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 Introduction      

1

 In early 2009, our editor, Alan Rinzler, called and said,  “ It ’ s been 
quite a while since our last edition of  Fighting  for  Your Marriage.  

We want to keep the book up - to - date. What ’ s new and exciting? ”  
Our answer was,  “ Quite a bit, ”  as we are in the midst of a tidal 
wave of changes in the couples fi eld. Alan asked us to consider 
bringing out a new edition. 

 That resulted in the new book in your hands. This is the third 
edition of the book we fi rst published in 1994 and substantially 
revised in 2001. It includes a DVD to help you get the most out 
of the book; updates, revisions, and new content in every chapter; 
and a completely new chapter on mutual support in long - term 
relationships. We have focused even more on keeping the positive 
connections alive and continued our commitment to research -
 based strategies and communication and confl ict resolution skills. 
Finally, to refl ect our increasing focus on the positive connections 
in relationships, we have added quotes from the inspirational book 
edited by Jan Levine and Howard (coauthor),  Why Do Fools Fall 
in Love?   

  To love is to behold — to fall fully open to the amazing wonders of 

another human soul. 

   — J anice  R. L evine     
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 This book is based on PREP  ®  , which stands for the Prevention 
and Relationship Enhancement Program. PREP is based on over 
thirty years of research at the University of Denver, as well as 
research conducted by other universities around the world. 

 We conduct PREP workshops frequently across the United 
States and internationally, using specifi c steps and exercises to 
teach couples the skills and attitudes associated with good relation-
ships. Because of its roots in solid research and its straightforward 
approach, PREP has also received a great deal of attention from 
and is used by professionals in marital counseling, marriage educa-
tors, and social policymakers at federal, state and local levels. We 
estimate that we have trained over 14,500 professionals and 
reached over fi ve hundred thousand couples in twelve countries 
and in all branches of the U.S. military. 

 S 
 Most people want a happy marriage that lasts a lifetime, but we 
know that many couples don ’ t stay together. Although the divorce 
rate has come down quite a bit in the United States since its all -
 time high in 1981 (and continues to slowly decline), it is still 
alarmingly high. The current projection is that among young 
couples marrying for the fi rst time today, about 40 to 50 percent 
of them will eventually divorce. Aside from those who divorce, 
many other couples wind up staying together through many years 
of unhappiness. 

 We believe that most divorces and most marital unhappiness 
can be prevented. The partner who most wants the divorce often 
says,  “ We fell out of love ”  or  “ We ’ ve grown apart ”  or  “ We fi ght 
too much. ”  All of these issues can be remedied if both partners 
want to do so. 

 This book will help you achieve your goal of a fulfi lling, 
lasting, happy, and healthy marriage. It will teach you ways 
that you can act on your desire to build and sustain a great 
relationship. 
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  WHY A NEW EDITION      

 The fi rst and second editions of the book were very well received 
among couples and professionals alike. We are very pleased that 
both editions have become best - sellers in the marriage fi eld. Con-
sidering that, you may ask,  “ Why change what ’ s working? ”  

 Well, a lot has happened in the nine years since we wrote our 
last edition. From 9/11 and the fall of Baghdad to the election of 
our fi rst African American president — the world is in a very dif-
ferent place. In the introduction to our second edition, we men-
tioned some of the technological changes that occurred between 
1994 and 2001. Now there are all kinds of new social phenomena 
and technological developments, the most signifi cant being the 
many new social interactive technologies: Internet dating sites, 
Facebook, MySpace, blogging, Twitter, BlackBerries, and iPhones, 
to name a few. This explosion of new technology has infl uenced 
all aspects of relationships. For example, an estimated 20 percent 
of couples who married in 2006 and 2007 met online. 

 In addition, due in part to the Internet, there has been a massive 
increase of information available about relationships. It has become 
what psychologist William James might describe as a  “ buzzing, 
blooming confusion ”  when it comes to trying to get help for your 
relationship. Just go to your favorite search engine and type in any 
question about relationships. You ’ ll get countless sites to go to for 
answers. But how do you know what information to trust? 

 In this third edition of  Fighting  for  Your Marriage,  we have 
continued our commitment to science by refi ning our work based 
on the latest research. We believe this gives our approach a very 
strong basis that you can trust. 

 This book will help you 

   •      Enhance your chances of relationship and marital success  

   •      Understand up - to - date research - based information on rela-
tionships  
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   •      Fix a marriage that is not going well  

   •      Bridge the emotional distance that you may feel has come 
between you and your spouse because you feel you are  “ falling 
out of love ”   

   •      Decide if it ’ s worthwhile to stay together or to be together    

 Underlying the changes in this book are major forces that 
continue to shape our work: 

  1.     The increasing prevalence of negotiation - based marriage  

  2.     The signifi cance of divorce and single parenting  

  3.     New research on marriage and relationships  

  4.     Improvements in our strategies for success in marriage    

 There are many major forces at play that have affected marriage 
as an institution and couples in their relationships, and that have 
increased the level of concern many have about where all the 
changes are headed. These trends and changes have continued, if 
not accelerated, in the last nine years since we published our last 
edition. 

  The Shift to Negotiation - Based Marriage 

 In the six - plus decades since the end of World War II, our society 
has seen marriages change from relationships in which virtually 
nothing was negotiable to ones in which virtually everything is 
negotiable. This trend has been particularly noticeable during the 
2000s as marriage rates have declined and expectations for love -
 based, happy marriages have increased. The massive changes in 
people ’ s expectations for marriage have led to a very different kind 
of marriage for most couples. Today, marriages require more skill 
in communication, confl ict management, and negotiation between 
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partners than ever before, because there is less that is automatically 
accepted and more that needs to be decided. 

  The Impact of Technology 

 There is also much more to negotiate, with many new challenges 
coming from some of the technological changes we mentioned 
earlier. Instead of just fi ghting about money or how frequently to 
have sex, couples are also fi ghting about time spent on Facebook 
or whether it ’ s OK to send a text during a romantic dinner or bring 
a laptop on a getaway weekend. 

 What this shift in marriage has meant is that couples are now 
more greatly affected by their ability to handle confl icts and dif-
ferences. For couples who have wonderful skills in confl ict manage-
ment and problem solving, that ’ s not a big deal. Your goal is to 
keep up the good work over time as you encounter more chal-
lenges. For the vast number of couples who don ’ t know the skills 
and principles that will help them work through issues and prob-
lems, the increased challenges and need to negotiate both common 
and uncommon issues mean more confl ict, more unhappiness, and 
higher risk for divorce. We have refi ned our strategies for helping 
couples manage the dark and diffi cult side of their relationships 
with more skill and confi dence.  

  The Role of Unrealistic Expectations 

 Part of the negotiations have to do with the higher expectations 
couples now have for the positive sides of their relationships. They 
expect their partners to be their best friends, their soul mates. 
So when negative things happen, couples have to realize that 
even best friends can have confl ict and work through differences 
successfully without threatening the success of the relationship. 

 In response to this societal shift in expectations, we have 
expanded our thinking about how important it is to separate han-
dling the negatives from increasing the positives. Both are critical 
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for long - term relationship success. We have to help people realize 
that passionate romance and feeling deeply in love 24/7 are a lot 
to expect in a week when the kids are sick, the car is acting up, 
and you are uncertain about having a job in the months ahead. At 
the same time, we need to help people learn to protect and restore 
fun, friendship, and support as a way of keeping love alive. To 
simply be more in love is not the only path we suggest you 
follow. Ironically, that may be the path on which you are least 
likely to fi nd happiness. Building on our increased emphasis on 
protecting and preserving positive interactions in our last edition, 
here we add some new ideas on ways to help couples keep the 
positive connections strong.   

  Divorce and Single Parenting 

 There continues to be a high level of social acceptability (and low 
legal barriers) to getting a divorce. No - fault divorce laws, now the 
norm in most counties in the United States, generally require only 
one person to want to get a divorce for a divorce to happen. When 
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both parties agree, there is typically a six - month period from fi ling 
to the actual divorce. 

 This is not all bad. On the positive side, that means people can 
put more emphasis on their personal choices in the role of building 
 and keeping  a great marriage. For some, it can make leaving abusive 
relationships easier. That ’ s surely a good thing. 

 On the negative side, with fewer economic, legal, and moral 
barriers to divorce, more people choose this option — even when 
faced with diffi culties that many couples could overcome with the 
right kind of effort. And by  overcoming,  we don ’ t just mean that a 
couple merely survives their problems, but rather that they can 
learn how to thrive in the relationship. 

 Despite the near universality of the desire for a single long - term 
marriage, it appears that in response to the high divorce rate and 
other bad news, more people are thinking that the pain of divorce 
can be prevented by avoiding what leads to divorce: marriage. 
Although it may not seem like a huge change to you, current 
projections are that about 85 percent of Americans will eventually 
marry, down from about 95 percent in the past. These numbers 
have moved far more rapidly in the same direction in most Euro-
pean countries. In general, the trend in industrialized nations is 
toward far more divorce, less marital happiness, and less marriage 
in general. 

 In addition to the high divorce rates, there has also been a vast 
increase in the number of children born to people who are not 
married in the fi rst place. This has been one of the greatest changes 
in family structure in industrialized societies over the past four 
decades. In the United States, for example, the percentage of 
children born to mothers out of wedlock has increased from 6 
percent in 1960, to 32 percent in 2000, to 40 percent in 2005. 

 This is a sweeping, unprecedented change over a relatively 
short period of time in human history. We can ’ t emphasize 
strongly enough that there are many single parents doing a won-
derful job of raising their children. Nevertheless, the increase in 
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out - of - wedlock births as well as the high divorce rate have led to 
more children at an increased risk for economic disadvantage, a 
lack of father involvement, or both. 

 It is increasingly clear that children do best when they are 
raised in stable homes by two parents who love each other, handle 
confl ict well, and provide a base of commitment that brings stabil-
ity to the lives of those children. The good news is that we can 
teach people to handle negative emotions in a constructive way. 
These skills are the focus of Parts One and Two of our book. 

 Concerns about many of these issues led to one federal and 
many state Healthy Marriage initiatives and several large - scale 
national studies on marriage education. The fi rst and biggest state -
 level marriage initiative was the Oklahoma Marriage Initiative 
(OMI), which started in 2002 and continues to date. Building 
in part on the success of the OMI, a federal Healthy Fatherhood 
and Marriage Initiative was funded in 2006, which provided 
$93,000,000 to fund grants offering a variety of community - based 
services to fathers and couples. The federal initiative also created 
a National Healthy Marriage Resource Center and a Center for 
Marriage Research at Bowling Green State University. Four large -
 scale evaluation studies of the effects of relationship and marriage 
education were also launched. Information about all these exciting 
projects is available at the Administration for Children and 
Families Web site ( www.acf.hhs.gov ).       

