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What is RINGS? 
 

 
 

 

RINGS is . . . 

 A practical, life application approach to marriage 
education that helps willing couples create loving, lasting 
marriages 

 Compatible with all faiths that value marital relationships 
while respectful of those participants without a designated 
faith affiliation 

 Education and skill-building, not counseling 

 A mixture of “head” and “heart” – cognitive and emotional 

 Well-suited for pre-married and married couples of all 
stages: dating, cohabiting, engaged, newly wed, happily 
married, struggling, separated, divorced or remarried 

 Ideally followed up with marriage mentoring or 
coaching 

o Can be faith-based 

o Can be secular-based 

 
 
 

What is RINGS NOT? 
 

 

RINGS is not . . . 
 A one-day cure-all for unresolved issues; rather, it is a 

launching pad for beginning a new way of handling issues 

 A substitute for professional counseling or therapy; 
rather, it is a partner in preparing, strengthening and 
restoring marriages 

 An influence to keep couples in unsafe relationships; 
rather, it assumes that physical and emotional safety 
are more important than staying together at all costs 

 Effective unless built upon a foundation of respect 

 Effective unless the skills are practiced regularly 

 

How does RINGS help 
couples toward a loving, 
lasting marriage? 

RINGS is designed to help couples . . . 

 Envision the goals and benefits of a loving, lasting marriage 

 Experience deeper levels of understanding of each other 

 Strengthen communication and conflict resolution skills 

 Promote a greater sense of “US-ness” and bonding 

 Make clear decisions through DECIDING, NOT SLIDING (a 
core theme developed by PREP Educational Products, Inc.) 

 Experience healing from some of the accumulated relational 
pain 

 Create loving, lasting marriages 
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Why Marriage Matters 

Twenty-Six Conclusions from the Social Sciences 
 
Family  

 Marriage increases the likelihood that fathers and mothers have good relationships with their children.  

 Cohabitation is not the functional equivalent of marriage.  

 Growing up outside an intact marriage increases the likelihood that children will themselves divorce or 

become unwed parents.  

 Marriage is a virtually universal human institution.  

 Marriage, and a normative commitment to marriage, foster high quality relationships between adults, as 
well as between parents and children.  

 Marriage has important biosocial consequences for adults and children.  

 
Economics 

 Divorce and unmarried childbearing increase poverty for both children and mothers.  

 Married couples seem to build more wealth on average than singles or cohabiting couples.  

 Marriage reduces poverty and material hardship for disadvantaged women and their children.  

 Minorities benefit economically from marriage.  

 Married men earn more money than do single men with similar education and job histories.  

 Parental divorce (or failure to marry) appears to increase children's risk of school failure.  

 Parental divorce reduces the likelihood that children will graduate from college and achieve high-status 

jobs.  

 
Physical Health and Longevity 

 Children who live with their own two married parents enjoy better physical health, on average, than do 

children in other family forms.  

 Parental marriage is associated with a sharply lower risk of infant mortality.  

 Marriage is associated with reduced rates of alcohol and substance abuse for both adults and teens.  

 Married people, especially married men, have longer life expectancies than do otherwise similar singles.  

 Marriage is associated with better health and lower rates of injury, illness, and disability for both men and 

women.  

 Marriage seems to be associated with better health among minorities and the poor.  
 

Mental Health and Emotional Well Being 

 Children whose parents divorce have higher rates of psychological distress and mental illness.  

 Divorce appears to increase significantly the risk of suicide.  

 Married mothers have lower rates of depression than do single or cohabiting mothers.  

 Boys raised in single-parent families are more likely to engage in delinquent and criminal behavior.  

 Marriage appears to reduce the risk that adults will be either perpetrators or victims of crime.  

 Married women appear to have a lower risk of experiencing domestic violence than do cohabiting or 

dating women.  

 A child who is not living with his or her own two married parents is at greater risk for child abuse. 

 
Source: Why Marriage Matters, Second Edition: Twenty-Six Conclusions From the Social Sciences (New York NY: 

Institute for American Values, 2005). 
 

For further study see: americanvalues.org/pdfs/why_marriage_matters2.pdf 
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Introduction 

 

 

What is marriage? 
What is a “healthy marriage”? 

Why are healthy marriages important? 

Warmup 
 
 

 
 
 

 

How would you complete the sentence “Marriage is . . .”? 
 
Here is your opportunity to give your perspective on 
marriage. Simply place a check mark beside the top five 
statements that you agree with below. Then compare 
your responses to those of your partner. 
 

Marriage is . . . 
 

 Commitment and partnership 
 Challenging and, at times, frustrating 
 Not for the faint-hearted 
 Easier than I thought it would be 
 Harder than I thought it would be 
 Better than I thought it would be 
 Worth all of the adjustments you have to make 
 A journey by two people through life 
 Meant to last for a lifetime 
 Easier when started around age 20 
 Easier when started around age 30 
 Good for your health 
 Bad for your health 
 A major source of stress and heartache 
 A puzzle that feels like it has no answer 
 Communication, communication, communication 
 A sure way to go insane 
 A life sentence 
 A way to complete who I am 
 Better than being single 
 Other _______________________________________ 

 

 
 
 
 

“Any fool can have a trophy 
wife. It takes a real man to 
have a trophy marriage.” 
  -Diane Sollee, smartmarriages.com 

“A successful marriage 
requires falling in love 

many times, always with 
the same person.” 

  -Mignon McLaughlin 
 

http://www.ringsprogram.com/products
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What is marriage? 
 

 
 

Marriage happens in every culture, people group and 
nationality. While the rituals surrounding it vary, marriage is 
essentially: 

 A social institution, the most basic building block of a society 

 A clear decision to establish a household and family unit 

 A permanent merging of two lives in direction and purpose 

 A primary means of rearing and developing the next 
generation 

 

What is a “healthy 
marriage”? 
 

 
 
 

 
 

The following Child Trends Research Brief identifies ten 
elements of a healthy marriage. 1 
 
Place an “S” beside any elements you believe to be STRONG in 
your relationship. Place a “G” beside elements you believe could 
use GROWTH. 
 

 Commitment of the couple – intentional, long-term, persevering 

 Satisfaction of the individual partners – both happy in marriage 

 Communication – positive, respectful, compromise, humor 

 Conflict resolution – productive, respectful problem-solving 

 Lack of violence – free of physical, psychological abuse, control 

 Fidelity – faithful to spouse, physically, emotionally, financially 

 Interaction and time together – quantity and quality 

 Intimacy and emotional support – feelings of trust, caring, love, 

physical affection 

 Commitment to children - concern with their well-being  

 Duration and legal status – ongoing, “officially married” 

 
Marriage Math – Predictors of Marriage Success 
 
John Gottman, a “mathematical” marriage researcher, has 
isolated four predictors of marriage success. 2 
 

 More positives than negatives – at least a 5:1 ratio 
 Repair attempts – “putting on the brakes” instead of 

continuing unproductive cycles 
 Soft start-up – gentle in sharing complaints or desires 
 Accepting influence – not just understanding partner, but 

actually accepting of his or her ideas 
 

 
 

                                        
1 Kristin Anderson Moore, Susan M. Jekeilek, Jacinta Bronte-Tinkew, Lina Guzman, Suzanne Ryan and Zakia Redd, What is 

“Healthy Marriage”? Defining the Concept, Child Trends Research Brief (Washington DC: September, 2004). 
2 John Gottman, The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work (New York NY: Three Rivers Press, 1999). 

http://www.ringsprogram.com/products
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Why are healthy 
marriages important? 
 

 
 
 

Marriage is also: 

 A reducer of many social risks for children 3 
o 3x less likely to drop out of school 
o 3x less likely to be pregnant teenager 
o 5x less likely to live in poverty 
o 12x less likely to be incarcerated 

 A substantial protection against poverty, regardless of racial or 
ethnic background 4 

o Poverty rate for single parents with children – 36.5% 
o Poverty rate for married parents with children – 6.4% 

 A costly price tag when it fails 
o Average cost of divorce to taxpayers - $30,000 
o $112 billion annual cost nationally 

 

 
Marriage Math – Predictors of divorce  
 
John Gottman, a “mathematical” 
marriage researcher, has identified four 
predictors of divorce known as “The Four 
Horsemen”. 5 
 

 Stonewalling – withdrawing and 
refusing to participate in 
communication 

 Criticism – nagging without warmth and open-mindedness 
 Defensiveness – not taking responsibility for contributions to 

problems 
 Contempt – a total lack of respect for partner 

 
Reflection 
How does the sculpture at right reflect 
a healthy marriage? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                        
3 Bradford W. Wilcox, Chair of scholar team, Why Marriage Matters, Second Edition: Twenty-Six Conclusions from the Social 

Sciences (New York NY: Institute for American Values, 2005). 
4 Robert Rector, America’s Greatest Weapon Against Child Poverty, From Backgrounder #2465 (Washington DC: The Heritage 
Foundation, September 16, 2010). 
5 John Gottman, The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work (New York NY: Three Rivers Press, 1999). 

“You need only do 
three things in this 
country to avoid 
poverty – 1) finish 
high school, 2) 
marry before 
having a child, and 
3) marry after the 
age of 20. Only 8% 
of families who do 
this are poor; 79% 
of those who fail to 
do this are poor.” 
 
