understand your proposal. I would say No for that, as I read an article that says that it's best for children to have approximately equal time with each parent. "


William's First Proposal: "l propose that she spend 6 days and nights with me in a two-week period, so you would have 8 nights in the same period, as I recognize she's been with you more of the time up to now. After she's five, I'd like a 50-50 schedule, so this would be a transition. "

Natasha's Question: "Which nights would you be thinking of having with her?"

William: "I'd like a weekday overnight every week — like Wednesdays — and I would alternate weekends Friday at 5pm through Monday morning back to daycare one weekend and Friday overnight the other weekend. ' 

Natasha's Response: "Well, my answer fo that would be No. I think she 's way too young to be spending that much time away from me, as I've been her primary caregiver for all these years. And that just seems like too much back and forth for a girl that young. However, I might be willing to consider a little more time, especially as she gets older.

William: "But I want to be fully involved in her growing up — weekdays with her schoolwork as well as weekends. So here's another proposal:

Exercise Two
Part 1

Write a proposal for William here that you think they both could agree to:

William’s Second Proposal










Exercise Two
Part 2

Making Proposals About _____________________

Think of an issue that you want to resolve during the mediation.

Write the issue in brief terms:




Now think of a proposal, that includes the following information:

WHO: “I propose that I / YOU / WE / ____________________...
WHAT: “Do [action you would like to see] ____________________...
WHERE: “At the [location] ____________________...
WHEN: “On [what day] ____________________...


Write your first proposal here:






If you hear a proposal, ask questions about it: the Who, What, Where and When of it.

Then say: “Yes.” “No.” or “I’ll think about it.” If you say “No,” then say your next proposal.

Write your second proposal here:
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SKILL THREE
Moderate Behaviors

Mediation is a structured process, to help people think of reasonable solutions to problems, even when they are upset. Therefore, there are several ground rules in most mediations, to help the parties stay calm and be most productive. By maintaining moderate behaviors, they can keep communicating and making proposals, until they find one that works for both of them. It helps to think about these ground rules for moderate behaviors in advance and to remind yourself to follow them, including:

A. Don't interrupt while the other person is speaking. Instead, make notes to remind yourself of any ideas that pop up while he or she is talking. Then you can raise them when appropriate.

B. Treat everyone with respect. This means avoiding insulting comments, raising your voice or pointing fingers. These behaviors often trigger defensiveness in the other person, which blocks their ability to listen and solve problems. Instead, you want everyone to stay calm and rational, in order to focus on resolving the problems you came to discuss. Speaking respectfully goes a long way toward reaching agreements that will work and last over time.

C. Use "l" statements. These are sentences that start with "l feel..." or "l prefer..." or "l have another idea..." Avoid "You" statements, such as "You always..." or "You never... You" statements tend to trigger defensiveness in the other person, which will make it harder to reach an agreement. Just use "l" statements to convey your own perspective, rather than assumptions or criticisms of the other person 's perspective. Remember, all you need to do is to reach an agreement.
You don't need to try to change the other person's way of thinking (which is unlikely anyway).

D. Ask to take a break, if necessary. Avoid just getting up and walking out. Ask for a break, so that everyone can stop for a few minutes. Mediation is more flexible than a court hearing or arbitration. Taking breaks can help you earn respect — rather than resentment if you rush out — and can help you calm down if you're upset. It's also fine to take a break to get advice from a lawyer, friend or other advisor before you make final agreements. Just ask for some time to do so — either a few minutes, or several days or weeks if necessary. Mediators generally do not pressure you to make final decisions at the same time as you first discuss an issue


Exercise 3
Managing Yourself in Mediation

Write and discuss with your coach some of the possible statements or proposals that the other person might make during the mediation, which would be upsetting to you. Then, write and discuss how you could respond to each.

For example: Suppose the other person says that your proposals are "stupid." In response you could do or say any of the following, or even something else:

A. Ignore that comment and focus on making a proposal in response.
B. Tell yourself: "It's not about me. It's about their lack of restraint."
C. Say: "l don't appreciate that comment. It makes it harder to listen to you."
D. Say to the Mediator: "I'd like to take a break for 10 minutes. Okay?"

You could discuss with your coach how you would usually respond if a statement like this is said to you. Then, practice each one of the above, with you playing the part of the other person (saying what you think the other party would really say) and your coach playing you. Then, play yourself while your coach plays the other person. After you're done the exercise, use your experience to decide how you want to respond if it really happens in the mediation.

Now write and discuss the following:

1) His / Her upsetting statement or behavior:
__________________________________________________________________


1B) My moderate behavior in response:
__________________________________________________________________



SKILL FOUR
Checking Yourself

From time to time, ask yourself if you are using these skills. It's easy to forget in the  middle of discussing problems or upsetting issues. The mediator will try to help everyone in the mediation stay calm and focus on understanding problems and finding solutions. Just think about these four skills before the mediation and during the mediation, and you may do very well.



Exercise 4
Your Mediation "Check" List

Managed Emotions:
1. My phrase for helping manage my emotions during the mediation:
_____________________________________________________
 
Flexible Thinking:
2. Do I have paper for making notes of things I think of while the other person is talking?
_____________________________________________________
3. Do I have my proposals written out, to help me remember the details?
_____________________________________________________
4. Will I remember to ask questions about the other person's proposals?

WHO, WHAT, WHEN and WHERE?
5. Will I remember to focus on responding to the other's proposals with "YES," "NO" or "I'll think about it"
_____________________________________________________

Moderate Behaviors:

6. Will I try to ignore the other person's negative comments?
_____________________________________________________
7. Am I prepared to say I'd like to take a break, if I need it?
_____________________________________________________
 

Congratulations! That's the end of this workbook. Best wishes as you apply these skills in making decisions with your co-parent or some other person.

Remember to Regularly Check Yourself!



This material was adapted from New Ways for Families® in Separation or Divorce, Pre-Mediation Coaching Workbook by Bill Eddy, LCSQ, Esq. and the High Conflict Institute.
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