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Conflict isn’t a sign that something is wrong with your marriage.
It's a sign that two real humans are in it.

Most couples are taught—explicitly or implicitly—that a “good” marriage is one
where conflict is rare. But that belief quietly creates fear, avoidance, and
resentment.

In reality, conflict is not the enemy of connection.

Escalation is.

Think of your marriage like a rough stone rolling down a hill. Each bump, each
collision, knocks off a sharp edge. It doesn’t feel smooth while it’'s happening—but

over time, the stone becomes more refined.

That’s what healthy conflict does. It reveals blind spots, invites self-reflection, and
creates deeper intimacy when handled well.

The goal is not to eliminate conflict.

The goal is to use conflict as a pathway to connection instead of contention.
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Conflict vs. Contention

Before we go further, we need to separate two things that often
get confused:

e Conflict is a difference of opinion, perspective, or desire.
e Contention is escalation—defensiveness, blame, winning,
withdrawing, or attacking.

Conflict is inevitable and healthy.
Contention is optional—and damaging.

You should expect conflict in marriage. If you’re conflict-avoidant,
that’s understandable. Agreement feels validating. Harmony feels
safe. But growth does not happen without friction. Avoiding
conflict doesn’t preserve closeness—it quietly erodes it.

Two Types of Conflict in Marriage

1. Toe-Stepping Conflict (low-stakes)
This is the everyday irritation that comes from sharing life with
another human:

e The trash doesn’t get taken out
e Shoes are left in the hallway
e Someone forgot something you asked for

Often, these moments feel bigger than they actually are—not
because of what’s happening, but because of what you make it
mean.

Your emotions in these moments are information—not facts.
They tell you something is happening in your nervous system,

not necessarily something about your partner’s character.
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Sometimes conflict has very little to do with your spouse at all
and much more to do with:

e Hunger
Exhaustion

Stress
Overstimulation

Environment

Early in our marriage, we noticed how much more we argued in a
beat-up car with no A/C in the middle of summer. The heat,
discomfort, and stress made everything feel personal. Once we
named it—"“We're not mad at each other; we're overheated”—the
conflict lost its charge.

Awareness and self-soothing eliminated many unnecessary
fights.

2. Decision-Based Conflict (high-stakes)
This is when there’s a real decision to be made and you
genuinely see it differently:

e Where to live

e How to raise kids

e Finances

e Religion

e Family boundaries

e Big life choices—and even small ones like where to eat

These moments matter. They require tools—not avoidance, and
not power struggles.

- 23 -



The 4-S’s of Healthy Conflict

When conflict arises,, use these four principles to turn it into
connection.

1. Keep it Subjective
Most conflict escalates when someone tries to be right.

In marriage, you are not in a courtroom. There is rarely a single
“correct” answer—just two people with different histories,
nervous systems, values, and experiences. Your job in conflictis
not to prove your perspective—it’'s to understand your partner’s.

Use subjective language:
e “Here’s how I'm experiencing this...”
e “This is what | made this mean...”
e “This is how | feel—can you tell me if I'm understanding you
correctly?”

Subjectivity disarms defensiveness and invites empathy.

2. Keep it Specific
Your brain loves to stack. One missed trash night turns

into, “you never listen... you don’t care about me... this
always happens!”

Micro issues become macro. Suddenly, your not arguing about
trash, you're arguing about the entire relationship.

Keep the story small:
e What happened this time?
e What's the specific behavior?
e What are you feeling right now.?
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When the story stays micro, emotions stay manageable.

Your brain is wired to notice the negatives. Stacking positive
events takes conscious effort.

3. Self-Soothe

When emotions spike, your amygdala takes over and your
prefrontal cortex goes offline. You literally cannot think clearly.

Self-soothing is not avoidance—it’s regulation.

1.Pause.

2.Breathe.

3.Notice the sensation in your body.

4.l et the emotion pass before you speak.

You are not wrong for having triggers. There's always a reason
they exist. But you are responsible for how you respond to them.

Sometimes the most powerful move is stepping away briefly and
returning grounded.

4. Hold Space

There is room in a healthy marriage for both partners to be
human—just not at the same time. When your partner is
escalated, you don’t need to mirror it. You can stay steady.

A powerful question from therapist Terry Real:

13

What do you need from me right now?”
This shifts the dynamic from opposition to care.

Holding space doesn’t mean agreeing.
It means staying connected.
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Conlflict to Connection

The 10-Minute Reset

1: The Moment (Keep it Specific)

What just happened? (Facts, not interpretation)

2: My Story (Keep it Subjective)

The story | told myself:

How | felt:

What | made it mean about my partner:

3: Regulate (Self-Soothe Before Speaking)

Escalation level (1-10)

If above 6 -~ Pause, Breathe. Relax your body.

What do | actually need right now?

4. Say the Whole Truth (No Blame

When _____ happened, | felt _____. | made it mean _____. What | really
needis _____ . Would you be willing to ?

5: Hold Space & Decide

Take a step back and ask: What do we ultimately want for our marriage
right now?
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