  New Research on Marriage and Relationships 

 The techniques and strategies in this book are based on solid, up -
 to - date research in the fi eld of marriage — not on  “ pop - psych ”  
speculation. What ’ s the difference? Our work is both empirically 
informed and empirically tested. By  empirically informed , we mean 
that we take great advantage of a wide range of research fi ndings 
from many respected scientists in developing our suggestions and 
in explaining them to you. This will be clear to you as you read 
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on. By  empirically tested , we mean that we (and colleagues) have 
conducted a number of studies looking at the effectiveness of this 
approach — especially with premarital couples who are starting out 
happy and wanting to stay that way. 

 There are exciting advances in our fi eld of marital research, 
particularly in studying the deeper positive connections to be 
found in relationships. Historically, the fi eld of marital research 
has seen two other major themes. The fi rst area of focus was on 
marital satisfaction, the second on communication. Let ’ s look 
briefl y at these three themes in general; the specifi cs will follow in 
the rest of our book. 

  Satisfaction 

 When coauthor Howard Markman started his career researching 
couples over thirty years ago, the main focus in the fi eld was 
marital happiness (also called satisfaction and adjustment) — sim-
ply put, who ’ s happy in marriage and who ’ s not. This was impor-
tant because couples ’  happiness is closely related to how marriages 
fare over time. If you think about it, however, you can see that 
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knowing more about happiness does not lead to very specifi c strate-
gies for staying happy. If it did, we could stop writing this book 
now and just conclude with this advice:  “ Don ’ t worry; be happy. ”  
That would not really tell you very much about  how  to make that 
happiness happen or last (but it would be a very short book!). 

 One of the most exciting new lines of research in the area of 
marital satisfaction is being conducted by our team, including one 
of our students, Erica Ragan, who has found that how happy each 
partner is with his or her life before marriage predicts how happy 
the partners are in their marriage up to fi ve years later. On the 
basis of these fi ndings and others like it, we have focused more on 
how each partner can do his or her part to be happy and therefore 
create a happy marriage.  

  Communication 

 The next big theme in marital research was communication. This 
kind of research exploded on the scene in the mid - 1970s with the 
advent of relatively affordable reel - to - reel videotape recorders. 
This technology was a real advance that allowed researchers to do 
something they hadn ’ t been able to do before: record couples as 
they talked. That was important because if you can record some-
thing, you can watch it over and over. And if you can watch it over 
and over, you can start to detect key patterns in how couples talk 
and how couples fi ght. As Yogi Berra, the famous New York Yankees 
catcher, put it,  “ You can see a lot just by watching ”  (and this has 
been one of Howard ’ s mottos for many decades). In the early days, 
it took up to twenty - four hours to code one hour of videotape! 

 It would be hard to overstate how important this wave of 
research became to the fi eld. Such pioneers as Robert Weiss, Jerry 
Patterson, Clifford Notarius, Kurt Hahlweg, John Gottman and 
Howard began to generate an astounding number of fascinating 
fi ndings. This kind of research has played a major role in the 
development of our approach to helping couples build strong 
and happy marriages. Many of our core techniques come directly 
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from studies that show how damaging some kinds of negative 
interaction can be and what is different in the communication of 
couples who do well over time. 

 Although the focus on communication is hardly new in the 
marital fi eld, there are many new studies about how couples com-
municate that we incorporate in this revision. For example, the 
most important studies have been focusing on the role of positive 
communication and have used new research tasks, such as having 
couples talk to each other as friends and asking partners to be sup-
portive of one another. Further, in our own research, we videotape 
the same couples ’  communication every year (in some cases, for 
up to twelve years consecutively after marriage!). We have found 
that happy couples show lower levels of negative communication 
over time than unhappy couples during the fi rst fi ve years of mar-
riage. Couples who are unhappy show increases of negative com-
munication over time compared to happy couples. Negative 
communication involves all of our Communication Danger Signs 
discussed in Chapter  Two , and we provide new ideas on how both 
to bring up issues and to respond when issues are brought to your 
attention.  

  The Deeper Positive Connections in Relationships 

 One of the major fi ndings in the fi eld is that the negatives in 
relationships are far more hurtful than the positives are benefi cial. 
In this new edition, we focus much more attention on how to 
accentuate the positives and work on defeating the power of the 
negatives. 

 Much of our work in this area is fueled by the growing emphasis 
in our fi eld on the deeper positive connections in relationships, 
refl ected by advances in research and conceptual advances in such 
areas as commitment, positive bonding, support, forgiveness, 
sacrifi ce, attachment, the importance of community connections, 
and spiritual intimacy in marriage (drawing on the cutting - edge 
work of coauthor Scott Stanley and colleagues Steven Beach from 
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the University of Georgia and Frank Fincham from Florida State 
University).    

  HOW  PREP  WORKS 

 Historically, most of the formal research on PREP has been con-
ducted with couples in the transition to marriage. More recently, 
we have expanded our research and our services to married couples 
in a variety of life stages, dealing with a variety of issues. We are 
fi nding that the concepts and principles are just as applicable for 
happy or unhappy couples, for those who are going to marry or 
who have been married for fi fty years. Our studies (and others) 
show that characteristics of couples even prior to marriage are 
strongly related to the likelihood of divorce, which means that for 
many couples, the seeds of divorce are present prior to marriage. 
This does not mean that we researchers are very good at predicting 
exactly which couples won ’ t make it, but we have gotten pretty 
good at identifying the factors that greatly increase the odds of 
divorce. 

 Aside from our studies on the prediction of marital distress and 
divorce, our research strongly suggests that couples can learn skills, 
complete exercises, and enhance ways of thinking that increase 
their odds of success. There have been more than ten evaluation 
studies of PREP conducted by our own team and others. A review 
of all the fi ndings is far beyond the scope of the book; however, 
references are available in the References section of this book and 
on our  PREPinc.com  Web site. 

  Research on  PREP  

 The key fi ndings on PREP are that couples can learn the com-
munication and confl ict management skills taught in this book 
and maintain use of the skills up to thirteen years later, according 
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to at least one study. In our newest studies, we have more diver-
sity in terms of couples and issues, and we are using the strongest 
research designs (studies where couples or individuals are ran-
domly assigned to receive a version of PREP or not receive any 
intervention). In some of these studies, we fi nd that couples in 
PREP versus those in control conditions have lower rates of 
relationship breakup and divorce, and in some studies, lower rates 
of relationship aggression; in some studies, PREP couples have 
higher levels of positive connections and positive bonding, which 
includes fun, friendship, and sensuality. In our most recent rand-
omized clinical trial, working with the U.S. Army, PREP couples 
had a divorce rate of about 2 percent one year later, as compared 
to 6 percent for the control group, a statistically signifi cant 
difference. 

 One example of the evidence that PREP is an effective tool for 
fi ghting marital distress and preventing marital problems is that 
PREP is the only relationship and marriage education program in 
the National Registry of Evidence - based Programs and Practices. 
Thus PREP is considered to be the worldwide leader in relationship 
and marriage education, and PREP is the most evaluated and 
tested program in the fi eld. 

 There have been several new studies of PREP using Internet -
 based technology and with new populations. These studies show 
similarly promising results, and we are expecting this positive trend 
to continue in future research. 

 It is important to note that some of the benefi cial effects of a 
program like PREP appear to be clear as long as four or fi ve years 
after the training. This does not mean that every couple benefi ts 
or that every couple can reduce their risk of divorce. In this fi eld, 
we need to know far more about which kinds of couples get the 
greatest benefi t from which kinds of materials. Also, no matter 
what the program or material, the benefi cial effects probably 
weaken over time. Therefore, it is important for any couple who 
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benefi ts from this material to review those things that seem to help 
their relationship most. 

 If you would like to read more of the academic descriptions of 
our work, you can refer to the References in the back of this book 
or go to our Web site ( PREPinc.com ). For those of you interested 
in this kind of material, it can help you understand why our 
approach is so helpful to so many couples.  

  The Variety of Couples Using  PREP  

 We now work with couples across socioeconomic lines, with foster 
and adoptive parents, in middle and high school settings, and 
with men and women in military settings. We have developed 
programs for couples with one member in prison as well. We 
hold training workshops for mental health professionals, clergy, 
health care workers, and lay persons in the United States and 
in many other countries. Many of these people use our materials 
to conduct workshops for couples or in counseling individually 
with couples. 

 We are also proud of training hundreds of chaplains and 
social workers in all the branches of the U.S. armed forces, so 
that they can make use of the straightforward strategies of PREP 
to help the marriages of the active - duty personnel of the services. 
This work has been particularly gratifying to us: the nature of 
military work places many stresses on families, and we are proud 
to help protect and strengthen the marriages of people who serve 
our country. 

 A number of new PREP curricula are geared to specifi c groups 
of couples and settings, such as those in the transition to parent-
hood, those dealing with fi nancial issues, empty nest couples, adop-
tive and foster parents, and couples in the armed forces. The 
development and marketing of a wide variety of materials that 
couples can use to learn the concepts we teach has also been a 
priority. These include videos and audiotapes for couples and a 
host of materials for those who present PREP workshops.   
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  GETTING THE MOST FROM THIS BOOK 

 We believe that the recipe for a great relationship includes a cup 
of love, a cup of commitment, several tablespoons of compatibility 
of interests, a cup - and - a - half of skill in handling confl icts, and a 
pinch of magic. We are convinced that you can learn how to build 
and protect a great relationship if you are motivated to do so. We ’ ll 
introduce a number of very effective skills for handling confl ict 
and disagreements. We ’ ll also suggest strategies for building and 
maintaining friendship, fun, com-
mitment, social support, spiritual 
intimacy, and physical intimacy —
 all that really great stuff that 
bonds you together. With each 
skill or principle we discuss, we ’ ll 
also tell you about the underlying theory and research so that you 
understand why it may work for you. You will fi nd that these 
techniques are not really diffi cult to understand, but  they will take 
some investment of time and energy to master.  We believe in making 
things simple, but simple is not always easy. You have to put in 
the effort to reap the rewards.  

 One way to invest in your relationship is to think about and 
discuss the talking points and to complete the exercises at the end 
of each chapter. The exercises are particularly important because 
they are carefully designed to help you learn the key concepts and 
strategies.  

