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YOUR GUIDE TO A PEACEFUL DIVORCE 

Why a Peaceful Divorce Matters 

 

Each issue in your divorce will have a range of outcomes that is limited by the law and the 
particular facts of your case. Consequently, it is unlikely that you will obtain a wholly different 
outcome on an issue simply because of who you chose as a lawyer or the particular position 
you decided to take. The same cannot be said regarding the process you select.   

For example, if the issue is spousal support (also known as alimony), the difference between 
the outcome that you would like (let’s say you want to be paid $1,200), the outcome that your 
spouse would like (let’s say no more than $500), and the outcome a judge is likely to order 
(perhaps $800) is probably not large when viewed over the long term. Although it feels very 
important at the time, in five years you will have adjusted to the outcome and figured out a 
way to deal with the financial consequences. But if you achieved that outcome (let’s say $800 
per month) through a “violent” divorce (one that is resolved through threats, capitulation, legal 
pushing and shoving, and decisions made by a judge), that outcome probably required the 
expenditure of a large amount of money and will have certainly cost a high premium in anger, 
distraction and aggravation.  

A “violent” divorce requires you to hand control to an attorney and eventually a judge. It 
doesn't require much from you other than being able to tolerate a lot of irritation, anxiety, and 
pulling together some financial documents. The opportunity for personal growth is not required 
nor is it valued. Five years from now the best that can be said about a violent divorce is you 
have hopefully found a way to put it out of your mind.  

Striving for a peaceful divorce creates an opportunity for personal growth that will benefit 
you in other areas of your life as you move forward. Can you learn to be proactive, taking more 
responsibility over how you conduct yourself during your divorce? As you strive to 
communicate your needs in a way that your spouse can hear and deal with? Are these skills 
that help you in other relationships?  
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A peaceful divorce is challenging. It often requires developing new communication and self-
control skills. It may require that you learn more about your financial situation. Deciding to 
address the issues in your divorce in a peaceful manner provides you with the opportunity to 
look back on this chapter of your life five years from now feeling empowered, in charge of your 
life, proud of how you conducted yourself, and satisfied that you achieved an outcome you can 
live with. A peaceful divorce may allow you and your spouse to improve your joint parenting, 
even if your children are grown and out of the house. I recommend that you view achieving a 
peaceful divorce as an opportunity for growth on many different levels.  

What Are My Divorce Options? 

There are four procedural divorce options you should consider: 

“The Kitchen Table Divorce.”  Some people work out their issues at the kitchen table and 
then tell a legal document preparer to put their agreement into a form that can be filed with 
the court. If the issues are simple and you and your spouse are capable of being productive, if 
not polite, then perhaps resolving the issues face to face is a reasonable process. Even if your 
case is simple, however, you should at least consult a lawyer to find out if there is an aspect of 
your situation that you do not fully understand. It would also be important to set up the 
appropriate expectations prior to the meeting, including the possibility that you may not agree 
and that should be an acceptable outcome. If you are unable to agree and the conversation 
turns toxic, it is important not to allow this unhappy outcome to poison the possibility of 
achieving a peaceful divorce using one of the other divorce options.  

Divorce Mediation. Divorce mediation involves the use of a neutral mediator, usually an 
experienced divorce attorney, who is trained in various methods designed to assist you in 
communicating and negotiating. A divorce mediator should be able to provide you with what I 
call “legal education.” Because they are neutral, they cannot give you legal advice. Legal 
education involves educating you on the basic legal principals involved as well as the kinds of 
evidence that is normally looked at to make these decisions. With that information, it is 
expected that you and your spouse (with the assistance of the mediator) will be able to 
negotiate a resolution that meets each of your basic needs, although probably not both of your 
“wants.” You are also encouraged to seek “legal advice” from an attorney before you sign any 
agreements. Legal advice is different from legal education in that legal advice involves giving an 
opinion on what a likely outcome in court might be. A mediator can’t provide legal advice 
because to do so is to take a position, a position that is likely to favor either you or your spouse, 
eliminating the neutrality that is the hallmark of the mediation process. 

