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MARRIAGE CRISIS FIRST RESPONSE GUIDE

Your marriage 1s in Crisis.
Start with your next response.

By Dr Cheryll Holmes, PhD, PsyD

You may want to explain everything tonight. You may be too hurt to speak. If you feel
overwhelmed, start with the safety check and exercise on page 2. Then choose one manageable
action. This guide offers research-informed tools for your own responses; it cannot determine
your spouse’s choices or promise reconciliation.

01 Make the pause do something.

When you cannot listen without rehearsing a rebuttal, pause the discussion. A break works best
when it includes calming activity, rather than more argument by text. Try a walk, a shower or
comfortable, unforced breathing. Gottman guidance suggests allowing at least 20 minutes, then
reassessing your readiness. If safe and mutually welcome, agree when to check back. The clock
does not oblige either person to resume. [1]

“I want to respond carefully. I need a break. Would checking back at seven work
for you?”

02 Decide before the next urge arrives.

“l will stop reacting” leaves the difficult decision until you are upset. An if-then plan connects a
recognizable trigger to one action. Research supports this approach across many goals; using it
for crisis texting is a practical adaptation, not a tested marriage-rescue protocol. [2]

“If I want to send a second message before receiving a reply, I will put the draft in
my notes and walk away from the phone for ten minutes.”

Keep necessary childcare, safety and time-sensitive practical communication moving. A pause is not a rule to ignore
urgent responsibilities.

Safety first: If there are threats, coercive control or violence, prioritize a personalized safety plan over a relationship
conversation. Use a safer device if yours is monitored. In the U.S., contact the National Domestic Violence Hotline at
800-799-SAFE (7233); call 911 for immediate danger. Outside the U.S., use local services. [6]
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FIRST, WORK OUT WHAT NEEDS HELP NOW

Before the next conversation

Triage means deciding what needs attention first. These prompts help you choose support; they
are not a diagnostic test. Strong feelings alone do not mean you are failing. [7, 8]

Check safety and functioning

Danger now? Threats, violence, risk of acting on thoughts of harming yourself or someone else,
or new severe chest pain or breathing difficulty need urgent help. In the U.S., call 911 for
immediate danger or a medical emergency. For suicidal thoughts or emotional crisis, call or text
988. For abuse support, see page 1. [6, 9]

Struggling to function? If you cannot manage eating, sleeping or caring for yourself or children,
contact a clinician or crisis service today and ask a safe adult for practical help. If you are safe
and can manage essentials, try the exercise below. [7]

A calming exercise: Find your next steady moment

Allow a few minutes. You can do this alone, seated somewhere safe, away from an escalating
exchange. Keep your eyes open if comfortable. The aim is enough steadiness to choose one
action, even if anxiety remains. [7]

1. Locate yourself. Say where you are and today’s day or date. Notice the support of the chair or
floor. [7]

2. Notice the room. Slowly describe three neutral objects: their colors, edges or textures. Notice
a non-distressing sound or another visible detail. Use whichever senses are comfortable. [7]

3. Let breathing stay easy. Take a few comfortable, unforced breaths. No large inhalations or
breath-holding are needed. If attention to breathing increases distress or dizziness, return to
looking around; stop if the exercise makes you feel worse.

4. Choose one task. Ask, “What needs care in the next ten minutes?” It may be getting water,
arranging childcare or contacting support. Recheck: can you follow a simple plan? If not, ask for
help instead of forcing a relationship discussion.

If both partners participate, each chooses whether to join. No required touching, eye contact or disclosure. Your
spouse’s calmness is not a test of sincerity.

Original sequence adapted from Psychological First Aid grounding guidance, developed for disasters. This
marriage-crisis adaptation has not been clinically tested.
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ILLUSTRATIVE CASE STUDY

“I need an answer tonight.”

Fictional teaching example, not a client story or a reported treatment outcome.

At 10:30 p.m., Simone discovers messages showing that Marcus has been unfaithful again. He
asks her to forgive him. She feels shaky and sick, rereads the messages and keeps asking, “How
could you?” He becomes defensive. Their children are upstairs. Simone wants to settle the future
of the marriage before morning.

First: What needs attention now?

There are no threats, violence or immediate risks of harm in this example. Simone pauses the
escalating exchange and asks her sister to come over to help with the children. If there were
intimidation or danger, safety assistance would take priority over a joint calming exercise.

Next: Use the exercise without erasing the hurt.

In the kitchen, Simone notices her feet on the floor. She describes the blue mug, the cupboard
handle and the window frame. She lets her breathing stay comfortable. She is still hurt, but can
name what she needs next: water, her sister’'s company and a break from the argument.

“I am not ready to discuss forgiveness tonight. I need space from this conversation.
We can address the children’s arrangements now. I will seek help with the larger
decisions.”

What Marcus can take responsibility for

He can respect the pause, stop pressing for reassurance and take responsibility for ending the
affair. Managing his fear of losing her is his work. Simone does not have to comfort him, offer
physical affection or decide whether to stay. Separate professional support can begin even if
only one spouse seeks it.

What changed, and what did not

The immediate exchange has stopped escalating. The children have adult support, and Simone
has one manageable plan. Trust has not been restored. Forgiveness has not been promised. The
useful first outcome is greater safety and capacity to act, while the marriage questions remain
open.