-William Galston, Senior 
Advisor to President 
Clinton, National 
Campaign to Prevent 

Teen Pregnancy 

“I am convinced that if we as a society 
work diligently in every other area of life 
and neglect the family, it would be 
analogous to straightening deck chairs on 
the Titanic.” 
  -Stephen Covey 

http://www.ringsprogram.com/products
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Unit 1: Committing 

 

 

What is commitment? 
Why is commitment important in marriage? 

How does commitment happen? 
How does casual sex affect commitment and bonding? 

How does living together (cohabiting) relate to commitment? 

What is commitment? 1 
 

 Dedication 
 
 
 
 

 Constraint 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Scott Stanley, a relationship researcher, defines the two-
fold scope of commitment: 
 
Dedication – putting partner’s needs and relationship 
above your own 

 Closely related to satisfaction in the relationship 

 Closely related to being willing to sacrifice for one another 

 Partners use “we” and “us” rather than “I” and “me” 

 

 
 
Constraint – things that keep partners in a relationship in 
spite of unhappiness 

 Social or moral pressure 

 Concern for one’s children 

 Financial concerns 

 Difficulty ending relationship 

 
Dedication or Constraint? 
___ She spends an hour making his favorite dinner. 
___ His parents would have a fit if he ever left her. 
___ Both of them look forward to an upcoming vacation. 
___ She wants her children to have a daddy at home. 
___ Although unhappy, she would have difficulty making ends 

meet if she left him. 
___ He did the laundry and dishes without being asked. 

 

 

                                        
1 Scott M. Stanley, The Power of Commitment: A guide to active, lifelong love (San Francisco CA: Jossey-Boss, 2005). 

http://www.ringsprogram.com/products
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Why is commitment 
important in marriage? 
 

 Long-term view rather 
than immediate focus 

 

 
 

Having a long-term view helps to weather short-term ups 
and downs 

 Lack of commitment highest ranked reason for divorce 2 
o 2300 people asked reason for divorce 
o 85% cited “lack of commitment” as highest reason 

 Troubled marriages glad they persevered 3 
o Respondents are those whose marriage was once in 

trouble 
o 92% are glad they are still together 

 Troubled marriages happier five years later 4 
o Respondents are those who were very unhappy in 

their marriages at one point 
o 2/3rds of those who stayed together were happy 5 

years later 

 

How does commitment 
happen? 
 
For healthy, balanced bonding 
. . . NEVER GO FURTHER IN 
ONE BONDING AREA THAN 

YOU HAVE GONE IN THE 
PREVIOUS. 

 

The Relationship Attachment Model developed by John 
Van Epp, Ph.D. in How to Avoid Marrying a Jerk 5 illustrates a 
healthy progression of bonding and increased commitment. 
 

 
 

 Know – self-disclosure, time and diverse experiences 
together 

 Trust – an internal map of expectations and feelings toward 
partner 

 Rely – able to “count on” partner to meet needs, 
dependency 

 Commit – stable, secure sense of belonging 
 Touch – sexual involvement, physical affection 

 

                                        
2 C. A. Johnson and Scott M. Stanley. The Oklahoma Marriage Initiative Baseline Survey (Stillwater OK: Bureau for Social 

Research, Oklahoma State University, 2001, Fall). 
3 Johnson and Stanley, same survey. 
4 Linda J. Waite, Does Divorce Make People Happy? Findings From a Study of Unhappy Marriages (New York NY: Institute for 

American Values, 2002). 
5 John Van Epp, Ph.D., How to Avoid Marrying a Jerk (Columbus OH: McGraw-Hill, 2007). 

Is love blind or 
high? 
 
Couples in love have 
higher levels of 
dopamine and 
oxytocin for the first 
3-6 months. 
 
Brain scans are similar 
to those who are high 

on drugs! 

http://www.ringsprogram.com/products
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How does casual sex 
affect commitment and 
bonding? 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

What happens in your brain during sex has a significant 
effect upon bonding and the ability to commit. 6 
 

 Sexual activity releases chemicals in the brain, creating 
emotional bonds between partners. 

 Breaking these bonds can cause depression and make it 
harder to bond with someone else in the future. 

 Chemicals released in the brain during sex can become 
addictive. 

 The human brain is not fully developed until a person 
reaches their mid-twenties. Until then, it is harder to make 
wise relationship decisions. 

 
Real life quotations from Hooked 

 “I didn’t know how to be in a relationship and not have sex. 
That was how I kept men interested, how I kept them with 
me. Or at least that’s what I thought.” –Amy, 25 

 “What is love? I don’t think I ever really knew, although I 
thought I did. Now I wonder if I have ever really loved or 
been loved. It all got so tangled with sex. I think it is going 
to take me a long time to get it all sorted out.” –Tim, 25 

 “After breaking up with the boy I lost my virginity to, it was 
never the same. I was always looking for that same feeling, 
and I just couldn’t find it. My relationships got shorter and 
shorter, and I felt worse about myself every time they 
ended.” –Ann, 31 

 
Are there links between the practices of sex before marriage 
and marriage health? 
 

Extensive sociological research on sexual behavior, 
summarized in The Social Organization of Sexuality: Sexual 
Practices in the United States, 1994, yielded the following 
data: 7 
 

 Men who remain abstinent until marriage are 37% less 
likely to divorce. 

 Women who remain abstinent until marriage are 24% less 
likely to divorce. 

 Adults who remain abstinent until marriage are more likely 
to enjoy a satisfying and stable marriage. 

 

 

                                        
6 Joe S. McIlhaney, Jr., M.D. and Freda McKissic Bush, M.D. Hooked: New Science on How Casual Sex is Affecting Our 

Children (Chicago IL: Northfield Publishing, 2008). 
7 Edward O. Lauman, John H. Gagnon, Robert T. Michael and Stuart Michaels, The Social Organization of Sexuality: Sexual 

Practices in the United States (Chicago IL: University of Chicago Press, 1994). 

http://www.ringsprogram.com/products
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How does living together 
relate to commitment? 8 
 

 Common belief: 
cohabiting prepares 
couple for marriage 

 
 
 
 

 Male and female 
commitment curves 

 
 
 
 

 Research into 
cohabitation shows just 
the opposite is true 

 
 

 
 

A common myth is that living together is good preparation 
for marriage. 

 Over half of marriages begin with cohabitation 

 Allows for “test-driving” a relationship, checking for 
compatibility 

 Allows for many of the benefits of marriage while not 
actually committing to it 

 
Men and women have differing commitment curves.9 
 

           
Evidence shows that those who cohabit are more likely to 
have lower quality marriages.  

 Are more likely to divorce 

 Tend to be less satisfied with the relationship 

 Tend to have more conflict in their relationship 

 Men tend to be less dedicated to their spouse than those 
who wait until engagement or marriage to live together 

 Living together may result in “sliding” into marriage 
instead of “deciding” to marry 

 Increases the risk of domestic violence for women 

 Increases the risk of physical and sexual abuse for 
children 

 
Because of cohabitation’s risks, some researchers offer the 
following suggestions: 

 Realize it will probably be harder to break up if living 
together than if you had separate places 

 Ask yourself: “Why do I want to move in with this 
person?” 

 Ask yourself: “Would I marry this person if we weren’t 
living together?” 

 
For further study see: 
http://nationalmarriageproject.org/resources/should-we-live-together/ 

 

                                        
8 David Popenoe and Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, Should We Live Together? (Piscataway NJ: The National Marriage Project, 

2002), National Healthy Marriage Resource Center Website and Scott M. Stanley. The Power of Commitment: A gude to 
active, lifelong love, (San Francisco CA: Jossey-Boss, 2005). 
9 Scott M. Stanley, The Power of Commitment: A guide to active, lifelong love (San Francisco CA: Jossey-Boss, 2005). 

C
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A healthier alternative 
that helps couples “test 
drive” their relationship 

So, how does one “test drive” a relationship so as to steer 
clear of the risks associated with cohabitation? 
 
A 60-90 minute premarital inventory for $25-$35 can help 
couples review potential problems and issues in their 
relationship: differences in expectations, family backgrounds, 
personality traits, communication and conflict resolution 
patterns. 
 
Three of the most common inventories are: 
 

 FOCCUS (Facilitating Open Couple Communication, 
Understanding and Study) – 189 questions  
www.foccusinc.com 

 PREPARE-ENRICH – about 200 questions   
www.prepare-enrich.com 

 RELATE – 271 questions                       
www.relate-institute.org 

 

Is the earlier research 
on cohabitation/divorce 
in error? 
 

 

Arielle Kuperberg’s 2014 study10 to explore what links, if any, 
there are between cohabitation and divorce spawned articles 
with some interesting titles: 

 “Go ahead and shack up” 

 “Call Your Dad: Living Together Before Marriage Does Not 
Lead to Divorce” 

 “Cohabitation Doesn’t Cause Divorce, After All” 

 “Living Together Does Not Affect Divorce Rates” 

 “Debunked: Cohabiting couples not more likely to divorce” 
 
Scott Stanley’s blog post11 clarifies what Kuperberg’s study 
really found. 
 
The risk of divorce related to cohabiting IS low if . . . 