Collaborative Divorce. Collaborative Divorce involves the use of a team of attorneys, divorce 
coaches, and financial professionals to assist you in reaching an out of court agreement. Each 
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party has an attorney giving them legal advice and is negotiating on their behalf. However, each 
of the professionals, including the attorneys, have signed a stipulation (an agreement that 
becomes a court order) which states that they will not represent the party in court. The team 
proceeds through a series of face to face meetings to negotiate solutions. Collaborative Divorce 
acknowledges and addresses head on the multi-faceted nature of divorce. It is not only a legal 
issue, it’s an emotional and financial issue as well. Divorce coaches are utilized to assist you in 
addressing your own emotions, understanding your spouse’s emotions, while proactively 
looking at the kinds of statements that will be helpful, communication that will slow down 
progress, and the “hot buttons” that may have derailed your ability to communicate in the past. 
A neutral financial professional is used to gather pertinent financial information, analyze it in a 
way that will assist the parties in making informed agreements, and creating various options 
that will help the parties avoid being overwhelmed by various issues. A child specialist can be 
used to assist the parties in understanding their children’s needs while they negotiate custody 
and visitation issues. Collaborative Divorce, although similar to mediation in terms of its 
dedication to a peaceful out of court process, provides greater support to you and your spouse 
as you try to navigate the emotional, financial, and legal issues. 

Traditional Litigation (Court Centered Divorce). Litigation is the traditional method of 
obtaining a divorce – each client hires an attorney, the attorneys gather information 
independently, they demand information from their client’s spouse (known as “discovery”), 
they attempt to resolve the case through a series of letters, they may attempt to settle the case 
through a face to face conference, and if necessary they present the case to a Judge who 
decides how the parties will share custody, visitation, support, and the division of assets and 
debts . I refer to litigation as “court centered” divorce because the process and the language 
used are based on each party’s differing perspective on what a court is likely to do. The letters 
written range from polite and professional to aggressive, nasty, and accusatory. The outcome, 
since it is focused on what is likely to happen in court, doesn’t necessarily address each of the 
parties’ unique needs. Although some attorneys are skillful in negotiating agreements that 
address the wants and needs of each party, other attorneys move forward like a bull in a china 
shop – breaking the very items the parties are fighting to preserve. Good attorneys and aligned 
professionals take pride in resolving most of their cases without going to court. But the system 
doesn’t reward that conduct. Attorneys earn more money by going to court. Their clients often 
mistake sharp disrespectful language for “zealous advocacy.”  

Litigation, although it may end through a settlement agreement, is a warlike process. A 
“kitchen table divorce” can be viewed as a peaceful divorce if it results in an agreement that 
meets both parties’ needs. If an agreement is reached through browbeating, with one party 
capitulating to avoid any further discussion, it can’t be said to be “peaceful.” Both mediation 
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and collaborative divorce are peaceful methods of divorce in that they each commit to 
resolving the issues before you without going to court, while striving to make that agreement 
one in which both you and your spouse can agree is at least acceptable, if not a what you want. 

Choosing Between Mediation and Collaborative Divorce 

There is no bright line test when choosing between Divorce Mediation or Collaborative 
Divorce. However, examining the following six factors will be helpful in making a good decision: 

 
1. How important to you is having a “good divorce?”  

The primary difference between Divorce Mediation and Collaborative Divorce is the level of 
support you will get while negotiating. Collaborative Divorce offers greater support in ensuring 
not only that the parties reach agreement, but that they do so in a good, thorough way. How 
concerned are you that you might end the process without fully understanding the legal 
ramifications? Is expressing your needs clearly important to you and are you open to hearing 
your spouse do the same? Will it be beneficial if your spouse and you hear from a child 
specialist in order to feel confident that the children’s needs are being addressed 
appropriately? How important is it to you that you look back on this chapter of your life 
confident that you behaved honorably and made good decisions for both yourself and your 
children?  

If these things are important to you, Collaborative Divorce is going to offer greater support 
in achieving those ends. If you believe what is needed is to “tear off the Band-Aid” and get it 
over with, then the benefits of Collaborative Divorce will not be important to you. 

