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The cycles of Conflict in a Marriage 
Anthony and Michelle had been together for nineteen years. Their 
union undulated between a sweet harmony and short severe blasts of 
cold painful conflict. Michele spoke to me of her frustration” It is 
always the same old thing, we are happy, then we fight, then we 
make up and then after awhile we fight again. I love Anthony but I 
am just so very tired of the painful conflicts. I am afraid our marriage 
will fall apart soon if we can not change.”  
Anthony was also frustrated and angry;”It seems like an endless 
round of beautiful and stormy weather for us. If things don’t change 
soon, I don’t know what I will do. Why is this happening over and 
over?” 
During a couples-therapy session we explored the beginnings of their 
relationship. How couples begin has a great impact upon how they 
continue. An intimate relationship is unique from relationships with 
family, friends and work. The problems begin when we attempt to 
implement the relating style we have previously learned into this new 
intimate relationship.  
A common element in our relating style with others is to base 
everything on a contract. We do things for others as long as they do 
things for us. “If you do this… then I do that” contract relations can 
work fine with friends and in business; but when we try to do this in 
a close intimate relationship it causes conflict. 
One reason is that a contract cannot produce intimacy, or trust. 
There will always be the feeling that he/she is just doing this to get 
what he/she wants. Contracts also always involve a power struggle. 
 Another reason is that life brings change. We go through seasons 
where we cannot anticipate the impact of change upon ourselves and 
therefore our contracts become obsolete. 
 
Couples who begin life on a contract basis may follow this cycle: 

• Positive and friendly negotiations begin. 

• Hopeful agreements are made about how to please each other.  
• A trial period of harmony is shared while trust is built and 

intimacy grows. (Honeymoon period) 

• Slight changes in life and/or exposed faults bring the need to 
negotiate amendments to the contract. 



• Another trial period which builds trust but also includes some 
watchfulness. 

• Missed cues, broken promises, and change build tension and 
causes hurtful actions or words. 

• Couples disengage; coldness and anger inhabits the 
relationship as both wait for the other to change. 

• Conflict flares over an incident which is indicative of the broken 
contract. Fear and pain cause some to hurt the other or even 
break off the relationship. 

• Isolation or minimal interaction occurs as both wait to see if 
things can be restored. 

• Repair attempts are made to try and restore harmony. 
• Renegotiations of a new contract begin which includes 

amendments relative to the past pain, the present conditions 
and the future hopes for deeper intimacy. 

• Harmony is restored and a honeymoon period is enjoyed with 
hope for a better future. 

• Again after a time slight changes in life, missed cues, and 
broken promises start the cycle again.  

This cycle may take just a few days or last for months.   
Couples can adopt a new relationship skill which involves making a 
commitment to each other that can weather the changes that life 
may bring. The tenor of traditional marriage vows speak to this 
commitment. “In sickness, and in health, for richer or for poorer till 
death do us part…”  
A commitment couples can make for each other is different from a 
contract because it takes away the “if you… then I…” language. 
Negotiations no longer carry the threat of losing the relationship. 
Commitments also take away the power struggle that contracts use 
to enforce compliance.  
Anthony and Michele had not yet shifted from a contracted 
relationship to an unconditional commitment for each other. 
Therefore every change and conflict threatened their relationship and 
caused reactions of fear or anger. With a commitment to each other, 
conflict and change can be approached with the confidence and trust 
that this will be faced together. I can ask myself “How will my 
commitment to this person affect how I react to these changes or 
conflict?” Commitment will enhance trust, loyalty and build intimacy. 



A person will experience genuine love when commitments are kept 
and contracts are discarded. 
How did your relationship start? William Schuilenberg is a Registered 
Professional Counsellor who offers marriage skills counselling here in 
Kuwait. Email- q8counselor@rocketmail.com 


