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Hostile Interactions Following  
Arrival Home 

• Overview 
• What you can do to "defuse" the hostility of conversations.  

• How to respond to a statement in a non-defensive manner 

• How to express your needs in a way that creates                                                                      
more productive and healthy conversation. 
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Soldiers often struggle 
with their own 

feelings of hostility 
when they return 

home from 
deployment. 

Even though Soldiers 
don't feel angry about 
anything in particular, 
it can be common to 

respond to one's 
spouse and children 

with hostility. 

Additionally, you 
might be surprised 
when your family 
members respond 

back toward you with 
hostility. It might even 

surprise them. 

Everyone has been so 
excited for you to 

arrive home, and they 
might feel guilty to 

express any concerns; 
after all, their 

supposed to be happy 
you're back. 



Common 
ways that 

people 
become 

defensive 
is: 

• To turn around and 
attack their partner 

• Act like an innocent 
victim, shut down, and 
withdraw 

Rather than 
getting 

defensive: 

•Avoid reacting immediately 

•Put yourself in your 
partner's shoes, try to 
agree with a small part of 
what your partner is saying  

Think of 
what you 
need right 
now from 

your 
partner  

•Tell them what they can 
also do for you 

•By stating what you need, 
both you and your partner 
can feel listened to and 
respected 

Principle 
 When a Soldier returns from deployment, sometimes they bring the intensity 

and harshness from their experiences back home.  

 

 This can create many fights. And if the Soldier gets defensive, it can increase the 
fighting and prevent things from getting better.  
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Principles 

• "I need more help cleaning up the house." 
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Soldier is acknowledging the partner's wishes non-
defensively but is also stating his own wishes. By using a 
non-defensive response, both people can feel heard.  

." A defensive counter-attack might be, "Well, you don't help 
with the bills. Why should I help clean the house?"  

A defensive innocent victim response might be, 
 "I do too clean the house. Leave me alone."  

A non-defensive response might be, "I get that you don't want 
to feel like you're the only one responsible for keeping the 
house clean. I want to help. I also need some time alone to 
calm down after I've worked all day. So how can we do both?"  

 



Look at this scenario to see how this couple deals with issues of hostility                            
and see how being non-defensive and stating their needs works out.  

 

• Male Soldier: Jake! Jake?!? Damn that kid! He is so bad! Why do you let him get away with that? What in 
the hell have you been teaching him since I've been gone?!? What in the hell kind of stupid mother are you?  

 

• Female Spouse: Whoa, whoa, whoa! What are you talking about? You know while you were gone I had to do 
everything! You know, I had to do work and school and I was a great mother, thank you very much. What kind 
of father are you?!? I mean, you know, since you've come back...you used to be nice to Jake and now you're 
just angry...what happened to you?!? You know, you're nothing but temper; you've got us walking on 
eggshells. 

 

Soldier Response #1 – Bad Aggressive 

• Male Soldier: Hey, whose paycheck takes care of you?!? What the hell happened to you?!? You used to have some 
back bone! That's what this boy needs is somebody stronger than you! 

• Female Spouse: (female cowers while getting yelled at.) 

 

Aggressive - The Soldier is accusing his wife of having no backbone. This aggressive response will just escalate the fight and 
make things worse, so it's a bad choice. Once you've insulted your partner, you may need to apologize. Here's what you 
can say: "Fair enough. You did do everything when I was gone, and I know that he's just a kid and not a grown-up Soldier. 
I'm sorry I called you a name. I know you're a great mother, and I know I just lose it sometimes. I just worry he isn't being 
cooperative. What else could we do together that would work?"  

 

 

Activity Scenario Response #1 
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Activity Scenario Response #2 
Look at this scenario to see how this couple deals with issues of hostility and see 
how being non-defensive and stating their needs works out.  

 

• Male Soldier: Jake! Jake?!? Damn that kid! He is so bad! Why do you let him get away with that? 
What in the hell have you been teaching him since I've been gone?!? What in the hell kind of stupid 
mother are you?  

