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FAMILY & CONSUMER sciences

Marriage Enrichment: Conflict Resolution

To be human is to experience conflict.
Into every marriage a little rain must fall,
but rain can help. Differences in opinions,
values, desires, needs, and habits are the
stuff of daily living with one another.
Though most of us would rather avoid
conflict, we can’t if we are to maintain
our marriage relationship. Early warning
signs that conflict is escalating in a marriage is
often seen in increased sarcasm, teasing, nit-
picking, criticism, yelling, avoidance of one
another, and stony silences.

Conlflict in marriage can have any one
or more root causes. Some of the more
common causes observed by marriage
counselors and researchers include:

» Unrealistic expectations

 Lack of consideration, respect, or
appreciation

* Lack of open affection or public
acknowledgment of love

¢ Fear of intimacy

 Granting imaginary power to a partner;
expecting him or her to “fix” things

* Too much — or not enough —
dependency

* Inflexible gender roles

* Wanting partners to change

 Believing that being in love means
you can say or do anything to your
partner

* Taking each other for granted

 Unfulfilled sex life

* Financial instability

* Inability to forgive

* Problems with in-laws and family
involvement

* Inability to fight fairly or deal with
anger

* Inability to communicate effectively

Whether marital conflict is helpful or
hurtful depends on the ways couples
choose to play out these conflicts. Conflict
resolution can be positive or negative.
Positive resolution strengthens relation-
ships by remaining focused on ideas,
issues, values, and principles. Negative
conflict management weakens relation-
ships because it is based upon personali-
ties, personality attacks, vindictiveness,
and personal power struggles.

Whenever a couple becomes con-
flicted, it becomes the right and responsi-
bility of both partners to work toward a
positive solution. Bringing a conflict back
to a positive basis once it has been al-
lowed to deteriorate into negative conflict
is very difficult. Each person must be
prepared to make firm statements such as:
“That is not the issue. The issue is...” or,
“Let’s not point fingers. Our problem,
rather, is....” These statements are firm and
meaningful, yet do not point at any
particular person. When we focus on
persons or personalities, rather than
behaviors and issues, we are likely to
provoke a defensive reaction. This only
serves to escalate the conflict deterring
positive resolution.

Almost everyone is aware of the results
of negative conflict:

* It interrupts normal relations between

marriage partners.

* [t provokes hurtful, personally-harmful

effects on the self-concept of each person.

* It causes resentment and hostility, and

it makes rational discussion difficult
or impossible.

e It robs the time and energy of the

couple involved, causing confusion
and insecurity.



* It causes stress and resulting
hardships.

Many people are less aware of
the values of positive conflict,
which are:

o It helps each partner under-
stand what the other feels is
important.

* It helps define and clarify a
variety of issues and values.

« It can lead to a confrontation,
that can bring out ideas,
issues, and values in a way
which clears the air.

* It can result in new under-
standings that can bring new
“life blood” or growth to the
marriage.

¢ It can bring a sense of respect
to both partners.

* It can be the start of defining
adjusted or new goals, that are
more satisfactory to both.

Couples differ in their ability

and desire to work together to
resolve conflict. When a high
degree of commitment toward
cooperation exists in a marriage,
both partners are ready to accept
each other and work together.
Sometimes, however, spouses may
have problems in working
together, which include:

1. Disagreement on defining the

problem (perception).

2. Disagreement on how to

solve the problem.

3. Bad experience with past

conflict management efforts.

4. Too much expected from

each other (in tangibles or
intangibles).

5. Fears: loss of independence,
fear of rejection, fear of
disrespect.

. Personality conflict.
. Differences in values.
. Sense of imposed values.
9. Sense of imposed guilt.
When it seems impossible to come
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into agreement, a third party, such
as a counselor or clergy-person,
may be able to help break the
deadlock and enable the couple to
get on with resolving the problem
at hand.

Relational Styles Built Around
Conflict

According to Dr. Britton Wood,
Family Life Consultant from Fort
Worth, Texas, there are three basic
marital relational styles which
address the issue of conflict. They
are:

Conflict
Resolving

Conflict  Conflict
Excluding Avoiding
O

m O O o O
one-vote
system

three-vote
system

two-vote
system

In the Conflict Excluding style
only one spouse has the vote.
Numerous cultures around the
world have this as the dominant
relational style in marriage, and it
tends to work when both spouses
want it. Conflicts are largely
eliminated because one person in
the marriage makes all the deci-
sions. A major problem with this
style of relationship is that the
decision-maker often feels weighed
down with the responsibility of the
marriage, while the subordinate
spouse feels squelched. The “two
become one” often means that
one’s identity is absorbed by the
dominant spouse.

The Conflict Avoiding style of
marriage is a two-vote system. The
emphasis is on the fact that both
spouses in the marriage have a
voice, and certain “roles” are
expected of each person. Both

partners can get along and avoid
conflict, as long as each knows his
or her roles and follows through in
fulfilling those roles. Unrealistic
expectations as to what the roles
entail, however, sets the stage for
increased conflict.

The Conflict Resolving style
of marriage is a three-vote system;
each spouse has a vote and the
relationship itself has a vote. If
something is okay for one of the
partners but is not beneficial for
the relationship, other options are
sought. The main concern with
this style is to nurture and cultivate
the relationship. Often the vote for
the relationship becomes the
deciding vote.

Conflict Management

Conflict management calls for
confrontation between marriage
partners. This is never pleasant
but, with the use of certain man-
agement strategies, hostility can be
minimized as a workable solution
is reached.

Timing will be important.
Though you may want to plunge
right ahead with the confrontation,
you would be wise to ask whether
your partner is in any shape to
discuss the problem and whether
your relationship can tolerate a
confrontation at this particular
time. You also have to assess
whether your partner can do
anything about the problem,
whether there is enough time to
work through any residual effects
of bringing up the conflict, and
whether you are expecting too
much of the other person, the
situation, or yourself.

Given this initial assessment
and a subsequent decision to move
ahead, you will be more effective
if you use a cooperative, rather
than adversarial, approach. Putting









