
MODULE 3 · FIGHT THE PROBLEM, NOT EACH OTHER · STUDY REPORT

Conflict Resolution and Partnership: A
Briefing on The Marriage Course
Episode 3
The third episode of The Marriage Course focuses on the inevitability of conflict
in marriage and provides a framework for resolving disagreements through
partnership rather than opposition. The material asserts that conflict is a
natural result of differing backgrounds, personalities, and inherent human
selfishness. Rather than signaling a "wrong" choice in a partner, conflict is
presented as an opportunity to strengthen the relationship if handled with the
right tools.

Optional study aid generated from thematically related research.

It reflects the source material, not U.S.M.C. Ministries doctrine — read it against the module.

Executive Summary
The briefing identifies four core principles for effective conflict resolution:

1. Maintaining appreciation to protect against disrespect.

2. Recognizing differences as complementary strengths rather than flaws.

3. Seeking "us" solutions by focusing on issues as a team and utilizing structured communication steps.

4. Supporting the partner by prioritizing their needs and, for those with a shared faith, incorporating spiritual
connection through prayer.

The Nature of Conflict in Marriage
The source material defines conflict not as a sign of failure, but as an inevitable reality of two people sharing a
life. It identifies several root causes for disagreement:

• Diverse Backgrounds: Differences in upbringing and values.

• Varied Personalities: Divergent priorities and ways of processing the world.

• Inherent Selfishness: A natural tendency to focus on one’s own desires, needs, and opinions over those of a
spouse.

A critical takeaway is the rejection of the "media message" that a relationship must be perfect to be right.
Instead, the material suggests that burying or denying differences is more harmful than discussing them.
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Addressing conflict directly, while viewing the spouse as a teammate rather than an opponent, is the path to
long-term harmony.

Principle 1: Cultivating Appreciation
Daily appreciation serves as a protective barrier for the marriage. The sources emphasize that no marriage can
survive a lack of respect or a deficit of positive, encouraging words.

• The Habit of Irritation: Over time, it becomes easy to focus on small irritations (e.g., leaving dirty water in a
sink or not hanging up clothes). The solution is to intentionally pivot focus toward what is loved and admired
about the partner.

• The Gottman Indicator: The briefing references psychologist Professor John Gottman, who suggests that the
presence of appreciation is a key indicator of a relationship’s health. He argues that reminding oneself of a
partner's positive qualities while grappling with their flaws can prevent a happy marriage from declining.

• Practical Application: Couples are encouraged to practice daily appreciation and maintain lists of specific
character traits and actions they admire in their spouse to build the partner's confidence and sense of value.

Principle 2: Recognizing and Embracing Differences
Differences in temperament and logic should be viewed as complementary rather than as obstacles. The
sources detail three primary areas where these differences often manifest:

Decision-Making and Processing

Area Trait A Trait B

Pace Quick/easy decision-making; comfortable
with mistakes.

Cautious/careful; takes time to decide.

Energy Extroversion: Needs time with others to
restore energy.

Introversion: Needs time alone to restore
energy.

Processing External: Thinks out loud; may change
mind quickly.

Internal: Sorts thoughts privately before
speaking.

Financial Management
Disagreements over money often stem from different natural inclinations:

• Savers vs. Spenders: One partner may be better at managing/budgeting (saving), while the other is better at
using the money effectively (spending).

• The Team Approach: Conflict over money decreases when couples recognize their strengths (e.g., one keeps
the budget, the other ensures the family enjoys the resources).

Principle 3: Seeking an "Us" Solution
The sources argue against "attack," "surrender," or "bargaining" as methods of conflict resolution. Instead,
couples should seek a mutual solution that benefits the "us."
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The Importance of Timing: The "10 O'Clock Rule"
Disagreements should not be handled when emotions are high or energy is low.

• Bad Times to Argue: In front of others, before special occasions, when in a rush, or immediately after a long
day.

• The 10 O'Clock Rule: A protocol where either partner can postpone an argument late at night until a better
time (e.g., the next evening or weekend) to avoid the distortions caused by tiredness.

Five Steps to Reaching Agreement
1. Focus on the Issue: Visualize the problem as something in front of the couple, rather than between them.

Move "together on the sofa" to face the issue as a team.

2. Use "I" Statements: Describe feelings (e.g., "I feel stressed when...") rather than labeling the partner's
character (e.g., "You always make us late").

3. Listen to Each Other: Take turns talking to ensure both perspectives are understood, especially if one partner
is more verbal than the other.

4. Brainstorm Possible Solutions: List multiple ideas without immediate judgment (e.g., for money: using cash
only, creating an annual budget, or seeking outside expert help).

5. Decide and Review: Pick the best solution for the current moment and agree to review its effectiveness later.

Principle 4: Supporting the Partner
Effective resolution requires a shift in focus from "What can you do for me?" to "How can I make your day
better?"

• The Power of Self-Change: The sources cite the biblical principle of "taking the plank out of your own eye."
The only person a spouse can truly change is themselves.

• Accommodating the Partner: Resilience in marriage involves adjusting behavior for the sake of the
partnership. This is illustrated by the story of a husband who "twisted his own lips" to kiss his wife's paralyzed
mouth, showing that the relationship accommodates the other's needs.

• The Spiritual Dimension: For couples with a shared faith, looking to God to meet deep needs for significance
and security can take the pressure off the spouse to "meet every need."

• Practical Support Through Prayer: Intentional connection through daily prayer—asking "What can I pray for
you today?"—is presented as a highly uniting habit. This practice often acts as a catalyst for understanding
and requires the resolution of any lingering anger before participating in such an intimate act.
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