  MOVING AHEAD WITH CONFIDENCE 

 Our society has come to a point where many people are divorced, 
know many people who are divorced, or are surrounded by some 
pretty unhappy married couples. Yet young people today still 
highly value marriage, think that being married for life is a worthy 
goal, and want to be  happily  married. What they lack, however, is 

 You can learn how to build and 

protect a great relationship if 

you are motivated to do so. 
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confi dence that a happy marriage is an achievable goal. In fact, it 
looks more like an impossible dream to many of them. It might be 
fi ne for Don Quixote to dream the impossible dream, but in reality, 
most people don ’ t get all that excited about dreams that they 
believe just cannot happen. 

 On the positive side, you probably know couples who have 
done well over many years — meaning they have stayed together 
and stayed happy. They ’ ve found a way to preserve their special 
bond through all the ups and downs of life. Who have your role 
models been regarding marriage and family relationships? Depend-
ing on whom you spend time with, you may have either concluded 
 “ Yes, it can be done ”  or  “ No way — hardly anyone makes this deal 
work out well. ”  

 If you are an optimist about relationships — especially mar-
riage — what we have to offer you in this book can give legs to your 
optimism. We fi nd it ’ s not enough simply to be optimistic; opti-
mism needs to be paired with specifi c plans and action, or it ’ s just 
a good feeling. 

 Likewise, if you are pessimistic about relationships and mar-
riage, we think you ’ ve come to the right place. Our primary goal 
in writing this book is to teach you the most powerful strategies 
we know for helping you build confi dence in your relationship. In 
our research, we have found that confi dence in marriage is related 
to such factors as commitment to your partner, friendship with 
your partner, fewer nasty arguments with your partner, and having 
fun with your partner. If you take a moment to look at the table 
of contents, you ’ ll fi nd those to be among the core themes of this 
book. 

 In short, we want to help you build confi dence based on 
increased competence. Although we make no guarantees, we 
believe that if you work through the ideas presented here and adapt 
those that seem to help you the most, you will signifi cantly increase 
your chances of not only staying together but also experiencing 
the greater joys of a life together.       
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Five Keys for a Great 
Relationship 
  PREP  in a Nutshell        

     Why are you reading this book? You are in a relationship or 
want to be, and you want that relationship to be the best 

it can be, now and in the future. At the deepest level, each of us 
desires someone to love and someone we can love in return —
 someone with whom we can share laughter, friendship, work, 
caring, and support through the good times as well as the hard 
times in life. People deeply desire this kind of relationship, but we 
also know that a great many couples don ’ t achieve it. This is a 
book about helping you restore love, fun, and friendship that once 
was there or, if your relationship is great now, helping you stay 
there and continue to grow in your relationship. In this new 
edition, we focus not only on increasing positive connections and 
intimacy in your relationship but also on increasing your own self -
 awareness and your understanding of your partner. That mutual 
sense of  “ knowing ”  is the best gift you can give each other. 

 All over the world, people from all walks of life imagine and 
desire a great relationship. Yet we live in times of great cynicism 
about relationships in general and marriage in particular. Can part-
ners love each other and stay together for the long term? We think 
so. We ’ re here to tell you that long - lasting, satisfying love is 
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possible. We like to think of our-
selves as relationship optimists. 
We know that it ’ s possible for 
couples to create relationships in 
which they feel both emotionally 
secure in the present and confi dent 
about the future. All the cynicism 

of the world cannot smother the fi re that burns in each of us for 
connection at the deepest levels of our heart and soul. Wisely direc-
ted, that desire can fuel your efforts to build a lasting love together.  

 What we provide here are simple, effective ways to develop and 
protect the love and happiness you seek. By  simple,  we mean easy 
to understand. Simple can be powerful, but simple does not mean 
easy to do. We want to challenge you to put the kind of investment 
into your relationship that really makes a difference. The skills and 
principles in our research - based program presented here work — if 
you decide to use them in your relationship. We hope you decide 
to enhance your chances of enjoying a lifetime love. 

 This new deluxe edition of  Fighting  for  Your Marriage  is like a 
travel guide for your journey together. Unlike most travel guides, 
which talk only about which places to visit, ours spends as much 
time telling you about key places to watch out for, because they may 
be dangerous, as it does about the most wonderful places to visit and 
relax. As you would read a travel guide, you can read this one cover 
to cover, or you can plan your own journey by reading the chapters 
that best meet your current needs and goals. In either case, we 
suggest you fi nish reading this chapter fi rst, because it highlights the 
hallmarks of the PREP approach on which this book is based.  

  THE  PREP  JOURNEY 

 As you know by now, this book is based on our program called 
PREP, which stands for the Prevention and Relationship Enhance-
ment Program. Over the years, we have used our research and 

 All the cynicism of the world 

cannot smother the fi re that 

burns in each of us for connec-

tion at the deepest levels of our 

heart and soul. 
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experience working with couples to constantly refi ne, update, and 
improve what we have to say. To learn about our most recent 
research fi ndings that have emerged since the publication of our 
books and how you can take advantage of the newest programs, 
you can regularly check  PREPinc.com . 

 In our most recent work, we have focused on fi ve keys for a 
great marriage. These keys will help you understand the essence 
of what we will teach you in our new edition of  Fighting  for 
 Your Marriage: 

   1.     Decide don ’ t slide.  

  2.     Do your part.  

  3.     Make it safe to connect.  

  4.     Open the doors to positive connections.  

  5.     Nurture your commitment.    

  Key 1: Decide Don ’ t Slide 

 In our most recent work, coauthor Scott, our colleague Galena 
Rhoades, and coauthor Howard have been using a powerful new 
concept, one fueled by research on cohabitation and commitment: 
deciding vs. sliding ® . The main idea is to understand the impor-
tance of deciding about things that matter. Too many people slide 
through major transitions or life experiences rather than deciding 
who they are and where they intend to go. When you ’ re taking a 
journey, it ’ s wise to make a clear decision about where you want 
to go, not to let things slide. Sliding through — just letting things 
happen — is great in many kinds of circumstances. After all, you 
don ’ t need to treat every moment in your life as though there were 
a momentous decision to make. For example, if you like your 
evening routine together, just letting things slide tonight will 
likely work out just fi ne for both of you. 

 But there are many times in a relationship when you don ’ t want 
to just let things happen. You need to decide, and decisions take 
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effort and energy and teamwork. Are you thinking about having 
children? Are there major transitions coming up in your children ’ s 
lives? What about how you manage money? Who does what around 
the home? How do you treat each other when you are upset? What 
do you do when one person wants to have sex and the other does 
not? We don ’ t know the answers to these types of questions for the 
two of you. But what we do know is that when something impor-
tant is at stake, you need to make a decision together, because 
decisions support a greater commitment to follow through on what 
has been decided. So where it matters, decide don ’ t slide. 

 Here ’ s a friendly warning for you as you start to read this book: 
don ’ t  slide  into thinking that as a couple you are going to do 
everything we recommend. We are going to be suggesting so 
many different ideas, strategies, and skills that no couple is likely 
to want to do everything we recommend. We encourage you 
to decide as individuals and as a couple what you will choose 
to do. You will really like many of our ideas, but perhaps not all. 
Also keep in mind that even if you like an idea, you should not 
assume that your partner will like the same one. Sometimes you 
may feel like saying to your partner,  “ We learned this skill — why 
aren ’ t you using it? ”  and wind up being upset with your partner. 
We are reminding you now that it is much more helpful to be 
happy that at least one of you is deciding at that time to improve 
your relationship.  

  Key 2: Do Your Part  

  It ’ s more important to  be  the right person than 

to  fi nd  the right person. 

   — S hirley  P. G lass     

 One sign of relationship problems, now or in the future, is when 
you focus on your partner as the source of the problems. Of course 
your partner plays some role, at least to a degree. However, you 
have a lot of control over what you can do to help your relation-
ship. In the chapters to come, we will hone in on how you can be 
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the best partner you can be and how you can do your part to team 
up with your partner to fi ght  for  your marriage. 

 A core theme in PREP is teamwork. To follow our program, 
you need to decide to work as a team on your relationship. This 
means that you agree to not fi ght destructively, to commit yourself 
to keeping fun and friendship in your relationship, and to make 
the relationship a safe emotional harbor. Most important, marital 
teams succeed only when each member does his or her part. We ’ re 
asking you to think about what you contribute to your marriage, 
to focus on what you put in rather than on what you get out of 
the relationship. 

 As you read on, you will see that we place great responsibility on 
each partner in a marriage to work on his or her end of the relation-
ship to give it the best chance for lasting and committed love. As 
just one example, this means that when confl ict arises, or when you 
perceive your partner as acting unfairly, you do the most construc-
tive things you can do. Far too often, when people think their 
partner is being unfair or is behaving inappropriately, they feel 
relieved of the responsibility to be the best partner they can be. 
We ’ re here to tell you, and tell you strongly, that you need to hold 
up your end of the relationship even when you think your partner 
isn ’ t doing his or her share. The major exception to this guideline is 
if there is ongoing victimization of one person by another. That may 
call for strong actions of a different sort than what we focus on here.    

 What ’ s My Part? 
 If you are serious about doing everything you can on your end 
of the relationship to make it all it can be, here are some 
examples of simple things you can regularly do to do your part: 

   •      Do positive things for your partner and the relationship. 
Most people know what to do to please their partner. 

(continued)
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 One last point before we move on. Many people think they 
cannot bring their behavior under better control unless they fi rst 
understand it. Although it can be benefi cial to have insights into 
why you and your partner do some of the things you do (for good 
or ill), you don ’ t have to have it all fi gured out to know some of 
the most important  “ right things ”  to do. If you ’ re waiting for more 
insight and not doing some things that you know would help keep 
your relationship on track, you are not being wise. Do what you 
can do now, while you fi gure out more of what you can do later. 

Do you regularly do the things that make a difference? 
Regardless of your answer, in the next twelve hours, do 
something small for your partner that you think he or 
she will like, but without expecting to be noticed or 
praised. Just do it.  

   •      Decide to let negative or annoying comments bounce 
off you. If there are ongoing concerns you need to deal 
with, deal with them at a time when you are both calm 
and you can get your partner ’ s attention in a construc-
tive way. But, most of the time, let stuff go.  

   •      Be the best person you can be in your relationship. Take 
responsibility for your own issues, personal growth, 
awareness, and mental and physical health. Have you 
ever noticed how much better looking some people 
become after they go through a divorce? Many people 
put all kinds of effort into personal improvements when 
they ’ re  “ out on the market. ”  Yes, this is a crass way to 
say it, but it ’ s the truth. We ’ ve seen it, and you ’ ve seen 
it. Why not give that kind of effort to taking good care 
of yourself now? If more people did this, fewer people 
would end up looking for the next relationship.    
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The key is to take personal responsibility to do your part. This will 
improve not only your relationship but also how you feel.  

