
A Family Conversation Guide 

Habits for talking through hard issues with the people you love. 

Disagreements with family can be the most painful kind — because the relationships matter most. Whether it's a 

holiday dinner, a phone call with a parent, or a conversation with a sibling whose politics have drifted from yours, 

these habits are built to help you stay connected even when you don't see eye to eye. 

What How What It Sounds Like 

Lead With the Relationship 

Before you make your 

point, remind yourself why 

this person matters to you. 

The relationship is older 

than the disagreement and 

will outlast it. Start by 

naming what you share, 

not what divides you. 

•  Beginning with appreciation, not 

argument. 

•  Reminding yourself of the long 

history between you. 

•  Choosing connection over the 

urge to be right. 

•  I love you, and I want us to be 

able to talk about this. 

•  Our relationship matters more to 

me than this disagreement. 

•  I'm bringing this up because I 

care, not because I want to fight. 

Speak From Your Own 
Experience 

Share what you have 

personally seen, felt, or 

lived through. With family, 

generalizations land 

especially hard because the 

other person feels lumped 

in with strangers. Your 

specific story is what they 

can actually hear. 

•  Using "I" statements rather than 

"you always" or "your side." 

•  Sharing a specific story instead of 

a sweeping claim. 

•  Owning your view as your own, 

not as the obvious truth. 

•  In my experience… 

•  Here's why this matters to me 

personally… 

•  I'm not speaking for anyone else 

— just sharing how I see it. 

Listen for What's 
Underneath 

With people you love, the 

disagreement on the 

surface is usually about 

something deeper — a fear, 

a hope, a memory, an 

identity. If you only argue 

about the surface, you'll 

never really hear each 

other. 

•  Asking why something matters to 

them, not just what they believe. 

•  Looking for the values behind the 

position. 

•  Resisting the urge to argue with 

the first thing they say. 

•  Tell me why this matters so much 

to you. 

•  What's the worry behind that for 

you? 

•  What would you want me to 

understand if I could only 

understand one thing? 



What How What It Sounds Like 

Disagree Without 
Contempt 

Family disagreements get 

dangerous when they slide 

from "you're wrong" to 

"you're stupid" or "you're a 

bad person." You can hold 

your ground firmly while 

still treating someone you 

love with respect. 

•  Separating the argument from the 

person making it. 

•  Avoiding sarcasm, eye rolls, and 

personal jabs. 

•  Acknowledging what you find true 

in their view before saying what 

you disagree with. 

•  I see this differently, and I love you 

anyway. 

•  I hear you, and I still see it 

another way. 

•  You're not crazy for thinking that 

— and here's where I land 

differently. 

Pause When Things Get 
Heated 

Family arguments can 

escalate fast because the 

stakes feel personal. 

Knowing how to step back 

is not avoidance — it's how 

you protect the 

relationship long enough to 

keep the conversation 

going. 

•  Taking a breath, or a walk, before 

you say something you'll regret. 

•  Naming the temperature out loud 

when it rises. 

•  Agreeing to come back to the 

topic later, on purpose. 

•  I need a minute. I don't want to 

say something I'll regret. 

•  Can we come back to this 

tomorrow? I want to do it right. 

•  I love you. I'm just frustrated, and 

I need to cool off. 

Return to the Conversation 
Later 

One hard conversation is 

rarely the end of the story 

— especially with family. 

The willingness to come 

back, after the heat has 

gone out of it, is what 

separates a relationship 

that grows from one that 

hardens. 

•  Following up after the dust 

settles, even briefly. 

•  Naming what you appreciated 

about the exchange. 

•  Letting time and a little distance 

do some of the work. 

•  I've been thinking about what you 

said. 

•  Thank you for being willing to talk 

about this with me. 

•  I'm not done thinking about this 

— and I'm glad we're still talking. 

These habits work best when both people are engaging in good faith. You can only control your own behavior — modeling 

these habits often invites others to do the same, but not always. If a conversation becomes abusive, dishonest, or unsafe, it is 

always OK to step away. With family especially, the long game matters more than any one conversation. 

Learn more at  www.decencyingov.org 

https://www.decencyingov.org

