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The BIFF Communication Protocol

BIFF Communication Protocol

Brief

2-4 sentences only

—| Informative
* 4 Pure facts, zero interpretation q

BIFF Reply Sent

Bait Incoming

24-Hour
Cooling Window

Friendly
No sarcasm, no emotion

Firm
Closes the topic

Bill Eddy / High Conflict Institute

Figure 1. The BIFF protocol moves from Bait Incoming to BIFF Reply Sent through a 24-Hour
Cooling Window, with Brief, Informative, Friendly, and Firm zones limiting the reply to 2-4
factual, non-sarcastic sentences
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1.1 The Message You Did Not Send

It is 9:47 on a Tuesday night. The phone buzzes. The screen shows your ex-spouse’s
name and the first line of a message that begins, predictably, with a complaint about
something you did or did not do during the most recent exchange. The complaint is
partly factual, mostly distorted, and entirely designed to provoke a long, defensive,

paragraph-length reply.

You start typing the reply. You are halfway through paragraph two when you notice
that what you are doing is exactly what the message was built to make you do. You
delete it. You sit there for a minute. Then you type four sentences. Then you put the

phone down.

Those four sentences — not the eleven-paragraph defense, not the screenshot-and-
counter-evidence reply, not the late-night voice memo — are the entire subject of this
chapter. They are the difference between a co-parenting relationship that ages rea-

sonably well and one that consumes your forties.

40-60%

of post-divorce litigation in high-conflict cases traces back to communication

failures rather than substantive legal disputes’

1.2 Who This Book Is For

This book is for the parent on the receiving end of a difficult co-parenting dynamic.
The other parent does not have to meet any clinical diagnosis for this material to apply

—they only have to be the kind of co-parent who turns ordinary scheduling, drop-offs,

THigh Conflict Institute, founded by Bill Eddy, LCSW, JD, “Family Court Communication Patterns,” prac-
titioner aggregation, 2024.
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school events, and child-related decisions into recurring conflict. You may know this
person as your ex-spouse, your former partner, the other parent of your children, or

some combination. The dynamic is what matters, not the label.

You probably know already whether this book is for you. The signs are familiar:

Receiving multi-paragraph hostile texts about minor scheduling questions
» Last-minute changes to the custody schedule presented as fait accompli

« Conversations with your children that suggest the other parent has been telling

them things about you
» Threats — explicit or implied — of CPS calls, custody modifications, or court action
» The feeling, every time the phone buzzes, that you have to brace

o Several years already invested in trying to “communicate better” with no improve-

ment

If three or more of those resonate, the system in this book was built for you. None of it
requires the other parent to change. Everything in here is what you can do on your own
side, with the goal of protecting yourself, protecting your children, and (if it becomes

necessary) building a documented record that a court can use.

This book is not legal advice, clinical advice, or a substitute for professional sup-

port. High-conflict co-parenting is one of the most psychologically demanding
situations in adult family life, and you should be working with a custody attor-
ney who knows your state's family-court rules and a child therapist (or family
therapist) who knows your children. This book is a layer of operational disci-
pline that complements professional help. It does not replace it. If your situation
involves any threat of physical harm to you or your children, contact local law

enforcement and a domestic-violence attorney immediately — not this book.
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1.3 The BIFF Method

BIFF stands for Brief, Informative, Friendly, Firm. It was developed by Bill Eddy, a
family-law attorney and licensed clinical social worker, and is taught through his work
at the High Conflict Institute. The method is widely cited in family-court mediation
training and is the closest thing the field has to a consensus communication standard

for high-conflict exchanges.

The four letters describe what every reply you send to the other parent should be:

Letter What it means in practice

Brief Two to four sentences. Never a paragraph. Never longer than the
original message.

Informative Pure facts. Times, dates, places, decisions. Zero interpretation.

Friendly Neutral tone. No sarcasm. No emotional language. No exclamation
points.