2. Do you have enough income or assets available to pay for a collaborative team? 

There are many ways to control costs in Collaborative Divorce, such as ensuring that each 
step of the process is being done by the most qualified Collaborative Professional for that task 
(e.g., addressing communication issues with your coach rather than your attorney, etc.). But 
there is no doubt that Collaborative Divorce is likely to be more expensive than Divorce 
Mediation because there is a team of professionals involved. It is important to be realistic about 
what you can afford. No-one benefits by starting the Collaborative Divorce process only to have 
it grind to a halt due to a lack of resources.  It is important that you discuss this issue with your 
collaborative divorce professional.  

3. How adversarial are you and your spouse and do you have a history of resolving your 
conflicts? 
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Have no doubt that an experienced mediator can help combative couples resolve the 
difficult issues that arise in any divorce. But an adversarial couple with little history of 
compromise or mutually satisfactory discussions will benefit from the greater support that 
Collaborative Practice provides. If the issues are complex, the heightened emotions created by 
a highly adversarial relationship can make it very difficult for you to think clearly and make 
quality decisions. The greater support that a Collaborative Practice team can provide helps 
reduce the emotional triggers that exist in an adversarial relationship, as well as providing 
greater support in clarifying the choices being made under difficult circumstances.  

4. How complex is your financial situation? 

An experienced mediator can assist you in understanding the financial complexities of 
issues that are commonly addressed in a divorce. But the more complex the situation the more 
important it will be to utilize the support of a neutral financial professional. When there is a 
business involved, complex investments, or uncertainty about either party’s ability to live on 
the resources available, both parties will benefit from getting a clear understanding of the 
financial situation and the choices being made. One of the greatest inhibitors in reaching an 
agreement is the fear of making a mistake. The greater the clarity regarding the financial 
situation, the less the fear and the more likely the parties will reach a mutually satisfactory 
agreement.  

5. How knowledgeable about your financial situation are both spouses?  

It is not uncommon for one party to have a full understanding of the financial situation 
while the other party remains mystified by what the assets are, the income available, and the 
cost of living the lifestyle they have come to expect. It is also not unusual for the fully informed 
spouse to be frustrated and impatient with the other spouse’s lack of understand or 
unwillingness to “trust.” The education of the less informed spouse is an absolute necessity for 
the parties to reach a mutually satisfactory agreement. The greater the disparity in financial 
understanding the more important the support offered by the Collaborative Divorce team will 
be.  

6. Do you have difficult child custody issues to resolve? 

It is impossible to put a price on the peace of mind that comes with knowing that the co-
parenting plan you have agreed to is in the best interest of the children. Although the parenting 
arrangement may seem obvious to some couples, other couples have issues with their children 
that are challenging to even the most knowledgeable and well-balanced of parents. Children 
with special needs, drug or alcohol addictions, video game addictions, or who are estranged 
from one parent represent especially difficult challenges. These challenges and the fear and 
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anxiety they cause will intensify the struggle in resolving all other issues. When there are 
difficult parenting issues the greater support offered by a Collaborative Divorce team will 
greatly benefit both parties in reaching a parenting agreement that they can feel confident is 
addressing their children’s needs in the best way possible.  

A divorce is one of the most difficult events you are likely to go through in life. The choices 
you make about which process to use are going to have a great and long-lasting impact on how 
you feel about this difficult event. If in doubt, I urge you to honor the importance and difficulty 
of this transition by obtaining the most support that you can.   

Suggestions on How to Discuss Your Options with Your Spouse 

Obtaining a peaceful divorce does require that you and your spouse agree to utilize one of 
the peaceful divorce options. Obtaining that agreement can be challenging. How to proceed 
may depend on the quality and level of communication you have with your spouse.  

Your goal, if possible, is to persuade your spouse to meet with a collaborative professional 
for the sole purpose of discussing your divorce options. Many collaborative lawyers also offer 
divorce mediation, so they are usually very willing to discuss both options and to assist you in 
deciding together which is right for you. Although asking your spouse to attend such a meeting 
may seem challenging, I suggest you describe it as a “no obligation” meeting that is strictly 
about deciding about how to proceed. Many professionals are willing to reduce their fees for 
this kind of discussion although you should assume so. This a meeting that doesn’t require your 
spouse to commit to anything other than to listen.  

The reason that attending this meeting together is important is because starting the process 
by meeting with attorneys separately increases the likelihood that one of you will become 
fearful about what the other is thinking or feeling and that fear will make it more likely that one 
of you will chose an aggressive and “warlike” process. If you can meet for this first information 
gathering session, you will have set an important precedent that acknowledges that difficult 
and stressful decisions can be made in a peaceful manner.  