  Key 3: Make It Safe to Connect 

 One of the major advances in our work since our last edition has 
been on the importance of safety in healthy relationships. Here we 
focus on the importance of making it physically and emotionally 
safe at home, especially when dealing with confl icts. Positive con-
nections and intimacy thrive when things are safe — when you are 
confi dent that you can do your part to control confl icts. So many 
times partners tell us that being home is like walking on eggshells, 
saying,  “ I can ’ t be myself. ”  When you have the skills to handle 
confl icts, you are able to relax, to be yourself, and to open the doors 
to emotional and physical intimacy. 

 One of our strongest research fi ndings is that how couples 
handle confl ict tells a powerful story about how they will do in the 
future. Couples who handle their differences and confl icts poorly, 
with put - downs and hostility and harsh views of one another, are 
the most likely to develop serious problems. 

 Because confl icts are a common (and expected) part of rela-
tionships, many couples think that it ’ s their differences and disa-
greements that cause the greatest problems in their marriage. To 
be sure, strong differences in backgrounds and viewpoints do make 
confl icts more likely. But over thirty years of research with an 
increasingly diverse population of couples tell us that success in 
marriage is related not so much to the nature of the differences 
between two partners as to how the partners handle the differences 
they have. This does not mean that differences don ’ t matter. They 
can be part of what draws two 
people together and also part of 
what makes it diffi cult, at times, 
to get along. But the part of this 
over which you have the most 
control is how the two of you 

 If you want to have a great 

relationship, the way you handle 

differences can matter more than 

what those differences are. 
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handle whatever differences you have. If you want to have a great 
relationship, the way you handle differences can matter more than 
what those differences are.  

 We will spend a good deal of time looking at the ways couples 
handle confl icts and talking about what you can do to protect your 
relationship from the patterns that are most destructive. These are 
the dark alleys we want to help you avoid on your travels. When 
we say  “ Make it safe to connect, ”  we are pointing out that emo-
tional safety is essential to having the kind of deeply connected, 
loving relationship you seek. In the context of this discussion, we 
mean safety in terms of how you talk to one another. 

 In the next chapter we will describe what we call the Com-
munication Danger Signs, common behavior patterns that make 
it feel very unsafe in relationships. Unsafe to share what you really 
think. Unsafe to express what you desire. Unsafe to bring up an 
issue of concern. Unsafe to be yourself with your partner, who is 
the person with whom, more than anyone else on the planet, you 
want the greatest safety. So we ’ ll teach you powerful techniques 
and ways of thinking that can help the two of you handle the issues 
in your life and protect the best parts of what you have together.  

  Key 4: Open the Doors to Positive Connections 

 Since our last edition, we and many other marital researchers 
have focused more and more on the positive side of relationships 
as well as the deeper connections that happy partners share. We ’ ve 
learned that the positive connections are what really matter to 
most couples. 

 We all know that confl icts are inevitable and need to be 
handled, but people do not get and stay married for the joy of 
handling confl ict together till death do them part. They want to 
be married for all the great things relationships offer: deep friend-
ship, companionship, spiritual meaning, fun, passion, parenting, 
and connection with the core values of life. If you ’ ll take a moment 
to look over the table of contents, you ’ ll see that this is not a book 
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dealing only with communication and confl ict management. We 
focus throughout the book on the greatest things about lifelong 
love and commitment, and we have much to say to you about the 
joy of relationships. You can enrich and deepen your connection 
together in many ways, and we want to help you. But there is a 
very important link between what we say about confl ict and issues 
and what we say about fun, friendship, support, spirituality, and 
sensual connection. We hear a lot about the desire to fi nd a soul 
mate, the  one  — the person with whom all these positive connec-
tions spark and explode. Yet we also fi nd that people do not really 
know how to keep the positives alive and well over time.  

  Don ’ t expect to be your beloved ’ s soul mate before you ’ ve been there 

as your mate ’ s soul unfolds. . . . Soul mates evolve as lovers grow 

together and coauthor their own relationship story. 

   — H oward  M arkman     

 The positive side of relationships is often mysterious (delight-
fully so), but there is little mystery to us about the ways in which 
the forces of attraction (love, fun, passion, friendship) can be 
destroyed by damaging types of confl ict. In a way, these mysterious 
forces are like alpine fl owers that are beautiful and awe inspiring 
but also vulnerable to being stepped on and crushed through 
carelessness and thoughtlessness. You must nurture these most 
wonderful aspects of relating if they are to bloom into their full 
glory. So as you move forward on your journey, make a commit-
ment to keep fun, friendship, and romance alive and thriving.  

  Key 5: Nurture Your Commitment 

 A husband recently shared in his fi rst session that his one goal for 
therapy and his relationship was to provide a cocoon of commit-
ment around his family. His voice is echoed by countless other 
partners, and we are listening. Building something meaningful 
together and hanging on to it are critical. Couples who do the best 
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over the long term do so partly because they have a sense of just 
that: the long term. 

 Commitment is a major theme in our approach and throughout 
this book. Not only do we devote a chapter to it, but the concept 
fl ows through everything we have to share with you. We ’ ll look at 
commitment in terms of sacrifi ce, forgiveness, protecting priorities, 
and developing teamwork. But more than anything else, commit-
ment is knowing that you can count on each other to be there for 
one another and to support and help one another. 

 Artis and Pam were in their forties. Both had been married 
before and divorced. They told us that they  “ fell in love ”  at fi rst 
sight and married quickly, but six months after marrying, they were 
having trouble. They came in to get some help, saying they were 
arguing a lot and that they were worried about losing their loving 
feelings. When they fought, one or both would wonder if they 
should really be together, and would say so. They began to wonder 
if they had deceived themselves into thinking they were in love, 
if maybe they ’ d only fallen in lust at fi rst sight. 

 We told them that there is nothing wrong with falling in love 
quickly. This is one common pathway for couples, and for those 
couples, it can be a most magical and wonderful experience. 
(However, it can be very wise to know your partner a good while 
before marrying.) But even when your love feels like heaven, you 
still have to learn to live together on earth. And that ’ s where our 
advice came in. Artis and Pam worked with us to set up some rules 
for how to handle it when they got angry: no name - calling, no 
pulling away, no swearing. Further, they would each try to calm 
down and fi gure out together what the issue was. 

 They learned fast. They used the depth of their love as moti-
vation — there was too much at stake not to handle things better. 
After a while, they were doing much better handling confl icts and 
disappointments. They were increasingly able to talk safely and 
openly about their vision for their future together. That was surely 
different from threatening it, as they had been doing. 
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 Artis and Pam love bike riding. In fact, you could call them 
hard - core bikers. They started to use biking metaphors to think 
about their relationship and their goals. For Pam (who above all 
wanted closeness), the ideal was an image of being on a tandem 
bike, going to the same place, riding the same path, but each doing 
his or her own part. For Artis, the image of them riding two sepa-
rate bikes was more powerful, because he valued a little more 
autonomy than she did. Nevertheless, they were going on a journey 
together. They might not be so tightly joined at every moment, 
nor did they always have to move at the same pace, but they both 
knew they were traveling together to the same place. 

 The two of them reached a key turning point, though, when 
they realized that they really did want their marriage to last forever. 
They felt they had something very special that needed to be treas-
ured and protected. We suggested that if preserving their marriage 
was truly their goal, they needed to say to one another that they 
were together  “ no matter what. ”  Partners need this depth of secu-
rity. The most touching thing was when Artis and Pam came back 
in one day, both wearing T - shirts they had made with the letters 
 NMW  on them — No Matter What. 

 Deeply knowing that you can count on your partner brings 
another very important kind of safety to your relationship. Earlier 
we talked about safety in terms of being able to be open and not 
fearing damaging confl icts. Here we ’ re talking about safety that 
comes from the sense of security and permanence in your relation-
ship. The importance of this second sense of safety is best captured 
by M. Scott Peck, in  The Road Less Traveled:   “ Couples can not 
resolve in any healthy way the universal issues of marriage: depend-
ency and independence, dominance and submission, freedom and 
fi delity, for example, without the security of knowing that the act 
of struggling over these issues will not destroy the relationship. ”  

 Throughout this book, we ’ ll give you many suggestions for how 
to think about and act on commitment concerns. We ’ ll encourage 
you to develop and nurture a vision for your future together. This 
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brings us to a warning we ’ d like to give those of you who struggle 
with higher levels of confl ict and frustration. In order to give your 
relationship a better chance, do not do or say things that threaten 
the stability of your relationship. Try not to act in ways that allow 
the things that bond the two of you together to slip any further 
away. In other words, do your part to make things go as smoothly 
and positively as possible. We ’ ll suggest many more specifi c strate-
gies, but for now, do what you can to hold the line against further 
erosion in your relationship. For example, do not threaten the 
future of your relationship in the midst of a fi ght. You need a secure 
base of attachment — safety in commitment — in your marriage for 
all the rest of the really good things to happen.   

  KEY RISKS TO A LASTING LOVE 

 Behind our focus on the fi ve keys to a healthy relationship we have 
described here is an emphasis on knowledge based in research, 
sound theory, and extensive clinical experience. Most other pro-
grams and books for couples are neither empirically informed nor 
empirically tested. As noted in the Introduction, PREP and this 
book are both. If you ’ d like to read more about this subject and 
you ’ ve not already read the Introduction, please refer back to it. 
Further, there are many references to important research in the 
References section (for the seriously curious). Since our last 
edition, there have been countless studies on relationships, and 
most support and extend our earlier work on communication, 
confl ict resolution, and commitment. We will share some of the 
most exciting twists and turns with you in this book. 

 We now have the benefi t of over three decades of research into 
what factors are most likely to raise the risks of a couple ’ s not doing 
well. The key to preventing marital distress, divorce, and unhap-
piness is to reduce the risk factors and to increase the protective 
factors. Our goal in PREP and in this book is to help you do both. 
We discuss major risk factors in this section. Protective factors are 
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all the good things in relationships — friendship, fun, spiritual and 
religious involvement, and aspects of commitment — and you ’ ve 
probably noted that we have chapters on all these. Before we look 
at the major risk factors, we ’ d like to tell you what we think is the 
most common path to marital unhappiness and divorce. 

  How a Marriage Dies (in a Nutshell) 

 OK, so that ’ s not the cheeriest heading in the book. It is the title 
of a talk Scott started giving to groups years ago that is based on 
the work we ’ ve done over the years to better understand marital 
success and failure. It also includes elements of his theories about 
how commitment develops and what it does for couples — things 
we ’ ll cover more in the chapter on commitment. 

