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I N AN ideal world, love should
guarantee that we pay atten-'
tion to our partner, listen to

their views and communicate ours
with respect.

Ifyou choke over your toast and
coffee as you read this, relax - in
the real world communication be­
tween loving partners is never that
smooth. Which brings us to the
fourth of our Horsemen of the
Apocalypse: stonewalling.

While our other three horsemen
- criticism, contempt and defen­
siveness - tend to be more acute
in their effect on a relationship,
stonewalling is ,..a slow burner,
inflicting damage over time.

stonewalling is refusing to let
yourself be influenced. When your
partner tries to get through to you,
you stop paying attention and

.stop responding. Your partner.
switches off, shuts down, perhaps
even walks out.

Of the four horsemen, stonewall­
ing seems to be a male speciality.
According to research, 85 per cent
of stonewalling is done by men ­
men who are trying to avoid con­
flict or having to compromise.

Idimtifying stonewalling is fairly
easy.

Juliet may launch into a deep
and meaningful discussion, usual-

ly about "us", and Romeo res­
ponds in a resigned and weary
tone - "Yes, Juliet" - but never
does anything about it.
. He says to himself: "I'll just sit it

out. She'll get over it after having a
gripe." Or he may say "there's no
point discussing it" as he goes out
the door and disappears into the '
garage.

In each case, Romeo has suc­
cessfully stonewalled Juliet. She

feels frustrated,' discounted and
helpless. ,

Nothing is more certain to fuel a
woman's anger or distress than
being ignored. Adrenalin is now
rushing'through her system and­
she is liable to up the ante just to
try ,to get her partner to pay
attention to her. Or she may just
shut up, build up a lot of resent­
ment and some time later come
out with all guns blazing.

She may even announce she's
leaving. Then the stonewaller in­
nocently wonders what the hell
has happened.

Some stonewallers know they
drive their partners nuts doing
this, so they do it to get back at
them. Others do it because they
don't want to "throw more fuel on
the fire".

Ultimately, the only person
made calm by their switching off is
themselves, but they do it at the
expense of the relationship.

What's the alternative?, Don't
cut off. stay in the discussion,
even if you have to say, "I'm not
prepared to listen if you scream
but I will if you lower your voice
and don't put me down."

If this is too difficult, say you'
need to take time out, but promise
to return and work it out when you
have calmed down.
, Time out is fine, as long as it isn't
uSed to avoid dealing with your
partner's concerns and you do
work, something out. Then your

, partner is much less likely to up
the ante. '

Ifyou are on the receiving end of
stonewalling, don't yell, scream
and threaten. Say what's on your
mind without being contemptu­
ouS or overly critical so you don't
send your partner's heart rate sky­
rocketing, and be persistent.

Ask your partner to stay and
talk about the issues. If your

I Survival tips
• Stonewalling threatens your bond

and causes increased resentment
and frustration - resolve not to do
It. Instead keep talking.

• Take time out if you need to, but say
when you'll return to the discussion.

• Remember stonewallers get flooded
too - soften your start-up and use
qUiet persistence ratherthan
screaming and shouting.

partner is overwhelmed by your
passion or you are spiiming out of '
control, tell your partner you feel
angry and frustrated, and take
time out to calm yourself down.
Then try again later.

If both partners take responsi­
bility for calming themselves
down, then coming back and deal-,
ing with the issue, they remain
open to being influenced by their
partner.

In short, it's called effective
communication, and it's a million
miles away from stonewalling.
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Connecting couples' training courses.
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