Firm Closes the topic. Does not invite further argument. Does not apologize
for itself.

The four-letter test. Before sending any reply, read it once and ask: is this Brief? Is it
Informative? Is it Friendly in tone? Is it Firm in closing? If any one is no, edit until it is
yes. If the message cannot be made BIFF in four edits, do not send it tonight — write

it, sleep on it, edit it in the morning.

1.4 Why BIFF Works When Nothing Else Does

The instinct in a hostile exchange is to defend yourself — to explain the context, to

correct the distortion, to make the other parent understand why their accusation is
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wrong. The instinct is human, well-intentioned, and almost always counterproductive

in a high-conflict dynamic.
Three reasons defensive replies fail.

First, every word you write becomes new attack surface. A defensive paragraph that
addresses six points gives the other parent six new things to twist, quote out of context,
and forward to their attorney. A two-sentence BIFF reply gives them almost nothing to

work with.

Second, the other parent’s goal in the original message often is not resolution. It is
engagement. Long defensive replies confirm that the provocation worked. BIFF replies

signal that it did not.

Third, family-court judges and mediators read these messages. A pattern of long,
emotional, defensive replies from you next to short, calm, factual ones from the other
parent will look bad in chambers, regardless of who is actually behaving worse. The
court does not have time to reconstruct context. It reads tone. BIFF gives you the right

tone, every time, even when the other parent does not deserve it.

The audience for every co-parenting message is not just the other parent. It is

also: your future self reading the transcript six months from now; your attorney
building a record; the judge or guardian-ad-litem reviewing the case if it goes
back to court; and, in some indirect way, your children, who will eventually un-
derstand the shape of these years. Write every message with all four audiences

in mind, not just the one who provoked you.
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1.5 The 24-Hour Rule

The single most important habit in high-conflict co-parenting is the cooling window.
With a small set of exceptions, no message about anything emotional should be sent

the same day it arrives.

The rule.

Read the message once. Do not reply.

If a response is required at all, draft it, save it, and re-read it the next morning.

Send the calmest, briefest version of the draft.

If no response is required, send nothing.

The exceptions. Three categories of message do require same-day response:

» Immediate safety: a child is hurt, lost, or in danger now

» Same-day logistics: a pickup time in the next hour, a school emergency in the next

hour, a confirmation the other parent needs in the next hour

o Court deadlines: anything time-stamped by a judge or attorney with a near-term

deadline
Everything else — complaints, accusations, schedule changes for next month, debates

about a decision that has already been made, opinions about your parenting — can wait

twelve to twenty-four hours and almost always reads better after a night of sleep.
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1.6 The Non-Reply

The hardest skill to learn, and the one that most reduces ongoing conflict, is the choice

not to reply at all.

Not every message needs an answer. A long emotional rant about a custody decision
made six months ago does not require a reply. A complaint that does not ask a ques-
tion does not require a reply. A passive-aggressive comment dressed as a question

("Wouldn't you agree it would be better for the kids if...") does not require a reply.

Three tests to decide whether a message needs a reply.

1. Is there an actual question that needs an answer?
2. Is there an actual decision that needs to be made before a deadline?

3. Is there an actual logistical fact (time, place, schedule) that needs confirmation?

If the answer to all three is no, the message does not require a reply. Sometimes the

most BIFF thing you can do is nothing.

The fear that “silence will be used against me" is almost always wrong in the long

run. Courts care about whether parents are facilitating the children’s relationship
with the other parent, not whether parents are responding to every provocation.
A documented pattern where the other parent sends hostile messages and you
simply do not engage looks better in court than a pattern where you respond
to each one with a defensive paragraph. Selective non-reply is, in practice, a

stronger record than blanket engagement.
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1.7 The Topic-Box Discipline

Every co-parenting communication should be about one topic. Not three topics. Not

"and while we're at it.” One.