 What follows is not the kind of humorous talk we ’ d prefer to 
give. Instead, the themes are serious. But it does summarize in one 
swoop the core of our theory of how the average marriage dies. 
Here it goes: 

   •      You meet. Most couples don ’ t go further if they never meet. 
(You knew that, but then again, the Internet allows couples to 
have relationships and never meet. That may not be a good 
thing, and it ’ s not the focus of this book!)  

   •      You are attracted to one another and start to spend time 
together.  

   •      You like this person, and it ’ s mutual. Joy. Thrill. Sparks. 
Warmth. Heat.  

   •      You become a bit anxious about whether or not this person 
will stay in your life.  

   •      You start to make commitments to one another because 
commitment reduces anxiety about staying attached. Com-
mitment secures the attachment.  

   •      You get engaged and then you get married.  
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   •      Problems come up. They just do, and they will happen to you. 
Some of the problems are based on things that happen to the 
two of you in life. Some of the problems are based on differ-
ences in how you want or expect to handle things in life, or 
what you believe is important. For some couples, they are 
easy problems; for others, they are very diffi cult and even 
gut - wrenching — such as having a seriously ill baby.  

   •      Like many (but not all) couples, you have diffi culty managing 
confl icts and problems as they come your way in life. You don ’ t 
work as a team on the problems you have. Confl icts become 
more frequent and more intense. The number of times you are 
together that end up with confl ict or disconnection keep going 
steadily up. You don ’ t communicate well together, and you 
start to get nastier about it all. Danger ahead.  

   •      As you get busier in life, you begin to spend less and less time 
together doing things that are fun or relaxing. You have a 
home to take care of, probably kids that need time and 
attention; your work begins eating up more time, and money 
pressures mount.  

   •      Your positive connection suffers. You begin to neglect the parts 
of life that bonded you together. You spend less time together 
having fun. You go out infrequently. You don ’ t just sit down 
together or take walks to talk as friends much anymore, and 
when you do, it often turns into an argument.  

   •      This is the big turning point. One or both partners begin to 
associate the presence of the other with pain and stress rather 
than with support or pleasure. Friendship together becomes a 
distant memory (if it is remembered at all).  

   •      Security in the future becomes something to threaten in 
arguments:  “ Why should I stay with you? ”   “ Maybe we need to 
get a divorce. ”   

   •      Now you experience the total erosion of dedication to one 
another and investment in the relationship. You ’ re forgetting 
why you went on this journey in the fi rst place.  
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   •      In the absence of forces that constrain some couples to stay 
together (for example, poor alternatives), you divorce, or if you 
do stay together, you drift into painful distance.    

 Clearly, we ’ re hoping to help couples stay off this very common 
path. It leads to a destination that no couple seeks when the part-
ners start out together, but many end there just the same. You don ’ t 
have to be on this path, and we ’ re here to tell you how to avoid 
it. If you are already far along on the trip we ’ ve described here, we 
want to tell you some powerful ways to change your course.  

  Risk Factors for Marital Problems 

 Many of these risk factors relate to stable, individual characteristics 
of each partner. You can think of these factors this way: all other 
things being equal, the more these factors are present in the lives 
and backgrounds of the marriage partners, the greater the risk to 
the well - being of that marriage over time. Here is a list of such 
factors. The list is not exhaustive, but it covers the biggies. 

   •      Having a personality tendency to react strongly or defensively 
to problems and disappointments in life  

   •      Having divorced parents  

   •      Living together prior to marriage  

   •      Being previously divorced, yourself or your partner  

   •      Having children from a previous marriage  

   •      Having different religious backgrounds  

   •      Marrying at a very young age (for example, at the age of 
eighteen or nineteen; the average these days is about twenty -
 fi ve or twenty - six years of age for fi rst marriages)  

   •      Knowing each other for only a short time before marriage  

   •      Experiencing fi nancial hardship  

   •      Experiencing racial, ethnic, religious, and other types of class 
discrimination    
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 There is something very important about this list that we ’ d like 
you to notice: once a couple is married, the partners can do nothing 
to directly lower any of these risks. In our academic publications, 
we call these factors  static  because they are relatively unchangeable. 
Refl ecting on these factors can be useful in understanding how 
much risk the two of you may have, but there is little you can do to 
change any of these — and certainly not quickly. 

 In contrast to the static factors shown in the preceding list, 
there are risk factors that relate more directly to how you treat one 
another, how you communicate, and how you think about your 
relationship. We call these  dynamic  risk factors because, although 
they do increase the risk that a couple won ’ t do well, they can all 
be changed with some thought and choice and effort. 

   •      Negative styles of talking and fi ghting with each other, such 
as arguments that rapidly become negative, put - downs, and the 
silent treatment  

   •      Diffi culty communicating well, especially when you disagree  

   •      Trouble handling disagreements as a team  

   •      Unrealistic beliefs about marriage  

   •      Different attitudes about important things  

   •      A low level of commitment to one another, refl ected in such 
behavior as failing to protect your relationship from others you 
are attracted to or failing to view your marriage as a long - term 
investment  

   •      Not practicing faith together    

 In general, higher levels of risk (due to either static or dynamic 
factors) are tied to greater diffi culties in handling problems and 
negative emotions well. For example, studies suggest that people 
whose parents divorced are more likely to come into marriage as 
adults with communication problems and also a diminished belief 
or trust that their relationship can work in the long term. In 
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essence, even the static factors tend to express themselves through 
the dynamic factors. 

 All other things being equal, the more static or dynamic risk 
factors you have, the more likely you are to experience diffi culties. 
But remember, we ’ re relationship optimists. We want to help you 
face risks head - on and beat the odds. The good news is that 
research by our colleagues Kim Halford at the University of 
Queensland in Australia and Ron Rogge at the University of 
Rochester each suggests that some high - risk couples can benefi t 
greatly from our approach. 

 Because you can ’ t do much to change the static risk factors, it 
is wisest to focus your efforts on what you can change — the dynamic 
factors — and that ’ s what we do throughout this book. (And if you 
don ’ t have many risk factors, we think we have much to offer you 
in terms of ways to stay on that path and experience deep love and 
connection.) We want to help you change in ways that make a 
difference.   

  MOVING AHEAD ON YOUR JOURNEY 

 Now that you better understand how we think, you are ready for 
the next part of your journey through this book. Do not leave 
home — or go home — without our travel advice, which can be 
summarized by fi ve key guidelines: 

  1.     Decide don ’ t slide.  

  2.     Do your part.  

  3.     Make it safe to connect.  

  4.     Open the doors to positive connections.  

  5.     Nurture security in your future together.    

 Now choose the next stop on your journey. We ’ ve organized 
our themes into four major parts of the book: 
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  1.     Understanding the Risks on the Road to Lasting Love  

  2.     Teaming Up to Handle Confl ict  

  3.     Enjoying Each Other  

  4.     Staying the Course    

 Although reading straight through can make the most sense, 
feel free to jump to the sections that address the needs you are 
having in your relationship. Each section includes examples to 
make our points clear and exercises for you to work through some 
of the concepts and ideas and to try out the skills and strategies 
we are teaching. We understand that some of you will be reading 
this book on your own, working to do your part and take respon-
sibility for changing your own behavior in your relationship. You 
will fi nd lots of support here. Others will be sharing this book with 
a partner, working together on reading chapters and doing exer-
cises. You will also fi nd support and encouragement. Singles who 
are looking to have successful future relationships can learn strate-
gies for doing things right. We hope all readers can take away 
something meaningful.         



  2 

Destructive Patterns 
 Signs of Danger Ahead        

     In this chapter, we will focus on four specifi c ways couples com-
monly damage their relationships. You want to battle against 

these patterns, not one another — that ’ s the essence of fi ghting  for
your marriage. Decades of work by many different researchers have 
confi rmed the destructive power of the Communication Danger 
Signs we cover here. So we want you to team up to defeat these 
forces that threaten your happiness. Love may be a mystery, but 
the danger signs are not! 

 We cover danger signs so early in the book because we know 
that couples who have a lot of these negative behaviors fi nd it hard 
to do many of the positive things we will recommend in the rest 
of the book. This stuff is toxic. It ’ s poison in your well. Left 
unchecked, these patterns can erode all the positive things that 
drew you together in the fi rst place. These four patterns are not 
the only ones that put couples at risk of unhappiness and divorce, 
but we believe they are among the most important. 

  1.     Escalation  

  2.     Invalidation  

  3.     Withdrawal and avoidance  

  4.     Negative interpretations    

37



38 FIGHTING FOR YOUR MARRIAGE

 Once you understand these patterns, you can learn to recognize 
them and then use some simple tools to protect your relationship. 
This chapter is one that we haven ’ t changed much in this edition. 
More and more research with diverse couples shows that these 
patterns are fairly universal and apply to most relationships. So 
even when we tailor programs to specifi c populations, we always 
include the danger signs.  

  WHAT THE FOLKS IN WHITE LAB COATS SEE 

 OK, we don ’ t really wear white lab coats. But we ’ re talking about 
serious research here. Research where couples, all volunteers, are 
videotaped as they talk about issues in their relationships. Then 
these conversations are studied very carefully by teams of trained 
research assistants who look at such things as how the couples talk, 
how emotional they get, and how they handle it when things get 
heated. Studying the tapes is very important because, over the 
years, we ’ ve discovered that people are not very good reporters of 
how they actually behave with their mates. In other words, what 
the researchers see is often different enough from what people 
report that this kind of data has proven very valuable for more fully 
understanding how marriages do over time. 

 We ’ ll try not to say this too often, but it ’ s very important to 
keep in mind: when we talk about research fi ndings, we are talking 
about differences that are true more often than not, but there will 
also be many exceptions. This means that if something we report 
is not true for you, don ’ t worry about it. 

 You might think as you read on that we ’ re moving into some 
pretty negative topics right off the bat in this book. We have much 
to say about the positives later, but there is a reason we ’ ll take a 
long look at the nasty stuff up front. Simply put, for most of us, 
the negatives in life are more salient than the positives. You under-
stand this in some very basic ways in life. One critical negative 
comment from a family member or coworker can wipe out many 
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other good things that happened that day. Such researchers as Cliff 
Notarius and Howard Markman, as well as John Gottman at 
the University of Washington, have estimated that one negative 
interaction can wipe out the effect of fi ve and even up to twenty 
positive exchanges. Acid burns.     

 Making the Positives Count 
 In the remake of  Ocean ’ s 11 , Danny Ocean is trying to win 
back his ex - wife and asks about another man in her life: 

 D anny : Does he make you laugh? 
 E x  -  wife : He does not make me cry. 

