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Conflict in 
Relationships
A recent study found 
that the number one 
topic couples fight about 
is financial issues.1 Our 
attitudes about money 
tend to be influenced by 
our upbringing and our 
experiences. Money can 
even represent a sense of 
security or power in some 
relationships.

Having conflict is not 
necessarily a predictor of an 

unhealthy or unsatisfactory 
relationship. Conflict can 
help couples resolve 
differences and learn more 
about each other. There 
is evidence that a lasting 
relationship depends upon 
a couple’s ability to resolve 
the conflicts inevitable in 
any relationship.2 However, 
poor responses to conflict 
can result in marital or 
relationship dissatisfaction.3 
That’s why it’s important 
to learn better ways to 
address conflict. 

Discuss Finances Early
Openly discussing financial 
differences and resolving 
them can prevent them 
from becoming recurring 
issues in a relationship over 
the long term. Financial 
planning should be one of 

the first issues that new 
couples talk about. Each 
person should have a level 
of financial independence 
from each other, and a 
couple should have three 
checking accounts – yours, 
mine and ours. The couple 
then decides together how 
much money they need 
each month to pay common 
bills, to pay themselves 
individually, and to invest.4

Economic Hardship  
and Relationships
Economic hardship, and 
especially unemployment, 
can harm even the best 
relationship and result in 
stress and frustration. The 
effects of job loss and 
unemployment can include 
child abuse, a decrease in 
mental health and marital 

Money doesn’t have to be an emotional wedge between you and your partner.  
Conflict occurs in every relationship, especially about finances. There are ways  
to take action together that can help you reach your long-term financial goals,  
enhance your quality of life and improve your relationship.

Life Transitions 
Create Financial 
Stress
Important life transitions can 
change each partner’s roles and 
responsibilities in a relationship, 
and that can be a trigger for 
financial adjustments. You and 
your partner may experience 
stress, and conflict may follow.

If you’ve experienced any of the 
following life transitions recently 
– or are anticipating one of 
them, start talking with your 
partner now about the financial 
implications. Re-evaluate your 
roles, responsibilities and 
values so you can cope with the 
change with less stress on your 
relationship.

•	 Becoming parents
•	 Changing jobs or careers
•	 Becoming unemployed
•	 Going back to school
•	 Relocating
•	 Retiring
•	 Caregiving for a loved one
•	 Sending a child to college
•	 Experiencing a medical crisis
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quality, and increases 
in marital and family 
dissolution.5

In many cases, however, 
a couple’s relationship 
strengthens through a 
financial challenge. A couple 
can protect their relationship 
if they understand how the 
financial crisis is affecting 
their relationship and is 
aware of their feelings and 
reactions to stress.5

Seeking Help
Do you feel like the financial 
conflicts in your relationship 
are out of your control? 
Discussing finances isn’t 
always easy or comfortable. 
Sometimes it helps to talk 
with a financial advisor or 
credit counselor. He or she 
can help you escape living 
paycheck-to-paycheck, 
and assist you in setting 
financial goals that are 

attainable, such as a debt-
free retirement, buying a 
home or paying for your 
child’s college education. 

If your finances are creating 
conflicts that you think may 
threaten the success of 
your relationship, couples 
therapy may help. In 
couples therapy, a mental 
health professional helps 
you identify key conflicts 
and decide what changes 

are needed. One or both 
partners usually commits 
to make changes in their 
behavior. The overall goal is 
to help you learn new skills 
and decide what steps to 
take to resolve problems. 

Try these ideas for working 
with your partner as a team 
on your financial dreams and 
challenges.5

1.	 �Don’t think you can avoid 
conflict completely. 
Some issues need to 
be discussed. Schedule 
regular meetings to 
review your expenses, 
catch up on bills and 
discuss debts. Talk about 
investments and your 
long-term financial goals.

2.	 �Pick an appropriate 
time and place to have 
a discussion, not when 
one of you is tired, upset 
or pressed for time.

3.	 �Stay focused on the 
issues; don’t dredge up 
old hurts, hold grudges 
or call each other names. 
Identify what the conflict 
is really about (instead 

of the most recent 
crisis that caused an 
argument).

4.	 �Accept each other’s 
differences and values. 
Work together to find 
possible solutions, 
and be willing to 
compromise.

5.	 �Try to avoid hurt, anger 
and frustration by 
expressing appreciation 
for what you like about 
the other person’s 
financial values and what 
works. Practice good 
listening and be willing 
to apologize when you’re 
wrong.

6.	 �Make a plan. How much 
do you want to save? 
How many checking 
accounts should you 
have? Who will balance 
the checkbook and pay 

the bills?  Then, hold 
each other accountable.

7.	 �If you feel that your 
finances need more 
attention, talk with 
a financial advisor or 
contact us to find out 
what assistance we can 
provide.

8.	 �Address the financial 
aspects of retirement. 
To secure your financial 
future, concentrate on 
solid financial planning 
as early as possible.

Coping with the stress of 
financial issues and your 
relationship isn’t always 
easy. But you don’t have to 
go it alone. UBH is here to 
help. Call or log on any time 
for help with any of life’s 
challenges (see Resources).

Eight Tips for Managing Finances  
in a Relationship
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•	 Visit the “Relationship  

Resource” Life Stages Center 
for more information on healthy 
family relationships.

Free SEAP financial  
consultation line

•	 Call SEAP at 1-800-792-7459 
and ask to be transferred to this 
free service. Available Monday - 
Friday, 8am to 9pm.
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The information, advice, treatments 
and therapeutic approaches in this 
article are provided for educational 
purposes only and are not meant to be 
used in place of professional clinical 
consultations for individual health 
needs. Certain treatments may not 
be covered under your benefit plan. 
Check your health plan regarding your 
coverage of services. UBH does not 
recommend or endorse any treatment, 
medication, or suggested approach, 
specific or otherwise. Consult with 
your clinician, physician or mental 
health care provider for specific health 
care needs, treatment or medications. 


