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Communicating Through Conflict: Aiming for Intimacy 

By: Dan Sartor, Ph.D., N.C.C. 
 

 
The Dance: Every couple creates a dance of words, actions, and feelings that shape the habits of our 
daily interactions. A couple’s dance may be characterized by creative and spontaneous connection or 
painful and predictable conflict. In an unhealthy dance, we step on each other’s toes, falling into power 
struggles, alienation, and resentment. Repetition of these painful behaviors can tap the pain of past 
relational difficulties and feed our worst expectations for failure. Instead of opening paths to intimacy 
and connection, conflict becomes the point of hurt, anger, and loneliness. At these times we need fresh 
effort to change the steps of our communication and to renew our trust in one another. 
 
Conflict: In times of intense or repetitive conflict, our ability to perceive accurately, communicate 
effectively, and behave purposefully is impeded. Intense conflict affects us like interference affects a TV 
signal: all of the static makes it difficult to see and hear what’s really happening! Conflict is a part of 
every relationship, and effective conflict resolution is necessary for healthy intimacy. There are ways to 
improve communication and strengthen the connection we have with others—even in the face of 
conflict. 
 
Communication: Communication has two primary components: content and process. Most of us focus 
on the content of our communication, which is the issue of discussion, like how and when to spend 
money, how to discipline children, or sex. However, the process involves many other aspects of 
communication that are just as important, such as tone of voice, physical posture, gestures, and equal 
time for expressing each viewpoint. Without a healthy process of communication, very few can “agree 
to disagree” about a certain issue, much less resolve an issue effectively. It is possible to disagree while 
also respecting another’s perspective and also feeling heard and understood. For most couples, the 
reason for a stuck and painful dance routine lies in an unhealthy communication process! 
 
 
Some helpful tips for effective communication include: 
 
1. Create physical and emotional safety at every point of communication. It is best to eliminate all 

physical acts of aggression, threats of violence (including throwing objects in anger), threats to 
leave, and attacks on another’s character (including all types of name calling). 

2. Avoid predicting the future or making assumptions about the motives of another. Changes are 
unlikely to occur when we think we know what someone else is going to do and why they will do it! 

3. Have one person at a time address one issue at a time. Communication is best when only one person 
speaks while another is listening, and it is always easier to resolve conflicts one issue at a time. 

4. “I feel x when y.” Quite simply, it is best to take responsibility for our own thoughts and emotions—
we think and feel what we do for many reasons! When our thoughts and feelings are related to the 
behaviors of another, it is best to simply state those behaviors (such as a tone of voice, hurtful words, 
or inconsiderate actions) without making assumptions about another’s intentions or destroying their 



character by name calling. We may state our feelings (such as hurt, rejection, anger, or delight) about 
things that another has or hasn’t done, both negative and positive! For example, “I really feel good (a 
specific emotion) when you spend time with me (a specific, observable behavior)!” 

5. “What I heard you say is… Did I get that right?” Too often in our conflicts with others, we are 
thinking of what we will say next, not truly listening to the other’s concerns. When we summarize 
what we have heard, it requires us to truly listen. It also let’s the other know how hard we are trying 
to understand them. There’s usually more than enough time to give a response after the other person 
knows we’ve heard them and tried to understand them. 

6. “Time out!” Everyone has bad moments, and sometimes the best thing to do is take a break to keep 
from making matters worse. Establish the right for either person to call “time out.” Since this is not a 
technique to avoid conflict, whoever requests the time out must set a time and initiate the follow-up 
conversation to address the matter at hand. If the conflict is still too intense, look for outside help, 
such as a counselor, pastor, or trusted friend. 

 
Trust: Building trust takes time. Like an explosion that ruptures a brick wall, it only takes a brief 
moment to shatter the trust that may have taken years to build. It can take longer to rebuild trust 
than it originally took to establish it. Time by itself does not necessarily heal all wounds, but it is 
a necessary part of the healing process. Reestablishing trust usually involves sifting through the 
painful rubble of betrayal to express and experience genuine reconciliation. Apology, 
forgiveness, and understanding are the necessary bricks used to rebuild the walls of trust that 
safely encircle a couple, not divide them. 
 
Help: Rather than indicating weakness, seeking help at a time of need is a sign of wisdom—
particularly when the stakes are high! A wise friend, a trusted pastor, or good counselor can 
provide emotional support, education, and help in building communication skills, and assistance 
in creating a safe environment for communication. Sometimes help from an objective party is 
necessary to facilitate understanding for individuals longing to reconnect through their conflict. 
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