 Partners only ever live with the one person they end up 
marrying AND, 

 Partners do not have a child prior to cohabiting AND, 

 Partners wait to cohabit or marry until after the age of 23. 
 

 

DECIDE, DON’T SLIDE 12 

                                        
10 Arielle Kuperberg, (2014), Age at Coresidence, Premarital Cohabitation, and Marriage Dissolution: 1985–2009. Journal of 

Marriage and Family, 76: 352–369. doi: 10.1111/jomf.12092 
11 Scott M. Stanley, "Time to ‘Go Ahead and Shack Up’?", Family Studies Blog, Institute for Family Studies, Posted 3/20/14, 

Accessed 4/1/14. 
12 Scott M. Stanley, Howard Markman, Natalie Jenkins, Galena K. Rhoades, Lief A. Noll and Lawrence D. Ramos, Within Our 

Reach (Greenwood Village CO: PREP Educational Products, Inc., 2008). 

In 10 years . . . 
 

 12% of cohabiting 

couples still together 

 85% of couples 

taking premarital 
inventory and 
mentoring still 
together 

http://www.ringsprogram.com/products
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Experience: Back to the 
future 13 
 

 
 
 

 
 

To help you reflect on your commitment to each other, take 
turns completing the following statements. 
 
Looking back . . . 

 “What first attracted me to you was . . .” 

 “What I remember about our first ‘date’ is . . .” 

 “What I remember about our wedding day is . . .” 

 “Our first home was . . .” 

 “A time I felt especially close to you was . . .” 

Looking forward . . . (If we were to celebrate our 50th 
wedding anniversary) 

 “What I would want those celebrating with us to say about 
us . . .” 

 “What I would give as reasons for our long marriage . . .” 

 “What I would want to hear from you . . .? 

 
 

                                        
13 Adapted from David and Claudia Arp. 10 Great Dates to Energize Your Marriage (Grand Rapids MI: Zondervan, 1997). 

http://www.ringsprogram.com/products


16 | P a g e  
© The RINGS Experience, Marriage Resource Center of Miami Valley, 2011. No portion may be copied without written permission. 

Order additional RINGS Workbooks at www.RINGSProgram.com/products.  

Have you experienced the “Journey to Disconnectedness”? 

 
The following stages illustrate the progression from connection and intimacy (“into-me-see”) to total 
disconnection and lack of intimacy. 

 
Fatigue 
 
 
 
 
Irritability/Insensitivity 
 
 
 
 
 
Aloneness 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Arrogance and Alienation 
 
 
 
 
 
Adulteries of the heart 
 
 
 
Addiction 

 Overtime, financial pressure, health problems, work issues, 
busyness, babies, kids, extended family stress 

 Things coming between us 
 
 

 Snap, yell, fly off the handle, emotional shutdown, criticism, 
sarcasm, cynicism 

 No longer working together or on same team 

 Moving against each other 
 
 

 No physical or emotional closeness, no honest thoughts or 
feelings shared, fear of rejection or negative response from 
partner, no one seems to know or understand 

 Moving away from each other  
 
 

 Feeling sorry for self, self-pity, “No one cares or understands”, 
“I deserve to be happy” 

 Our own misery is someone else’s fault 

 Mindset is blaming each other 
 
 

 Pornography, flirting, workaholic, kidaholic, fantasizing 

 An emotional/mental filling of the void 
 
 

 Sex, drugs, shopping, food, work, excessive exercise, 
relationship with another 

 A compulsion to have what I want, no matter what the 
circumstances 

 A total replacing of the original relationship and intimacy 
 

 
The road back to intimacy and connection . . . 

 Awareness – realizing what is actually happening without defending or justifying 

 Safety – seeking to understand without sarcasm, negative comments, unbridled anger 

 Honesty – taking personal responsibility for own contributions and hindrances 

 Forgiveness – receiving it for our own faults, extending it for our partner’s faults 
 

Source: Tim and Linda Buttrey (as adapted from a model by Tim Clinton), True Intimacy Marriage Conference, 

www.truerelationships.org. Used with permission. 

http://www.ringsprogram.com/products
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Unit 2: Connecting 

 

 
What is connecting? 

How can couples tell when they are connecting? 
What are some barriers to connecting? 

What tools can couples use to help them connect?  

Warmup 
 

 
 

Can you tell when you are connecting? Compare your ability to 
connect with your partner in several physical postures. 
 
How is your ability to connect affected? 
 
What do you find yourself feeling or wanting to do? 
 

What is connecting? 
 

 Physical presence 
 

 Emotional presence 
 

 Relational safety 
 
Workplace affairs 1 
 46% of unfaithful wives 

 62% of unfaithful husbands 

 
Navigate Facebook safely 2 
www.socialmediacouple.com 

Connecting (or bonding) is a biologically based need for 
meaningful interaction. For married couples, connecting 
creates a sense of “one-ness” or “US”. 

 Three necessary components for connecting: 
o “Being there” physically – physical presence 
o “Being there” emotionally – emotional presence 

o “Being fair” relationally – or relational safety 

 The most important determinant of women's marital 
happiness is the emotional engagement of their 
husbands. 3 

o Quality time spent with husbands is important 
o Wives care most about affection and understanding  

 A man’s physical health is linked to emotional 
connection. 4 

o Those recovering ALONE from heart attacks are four 
times more likely to die within first few years 

o Extreme emotional isolation increases the risk of 
premature death from any cause by up to five times  

 

 

                                        
1 Shirley P. Glass and Jean Coppock Staeheli, Not Just Friends: Rebuilding Trust and Recovering Your Sanity After Infidelity 

(New York NY: Simon and Schuster, 2004). 
2 K. Jason and Kelli Krafsky, Facebook and Your Marriage (Maple Valley WA: Turn the Tide Resource Group, 2010). 
3 Bradford W. Wilcox and Steven L. Nock. What’s Love Got to Do With It? Equality, Equity, Commitment and Women’s Marital 

Quality (The University of North Carolina Press: Social Forces, March 2006). 
4 Henry S. Lodge, Why Emotion Keeps You Well (New York NY: Parade Publications, June 17, 2007). 
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What are some barriers 
to connecting? 
 

 Stress and conflict 
responses 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
? 

 
 
 

 

Stress and conflict bring out certain kinds of “animal” 
responses. 5 
 

 The Turtle – the withdrawer from conflict – “get away” 

 The Skunk – the sprayer of verbal attacks – “get verbal” 

 The Chameleon – the yielder to blend in – “get along” 

 The Owl – the intellectualizer with a desire only for facts, 
not feelings – “get logical” 

 The Gorilla – the intimidator who tries to win – “get pushy” 

 The Mule – the foot dragger – “get stubborn” 

 Each animal style has a different effect upon connecting 

Experience: What animal am I? 
Complete the following statements 
 
 “When I face the stress of conflict, I usually respond like a . 

. .” 

 “When I respond this way, my partner probably feels . . .” 

 “When my partner faces the stress of conflict, he/she 
usually responds like a . . .” 

 “When my partner responds this way, I usually feel . . .” 

 
 

                                        
5 Adapted from David and Claudia Arp, 10 Great Dates to Energize Your Marriage (Grand Rapids MI: Zondervan, 1997). 
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What tools can couples 
use to help them 
connect? 
 

 RINGS chat 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 Five Love Languages 
 

 
 

#1 RINGS Chat 

 Begin a daily routine of keeping each other updated 

o REAL – “I am feeling (physically, emotionally and/or 

spiritually). . .” 

o INFORMATION/INTENTIONS – “My plans for 

today/this week are . . .” 

o NEEDS – “What I need from you is (continue doing, 

start doing, stop doing) . . .” 

o GRATEFUL – “I am grateful for . . .” 

o SOME DAY – “Some day I would enjoy . . .” 

 Not intended for resolving serious conflicts that are 
emotional or touchy 

 

Experience: RINGS chat 
 Partners face each other, holding hands 

 Each share briefly by alternating responses to the five 
elements 

 

 
 
#2 The Five Love Languages 6 

 According to Gary Chapman every person has a “love 
tank” that is filled up when others “speak their love 
language”. 

 Most people have a primary love language that especially 
connects with them and makes them feel loved. Some 
people have a secondary love language. 

 The five love languages are: 
o Words of affirmation – kind words, compliments 
o Quality time – walks, trips, dates, uninterrupted 

o Gifts – for special and not so special occasions 
o Acts of service – chores, acts of kindness 

o Physical touch – hugs, pats, kisses 

 

 
 

                                        
6 Gary D. Chapman, The Five Love Languages (Chicago IL: Northfield Publishing, 1995). 

Myth of the Marriage Box 
By J. Allen Peterson 

 

Most people get married believing a myth -- that marriage 

is a beautiful box full of all the things they have longed 
for: companionship, sexual fulfillment, intimacy, 

friendship. The truth is that marriage, at the start, is an 
empty box. You must put something in it before you can 

take anything out. There is no love in marriage; love is in 

people, and people put it into marriage. 

To get divorced because love 
has died, is like selling your car 
because it's run out of gas.  

-Diane Sollee, smartmarriages.com 
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Experience: Five Love Languages 
Instructions: There are two statements beside each number in the list below. Place a checkmark 
related to the statement that best describes how you feel towards your partner. 
 