 This example illustrates how focused most of us are on the 
negatives rather than the positives. How often do you think 
about the past month of your relationship and focus on the 
one or two fi ghts, rather than on all the other, more positive 
times together? We have noticed that in therapy, if we ask 
couples to focus on their more positive interactions rather 
than their fi ghts, they will talk within a frame of  “ our rela-
tionship is pretty solid; we love each other and want it to 
work, ”  and it is then easier to go back and have them focus 
on any issues that had come up between them. 

 It is powerful when you decide to focus on making yourself 
and your partner happy, instead of on what you think is 
making you unhappy; it is a way to reframe your whole rela-
tionship. When you lose sight of those positives, it ’ s easy to 
let negative emotions take over, and that can have a major 
impact on many aspects of your life, including your overall 
mental health. 

 One exercise we use to demonstrate this to couples 
involves asking each person to list all the positive things his 
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or her partner has done in the past — in the last week, month, 
or even year. One wife wrote:

  My husband works really hard to provide for us and pays 
all the bills. He takes care of the house and garden and 
keeps it looking really nice. He comes home for dinner 
every night and takes time to talk to our kids. He ’ s 
available to help them with their homework and reads 
to our youngest at bedtime. 

 He buys me presents for my birthday and Christmas. 
He tolerates my annoying brother - in - law when my 
sister visits me. We go on a nice vacation every summer 
and he does remember our anniversary with fl owers and 
a card. He makes sure the kids make me cards for 
Mother ’ s Day too and takes us all out to brunch. 

 As I write this I realize he does a lot of really nice 
things for me and the kids. I didn ’ t realize that when I 
complain all the time about his lack of communication, 
I was forgetting all this other stuff.   

 We suggest that it ’ s not enough just to control the nega-
tive side of a relationship and end up with a  “ good enough ”  
marriage. Instead, by really making the positives count, you 
can have a great marriage. 

  WHAT HAPPENS WHEN CONFLICTS 

ARISE BETWEEN YOU?      

 Before talking about the Communication Danger Signs, we are 
going to give you the opportunity to think about the negative pat-
terns you see in your own relationship. As part of a project that 
our colleague Gary Smalley was working on some years ago, we 
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developed a set of telephone survey questions to assess many dif-
ferent aspects of people ’ s relationships. Roughly a thousand people 
were contacted, chosen at random, and asked the questions we 
assembled. 

 In part of the survey, we asked questions geared toward the 
danger signs discussed in this chapter. Because we also asked ques-
tions about things like happiness, friendship, fun, sensual connec-
tion, and commitment in marriage, we were able to get a good 
sense of how answers to these questions related to other aspects of 
the people ’ s relationships. 

 We now invite you to answer these questions on a separate 
piece of paper and total up your scores. When you are fi nished, put 
your answers aside and keep reading; don ’ t share your answers with 
your partner at this time. At the end of the chapter, we ’ ll talk more 
about what your scores might mean. First we ’ ll look in depth at 
the four danger signs.  
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    EXERCISE 

  Relationship Dynamics Scale 

 Please respond to each of the following statements in terms of your 
relationship with your partner. We recommend that you answer 
these questions by yourself (not with your partner). Use the 
following 3 - point scale to rate how often you and your mate or 
partner experience each situation described: 1   =   almost never or 
never, 2   =   once in a while, 3   =   frequently. 

  1.     Little arguments escalate into ugly fi ghts with accusations, 
criticisms, name - calling, or bringing up past hurts.  

  2.     My partner criticizes or belittles my opinions, feelings, or 
desires.  

  3.     My partner seems to view my words or actions more negatively 
than I mean them to be.  

  4.     When we have a problem to solve, it is like we are on opposite 
teams.  

  5.     I hold back from telling my partner what I really think and 
feel.  

  6.     I feel lonely in this relationship.  

  7.     When we argue, one of us withdraws — that is, doesn ’ t want 
to talk about it anymore or leaves the scene.     

    ESCALATION: WHAT GOES AROUND 

COMES AROUND 

  Escalation  occurs when partners respond back and forth negatively 
to each other, continually upping the ante so that conditions 
get worse and worse. Often, negative comments spiral into increas-
ing anger and frustration. It ’ s not just the increasing emotional 
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intensity that causes the problem; it ’ s the tendency to move from 
simple anger to hurtful comments to and about each other. As 
John Gottman points out, almost all couples exchange anger for 
anger from time to time. It ’ s when you move from anger and frus-
tration to showing contempt for the other that the greatest amount 
of damage is done. 

 Couples who are happy now and likely to stay that way are less 
prone to escalation; and if they start to escalate, they are able to 
stop the negative process before it erupts into a full - blown, nasty 
fi ght. 

 Ted, a thirty - four - year - old construction worker, and Wendy, 
thirty - two, who runs a catering business out of their home, had 
been married for eight years when we fi rst saw them. Like many 
couples, their fi ghts started over small issues:

  T ed :    (sarcastically)  You ’ d think you could put the cap back on the 
toothpaste. 

 W endy :    (equally sarcastically)  Oh, like you never forget to put it 
back. 

 T ed :   As a matter of fact, I always put it back. 
 W endy :   Oh, I forgot just how compulsive you are. You are right, 

of course! 
 T ed :   I don ’ t even know why I stay with you. You are so negative. 
 W endy :   Maybe you shouldn ’ t stay. No one is barring the door. 
 T ed :   I ’ m not really sure why I do stay any more.   

 One of the most damaging things about arguments that are 
escalating out of control is that people say things that threaten the 
very lifeblood of their marriage, things not easily taken back. As 
frustration mounts, people go from wanting to be heard by the 
other to wanting to hurt the other. At these times, people often 
hurl verbal (and sometimes even physical) weapons. You can see 
this pattern with Ted and Wendy, where the stakes quickly rise to 
include threats of ending the relationship. Those negative com-
ments are hard to take back, and these reckless words do a lot to 
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damage any sense of closeness and intimacy. Forgiveness is possi-
ble, as we describe in a later chapter, but it ’ s better to prevent the 
nasty things from being said in the fi rst place. We are recommend-
ing not that you ignore those important negative feelings but 
rather that you talk about the diffi cult issues in a safe, respectful 
way, as we discuss in later chapters. 

 Although partners can say the meanest things during escalating 
arguments, such reckless remarks often don ’ t refl ect what each 
really most often thinks and feels about the other. You may believe 
that people reveal their  “ true feelings ”  in the midst of fi erce fi ghts; 
we do not believe that this is usually the case. People express their 
true feelings when they feel safe talking to each other. 

 In their argument, Wendy mentions Ted ’ s being compulsive 
because she really wants to hit him below the belt. At a more 
tender moment between them, he once shared his concerns about 
being so driven, and that as a child he had learned this style to 

please his father. Wendy ’ s escalat-
ing anger led her to use this past 
hurt to win the battle. When 
escalation leads to the use of inti-
mate knowledge as a weapon, the 
damage to the future likelihood of 
tender moments is great. Who is 

going to share deeper things if the information may be used later 
when confl ict is out of control in the relationship? Not you and 
not your partner.  

 You may be thinking,  “ We don ’ t fi ght like cats and dogs — how 
does this apply to us? ”  Escalation can actually be very subtle. 
Voices don ’ t have to be raised for you to get into the cycle of 
returning negative for negative. Yet research shows that even 
subtle patterns of escalation can lead to problems and even divorce 
later on. Consider the following conversation between Max and 
Donna, a couple of newlyweds in their twenties, who are just start-
ing out in an apartment in Denver.

 Who is going to share deeper 

things if the information may be 

used later when confl ict is out of 

control in the relationship? 
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  M ax :   Did you get the rent paid on time? 
 D onna :   That was going to be your job. 
 M ax :   You were supposed to do it. 
 D onna :   No, you were. 
 M ax :   Did it get done? 
 D onna :   No. And I ’ m not going to, either. 
 M ax :    (muttering)  Great. Just great.   

 Being newlyweds, Donna and Max are very happy with their 
marriage. Imagine, however, years of small arguments like this one 
taking a toll on their marriage, eroding the positive things that 
they now share. This process only makes things worse over time, 
as more and more damage is done. 

 It is very important for the future health of your relationship 
to learn to counteract whatever tendency you have to escalate as 
a couple. If you don ’ t escalate very much, great — your goal is to 
learn to keep things that way. If you do escalate a fair amount, 
your goal is to recognize the behavior, stop the negative exchanges, 
and talk about the issue safely when you decide to do so. We will 
teach you skills to accomplish these goals in the chapter on how 
to talk without fi ghting. 

  Short - Circuiting Escalation 

 All couples escalate from time to time, but some couples steer out 
of the pattern more quickly, and much more positively. Compare 
Ted and Wendy ’ s interchange with that of Maria and Estevan. 
Maria, a forty - fi ve - year - old sales clerk for a jewelry store, and 
Estevan, a forty - nine - year - old attorney who works for the Justice 
Department, have been married twenty - three years. Like most 
couples, many of their arguments are about everyday events.

  M aria :    (annoyed)  You left the butter out again. 
 E stevan :    (irritated)  Why are little things so important to you? Just 

put it back. 
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 M aria :    (softening her tone)  Things like that are important to me. 
Is that so bad? 

 E stevan :    (calmer)  I guess not. Sorry I was nasty.   

 Notice the difference. Like Ted and Wendy, Estevan and Maria 
show escalation, but they quickly steer out of it. When escalation 
sequences are short - circuited, it is usually because one partner 
decides to cool things down and says something to de - escalate the 
argument, thus breaking the negative cycle. Often this takes the 
simple humility of choosing to soften your tone and put down 
your shield. Although in our culture these days we don ’ t talk a lot 
about humility and the grace that accompanies it, there are few 
things more powerful for making wonderful things happen in 
relationships.  

  To sustain love, we have to learn how to negotiate . . . differences 

of all kinds . . . and to speak to each other in ways that allow us 

to be heard, that allow us to be received. 

   — D ee  W atts  - J ones     

 For her part, Maria softens her tone rather than getting defen-
sive. For his part, Estevan makes the decision to cool things down 
by acknowledging Maria ’ s point of view. Softening your tone and 
acknowledging your partner ’ s point of view are potent tools you 
can employ to diffuse tension and end escalation. Often that ’ s 
all it takes. As we go on, we will be teaching you a number of 
additional ways to keep escalation in check. 

