THE NEWLYWED COACHING GIFT

Month 3, Week 2: The LADDER Approach

A simple, six-step path from hearing to truly understanding.

Goal

To give you a memorable, repeatable six-step method (Listen, Acknowledge, Discover, Discuss,

Empathize, Respond) so that real understanding becomes a habit, not a happy accident.

Open in prayer

Before you dig in, pray together and ask God for the patience to climb toward understanding one

rung at a time this week, without skipping ahead to the answer.

The big idea

Last week you learned to slow down and listen before rushing to solve. That instinct is wonderful, but
instincts fade under pressure. When you are tired, hurt, or in a hurry, you need more than good
intentions; you need a path your feet already know how to walk. The LADDER approach is that path, a
simple rung-by-rung climb from "I heard your words" to "I understand your heart." Where last week was
about stopping the rush to fix, this week is about what to actually do in the space that opens up.

Icebreaker: "The Telephone Game, Marriage Edition"

Take turns sharing a small, true story from your week (sixty seconds each). When your spouse finishes,
before you say anything else, repeat back what you heard them say in your own words. Then let them
correct you. Notice how often the first repeat is a little bit off.

e A funny thing that happened to you this week.
e A moment you felt proud of yourself.
e Something that quietly annoyed you.

e A small worry you have been carrying.

Teaching

A bridge from last week

Last week we learned the hardest first move in communication: listen before you solve. We named the

reflex to fix, and we practised holding it back so our spouse feels heard. That posture is the soil; now we
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plant something in it. LADDER takes "I am not going to rush to fix this" and gives you a clear sequence of

what to do instead, so that listening leads somewhere good rather than trailing off into awkward silence.

The core idea

Understanding is a climb you take together, one deliberate rung at a time.
"If one gives an answer before he hears, it is his folly and shame." (Proverbs 18:13, ESV)

The LADDER spells out six rungs in order. You Listen without interrupting. You Acknowledge what you
heard so your spouse knows it landed ("So the deadline moved up"). You Discover by asking gentle
questions to find what is underneath ("What is worrying you most about that?"). You Discuss the matter
together once you actually understand it. You Empathize, naming the feeling ("That sounds exhausting").
And only then do you Respond, with comfort, a suggestion, or simply your presence. We are wired to
leap straight to that last rung because responding feels like helping, but Proverbs warns that answering

before hearing is folly. LADDER simply refuses to let you skip rungs.

Why this matters

» It removes guesswork in the heat of the moment. When emotions are high, you do not have to

invent a strategy; you just remember the next rung.

» It guarantees your spouse feels heard before you offer anything. Acknowledging and discovering

come before responding, so advice never feels dismissive.

e It uncovers the real issue. The Discover rung keeps you from solving the wrong problem (the
deadline) and missing the real one underneath it.

e It builds a shared language. Once you both know LADDER, either of you can gently say "let me climb
the ladder first," and you both know what that means.

The danger: without a method, you default to your reflexes, and most reflexes skip straight to Respond,

which leaves your spouse feeling managed instead of understood.

What the research says

One widely cited finding from marriage research is the 5:1 ratio: stable, happy couples tend to offer
roughly five positive interactions for every negative one, even during disagreements. The early rungs of
LADDER (Acknowledge, Discover, Empathize) are positive deposits. They tilt the ratio in your favour
before any problem-solving begins.

A research synthesis on couple communication points to "reflective listening," where one partner
restates what the other said before responding. Couples trained in this kind of structured reflection
report feeling more understood and show lower defensiveness. The mechanism is simple: when your
brain registers that it has been heard, the body's threat response settles, and you can think rather than
just react. LADDER builds that reflection right into rungs two and three.
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There is also strong evidence that the first three minutes of a hard conversation predict how the whole
thing will go. A harsh, solution-first start-up tends to escalate; a soft, curious one tends to de-escalate.
LADDER front-loads softness by design, exactly the gentle start-up the research rewards.

"let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger." (James 1:19, ESV)

A principle in action

Think of how the Lord deals with Elijah in 1 Kings 19. Elijah is exhausted and afraid, ready to give up. God
does not open with correction or a to-do list. He first feeds him, lets him rest, and then asks a question:
"What are you doing here, Elijah?" He listens, he discovers, he draws out the real fear, and only then does
He respond with direction. Even the God of the universe does not skip rungs. He hears the heart before
He sends the next assignment.