  A B C D E 

1 I like it when you give me notes of affirmation.  
I like it when you hug me. 

    



2 I like to spend one-on-one time with you.  
I feel loved when you give practical help to me. 

   





3 I like it when you give me gifts.  
I like taking long walks with you.   

 



  

4 I feel loved when you do things to help me.  
I feel loved when you touch me. 

    



5 I feel loved when you hold me in your arms.  
I feel loved when I receive a gift from you.   

  



 

6 I like to go places with you.  
I like to know you are concerned enough to help with my daily tasks. 

   







7 Visible symbols of love (gifts) are very important to me.  
I feel loved when you affirm me. 





   

8 I like to sit close to you.  
I like for you to tell me I am attractive/handsome. 





   

9 I like to spend time with you.  
I like to receive little gifts from you. 

  



 

10 Your words of acceptance are important to me.  
I know you love me when you help me. 

  









11 I like to be together when we do things.  
I like it when you say kind words to me. 





 









12 What you do affects me more than what you say.  
I feel whole when we hug. 





   



13 I value your praise and try to avoid your criticism.  

Several inexpensive gifts from you mean more to me than one large gift. 

  



 



14 I feel close when we are talking or doing something together.  
I feel closer to you when you touch me often. 

  



 



15 I like it when you compliment my achievements.  
I know you love me when you do things for me that you don't enjoy doing. 

   







16 I like for you to touch me when I walk by.  
I like it when you listen to me sympathetically. 

 



  

17 I feel loved when you help me with my jobs around the house.  
I really enjoy receiving gifts from you.    

  



 

18 I like for you to compliment my appearance.  
I feel loved when you take time to understand my feelings. 

 



  

19 I know you are thinking of me when you give me a gift.  
I feel loved when you help out with my chores. 

   





20 Your gifts are always special to me.  
I feel good when you are touching me. 

    



 Total each column (all 5 columns should equal 20)     

 A=Words of affirmation  B=Quality time   C=Gifts   D=Acts of service   E=Physical touch 
For more information on the Five Love Languages visit www.fivelovelanguages.com/.  

 
IMPORTANT - "The common wisdom is that romantic relationships would stay happy if people did a 
better job of giving to each other. Many people need to do a better job of receiving the gifts 
their partners are already offering. It's surprising how often the compliments, appreciation and 
encouragement of a well-intentioned partner make no dent in the armor of an unhappy partner.” 1 

                                        
1 Harville Hendrix and Helen LaKelly Hunt, Receiving Love: Transform Your Relationship By Letting Yourself Be Loved (New 

York NY: Atria Books, 2004). 
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Unit 3: Cooperating 

 

 

What is cooperating? 
How is a couple’s relationship affected by: 

Family tree? 
Brain structure? 

Gender? 
Personality? 

  

Warmup 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

List at least three ways that you have been influenced by 
your family of origin. 
 
1. 
 
2. 
 
3. 
 
List at least three ways that your behavior is influenced by 
your personality. 
 
1. 
 
2. 
 
3. 
 

What is cooperating? 
 

 Recognize differences 
 

 Realize opportunities 
 

 

Cooperating is a two-step process: 
 Recognize differences that explain couple challenges 
 Realize opportunities that increase couple successes 

 
Two major influences in every person’s life are: 

 Nature – how we are put together physically, genetically 

 Nurture – how we are shaped by our environment 
 

Four common areas where nature/nurture differences create 
challenges for couples are: 

 Family tree – differences in upbringing, family history 
 Brain structure – differences in processing of logic, emotion 
 Gender – different wiring of males and females 
 Personality – different wiring in preferences, tendencies 
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How does a couple’s 
family tree affect their 
relationship? 
 

 Affected by ancestors 
 

 Generational trends 
 

 Responsible for our 
choices 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Since families are units, what happens in families to some degree 
affects all the members of a family. 

 We are affected by those around us both positively and 

negatively. 

 Unhealthy relationship patterns in one generation are learned by 

the next, and the trend continues. 

 We are not responsible for our ancestors and their choices, but 

we choose our own behaviors and patterns of interaction 
 
Experience: My Family Tree 

 On page 27 fill in the names of your family tree, beginning with 
the “You” square 

o Your marriage(s) 

o Your children & their spouses 
o Your parents/guardians 

o Your grandparents 

 Rate relationship strength according to legend 

 Insert relevant behavior codes in boxes 

 Include descriptive words for each person 

 On page 28 draw other marriages in your family tree 
 

Example below: 
Father abusive, has/had addictions, involved in domestic violence; 
divorced from Mother who has/had addictions. Father remarried 
to Sandy who has/had addictions; divorced from Sandy. 
Remarried to Joy with strong faith; below average marriage 
strength. You have/had addictions, strong faith; relationship with 
Father is weak. 

 

 
 
After completing your family tree, compare it with your partner’s 
family tree. Then finish the following statements. 

 “Some positive trends that I’d like to continue are . . .” 

 “Some negative trends that I’d like to stop are . . .”  

 

Father Mother 

 

 

John Mary 0 

0 

Sandy 

Joy 

2 

AB AD DV AD 

AD 

FT You 

Beth 
AD FT 

1 

You are evaluating both 

horizontal relationships 
(marriages) and vertical 

relationships (parent-child). 
Marriages connect on the 

sides; Parent-Child 
relationships connect on the 

tops and bottoms. 

 
Relationship strength is an 

average of the entirety. 
Perhaps it was a “1” at one 

time, but now is a “3”; the 

average might be a “2”. It may 
also be represented as a 

range, such as “3-4”. 
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Your parents (or guardians) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Father 

Michael 
AB FT 

Your children (and spouses) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your grandparents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

You 

Robert 
FT 

Mother 

Deborah 
FT 

Grandfather 

John 
AB FT DC 

Grandmother 

Mary 
FT DC 

Grandfather 

Robert 
FT DC 

Grandmother 

Ruth 
FT DC 

Spouse 

Sheri 
FT 

Child 

Teresa 
FT 

Spouse Child 

Ken 
FT 

Spouse 

Amy 
FT 

 

Child 

Karen 
FT 

Spouse 

Ben 
FT 
 

Your Family Tree 
How we are affected by our ancestors 

Legend: 
Rating relationship strength 
1    2    3    4    5 
Weak      Strong 
0=Nonexistent or divorce 
?=Unknown 

Codes: 
AB=Abuse 
AD=Addictions 
DC=Deceased 
DV=Domestic Violence 
FT=Strong faith 
 

Unless you were adopted or lived in 
foster parent settings, list your 

biological parents 

Sample #1 

4 5 

Grandmother 

Anna 
FT DC 

1 3 0 5 5 

3-4 

4 2-3 

4 

4 4 5 

4 

Strict, 
authoritarian 

Died at  
father’s birth 

Mean, abrasive 

Generous, 
respected Loving, fun 

Rejected, rigid Serving, empathic 
58 years 

35 years 

34 32 25 

1 year 

5 

6 years 
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Other Marriages in your 
Family Tree 
How we are affected by our 
ancestors 

Legend: 
Rating relationship strength 
1    2    3    4    5 
Weak      Strong 
0=Nonexistent or divorce 
?=Unknown 

Codes: 
AB=Abuse 
AD=Addictions 
DC=Deceased 
DV=Domestic Violence 
FT=Strong faith 
 

Your father’s siblings & their marriages 
 
 

Jane --------- 3-4 --------Harry 
FT DC                                  FT DC 
 
Eleanor (single) 
FT DC 
 
Betty--------- 3 -----------Eli 
FT                                           FT DC 
 
Ed----------- 3-4 ----------Ruth 
FT DC                                      FT DC 
 
Michael (Dad) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Instructions: For each group of relatives, draw the marriages with strength & codes 

Your mother’s siblings & their marriages 
 
 

Doug------------ 3 -----------Mary 
FT DC                                            FT 
 
Brenda---------- 3 -----------Jim 
FT DC                                           FT DC 
 
Mike------------- 5 ----------Elsie 
FT DC                                           FT 
 
Marcia----------- 3 -----------Bob 
FT                                                FT AB DC 
 
Holly------------- 4 -----------Tim 
FT                                                FT DC 
 
Sheri (Mom) 
 
Velma (single) 
FT 
 

Your siblings & their marriages 
 

Jim----------- 0 -----------Sue  Kate----------- 3-4 ---------Larry 
FT        FT 
                                               Barb 
                                                FT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5 
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Your parents (or guardians) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Father 

? 