 If you have many negative interactions like these, you have to 
give up needing to win. When you really want to win — to beat 
your partner in this argument you are having right now — you end 
up losing even if you do win. In other words, you need to decide: 
Do you want to be right or be happy? It ’ s in your best interest, and 
in that of your relationship, to soften things when you disagree and 
try to work together as a team against the problem.      
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  INVALIDATION: PAINFUL PUT - DOWNS 

  Invalidation  is a pattern in which one partner subtly or directly puts 
down the thoughts, feelings, or character of the other. Let ’ s look 
more closely at this pattern, which can take many forms. Here are 

 The Effects of Stress 
 There are many studies that show a link between stress and 
how marriages are doing. It is clear that stress leads to diffi cul-
ties in marriage and that diffi culties in marriage can be major 
stressors that can lead to depression. When stressed out, most 
people give others less benefi t of the doubt and are quicker 
to react to frustrations with their partners. A fair number of 
studies suggest that stress leads to the partners ’  doing more 
of what we call the Communication Danger Signs. That 
negativity, in turn, diminishes the happiness and closeness 
that two people have together. 

 All kinds of stress can fi t this pattern. One that has been 
studied particularly well is economic strain. When couples 
are under fi nancial pressure — such as feeling that there is just 
not enough money coming in to pay the bills — the partners 
become more negative with each other, damaging the 
marriage. Rand Conger at the University of California, Davis, 
and his colleagues have demonstrated this pattern in numer-
ous studies over the past couple of decades. 

 Just when you need to be most supportive of each other, 
stress can lead you to turn against each other. You ’ ll want to 
be particularly on guard against the danger signs when one 
or both of you is undergoing extra stress. Work hard during 
those times to be teammates against the stress rather than 
opponents against each other. 
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two other arguments between Ted and Wendy and between Maria 
and Estevan.

  W endy :    (very angry)  You missed your doctor ’ s appointment again! 
I even texted you to remind you. You are so irresponsible. I 
could see you dying and leaving me, just like your father. 

 T ed :    (bruised)  Thanks a lot. You know I am nothing like my 
father. 

 W endy :   He was useless, and so are you. 
 T ed :    (dripping with sarcasm)  I ’ m sorry. I forgot my good fortune to 

be married to such a paragon of responsibility. You can ’ t even 
keep your purse organized. 

 W endy :   At least I am not so obsessive about stupid little things. 
 T ed :   You are so arrogant. 

 S 
 M aria :    (with a tear)  You know, Bob ’ s evaluation of me was practi-

cally character assassination. 
 E stevan :   I don ’ t think he was all that critical. I would be happy 

to have an evaluation as positive as that from my supervisor. 
 M aria :    (turning away with a sigh)  You don ’ t get it. It upset me. 
 E stevan :   Yeah, I see that, but I still think you are overreacting.   

 These examples are quite different, but both show invalidation. 
The fi rst example is much more caustic, and hence damaging to 
the relationship, than the second. With Ted and Wendy, you can 
feel the  contempt  seeping through. The argument has settled into 
an attack on character. That ’ s the most damaging of all. 

 Although Maria and Estevan do not show the contempt dis-
played by Ted and Wendy, Estevan is subtly putting down Maria 
for the way she is feeling. He may even think that he is being 
constructive or trying to cheer her up by saying,  “ It ’ s not so bad. ”  
Nevertheless, this kind of communication is also invalidating. 
Maria feels more hurt now because he has said, in effect, that her 
feelings of sadness and frustration are inappropriate. 
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 The contemptuous invalidation displayed by Ted and Wendy 
in the fi rst example is more obviously destructive than the more 
subtle forms of invalidation. But any kind of invalidation sets up 
barriers in relationships. Invalidation hurts. It leads naturally to 
covering up who you are and what you think because it ’ s just too 
risky to do otherwise. 

  Preventing Invalidation 

 In both of these interchanges, the couples would have done better 
if each partner had shown respect for and acknowledged the view-
point of the other. Note the difference in how these conversations 
could have gone.

  W endy :    (very angry)  I am very angry that you missed the doctor ’ s 
appointment again. I worry about your being around for me in 
the future. 

 T ed :    (surprised)  It really upset you, didn ’ t it? 
 W endy :   You bet. I want to know that you are going to be there 

for me, and when you miss an appointment that I ’ m anxious 
about, I worry about us. 

 T ed :   I understand why it would make you worried when I don ’ t 
take care of myself. 

 S 
 M aria :    (with a tear)  You know, Bob ’ s evaluation of me was practi-

cally character assassination. 
 E stevan :   That must really tick you off. 
 M aria :   Yeah, it does. And I also get worried about whether I ’ ll 

be able to keep this job. What would we do? 
 E stevan :   I didn ’ t know you were so worried about losing your job. 

Tell me more about how you ’ re feeling.   

 Here we ’ ve replayed the issues, but with very different out-
comes for both couples. (By the way, this is something you and 
your partner can agree to try: when you ’ ve blown it, one of you 
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can say,  “ Let ’ s do that over. We can do better than that, ”  or simply, 
 “ How about a rewind? ” ) 

 In the positive examples, there is ownership of feelings, respect 
for each other ’ s character, and an emphasis on validation. By 
 validation,  we mean that the one raising the concern is respected 
and heard. You don ’ t have to agree with your partner to validate 
his or her feelings. Our research shows that invalidation is one 
of the very best predictors of future problems and divorce, but 
that the amount of validation doesn ’ t say as much about the 
health of a relationship as the amount of  invalidation  does. 
Does this fi nding mean that validation is not so important? 
Of course not, but it does mean that stopping invalidation is 
more crucial. Respectful validation inhibits invalidation. But to be 
validating takes discipline, especially when you are really frustrated 
or angry.   

  NEGATIVE INTERPRETATIONS: WHEN 

PERCEPTION IS WORSE THAN REALITY 

  Negative interpretations  occur when one partner consistently believes 
that the motives of the other are more negative than is really the 
case. This can be a very destructive, negative pattern in a relation-
ship, and it will make any confl ict or disagreement harder to deal 
with constructively. 

 Margot and David have been married twelve years, and they 
are generally happy with their relationship. Yet their discussions 
at times have been plagued by a specifi c negative interpretation. 
Every December they have had trouble deciding whether to 
travel to her parents ’  home for the holidays. Margot believes 
that David dislikes her parents, but in fact, he is quite fond of 
them in his own way. She has this mistaken belief because of a 
few incidents early in the marriage that David has long forgotten. 
Here ’ s how a typical discussion around their issue of holiday 
travel plans goes:
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  M argot :   We should start looking into plane tickets to go visit 
my parents this holiday season. 

 D avid :    (thinking about their budget problem)  I was wondering if we 
can really afford it this year. 

 M argot :    (in anger)  My parents are very important to me, even if 
you don ’ t like them. I ’ m going to go. 

 D avid :   I would like to go — really I would. I just don ’ t see how we 
can afford a thousand dollars in plane tickets and pay the bill 
for Joey ’ s orthodontist too. 

 M argot :   You can ’ t be honest and admit you just don ’ t want to 
go, can you? Just admit it. You don ’ t like my parents. 

 D avid :   There is nothing to admit. I enjoy visiting your parents. 
I ’ m thinking about money here, not your parents. 

 M argot :   That ’ s a convenient excuse.  (storms out of the room)    

 Given that we know David really does like to go to her parents, 
can you see how powerful her negative interpretation has become? 
He cannot penetrate it. What can he say or do to make a difference 
as long as her belief that he dislikes them is so strong? If a negative 
interpretation is strong enough, nothing the one on the receiving 
end of it can do will change it. In this case, David wants to address 
the decision they must make from the standpoint of the budget, 
but Margot ’ s interpretation will overpower their ability to com-
municate effectively and will make it hard to come to a decision 
that makes both of them happy. Fortunately for them, this problem 
is relatively isolated and not a consistent pattern in their 
marriage. 

 When relationships become more distressed, the negative 
interpretations mount and help create an environment of hope-
lessness and demoralization. Alfred and Eileen are a couple who 
were high school sweethearts; they have been married eighteen 
years and have three children, but have been very unhappy in their 
marriage for more than seven years — in part due to the corro-
sive effect of strong negative interpretations. Although there are 
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positive things in their marriage, almost nothing each does is rec-
ognized positively by the other, as illustrated by this recent con-
versation about parking their car.

  A lfred :   You left the car out again. 
 E ileen :   Oh. I guess I forgot to put it in when I came back from 

Lizzie ’ s. 
 A lfred :    (with a bit of a sneer)  I guess you did. You know how much 

that irritates me. 
 E ileen :    (exasperated)  Look, I forgot. Do you think I leave it out 

just to irritate you? 
 A lfred :    (coldly)  Actually, that is exactly what I think. I have told 

you so many times that I want the car in the garage at night. 
 E ileen :   Yes, you have. But I don ’ t leave it out just to tick you off. 

I just forget. 
 A lfred :   If you cared what I thought about things, you ’ d 

remember. 
 E ileen :    (anger rising in her voice now)  You know that I put the car 

in nine times out of ten. 
 A lfred :   More like half the time, and those are the times I leave 

the garage door up for you. 
 E ileen :    (disgusted, walking away)  Have it your way. It doesn ’ t 

matter what reality is. You will see it your way.   

 This may sound like a minor argument, but it ’ s not. It repre-
sents a long - standing tendency for Alfred to interpret Eileen ’ s 
behavior in the most negative light possible. For the sake of 
argument, assume that Eileen is absolutely correct when she says 
that she simply forgot to put the car in the garage and that this 
only happens about one in ten times. Alfred sees it differently, 
especially in his interpretation that she leaves the car out mostly 
to upset him. 

 One of the greatest diffi culties with negative interpretations is 
that they are very hard to detect and counteract. They easily 
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become woven into the fabric of a 
relationship because we all have a 
very strong tendency toward  “ con-
fi rmation bias, ”  which is the ten-
dency to look for evidence that 
confi rms what we already think is 
true about others or situations. In 
other words, once formed, nega-
tive interpretations do not change easily. Even though we can be 
wrong in our assumptions, we tend to see what we expect to see.

   In the example above, Alfred holds to the assumption  “ Eileen 
does not care one bit about anything that is important to me. ”  This 
assumption colors the good things that do happen. In distressed 
relationships, there is a tendency for partners to discount the posi-
tive things they do see, attributing them to external causes such 
as chance rather than to positive characteristics of the partner. 
Because of Alfred ’ s negative interpretations, he attributes the 
times Eileen does put the car in the garage to his own action of 
leaving the door open and not to her intention to put it there. She 
can ’ t win this argument, and as long as Alfred maintains his nega-
tive mind - set, they will not be able to come to an acceptable 
resolution. 

 Frank Fincham of Florida State University and Tom Bradbury 
of UCLA have found that holding such negative thoughts about 
the other makes it more likely that the other will respond with 
hostility and rejection in return. So, in the example here, Alfred 
makes a very negative assumption about Eileen ’ s motivations (that 
she wants to irritate him), and Eileen ends up angry and pulls away 
from him in return. 