Clinical rationale: Early affair treatment addresses risk, boundaries, self-care and support before deeper work. The
cited six-couple study does not validate this fictional outcome. [8]

One step at a time.
You don’t have to take the next one alone.
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LESS REPLAY. MORE CLARITY.

Give your mind a smaller job.

03 Write less when writing becomes a loop.

Journaling is not automatically helpful. In one trial involving 90 recently separated adults,
emotional writing produced worse outcomes for some people actively searching for meaning.
That does not make all journaling harmful. Notice whether writing clarifies a next step or keeps
you reliving the same questions. [3]

Try three lines: “What happened? What do I need today? What is one action within
my control?” Stop if you become more overwhelmed.

04 Separate what happened from what you concluded.

A brief conflict-reappraisal intervention helped preserve marital quality in a study of 120 couples.
Our prompt adapts that perspective-taking idea; the study did not establish that it can reverse
an acute marriage crisis. [4]

“What would a fair-minded observer who cared about everyone’s wellbeing notice,
including the harm and the boundaries needed?”

A worked example

What | know: “My spouse has not answered since this morning.”

What | am concluding: “They never cared about me.”

What remains unknown: “Why they have not answered.”

My next action: “Handle today’s necessary arrangements. Revisit the larger conversation when
there is a willing opportunity.”

This exercise does not ask you to explain away deception or mistreatment. A fair account can
include clear responsibility. You can leave a question unanswered without deciding that the
worst explanation is established fact.

Choose support with a purpose

Ask a trusted adult to help you stay steady, rather than persuade your spouse on your behalf. Be
specific: “Could you sit with me while | eat?” or “Help me think through tomorrow’s childcare.”
Seek professional support if distress is making everyday functioning difficult. This is practical
guidance, not an outcome guarantee.

You don’t have to figure it all out today.
We’re here with you.
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RESPONSIBILITY WITHOUT SELF-ERASURE

Own the action. Protect the tamily.

05 Make accountability observable.

This is a practical exercise: replace a verdict about your whole character with a named behavior
and a change you can carry out. “l am the problem” is difficult to act on. “l shouted, and | need

to stop this conversation before | shout again” identifies work you can do. Your spouse’s actions
remain theirs to own.

“I did . It affected you by . I will change .” Leave out any request that

they forgive you immediately.

If you were unfaithful, changing the behavior includes ending the affair and seeking appropriate
help. If you were betrayed, another person’s deception is not yours to accept blame for. These
are practice principles, not findings from a trial of this worksheet.

06 Give children reassurance, not a role.

Children may notice tension even when adults do not explain it. Pediatric guidance recommends
keeping them out of parental conflict, making clear they are not responsible, and supporting
familiar routines. Do not use them to carry messages or report on the other parent. [5]

“We’re dealing with grown-up problems. You did not cause them, and you do not
have to fix them. I love you. You can ask me questions.”

Your plan for the next 24 hours

One cue that tells me to pause:

If that cue appears, | will:

One practical task that genuinely needs attention:
One action | need to own or one boundary | need:

One safe adult or professional | can contact:

You are choosing a next step, not deciding the whole future today.
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READ THE EVIDENCE. KNOW ITS LIMITS.

What supports this guide

This short guide combines research findings, professional guidance and original practical
exercises. This guide, its triage prompts and its exercise have not been clinically tested as a
package. It is education, not individualized therapy, legal advice or emergency care. No study
listed here guarantees reconciliation.

1. Calming breaks

The Gottman Institute. How Stress Affects Relationships (2024; updated 2026). Professional guidance; 20 minutes is a
starting point, not a fixed biological deadline.

2. If-then planning

Gollwitzer & Sheeran. Implementation Intentions. NCI archived research overview, including the 2006 meta-analysis.
General self-regulation evidence; texting example adapted.

3. Writing and rumination

Sbarra et al. (2013). Expressive Writing Can Impede Emotional Recovery Following Marital Separation. Randomized
study of 90 adults; subgroup-dependent findings.

4. Perspective-taking

Finkel et al. (2013). A Brief Intervention to Promote Conflict Reappraisal Preserves Marital Quality Over Time.
Two-year, 120-couple study; not acute crisis treatment.

5. Children and separation

American Academy of Pediatrics. How to Support Children after Their Parents Separate or Divorce. Professional
guidance for parents.

6. Safety planning

National Domestic Violence Hotline. Plan for Safety. Specialist guidance on abuse and personalized safety planning.

7. Stabilization and grounding

Brymer et al. (2006). Psychological First Aid: Field Operations Guide, 2nd ed., pp. 49-53. NCTSN and National Center
for PTSD. Evidence-informed disaster guidance, adapted here; not a tested couples protocol.

8. Early work after an affair

Gordon, Baucom & Snyder (2004). An Integrative Intervention for Promoting Recovery from Extramarital Affairs.
Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 30(2), 213-231. Six-couple case series, not a randomized trial.

9. Immediate emotional support

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline. U.S. call, text and chat support for emotional distress and suicidal crisis.

Sources checked September 13, 2026. Keep this guide only where it is safe for you.
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