Your children (and spouses) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your grandparents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

You 

John 

Mother 

Angela 
FT AD 

Grandfather 

? 
Grandmother 

? 
Grandfather 

? 
Grandmother 

Miriam 
AD 

Spouse 

Beth 

Child 

 
Spouse Child Spouse Child Spouse 

Your Family Tree 
How we are affected by our ancestors 

Legend: 
Rating relationship strength 
1    2    3    4    5 
Weak      Strong 
0=Nonexistent or divorce 
?=Unknown 

Codes: 
AB=Abuse 
AD=Addictions 
DC=Deceased 
DV=Domestic Violence 

FT=Strong faith 

 

Sample #2 

0 

Aunt 

Mary 
FT 

2 

0 

3 

3 

Raised by her 

Lots of drugs 

Some drugs, but free 

11 years 

4 

cohabited 

cohabited 

0 
Spouse 

Laura 
AB AD 3 years 

Stepfather 

Ron 
AD DV AB Stepfather 

Paul 
AD 

0 
2 

2 

1 

2 years 

14 years 
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Other Marriages in your 
Family Tree 
How we are affected by our ancestors 

Legend: 
Rating relationship strength 
1    2    3    4    5 
Weak      Strong 
0=Nonexistent or divorce 
?=Unknown 

Codes: 
AB=Abuse 
AD=Addictions 
DC=Deceased 
DV=Domestic Violence 
FT=Strong faith 
 

Your father’s siblings & their marriages 
 
 

 ? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Instructions: For each group of relatives, draw the marriages with strength & codes 

Your mother’s siblings & their marriages 
 
 

Mary (never married) 
 
Paul ---------- 0 ------------Sharon 
AB                          2 
                           4                    Joyce 
                                                    FT 
                                                  Jane 
 
Angela (Mom) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your siblings & their marriages 
 

Ted----------- 0 -----------Jenny  Sherri---------- 4 ---------Tim 
FT                      4                   AD                FT                                    FT 
                                                Terri 
                                                FT 
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Father 
Your parents (or guardians) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your children (and spouses) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your grandparents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

You 

Mother 

Grandfather Grandmother Grandfather Grandmother 

Spouse 

Child Spouse Child Spouse Child Spouse 

Your Family Tree 
How we are affected by our ancestors 

Legend: 
Rating relationship strength 
1    2    3    4    5 
Weak      Strong 
0=Nonexistent or divorce 
?=Unknown 

Codes: 
AB=Abuse 
AD=Addictions 
DC=Deceased 
DV=Domestic Violence 
FT=Strong faith 
 

Unless you were adopted or lived in 
foster parent settings, list your 

biological parents 
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Other Marriages in your 
Family Tree 
How we are affected by our ancestors 

Legend: 
Rating relationship strength 
1    2    3    4    5 
Weak      Strong 
0=Nonexistent or divorce 
?=Unknown 

Codes: 
AB=Abuse 
AD=Addictions 
DC=Deceased 
DV=Domestic Violence 
FT=Strong faith 
 

Your father’s siblings & their marriages 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Instructions: For each group of relatives, draw the marriages with strength & codes 

Your mother’s siblings & their marriages 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your siblings & their marriages 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reflecting on your family tree 
“Some positive trends I’d like to continue are . . .” 
 
 
 

“Some negative trends I’d like to stop are . . .” 
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How does a 
couple’s brain 
structure affect 
their relationship? 
 
 
 

 One brain, three 
layers 

 
o Survival 

 
 

o Emotional 
 
 

o Thinking 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 RINGS skills help 

partners get the 
most from their 
Survival, Emotional 
and Thinking brain 
layers 

 
 

According to Paul MacLean, a neurologist, human beings actually have 
three distinct subsystems in our brains that affect how we function. 1 

 

     
 

 Survival Emotional Thinking 

What jobs? - Keep body alive, in 
balance 
- Protect against 
threats 

- Manage emotions 
(fear, anger, grief, 
joy) 
- Connect socially 
- Record memories 

- Manage ideas, 
facts, speech 
- Create, develop 

How triggered? - Threats 
- Sudden changes 
- Physical demands 
- Automatic 
- StimulusResponse 

- Pain, pleasure 
- Chemical releases 
- Automatic 
-StimulusResponse 

- Problems, 
challenges 
- Opportunities, 
improvement 
- StimulusChoice 
Response 

Other 
characteristics 

- Can be “tricked” by 
emotions 

- Not time oriented 
- Can become 

confused, irrational 
- Can “hijack” reason 

- Time oriented 
- Can discount or 

dismiss emotions 

  
 
Timeouts 

 Call a timeout when . . . 
o Conflict has escalated to yelling, 

interrupting, belittling 
o You are aware of significantly 

increased heartrate, breathing 
rate  

o You feel like screaming, hitting or damaging something 

 Call a timeout by . . . 
o Saying “I need a timeout to calm down and collect my 

thoughts”; avoid saying “YOU need a timeout!” 
o Suggesting a time to re-connect (30 minutes to an hour); 

don’t just leave without saying when you’ll return 
o Spending time in an activity that helps you calm down (such 

as journaling, listening to music, running, etc.) 
 

 

                                        
1 Renate Nummela Caine and Geoffrey Caine, Making Connections: Teaching and the Human Brain (Nashville TN: Incentive 

Publications, 1990). 
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How is a couple’s 
relationship affected 
by gender 
differences? 
 

 Differences 
between men and 
women means 
making 
adjustments, 
something most 
couples find 
stressful. 

 
 Trying to change 

the other person to 
be more like me 
only creates more 
stress and is NOT a 
helpful tactic. 

 

 Couples must find 
ways to understand 
each other and 
merge their most 
positive qualities. 

 

 
 

“Tale of Two Brains” by Mark 
Gungor can be viewed on 

www.YouTube.com or 
purchased from 

www.LaughYourWay.com 

 

While men and women have many things in common, they also differ 
greatly in the way they think, feel and act. Cris Evatt, a researcher, 
has compiled a general summary of male and female traits, some of 
which are listed in the upper part of the table below. 2 Arlene Taylor, a 
brain function researcher and speaker, has developed an impressive 
resource for researching gender differences, some of which are listed in 
the lower part of the table below. 3 

 

Male tendencies Female tendencies 
Often detached 

Respect very important 
Talks mostly about “things” 

Less responsive listener 
Focuses more on solutions 
Less willing to seek help 
Fearful of commitment 
Has fewer close friends 
More sensitive to stress 

More aggressive 
Less concerned about health 

Shops out of necessity 
 
 

Thinks in isolated “boxes” 
Better spatial skills 

Stronger tunnel vision 
When worried, distracts self 
Expand into available space 

Brain can rest 
Lower capacity for empathy 

“I’m sorry” = I’ve done wrong 
Less likely to attend church 
Cries less (1.4 x per month) 

 

Often emotional 
Respect less important 

Talks mostly about “people” 
More responsive listener 
Likes to discuss problems 

Seeks help readily 
Eager for commitment 
Has many close friends 
Less sensitive to stress 

Less aggressive 
More concerned about health 
Often shops for enjoyment 

 
 

Thinks in “connectivity” 
More verbal ability 

Stronger peripheral vision 
When worried, discusses w/friend 

Take as little space as possible 
Brain never rests 

Higher capacity for empathy 
“I’m sorry” = I care about you 
More likely to attend church 
Cries more (5.3 x per month) 

 

       

                                        
2 Cris Evatt, He & She: 60 Significant Differences Between Men and Women (Berkeley CA: Conari Press, 1992). 
3 Arlene Taylor, “Male-Female Differences,” Realizations, Inc., http://www.arlenetaylor.org/selected_brain_facts/Male-Female-

Differences_A-C.pdf (accessed September 25, 2008). 
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How is a couple’s 
relationship affected by 
personality? 
 

 The more similar the 
personalities, the more 
you tend to get along 

 
 

 The more different the 
personalities, the more 
you will need to adjust 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

To take an online survey that 
measures what you are 
passionate about, go to 

www.flagpage.com. While not a 
personality test, the Flag Page 

reveals positive elements of your 
personality. A modest fee is 

charged for the survey. 

One’s personality (or temperament) is a mix of traits, tendencies 
and preferences to act a certain way. Personality types have 
historically been grouped into four major categories. Animal 
associations have been added more recently. 

 Type #1 – The Lion: take charge, get ‘er done 

 Type #2 – The Otter: friendly, fun, people-lover 

 Type #3 – The Retriever: reliable, patient, resists change 

 Type #4 – The Beaver: careful, detail-oriented, factual 

 

To find out which type(s) you are, take the brief DISC test below 
by placing 2 check marks “ ” in each row that best  
describe you.  
 



Forceful 



Inspiring 



Gentle 



Accurate 


Aggressive 



Entertaining 



Kind 



Precise 


Take charge 



Talkative 



Peaceful 



Factual 


Competent 



Expressive 



Patient 



Logical 


Direct 



People-oriented 



Stable 



Task-oriented 


Speaks mind 



Fun 



Loyal 



Serious 


Goal-oriented 



Takes risks 



Listener 



Organized 


Takes action 



Spontaneous 



Agreeable 



Perfectionist 


Competitive 



Energetic 



Avoids conflict 



Likes certainty 


Wants to win 



Likes variety 



Hates change 



Hates surprises 


Determined 



Impulsive 



Warm 



Indecisive 


Doesn’t give up 



Quick decisions 



Understanding 



Picky 


Strength 



Persuasive 



Steady 



High standards 


Opinions 



Optimistic 



Reliable 



Systematic 


Impatient 



Humorous 



Friendly 



Anxious 


Persistent 



Laughter 



Stubborn 



Careful 

Now, count the number of ’s for each column 


D-Total 


I-Total 


S-Total 


C-Total 

 

Turn to the next page and graph the four totals 
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 D I S C 
Extreme HIGH 

 
 

Strong High 
 
 
 

Midline 
 
 
 

Strong Low 
 
 