If the other parent sends a message that includes a custody complaint, a schedule
request, and an accusation about your parenting, your reply addresses only the part
that requires a logistical response — usually the schedule request. The accusation
gets no reply. The custody complaint gets no reply. The schedule request gets a

four-sentence BIFF.
Why this matters.
» Multi-topic replies make the record harder to use later (the schedule answer gets
buried)
» Multi-topic replies invite further engagement on the secondary topics

e Multi-topic replies signal that everything in the original message merited a

response, which it usually does not

 Single-topic replies maintain the pattern of selective engagement

If the other parent persists in raising the unanswered topics, the same discipline applies

on the next message: reply to the logistics only, ignore the rest.

1.8 Sample BIFF Replies

The bonus file biff-text-templates.md contains ten worked examples. Four of the

most common scenarios:

Provocation: "“You always pick the kids up late. | am so tired of this. Are you ever

going to take this seriously?”
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BIFF reply: “Hi. I will pick up the children at 5pm on Friday as scheduled. If anything

shifts on my side, | will let you know by Thursday evening. Thanks."”

What the reply does: confirms the logistics, sets the time, builds a paper trail of a

normal-tone exchange, refuses the bait, closes the topic.

Provocation: "Our son told me you let him stay up until 11pm last weekend. This is

not what we agreed.”

BIFF reply: “Thanks for letting me know. Bedtime at my house was 9:30 on both

nights. Happy to talk about consistency if it would help."”

What the reply does: factual correction without defensiveness, opens the door to a

calm conversation, does not require the other parent to take it.

Provocation: "If you don’t agree to switch weekends, I'm calling my attorney first

thing Monday."”

BIFF reply: "l am not able to switch this weekend. We can revisit the schedule at our

next regular review."”

What the reply does: declines without explaining, does not engage with the threat,

signals stable boundaries.

Provocation: "You are clearly trying to alienate the kids from me. Everyone can see

it.”

BIFF reply: "I do not see it that way. | will continue to support the kids' time with you

onh the schedule.”

What the reply does: brief, non-defensive, factual statement of your behavior going

forward, no argument about the accusation itself.

Each reply is two to four sentences. None apologize. None defend at length. None

invite further argument. All would read well to a judge.
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1.9 The Pattern That Builds Over Time

The first time you reply with BIFF instead of a paragraph, the other parent will probably
escalate. The provocation that used to produce a defensive reply now produces a calm
four-sentence answer, which is not satisfying for the high-conflict dynamic. Expect
two to six weeks of pushback in which the messages get longer, more inflammatory,

or more frequent.

This is the predictable response. It is also the point at which most people abandon
the method and go back to defensive replies, which is why most people never get the

benefit. The method works on a timeline of months, not days.

What changes after three months.

The volume of messages typically drops

The hostile content tends to lose intensity (no audience for the bait)

Your sleep improves measurably

Your attorney, if you have one, suddenly has a clean record to point at

You stop walking into every phone-buzz with adrenaline

The dynamic does not become friendly. It becomes manageable, which is the goal.

Friendly is not on the table with a high-conflict ex. Manageable is.

The Six-Month BIFF Switch

A father of two in suburban Atlanta had spent two years receiving multi-
paragraph hostile texts from his ex-wife after their divorce. He responded to
each one with detailed defensive replies, often late at night. The pattern pro-
duced about 8-14 message exchanges per week, almost all unproductive, and

contributed to a documented decline in his work performance.
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He read about the BIFF method, worked with his custody attorney to switch
all communication to OurFamilyWizard, and adopted a strict 24-hour rule plus
single-topic discipline. The first six weeks were painful — the volume of incom-
ing messages actually increased as his ex-wife tested the new pattern. He held
the line. By month four, the message volume had dropped to 2-3 exchanges
per week. By month six, his attorney described the OurFamilyWizard transcript
as "the cleanest co-parenting record I've ever filed.” At a custody review nine
months in, the judge specifically noted his communication style as a factor in

maintaining the existing custody arrangement.

Get the complete book — https://shop.pragma.vision
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