If you are unable to persuade your spouse to meet with a collaborative professional 
together, than I recommend that you meet with a collaborative professional yourself. This will 
provide you with a greater understanding of your options and exactly what you can expect from 
mediation and collaborative divorce. This increased understanding may allow you to be more 
persuasive should you have another opportunity to talk again with your spouse about these 
options. Your collaborative professional may also have some additional strategies for 
communicating the benefits of a peaceful divorce to your spouse.  
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If you have been unable to persuade your spouse to meet a collaborative professional 
together, you may be able to persuade them to meet with a divorce mediator as the mediation 
process is more well known than is collaborative. Here you may want to consider what your 
spouse’s likely response to your suggestions may be. Is the response likely to be one of fear and 
the need to control? Or is the response more likely to be one of avoiding conflict and difficult 
decisions?  

If your spouse is likely to respond with the thought “if she thinks this is a good idea, than I 
know it is bad for me” than you will want to suggest the names of several divorce mediators or 
collaborative professionals from which they can choose. By providing a choice, you have 
defined the decision being made as deciding who to meet with rather than whether to even 
consider meeting with a mediation or collaborative professional.   

Alternatively, if your spouse is more likely to respond with silence or some other form of 
avoiding a decision, you may want to consider setting the meeting up and then saying 
something to the effect of “I want us to get help in settling our issues peacefully so I’ve set up a 
no-obligation meeting with a divorce mediator and collaborative professional to help us decide 
how to proceed. I hope you will join me in meeting him or her at 1:00 p.m. next Thursday (for 
example). Is that something you are willing to do?” 

Just as you are, your spouse is probably dreading the high cost and difficulty inherent in a 
traditional divorce. This may be the one thing you can agree on right now. At this stage, avoid 
spending too much time telling your spouse about how a mediation or collaborative divorce 
works, and instead focus on why a peaceful divorce is important to both of you. If it is 
important to your spouse as well (and it is, whether they are willing to admit it), your task is to 
persuade them that the benefits of a peaceful divorce can only be obtained through the 
minimal level of cooperation needed to investigate your options together. 

Preparing for Your Divorce 

Preparing on an Emotional and Spiritual Level  

Stephen Covey’s seminal book on productivity and personal transformation, The 7 Habits of 
Highly Effective People, has a lot to teach us in how to be effective at moving through divorce. 
Here is an introduction: 

Habit 1 – Be Proactive. Take responsibility for your own experience. Do not place 
responsibility for your experience in the hands of your spouse or the attorneys (or, God forbid, 
a judge). Don’t sit in reactive mode waiting for problems to happen before acting. Recognize 
that you have areas in which you have full control (gathering information, making clear 
decisions, communicating clearly, etc.). In other areas you have influence (expressing your 
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needs clearly, anticipating your spouse’s needs and meeting those needs if you can, etc.). There 
are areas in which you have no control, but you can choose how to react (you may not want 
this divorce, it’s happening anyway, you can choose to grieve, process, and accept). Take action 
to control what you can, expand your influence, and accept that which is out of your control.  

Habit 2 – Begin with the End in Mind. Envision where you want to be and how you want to 
feel two years from now. Develop a mission statement that describes what you want from the 
divorce process. Who do you want to be? How do you want to show up in this process? Do you 
want to remember yourself as a victim or as an empowered person you are proud of? Visualize 
what feeling good about this process looks like and keep that in mind as you make decisions.   

Habit 3 – Put First Things First. Leadership in the outside world begins with personal 
leadership – making conscious decisions about acting on those things that are important and 
avoiding the trap of spending time doing those things that seem urgent but are not important. 
Responding to a highly charged text or email from your spouse may seem urgent but is not 
important if you keep in mind where you want to be in two years. By focusing on those things 
that may not be urgent but are important (gathering information for the financial professional, 
giving a thoughtful response to your coach’s questions about the children, etc.) you increase 
the probability of getting to the end that you have in mind.  