Extreme LOW 

16 
14 
12 
10 

--- 8 --- 
6 
4 
2 
0  

16 
14 
12 
10 

--- 8 --- 
6 
4 
2 
0 

16 
14 
12 
10 

--- 8 --- 
6 
4 
2 
0 

16 
14 
12 
10 

--- 8 --- 
6 
4 
2 
0 

Description Dominant Influencing Steadiness Compliant 
Animal Lion Otter Retriever Beaver 

Temperament Choleric Sanguine Phlegmatic Melancholy 

Measures How a person solves 
problems and responds to 

challenges 

How a person attempts to 
influence or persuade 

others 

The pace at which a person 
undertakes activities and 

responsibilities 

How a person responds to 
rules and regulations set by 

others 

The higher the score The more active and 
aggressive in trying to 

overcome problems and 
obstacles; person will anger 

more quickly 
 

The more verbal and 
persuasive in trying to 

influence toward his/her 
way of thinking; person will 

be more joyful and 
optimistic 

The more person prefers to 
start, complete one project 

at a time - also more 
resistant to change; person 
will be less emotional, more 

difficult to read 

The more person will 
comply to rules set by 
others; person will be 

motivated more out of fear 

The lower the score The greater the tendency 
to gather data prior to 

making a decision; person 
will be slower to anger 

The more person will use 
data and facts; person will 

be more pessimistic 

The more person will want 
faster pace and change; 

person will be more 
emotional and expressive 

The more person will 
challenge rules and seek 

independence; person will 
be more fearless 

Emotion measured Anger Optimism Lack of emotion Fear 

General characteristics Direct, decisive 
High ego strength 

Problem-solver 
Risk-taker  
Self-starter 
Innovative 

Challenges status quo 

Enthusiastic 
Trusting  

Optimistic, encouraging 
Persuasive, talkative 
Impulsive, emotional 

Sense of humor 
Peacemaker 

Good listener 
Possessive 

Steady, predictable 
Understanding  

Friendly 
Reliable, dependable 
Patient, empathetic 

Accurate, analytical 
Careful, conscientious 
Fact-finder, precise 

High standards  
Systematic 

Even-tempered 
Realistic 

Possible weaknesses Oversteps authority 
Argumentative 
Dislikes routine 

Attempts too much at once 
Opinionated 
Poor listener 

Inattentive to detail 
More concerned with 

popularity than results 
Overuses gestures 

Listens when convenient 
Undisciplined 

Resists change 
Adapts slowly to change 

Holds a grudge 
Oversensitive, critical 
Difficulty prioritizing 

Stingy, stubborn 

Bogged down in details 
Won't verbalize feelings 
Gives in, won't argue 
Bound by procedures 

Needs clear boundaries 
Moody, negative 

Greatest fear Being taken advantage of Rejection Loss of security Criticism 

 
Finally, compare your chart with your partner and discuss your similarities and differences. 

 In what ways are your personalities similar? How does that affect your relationship? 
 
 

 In what ways are your personalities different? How does that affect your relationship? 
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Unit 4: Confronting 

 

 
What is confrontation? 

When does confrontation become inappropriate? 
How are conflicts influenced by hidden issues? 

What does a healthy confrontation look like? 

Warmup 
 
 

 
 

 

All married couples have conflict, even those who would call their 
relationships healthy. Conflicts happen because we have clashing 
or unmet expectations based upon our backgrounds, interests, 
values and beliefs. When expectations clash or are not fulfilled, we 
know it and feel it. 
 
Relationship Hot Spots 
Place a checkmark “ ” beside any issues below that have ever 
created significant conflict or “hot spots” in your relationship. Then 
circle what you believe to be your top “hot spot”. 
 

 Careers (Demands of time and energy, traveling, ethics, values related to 

careers) 

 Children (Disagreement on number, discipline, demands related to children) 

 Chores (Who does what, inequity of workload) 

 Communication (Ability to understand, listen, share thoughts and feelings)    

 Dependency (Reliance upon alcohol, nicotine, drugs) 

 Friends (Quality, expectations, time spent with) 

 Illness (Effects upon ability to work, finances, personality or relationship)  

 In-laws (Unhealthy interference, meddling, expectations, guilt, schedules) 

 Jealousy (Of partner’s time, affection, friends, ex-partners, abilities, talents) 

 Money (Overspending, credit card balances, lack of budget, debts, bankruptcy) 

 Priorities (Of time, of goals, of decisions, of lifestyle) 

 Recreation (How leisure time is spent, frequency, affordability, impact) 

 Religion (Differing views, practices, expectations) 

 Sex (Frequency, practices, expectations, fidelity, control, pornography) 

 Sleep habits (Morning versus evening person, snoring, distractions, 

schedule) 

 Ex-spouse (Attachments, communication, custody, visitation) 

 

What is 
confrontation? 
 

 Describing it 
 

 Expressing it 
 

 Changing it 
 

A confrontation typically includes at least three things based upon 
clashing or unmet expectations: 

 A way of describing a negative situation or behavior 

 An expression of emotions triggered by the negative situation or 
behavior 

 An attempt to bring about change in the negative situation or 
behavior 

 

“The major 
difference 
between 

marriages that 
last and 

marriages that 
fail is how the 
partners deal 
with conflicts” 
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When does 
confrontation become 
inappropriate? 
 
 

 
 

 
 

“Insanity is doing 
the same thing 
over and over 

while expecting 
different results”  

 
 

 
 

PREP, short for Prevention and Relationship Enhancement 
Program, notes four Communication Danger Signs that 
derail productive interactions. 1 How often do these danger 
signs happen in your own relationship when conflicts emerge? 
 

 Escalation – Responding back and forth negatively with each 
other 

 
___Rarely  ___Occasionally  ___Frequently 

 

 Invalidation – Putting down the thoughts, opinions or 
character of the other 

 
___Rarely  ___Occasionally  ___Frequently 

 

 Negative interpretation – Making a negative and unfair 
assumption about what your partner was thinking 

 
___Rarely  ___Occasionally  ___Frequently 

 

 Withdrawal – Unwillingness to get into or stay with important 
discussions 

 
___Rarely  ___Occasionally  ___Frequently 

 

What are the chances that you and your partner will resolve 
your conflict when these danger signs are present? 
 

___Poor  ___Fair  ___Average  ___Good  ___Excellent 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Danger Signs used by permission from PREP Educational Products)  

                                        
1 Scott M. Stanley, Howard Markman, Natalie Jenkins, Galena K. Rhoades, Lief A. Noll and Lawrence D. Ramos, Within Our 

Reach (Greenwood Village CO: PREP Educational Products, Inc., 2008). 
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How are conflicts 
influenced by hidden 
issues? 
 
 

 Events 
 
 

 Issues 
 
 

 Hidden issues 
 
 
 

 
 

“Insanity is doing 
the same thing 
over and over 

while expecting 
different results” 

 
 

 Spinning your wheels 
 
 

 Avoidance 
 
 

 Trivial triggers 
 
 

 Score keeping 

 

PREP also explains three inter-related elements in conflicts: 2 
 

 Events are the “triggers” for conflicts. 

 Issues are the “areas of conflict” that couples argue about 
such as money, children, in-laws, etc. 

 Hidden issues are even deeper issues that are related to our 
needs, wants or wishes. “This deeper level reflects the things 
we care about the most or fear most in the relationship.” 

 

 
(Diagram used by permission from PREP Educational Products) 

 
Conflicts are better resolved when exploring hidden issues 

 
PREP offers four signs that can help couples identify the 
presence and influence of hidden issues: 
 

 Spinning your wheels – “Here we go again” 

 Avoidance – As if it were a contagious disease 

 Trivial triggers – “Why do we end up fighting over something 
so small and stupid?” 

 Score keeping – “Yep, you’ve done it again” 
 

Based on these four indicators or signs, how often would you 
say that hidden issues are a part of your conflicts? 
 

___Rarely  ___Occasionally  ___Frequently 
 

                                        
2 Howard J. Markman, Scott M. Stanley, Susan L. Blumberg, Natalie H. Jenkins and Carol Whitely, 12 Hours to a Great 

Marriage (San Fransisco CA: Jossey-Bass, 2004). 
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What does a healthy 
confrontation look 
like? 
 

 
 

 

A healthy confrontation is based upon respect and goodwill 
and involves three basic steps as represented by SOS: 
 

To start: “Can we do an SOS?” 
 

 Story – each partner sharing and listening 

o Actions – “The behavior that is bugging me is . . .” 

o Emotions – “When this happens I feel . . .” 

o Issues – “The hidden issues for me are . . .” 

o Own – “I take responsibility for . . .” 

o Understand – “I ask you to understand that . . .” 

o Your – “From your perspective, I can see that . . .” 

 
 

 Options – each partner lists several ways the conflict might be 

handled 
o “Some ways we could handle this conflict . . .” 
o (List options, even undesirable ones) 

 
 

 Solution – each partner indicates preferred option and why 

o The option(s) I like best . . .” 
o The reasons I like this option(s) best are because . . .” 
o Good solutions . . . 

