Contending With Conflict

It is impossible to bring two lives together and merge them into one without some degree of conflict.  It is unrealistic to expect that there will never be conflict in your marriage.  Unless one of you is a total, gutless, spineless, push over at some point there will be conflict.   This can range from minor things like what to have for dinner, to major life-values like what you will teach your children.  

Some naïve couples have been shocked when their little paradise of a marriage was rocked by serious conflict.  Because their expectations were not realistic their reaction will be extreme.  When expectations are not realistic reactions will always be extreme.  The smart thing is to anticipate conflict, and know ahead of time how to deal with it.  Have a plan.  Follow the plan. This session is about helping you develop a plan for dealing with conflict.

There is a difference between conflict and quarreling, or bickering.  Most couples that bicker non-stop have some deep communication problems.  One or both of the parties is not being honest about some deep feelings they have.  This frustration boils over into just about every conversation.  And it is easier to grumble and fuss non-stop about small stuff than it is to deal with big stuff.

Here is the difference

Quarreling
Constructive Conflict

Seeks win/lose
Leads to win/win

Tends to divide/choose sides
Seeks reconciliation

Speaks exaggerations from strife
Speaks the truth in love.

Is an end in itself
Is a means to an end

Tears down
Clears a path toward something better

Usually has a hidden agenda
Is  about what is in the open 



Comes from a person pushing an issue
Brought about by necessity in community

Is a battle
Is work

The Bible makes a distinction between the two.  

James 4:1-3 What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you?  You want something but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God.   When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.

This type of fighting comes entirely from selfishness and wrong motives.  However there is much talk in scripture about conflict, and how to make it constructive and productive.

· Speak the truth in love.  Ephesians 4:15/25

· Mirror rather than try and change peoples feelings.  Romans 12:15 / I Corinthians 12:26

· Seek to edify and be gracious.  Ephesians 4:29-32

· Express real emotions but do not sin. Ephesians 4:26-27

· Settle private disputes privately.  Matthew 18:15-17

· Do not keep a record of wrongs. I Corinthians 13:5

· Think before you speak. Proverbs 15:23/28

· Do not return insult for insult I Peter 3:8-9

· Check your motives for conflict James 4:1-2 / Proverbs 13:10

· Pursue peace and edification in relationships Romans 14:9

· Avoid needless quarrels Proverbs 20:3 / Timothy 2:24

Five Approaches To Conflict Management
The Turtle (Avoidance)

This is the strategy to use when 

· This issue is trivial

· The situation will take care of itself

· Saving face (yours or someone else’s) is important

· Time is limited

This is not the approach to use when

· The problem is important

· The problem will not resolve itself, and may worsen if neglected

· Credibility will be lost by avoidance

· There is a larger underlying issue that is important to address

Competition (The Shark)

This is an effective strategy when

· A competitive interaction would result in a better solution

· The issues outweigh the relationship

· Encouraging competition will clarify the issue and expose weak spots.

This is not a good approach when

· Long term relationships are important

· Conflict is likely to become personal instead of remaining issue-oriented

· It is important to avoid a win/lose situation

Accommodation (The Teddy Bear)

This is a good strategy to use when

· The relationship is more important than the outcome

· The issue is trivial

· Small concessions will reap further gains (i.e. pick your battles)

Accommodation is not an effective technique when

· Your actions can be interpreted as condescending

· It would set an unwise precedent
Compromise (The Fox)

Compromise is a great strategy to use when

· There is no simple solution

· Both parties have strong interest in very different facets of the problem

· There is not enough time for a truly collaborative solution

· The situation is not critical and an adequate solution is good enough

This is not a good strategy when

· A dangerous precedent would be set by failure to hold ones ground

· An optimal solution is possible

· It is important to avoid concessions of any kind

Collaboration (The Owl)

This is an effective strategy to use when 

· The task and the relationship are both very important

· The time, Information, and willingness to collaborate are present

· The outcome is exceedingly important

Collaboration is not an effective strategy when 

· Time, trust, and resources are not available

· The issue is not worthy of the investment of time, energy, and resources

The Rules Of Engagement
· Keep the main thing the main thing

· Set a time and place

· Focus on the issue not the person

· Seek first to understand, then to be understood