 

• Female Spouse: Whoa, whoa, whoa! What are you talking about? You know while you were gone I 
had to do everything! You know, I had to do work and school and I was a great mother, thank you 
very much. What kind of father are you?!? I mean, you know, since you've come back...you used to be 
nice to Jake and now you're just...what happened to you?!? You know, you're nothing but temper; 
you've got us walking on eggshells. 

 

Soldier Response  #2 – Bad Withdrawn 

• Male Soldier: Alright...I'm outta here, I just give up! 

• Female: (discouraged) 

 

Withdrawn - Withdrawing is a bad choice, because you wind up being invisible which will probably lead 
you to feeling bad about yourself as well as distant from those you love. It also doesn't give your partner a 
chance to be there for you. Your partner has to guess at what you really need , and no matter how much 
we want them to, our partners can't read our minds. We have to say what we need. 
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Look at this scenario to see how this couple deals with issues of hostility and see how being non-
defensive and stating their needs works out.  

 

• Male Soldier: Jake! Jake?!? Damn that kid! He is so bad! Why do you let him get away with that? What in the hell 
have you been teaching him since I've been gone?!? What in the hell kind of stupid mother are you?  
 

• Female Spouse: Whoa, whoa, whoa! What are you talking about? You know while you were gone I had to do 
everything! You know, I had to do work and school and I was a great mother, thank you very much. What kind of 
father are you?!? I mean, you know, since you've come back...you used to be nice to Jake and now you're just...what 
happened to you?!? You know, you're nothing but temper; you've got us walking on eggshells. 
 

Soldier Response #3 – Positive 
• Male Soldier: Look, I'm... if the guys didn't listen to me when we were in Afghanistan, they would die. They would 

just go the wrong way, step on an IED and just be gone. Every time, every time Jake doesn't listen to me, every time 
he does that I feel like he's going to step the wrong way and he's going to be gone. 
 

• Female: (nods) 
• Male: I feel like...like I'm still there. Like I'm still ordering people around and...and then they're gone. I need you to 

help me. I need you to help me so bad, woman. I need to remember what I was like. I need to remember what did I 
do? How did I treat this boy? How did I talk to him? I don't even know... 
 

Positive - This is a great choice. Because the Soldier is being non-defensive by taking responsibility for the situation, 
agreeing that he has changed and asking for help. It's very hard to be non-defensive, but the skill is so important in life 
and relationships. It's all about not reacting right away. Instead it's about taking a moment before reacting, calming 
down a little, and then saying something like "that's a good point" and summarizing what your partner says, agreeing 
with it a bit, and talking about your own needs and concerns. 
 

Activity Scenario Response #3 
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Listen to each of the responses and determine if it is aggressive, withdrawn, or 
positive. Make a selection to the appropriate option. 

 

Female Character (Wife): I thought we decided to parent together and work as a 
team. You just gave Jake a new video game reward system without even talking to 
me about it first!!  

 

1. Male Character (Soldier): I was gone for a whole year, so I can give him what I want!!  

 

2. Male Character (Soldier): I can't do anything right around here.....why bother, I give up! 
(walks out of the room)  

 

3. Male Character (Soldier): OK, you've got a good point there. I'm sorry. I was gone for a 
year, so sometimes I guess I'm trying to make up for lost time. I need to feel close to Jake 
again. At this rate, I'll buy him half the toy store if I'm not careful...(chuckles).  

 

 

 

Activity #2 
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That's natural 
when you return 

home from 
deployment  

Family members 
might not have 
experienced the 
intensity of your 

deployment, they 
might respond with 
unexpected anger as 

well 

You can prepare 
yourself to respond 

in a healthier 
manner by being 

non-defensive and 
expressing your 

needs 

This will defuse the 
anger from both 

parties and allow a 
more productive 
conversation to 

take place 

You might 
respond in a 

hostile way even 
when you didn't 
know you were 

angry about 
something 

Take Away 
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