
When You're Afraid to Bring Up Problems -
Playbook

Use this before the conversation, not during it. Catch the thought. Pick the script.

Say the actual thing.

The 5 Thinking Traps

Mind Reading. Assuming she already knows and is choosing to ignore it.

Reframe: "I don't actually know what she's thinking. I only know what I'm afraid of."

Catastrophizing. Certain the conversation will ruin the whole week.

Reframe: "One hard conversation is not the same thing as one ruined relationship."

Personalization. Feeling like bringing it up makes you the problem.

Reframe: "Naming a problem isn't the same as confessing to being one."

Fortune Telling. Convinced it'll go badly because it has before.

Reframe: "The last conversation went badly. That doesn't mean this one has to."

All-or-Nothing Thinking. Waiting until you're perfectly calm and perfectly clear.

Reframe: "I don't need the perfect sentence. I need the next true sentence."

Before You Open Your Mouth

Step 1: Write the worst-case version down on paper. Get it out of your head.

Step 2: Name the distortion running it. Which of the 5 is it?
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Step 3: Say the reframe out loud, not just in your head. Once is enough.

Step 4: Pick your opening line from the scripts below. Just the first sentence.

Ask yourself: Is this fear based on what she's actually said and done, or based on what I'm

afraid might happen?

Pick Your Script

Script 1: You've been avoiding it for weeks.

Setup: Calm moment, phone down, sitting.

Say: "There's something I've been wanting to bring up, and I keep avoiding it because I'm

scared of how it'll go. I'm going to say it anyway." Then name the actual topic.

Script 2: The last time blew up.

Setup: Name the history directly.

Say: "Last time we talked about this, it went sideways fast. I don't want a repeat of that. Can we

try this slower, and if it gets heated, we take a break instead of pushing through?"

Script 3: You feel like you're the whole problem.

Setup: Lead with shared ownership.

Say: "This isn't about pointing a finger at either of us. Just something I've noticed that's been

sitting between us. Can we figure out what's going on there together?"

Script 4: You feel like it always goes bad.

Setup: Name the pattern, not just the topic.

Say: "Every time I bring this kind of thing up, we both end up frustrated. I think that's made

me stop trying. I don't want to stop trying. Can we find a different way to have this

conversation?"

Script 5: You've been waiting to be perfectly calm first.

Setup: Lead with the imperfection.

Say: "I've been trying to figure out the exact right way to say this for weeks, and that version's

not coming. So I'm just going to say it plainly." Then say it.
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How to Adapt Based on How You Communicate

If you tend to keep the peace and avoid conflict:

Catastrophizing is probably grabbing you. Say: "I'd like to bring something up, and I don't need

it to turn into a fight to be worth saying."

If you tend to get defensive when criticized:

Personalization is your trap. Say: "I'm not saying this to make it about me being wrong. I just

want us to look at it together."

If you tend to push harder when you feel unheard:

Fortune telling tends to hit you hardest. Slow down before you start. Say: "I know I can get

intense about this. I'm going to slow down and just say the actual thing first."

If you tend to go quiet when things get tense:

All-or-nothing thinking is the one to watch. Say: "I don't have the perfect way to say this, but I

don't want to wait anymore."

Spotting Her Pattern

If she pushes or escalates: She wants your presence. Stay steady and calm. Don't match her

intensity.

If she goes quiet after being open before: She may be exhausted from past attempts. Name

the silence proactively. Don't wait for her to bring it up again.

If she tends to pull back and want space: Give her room in the conversation. Don't corner her

with face-to-face intensity.

If she's the one who pulls away while you reach out: Lower the pressure on your bids. Invite

calmly, without pushing.
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When It Goes Sideways

If she gets defensive: "I can see this isn't a great moment. I'm not trying to corner you. Can we

come back to this tomorrow?"

If she questions your timing: "You're right, the timing isn't great. I've just been carrying it for a

while and didn't want to keep sitting on it."

The Next Move

You caught the thought. You said the thing anyway. That's the work. She doesn't need a

perfect speech. She needs to know you're not disappearing behind your silence anymore.
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