 Meet both partners’ needs 
 Are good for the relationship 
 Are good for the family 

 
SOS Model adapted from tool developed by Gayle Hines & Vinia Roberts, Park 
Layne Elementary School, New Carlisle OH, 2001 which was based upon 

“Steps to Resolve a Conflict”, Community Board Program, Inc. 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Speaker 
 Always start with “I” 

 Keep it brief 

 Keep voice down 

 Avoid attacking 

 Avoid put downs 
 

Listener 
 Always start with 

“You” 

 Stay connected (even 

if you want to pull 
away) 

 Focus on listening, 

not defending 

 Mirror by repeating or 

paraphrasing each 

statement 

 Avoid rolling eyes, 

sighing deeply, etc 

 

Both 
 If either is very angry, 

take a timeout first 

 
 

More on mirroring . . . 
 
Speaker: “I’ve noticed that you don’t seem to want to spend time with me.” 
 
Which responses from the listener are mirroring? 
 
___ “Well, you know how tired I am after work. Give me a break.” 
___ “OK, so you don’t think I spend enough time with you.” 
_X_ “You’ve noticed that I don’t seem to want to spend time with you.” 
___ “You feel alone when I’m not with you.” 
___ “I agree. I don’t spend enough time with you. I am sorry.” 
___ “Well, I am spending time with you now, aren’t I?” 
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A Sample SOS Exercise 

 

This SOS reflects a sample conflict so that you can see how it is to work. 
 

“The general topic of our conflict or 
disagreement is . . .” (Chores, money, 
in-laws, etc.) 
 

Laundry not getting done 

STORY – What do you want your partner to understand? 
Actions - “The behavior that is 

bugging me is . . .” 
 

The laundry is not getting done as you had agreed to do, 
and it is piling up in our closet. 

Emotions - “When this happens I feel 

. . .” 
 

Dumped upon and somewhat disappointed that an 
agreement you made has been broken. 

Issue - “The hidden issues for me are 

. . .” (Check any that apply) 
 

_X_Caring  ___Power  ___Control  ___Love  ___Respect 
_X_Commitment  ___Trust  ___Recognition  _X_Integrity 
___Acceptance  ___Adequacy  ___Inclusion  ___Other 

Own – “I take responsibility for . . .” 

 

 

My own feelings of frustration and snapping at you in 
resentment. 

Understand – “I ask you to 

understand that . . .” (Anything else 
helpful) 

When you get behind in the laundry I sometimes just go 
ahead and do it myself, but then find myself resenting 
you not doing it. 

Your – “From your perspective, I can 

see that . . .” 
 

You probably intend to get to it, but because of busy 
schedules, it gets delayed. 

OPTIONS – What ways could the conflict be handled? 
“Some ways we could handle this 
conflict . . .” 
(List options, even undesirable ones) 
 
 
 
 

1. I could do the laundry when you get behind. 
2. Hire someone to come in and do laundry for us. 
3. Ask you to let me know if you are running behind. 
4. Throw all of your clothes in the trash. 

SOLUTION – Which option do you like best and why? 
“The option I like best is . . .” 
 
 

#3 – Ask you to let me know if you are running behind. 

“The reason I like this option best is 
because . . .” 
Remember, good solutions meet both 
partners’ needs, are good for the relationship 
and the family 
 
 

You would still be responsible, but I could help if you are 
crunched for time. Talking about it would help us 
connect with each other. 
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Your own SOS Exercise 

 

Think of a current conflict or disagreement you have with each other, then complete each section. 
 

“The general topic of our conflict or 
disagreement is . . .” (Chores, money, 
in-laws, etc.) 
 

 

STORY – What do you want your partner to understand? 
Actions - “The behavior that is 

bugging me is . . .” 
 

 

Emotions - “When this happens I feel 

. . .” 
 

 

Issue - “The hidden issues for me are 

. . .” (Check any that apply) 
 

___Caring  ___Power  ___Control  ___Love  ___Respect 
___Commitment  ___Trust  ___Recognition  ___Integrity 
___Acceptance  ___Adequacy  ___Other 

Own – “I take responsibility for . . .” 

 

 

 

Understand – “I ask you to 

understand that . . .” (Anything else 
helpful) 

 

Your – “From your perspective, I can 

see that . . .” 
 

 

OPTIONS – What ways could the conflict be handled? 
“Some ways we could handle this 
conflict . . .” 
(List options, even undesirable ones) 
 
 
 
 

 

SOLUTION – Which option do you like best and why? 
“The option I like best is . . .” 
 
 

 

“The reason I like this option best is 
because . . .” 
Remember, good solutions meet both 
partners’ needs, are good for the relationship 
and the family 
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Fair Fighting ground rules 3 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Fair fighting is a way to manage conflict and associated feelings 
effectively. To fight fairly, you just need to follow some basic 
guidelines to help keep your disagreements from becoming 
entrenched or destructive. This may be difficult when you think 
another's point of view is silly, irrational, or just plain unfair. But 
remember, he or she may think the same thing about your ideas. 

 

 Remain calm. Try not to overreact to difficult situations. By 
remaining calm it will be more likely that others will consider 

your viewpoint. 

 Express feelings in words, not actions. Telling someone 
directly and honestly how you feel can be a very powerful form 

of communication. If you start to feel so angry or upset that you 

feel you may lose control, take a "time out" and do something to 
help yourself feel steadier - take a walk, do some deep 

breathing, pet the cat, play with the dog, do the dishes - 
whatever works for you. 

 Be specific about what is bothering you. Vague complaints 

are hard to work on. 

 Deal with only one issue at a time. Don't introduce other 

topics until each is fully discussed. This avoids the "kitchen sink" 

effect where people throw in all their complaints while not 
allowing anything to be resolved. 

 No "hitting below the belt”. Attacking areas of personal 

sensitivity creates an atmosphere of distrust, anger, and 
vulnerability. 

 Avoid accusations. Accusations will cause others to defend 
themselves. Instead, talk about how someone's actions made 

you feel. 

 Don't generalize. Avoid words like "never" or "always." Such 
generalizations are usually inaccurate and will heighten tensions. 

 Avoid "make believe”. Exaggerating or inventing a complaint 

- or your feelings about it - will prevent the real issues from 
surfacing. Stick with the facts and your honest feelings. 

 Don't stockpile. Storing up lots of grievances and hurt feelings 

over time is counterproductive. It's almost impossible to deal 
with numerous old problems for which interpretations may 

differ. Try to deal with problems as they arise. 

 Avoid clamming up. When one person becomes silent and 

stops responding to the other, frustration and anger can result. 

Positive results can only be attained with two-way 
communication. 

 

 

                                        
3 John Ragle, Ph.D., Fighting Fair to Resolve Conflict (Austin TX: The Counseling and Mental Health Center, University of 

Texas, 1999). 
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 After Rings – The Value of 

Marriage Mentoring 

 

 

 
When we’ve completed the RINGS class, what should we do next? 

 

When we’ve completed the 
RINGS class, what should 
we do next? 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

As indicated in the Introduction, RINGS is not a one-day cure-
all for unresolved issues; rather, it is a launching pad for 
beginning a new way of handling conflict issues, especially 
with the SOS approach. 

 
Request Marriage Mentoring 
Mentoring can be requested for one of two types offered, both 
of which include completing the PREPARE-ENRICH online 
inventory of preferences and perspectives: 
 

 Premarital – A trained and supervised mentor couple will 
be assigned to help you discuss your inventory results in 
six 1½ hour sessions before your wedding an four 
sessions after (at 2, 6, 10 and 12 months). 

 Renewal - A trained and supervised mentor couple will 
be assigned to lead you through a RINGS mentoring 
workbook of eight to ten 1½ hour sessions. Homework 
assigned between sessions helps reinforce the skills 
learned in the RINGS class. 

o Session 1: Getting Acquainted 
o Session 2: Getting Connected 
o Session 3: Examining Roots 
o Session 4: Exploring Anger 
o Session 5: Finding Forgiveness 
o Session 6: Navigating Conflicts 
o Session 7: Mastering Finances 
o Session 8: Looking Ahead 

 
Become a Marriage Mentor Couple 
If you already have a strong marriage, consider investing 
into other marriages through mentoring or supporting 
couples who could benefit from your experiences. 
Contact our office or resources in your area to explore options. 
 
Phone: 937.324.3604 
Email: info@mrcmv.org  
 
Visit www.RINGSProgram.com for more information on RINGS 
education and mentoring products. 
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Unit 5: Confiding 

 

 

 
What is confiding? 

How safe, transparent and “high definition” is our relationship? 
How can couples improve their confiding skills? 

  

What is confiding? 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Confiding is “radical honesty” 
 To impart secrets trustfully 

 To discuss private matters or problems 

 To entrust with confidence to another person 

 To live in “high definition” 

 The best antidote for infidelity 
 

In contrast, infidelity is primarily about “dishonesty” 
 

“Infidelity is any violation of mutually agreed-upon rules or 
boundaries of an intimate relationship.” 1 Infidelity is not 
only about sex outside the relationship, but also about trust, 
betrayal, lying and disloyalty. 
 

Common types of infidelity in relationships: 
 Sexual infidelity – engaging in inappropriate physical 

intimacy with someone other than one’s partner. 
 Emotional infidelity - emotional involvement with another 

person, a process which leads one’s partner to channel 
emotional resources, such as romantic love, time, and 
attention, to someone else.  This has extended from in-
person involvement to online affairs. 

 Financial infidelity – making financial decisions and 
purchases by oneself without consultation and/or 
discussion with the other person. This includes secret 
accounts – both savings and credit card and decisions that 
can affect positively as well as negatively. 

