
Resolving Personal Conflict 

Conflict can either strengthen or destroy a marriage. The way couples handle conflict is 
the most significant aspect of being successful or unsuccessful in keeping the marriage 
together.  Those who handle differences appropriately will be able to make it through life 
with success and an intact marriage. They will not divorce or suffer other traumatizing 
problems. If, however, they cannot deal effectively with the differences which plague 
every couple, they will very likely separate and divorce. 

The principles for dealing with conflict also 
apply to all relationships and to communities of 
people. Many churches have split and business 
partnerships have dissolved because of the 
inability to effectively handle conflict.   
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Couples come to a critical path in the road of 
marital togetherness. If they travel along the 
positive path, their marriage will grow. If not, it 
will very likely dissolve. That fork in the road can 
be called attack or attend. If the mates personally 
attack each other, the marriage is in real danger. If, 
however, they find a way to attend to each other 
when disagreements arise rather than attack, the 
marriage will grow. 

Some people were reared in homes where verbal 
attacks were the only way to resolve conflicts. 
So, when a disagreement arises, they hone their 
verbal thrust and go in for the kill. The purpose of 
a functional partner is not to hurt or kill, however, 
but to get a loving response. An attack actually prevents loving relationships from occurring. 
However, when it is the only way we know, we do it automatically. 

John Gottman’s research looks at the 
changes in a mate’s heart rate, breathing, 
and other physiological manifestations of 
anxiety during a conversation. Other 
researchers have done similar studies but 
with less reliable self-reports and clinical 
observations. Thus, Dr. Gottman is very 
accurate in predicting present and future 
problems. After many years of research, he 
and his colleagues have gathered data 
from thousands of marriages and correlated 
it with marital satisfaction. They know 
when a couple is in trouble. Their insights 
can be used to prepare couples to avoid 
the attacking marriage and emphasize 
attending skills.

A Fork In The Road - Attend or Attack

 Attend     Attack



   Seven Stages of Conflict

The following seven-point scale, adapted from Gottman’s research, can be used to 
assess the level of marital distress and danger. The scale is useful for understanding 
how to assess your level of resiliency and in understanding and handling the inevitable 
conflicts that occur in marriage.

Level of Interaction Resulting Physical Symptoms
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Adapted from John Gottman, Why Marriages Succeed or Fail, Simon and Schuster.
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Conflicts Are Inevitable, But Break-Ups Are Optional

Criticism is blaming others.
Contempt is shaming others.

Healthy Complaints 

Unhealthy Criticism
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Blame/
Shame



          Dip a Little Deeper - Make it Real

When a couple becomes emotionally reactive (Emotionally Flooded), 
it is not possible to have a rational discussion. This downloadable/
printer friendly exercise will help break the cycle of emotional 
flooding and hurting each other using criticism and contempt.
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The information in this eBooklet was taken from Dr. Gary Sweeten’s eBook, How to Be Me 
in My Family Tree and is available at www.sweetenlife.com/store

Remember the importance of Faith, Hope and Love:
Faith in God -

Hope that I can do better and it will change -

Love for one another -

CONNECT WITH US!

As humans it is in our nature to become angry. The way we handle 
our anger may depend on who we are interacting with at the time. 
The following exercise will help you identify the differences in 
your level of reactivity and find ways to be more mindful with your 
responses.
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