The role of patience

LADDER asks something that goes deeper than technique: it asks for patience. To climb every rung when
your fingers are itching to jump to the answer is an act of self-restraint, a fruit of the Spirit and not just
a communication tip. Patience is love slowing down long enough to actually arrive at the other person.
When you take the time to acknowledge and discover before responding, you are quietly saying, "Your
inner world is worth the climb." Grace gives us patience with each other precisely because God has been

so patient with us.

A few simple ways to start

e Post the word LADDER somewhere visible (the fridge, a phone wallpaper) until the six rungs are

memorized.

e Name the rung out loud at first. "Okay, I am going to acknowledge first." It feels clunky, and that is
fine; clunky is how new habits start.

e Make the Acknowledge rung a one-liner. Just restate the headline: "So your sister cancelled again."
That single sentence does enormous work.

* Use one good Discover question. A reliable favourite: "What is the hardest part of this for you?"

e Delay the Respond rung on purpose. Silently count to five after empathizing before offering any

solution. Often your spouse keeps talking and tells you what they actually need.

e Debrief gently afterward. "Did you feel heard?" turns LADDER into something you sharpen together.

Encouragement

"bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the

Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive." (Colossians 3:13, ESV)
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You will fumble the rungs. You will skip to Respond, catch yourself, and have to climb back down. That is
not failure; that is practice. Every couple who communicates well today was once a couple who
interrupted, misread, and over-solved. The LADDER simply gives you a way back, again and again, to
your spouse's heart. And a marriage where both people keep finding their way back is a marriage that
will stand.

Discussion time

Stage 1: Theoretical

1. Read Proverbs 18:13 together. Why do you think Scripture calls answering before hearing "folly and

shame"?

2. Of the six rungs (Listen, Acknowledge, Discover, Discuss, Empathize, Respond), which one do you
think is most often skipped, and why?

3. James 1:19 says to be "quick to hear, slow to speak." How is that different from how most people
instinctively handle conflict?

4. Why do you think the order of the rungs matters as much as the rungs themselves?
5. What is the difference between Acknowledge (rung 2) and Empathize (rung 5)?
Stage 2: Practical

6. Which rung do you think will be the most natural for you, and which the hardest?
7. What is one good Discover question you could keep in your back pocket?

8. It is easy to jump straight to an answer like "just tell him no" before really hearing your spouse out.
When are you most tempted to leap straight to Respond?

9. How could you signal to each other, in real time, that one of you wants to "climb the ladder" before
solving?

10. What would the "delay the Respond rung, count to five" practice look like in your home this week?

Stage 3: Personal

11. Tell your spouse about a recent time you did not feel heard. Which rung do you wish they had spent

more time on?
12. When you are upset, what does it actually look like when you feel truly acknowledged by me?

13. Is there a topic where you have felt I jump to solving instead of listening? Can you name it gently

now?

14. What is one feeling you find hard to say out loud, that you wish I would help you Discover?
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15. How can [ make it safer for you to climb the whole ladder with me, even when I am the one who is

upset?

10&10

Spend ten minutes journalling on this prompt, then share for ten minutes: Which rung of the
LADDER do I most often skip when my spouse is upset, what does it cost us when I skip it, and what is

one small way I could climb that rung this week?

Close in prayer

Before you set this down, pray together and ask God to grow patience in each of you this week,
enough to climb every rung all the way to each other's heart.

Closing thought

Marriage research keeps returning to one quiet truth: feeling understood matters even more than being
agreed with. The LADDER is simply a tool for delivering that feeling on purpose. Your challenge this
week is small but real: pick one conversation and climb all six rungs, in order, even if it feels slow. Notice
what happens in your spouse's eyes when they realize you are still listening. And keep this in mind for
next week, because once you have truly heard someone, a question arises that LADDER does not answer
on its own: does your spouse want you to help, or do they just want a hug? That is exactly where we are
headed next.

Jay Dee
Marriage Coach
Uncoveringintimacy.com
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