 Relationship infidelity – includes all of the above plus other 
areas such as time usage and addictions where deception 
and/or disrespect are key components. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                        
1 “Infidelity”. Wikipedia. 9/27/10, http://www.wikipedia.com. 

Fidelity is the 
single most 
important element 
in solidly enduring 
marriages. 
-Frank Pittman What we really need is a time machine so 

that people entering into an affair could 
flash forward and see themselves, their 
kids, their lives at the other end of this 

"tunnel of love" – at the end of the lust.  
-Diane Sollee, smartmarriages.com 

The common themes of 
all types of infidelity 
are: deception, secrets, 
privacy; instances in 
which a partner lied, 
kept important 
information a secret, 
failed to keep sensitive 
information private, or 
violated boundaries. 
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Do we have a safe, 
transparent and “high 
definition” relationship? 
 

 
 

 

Questions for self-reflection 2 3 
 Do you have undisclosed lunches/dinners with individuals 

of the opposite gender? – may be work or non/work 
related. 

 Have you been involved in online chat rooms that you’ve 
kept hidden from your partner? 

 Have you secretly viewed or downloaded pornographic 
materials? 

 Do you make purchases or financial decisions your partner 
knows nothing about? 

 Do you have any accounts – checking, saving, credit cards 
– your partner is unaware of? 

 Do you lie to your partner about what an item cost or will 
cost? 

 Do you avoid discussions about money to avoid conflict? 
 Have you avoided sharing your dreams/aspirations with 

your partner?  

 Do you ‘pretend’ to like something just to appease your 
partner?  

 Do you avoid telling your partner when you are physically 
or emotionally attracted to someone of the opposite sex?  

 Are you closed about your needs, and quiet with your 
partner on the healthiest way to meet them?  

 Do you hide your shortcomings and past failures for fear 
of not being accepted by your partner?  

 Do you feel ‘unsafe’ telling your partner when you’ve 
made a mistake? 

 Are there things from your past you “hope and pray” your 
partner won’t find out about? 

 Have you been reluctant to share with your partner your 
schedule or resented them wanting to know where you 
are? 

 
0-5 You have a transparent and healthy relationship. See 

the “yes” responses as an opportunity to fine tune 
your relationship. 

6-10 This is a wake-up call for you. Commit to selecting 1-2 
areas to begin work on. A professional counselor or 
mentor couple might be helpful. 

11+ Don’t “unload” all at once. Commit to new patterns 
and practices moving forward while seeking 
professional help for past issues. 

 

 
 

                                        
2 Bethany and Scott Palmer, First Comes Love, Then Comes Money (New York NY: HarperCollins Publishers, 2009). 
3 Lynne M. Thompson, “Living a High Definition, Transparent Marriage”, Focus on the Family, 9/27/10, 

http://www.focusonthefamily.com. 

 

When a partner 
believes it is 
safe to disclose 
uncomfortable 
content or 
embarrassing 
confessions, 
honesty is 
encouraged. 
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How can we improve our 
transparency with each 
other? 

 
 

Three exercises will focus upon 
emotional fidelity 
 
 
 

 Incidents of past hurt and 
wounding 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Imago Relationship Therapy tools are designed to help 
couples “step into each other’s shoes” and actually bring 
healing and pleasure in the midst of wounds and pain from 
the past. The Couple’s Dialogue elements of mirroring, 
validating and empathizing are at the core of this next 
experience.  
 
For more information about Imago Relationship Therapy go 
to www.gettingtheloveyouwant.com.  
 
Experience #1: Movie Memories 

 Imagine that your entire life is recorded onto videotaped 
segments that you could retrieve at the touch of a button. 

 Every event—positive, negative or neutral—is somehow 
stored on this collection of movie segments. 

 Close your eyes and let your mind “scan” the thousands of 
events and memories in your life. Select one movie 
segment (not related to your current partner) that is 
particularly painful—one that created hurt, sadness, loss, 
disappointment. 

 Partners face each other, holding hands. Speaker proceeds 
through the steps below. Listener does not need to “fix it” 
or explain it—just listen and attempt to “experience” the 
movie memory your partner is describing. 

 

Pick – “The movie memory that comes to my mind is . . .” 

Affected – “The emotions I felt were . . .” 

Impacted – “The way this event has influenced me is . . .” 

Needs – “In light of this memory, a need you could meet for 

me is . . .” 
 
(Listener now responds with very brief summary and response to 
expressed need) 
 
“Thank you for sharing this with me. I know this wasn’t easy for 
you. We are in this together.” 
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 Canceling “debts” from 
offenses 

 

 

The definition of forgiveness 

 Every offense has a corresponding debt 

 Forgiveness is a conscious choice to let go of the right to 
get even, or “hurting you for hurting me” 

 Forgiveness is a quality by which one ceases to feel 
resentment against another for a wrong he or she has 
committed 

 

Forgiveness is not . . . 

 Forgetting about the offense 

 Diminishing the severity of the offense 

 Condoning or excusing what the offender did 

 Dependent upon the offender’s apology 

 Absolving the offender’s guilt 

 Necessarily reconciling with the offender 

 Being pain-free of the offense 

 An automatic restorer of trust 
 

Benefits of forgiveness 

 It is really something we do for ourselves, not others 

 It frees us from the toxic effects of resentment and 
bitterness 

 It keeps one healthier. Unforgiveness has been linked to: 
o Stress on the central nervous system 
o Stress on the cardiovascular system 
o Stress on the muscular-skeletal system 
o Stress on the glandular system 
o Depression of the immune system 

 

 

 
 

 

Seeking forgiveness - DEBT 

 Declare – “What I did <action> was wrong and hurtful” 

 Empathize – “I can understand you felt . . . <emotions>” 

 Bear responsibility – “I am sorry for . . .” and “Will you 

forgive me?” 

 Trust – That your partner will forgive, and give your 

partner the time to work through the emotions and pain 
 

Granting forgiveness – PAID 

 Proclaim – “I was hurt by . . . <action>” 

 Acknowledge – “I felt . . . <emotions>” 

 Indicate goodwill – “I know I have also hurt you in the 

past and want our relationship restored” 

 Decide and Declare – “I do forgive you for . . .” 

 
 
DEBT and PAID developed by Becki Robinson, Xenia, Ohio and Lavern 
Nissley, Springfield, Ohio. 

“To forgive is to set 
a prisoner free and 
discover that the 

prisoner was you.” 
–Lewis B. Smedes 
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 Implications of a partner’s 
death 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Experience #3: Final Farewell  
Most couples think about the death of their partner, but never 
express the important words associated with it. 
 
The one predictable thing about life is that you will someday be 
separated from your partner. What would you want to have said to 
your partner before your final farewell? 
 
Imagine that your partner has about 5 minutes to live and you are 
able to express yourselves to each other before the final breath. As 
Speaker, you will be expressing to your partner whatever you want 
them to hear from you. It is OK to experience moments of silence 
together.  
 
You may want to express things such as fond memories, regrets, 
appreciations, the emptiness you’ll feel, how you will cope . . . 
This is your time to say the things you want to say, but 
have perhaps never said.   
 
As Listener, simply listen to the words of your partner until after 
the final statement.  

 
Upon prompt, Listener will draw final breath. After some time for 
bonding, partners switch roles and positions. 
 

 
 
We hope your experiences with RINGS have been positive and helpful. You have been exposed to tools 
that can help you toward a loving, lasting marriage. We wish you well and encourage you to 
share of your progress with friends and acquaintances by visiting www.RINGSProgram.com.  
 
To learn more about Marriage Resource Center of Miami Valley and our efforts, visit our website at 
www.mrcmv.org or call 937.324.3604.

http://www.ringsprogram.com/products
http://www.ringsprogram.com/
http://www.mrcmv.org/
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When should we use the 
various skills learned in 
RINGS? 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Each skill or exercise covered in RINGS has a specific 
purpose and function. 
 
Skill/concept  When to use or remember 
*RINGS Chat Daily, if possible, to stay connected 

with each other 

*Love Languages Daily, to speak your partner’s 
language in filling his/her “love tank” 

Family Tree To stay aware of influences from your 

ancestors 

Brain structure To be reminded of how a healthy 

marriage relationship needs all three 
brain systems working together in 

balance. No system can be overlooked 

or excluded. 

Gender Differences To stay aware of how men and women 

are wired differently, attempting to 

merge most positive qualities 

Personality Differences To stay aware of your individual 

tendencies and preferences, making 
adjustments on behalf of each other 

*SOS In order to bring understanding and a 

solutions to conflict issues as well as to 
recognize any hidden issues 

*Movie Memories - PAIN 

(Transparency) 

Whenever you become aware of 

painful influences or failures from the 
past that might be influencing your 

current relationship 

*DEBT and PAID Whenever either of you becomes 
aware of having offended or being 

offended by the other 

Final Farewell Not necessarily to be repeated, but 
helpful to have a daily awareness of 

life’s brevity 

 
*Actual skills to use interactively 

 
  
 
  
 
 

One of the nicest things you can say 
to your partner, "If I had it to do over 
again, I'd choose you. Again." 
   -Unknown 

http://www.ringsprogram.com/products
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