Habit 4 – Think Win-Win. Finding a “win-win” solution isn’t about being nice. It is about 
character based human interaction. It is about valuing and respecting others by meeting their 
needs while valuing and respecting yourself by asking that your own needs be met. This is the 
beating heart of the collaborative process. It is amazing how often a win-win solution is possible 
when both parties are committed to that outcome. 

Habit 5 – Seek First to Understand, then to be Understood. Empathic listening to genuinely 
understand a person is an important step in knowing what a “win-win” solution looks like. 
Genuine listening works to make a deposit in your spouse’s “emotional bank account.” It is only 
when there is something in your spouse’s emotional bank account that they are available to 
listen to what you have to say – and only then can you expect to be effective in make a 
“withdrawal” by asking for what you need.  

Habit 6 – Synergize.  We all bring different strengths to the negotiating process. Synergy 
involves combining the strengths of people through positive teamwork. Recognize and 
acknowledge those who bring skills that are different from your own. Acknowledge and focus 
on your own strengths and resist the urge to be angry when others are not as skilled. A focus on 
how your spouse is different from you and what they do that is frustrating is taking up the 
mental and emotional space that might be put to better use by emphasizing and valuing their 
strengths (and putting those strengths to work for you in completing this process).  
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Habit 7 – Sharpen the Saw. The lumber jack that takes the time to sharpen their saw before 
proceeding will finish first – even though they took longer to get started. Getting a divorce is a 
marathon and not a sprint. It will take resources of time, energy, and money. It will be an 
emotional rollercoaster. What better time than now to start new habits that can serve you well 
in your post-divorce life? What better time to start taking care of your body by ensuring that 
you get enough sleep and exercise while avoiding too much food and drink? What better time 
to take care of your spirit by mediating, praying, or reading uplifting books? What better time 
to nurture those relationships that will be important to you in the long haul?  

Although divorce is a difficult and emotional process, it also offers up an opportunity for 
enormous personal growth and transformation. I urge you to consider employing the 7 Habits 
of Highly Effective People to bring your best self to this process. May you find yourself proud of 
who you when all is said and done! 

Preparing with Information 

It’s time to get organized. No matter what you ultimately decide to do, whether to move 
forward with a divorce or not and which process to use, one thing that will help you 
immeasurably is to get your financial information in order. 

If you go through a divorce, you will be asked to provide copies of documents that provide 
current information about your assets, debt and income.  You may be asked to provide it within 
a limited time frame, so it makes sense to start pulling it together now.  And it is wise to have 
this information organized even if you don’t proceed with a divorce, so that it will be available if 
needed when creating a trust or by family members should you die unexpectedly.  And if you 
need to move, it’s advisable to have this information pulled together ahead of time, so that 
they don’t get purged during the move. 

I recommend creating a binder or file folders broken into these categories and gathering the 
respective documents: 

1. Real estate (home, rental and vacation properties -deeds, property title, loan details); 
2. Bank accounts (joint and personal; savings and checking); 
3. Tax returns (for last three years); 
4. Insurance policies (life insurance); 
5. Retirement accounts; 
6. Investment accounts; 
7. Credit card information (joint and separate); 
8. Vehicle information (cars, boats, RV’s, motorcycles, etc.); 
9. Wills and trusts; 
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10. Employee benefits packages; 
11. Airline frequent flyer programs; 
12. Pay stubs, W2s, 1099’s; 
13. Loan accounts; and 
14. Miscellaneous 

In addition, gather the following important records: 

• Birth certificates 
• Social security cards 
• Passport/Green card 
• Medical records 
• Health insurance and identification cards 
• School records 
• Immunization records 
• Baptismal/religious records 
• Pet records 
• Marriage certificate 
• Divorce decree 
• Credentials (teaching certificate, licenses, etc.) 
• Contact info — accountants, relatives, good friends, etc.. 

One of the most stressful parts of divorce is the amount of documentation that is required 
in order to provide the basic disclosure that is often required, as well as to analyze the financial 
status of the marriage. Gathering this information and organizing it in a way that makes it 
easier to access will pay dividends in reduced stress! 

Conclusion 

A peaceful divorce is challenging. But if it allows you to look back on this chapter of your life 
feeling empowered, proud of yourself, and satisfied that you achieved an outcome you can live 
with, you will likely find yourself having grown on many different levels and in a significantly 
better place because of it.  

Blessings on Your New and Improved Life! 
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