 Negative interpretations are a good example of mind reading. 
Mind reading occurs when you assume you know what your partner 
is thinking or why he or she did something. When you mind - read 
positively, it does not tend to cause any harm. But when your mind 
reading includes negative judgments about the thoughts and 

 Once formed, negative 

interpretations do not change 

easily. Even though we can be 

wrong in our assumptions, we 

tend to see what we expect 

to see. 
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motives of the other, you may be heading toward real trouble in 
your marriage. 

 So it is very important to be on guard for the tendency to view 
others harshly. After all, a marriage would truly be in terrible shape 
if either partner routinely and intentionally did things just to 
frustrate the other. It ’ s more common that the actions of one 
partner are interpreted negatively and unfairly by the other. 

 A further diffi culty here is that when you consistently make 
negative interpretations of your partner ’ s actions, you ’ ll tend to 
feel more justifi ed about hurting him or her in return. You ’ ll justify 
taking revenge. Most people don ’ t like to think of a word that 
strong in a marital context, but it ’ s a perfectly accurate description 
of what so commonly happens. Thinking you are entitled to hurt 
your partner back for some perceived hurt you feel will keep your 
relationship derailed.  

 For High - Confl ict Couples with Children 
 For those of you who have children, the stakes involved with 
your managing confl icts well are very high indeed. Research, 
such as that conducted by Robert Emery and colleagues of 
the University of Virginia and Mark Cummings and col-
leagues at Notre Dame, has documented strong links between 
parents ’  confl ict and adjustment problems for children. Kids 
become more sad, angry, and fearful when regularly exposed 
to destructively handled confl ict. This is one of the clearest 
and most consistent fi ndings in the social science literature. 
(It ’ s also important to realize that children are usually more 
aware of what is going on between their parents or steppar-
ents than the adults think.) 

 That children can be harmed by how their parents handle 
disagreements has led many to conclude that these children 
would be better off if their parents split up. However, many 



 Destructive Patterns 55

    Battling Negative Interpretations 

 We are not advocating some kind of unrealistic  “ positive think-
ing ” ; simply put, glossing over serious problems in a marriage will 
not work. But what we are talking about here are those times when 
you view your partner ’ s actions in a more negative light than is 
fair. We know that it is challenging to be objective when you 

of these children are hurt by  how  their parents fi ght, regard-
less of whether or not they stay together. What we mean by 
that is that these children don ’ t really do that much better if 
their parents divorce, because their parents still have not 
learned the skills to handle confl ict in a healthy way. 

 Another downside to poorly managed confl ict around 
children is this. If parents tend regularly to make negative 
interpretations of each others ’  motivations and behavior, 
their children learn to do the same in relation to their peers ’  
behavior. Further, for some couples, escalation takes them 
closer to the line between nasty emotional patterns and 
physical aggression. These patterns thus raise the stakes for 
everyone in the home. 

 So, what can you do? Disagree, but don ’ t fi ght nasty. If 
you have a confl ict in your children ’ s presence, use Time Out 
(which we ’ ll talk about in Chapter  Eight ) to bring things to 
a better place as quickly as possible. Also let them see you 
coming back together — they often can ’ t see how you do that 
because many couples make up behind closed doors. As far 
as your children ’ s well - being is concerned, coming back to 
some point of emotional harmony is more important than 
resolving whatever it was you were fi ghting about. So do your 
kids a favor. Work together to manage your confl icts well and 
with respect. 
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might be convinced of the truth of your perceptions, and what we 
suggest here takes a lot of work. Negative interpretations are like 
weeds with really long roots, and you have to get a good hold of 
the roots and yank away to rid your relationship of such per-
ceptions. You might even have to dig down within yourself a bit 
(or a lot). Negative interpretations are something you have to 
confront within yourself. Only you can control how you interpret 
your partner ’ s behavior. 

 First, you have to open yourself to the possibility that you might 
be being overly negative in your interpretation of things your 
partner does. Second — and this is hard — you must push yourself 
to look for evidence that is contrary to the negative interpretation 
you usually take. For example, if you believe that your partner is 
uncaring, and generally see most of what he does in that light, you 
need to look for evidence to the contrary. Does he do things for 
you that you like? Could it be that he does nice things because he 
is trying to keep the relationship strong? It ’ s up to you to consider 
your interpretation of behavior that others may see as obviously 
positive — or at least, less clearly negative. We ’ re talking about 
giving your partner the benefi t of the doubt. 

 There may be times when you are accurate in your negative 
assessment. She really does not like your best friend, and there is 
just no way around it! But you have the chance to decide not to 
hold a grudge, and to move on. You can decide not to argue about 
your partner ’ s attitude and not to make it a battle in the relation-
ship. One of the best things about the strongest and happiest mar-
riages is that the two partners grow into being more accepting of 
each other and their differences. We ’ re not talking about accepting 
the truly unacceptable, of course, but in many other ways, even 
when most people would agree with you that you are right, your 
marriage may do better if you can push yourself to be more accept-
ing and less judgmental of your mate. There are more suggestions 
at the end of this chapter to help you battle your negative 
interpretations. 
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 As you work through this book and are considering many 
positive changes in your relationship, make sure you try to give 
your partner the benefi t of the doubt in wanting to make things 
better. Don ’ t allow inaccurate or overly negative interpretations 
to sabotage the work you are trying to accomplish. Choose to 
be a relationship optimist by assuming the best, not the worst, 
about your partner.   

  WITHDRAWAL AND AVOIDANCE: 

HIDE AND SEEK 

  Withdrawal  and  avoidance  are different manifestations of a pattern 
in which one partner shows an unwillingness to get into or stay with 
important discussions.  Withdrawal  can be as obvious as getting up 
and leaving the room or as subtle as  “ turning off ”  or  “ shutting 
down ”  during an argument. The withdrawer often tends to get quiet 
during an argument, or may agree quickly to some suggestion just to 
end the conversation, with no real intention of following through. 

  Avoidance  refl ects the same reluctance to get into certain dis-
cussions, with more emphasis on the attempt to prevent the con-
versation from happening in the fi rst place. A person prone to 
avoidance would prefer that the topic not come up, and if it does, 
may manifest the signs of withdrawal. 

 Let ’ s look at this pattern as played out in a discussion between 
Paula, a twenty - eight - year - old realtor, and Jeff, a thirty - two - year -
 old loan offi cer. Married for three years, they have a two - year - old 
baby girl, Tanya, whom they adore. They were concerned that the 
tension in their relationship was starting to affect their daughter.

  P aula :   When are we going to talk about how you are handling 
your anger? 

 J eff :   Can ’ t this wait? I have to get these taxes done. 
 P aula :   I ’ ve brought this up at least fi ve times already. No, it can ’ t 

wait! 
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 J eff :    (tensing)  What ’ s to talk about, anyway? It ’ s none of your 
business. 

 P aula :    (frustrated and looking right at Jeff)  Tanya is my business. 
I ’ m afraid that you may lose your temper and hurt her, and you 
won ’ t do a damn thing to learn to deal better with your anger. 

 J eff :    (turning away, looking out the window)  I love Tanya. There ’ s 
no problem here.  (leaving the room as he talks)  

 P aula :    (very angry now, following Jeff into the next room)  You have 
to get some help. You can ’ t just stick your head in the sand. 

 J eff :   I ’ m not going to discuss anything with you when you are like 
this. 

 P aula :   Like what? It doesn ’ t matter if I am calm or frustrated —
 you won ’ t talk to me about anything important. Tanya is having 
problems, and you have to face that. 

 J eff :    (quiet, tense, fi dgeting)  
 P aula :   Well? 
 J eff :    (going to closet and grabbing a sweater)  I ’ m going out to have 

a drink and get some peace and quiet. 
 P aula :    (voice raised, angry)  Talk to me, now. I ’ m tired of you 

leaving when we are talking about something important. 
 J eff :    (looking away from Paula, walking toward the door)  I ’ m not 

talking; you are. Actually, you ’ re yelling. See you later.   

 Many couples do this kind of dance when it comes to dealing 
with diffi cult issues. One partner  pursues  dealing with issues (Paula) 
and one  avoids  or  withdraws  from dealing with issues (Jeff). Although 
common, this scenario is very destructive to the relationship. As 
is true of the other danger signs, the behavior does not have to be 
this dramatic to predict problems to come. Even lower levels of 
avoidance and withdrawal are among the most powerful predictors 

of future relationship unhappiness 
and divorce. We will focus more 
on these dynamics in the next 
chapter when we talk about differ-

 Pursuit and withdrawal may be 

normal in relationships, but 

normal isn ’ t necessarily good. 
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ences between men and women. For now, keep this point in mind: 
pursuit and withdrawal may be normal in relationships, but normal 
isn ’ t necessarily good.  

  Preventing Avoidance and Withdrawal 

 With regard to withdrawal, you want to be  “ abnormal, ”  and we 
want to help you be strange (not strangers). If you are seeing this 
pattern in your relationship, keep in mind that it will likely get 
worse if you allow it to continue. That is because as pursuers push 
more, withdrawers withdraw more. And as withdrawers pull back, 
pursuers push harder. Furthermore, when issues are important, 
trying to avoid dealing with them will only lead to damaging con-
sequences. You can ’ t stick your head in the sand and pretend that 
important or bothersome problems are not really there. 

 In the case of withdrawal and avoidance, the fi rst, best step you 
can take right now is to realize that you are not independent of 
one another. Your actions cause reactions, and vice versa. For this 
reason, you will have much greater success if you work together to 
change or prevent the kinds of negative patterns discussed here. 
Withdrawers are not likely to reduce avoidance unless pursuers 
pursue less or more constructively. Pursuers are going to fi nd it hard 
to cut back on pursuing unless withdrawers deal more directly with 
the issues at hand.   

  HOW YOU START TALKING MAY DETERMINE 

HOW YOUR TALKING WILL GO 

 After many years of research, John Gottman has begun emphasiz-
ing something that we fi nd very compelling. Some years ago, he 
determined that how couples begin talks about issues determines 
96 percent of the subsequent course of the conversation. That 
means that if you start out angry as you raise a concern, the result-
ing talk is likely to be an angry one, and you are not very likely to 
pull out of it. This is all the more true if you start with an edge of 
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hostility. If you begin on a more positive note, you are very likely 
to be able to keep the conversation on that level. 

 This research leads us to suggest that when you are bringing up 
a concern, decide to do so in a gentle and polite manner. This is 
particularly important for wives when raising concerns with hus-
bands, and in turn, it ’ s particularly important for men to respond 
with attention and concern for what the wife says. Frankly, we 
recommend this advice to each of you, male or female. If you raise 
concerns directly but more gently with your partner, you are far 
more likely to have a good conversation. If you work to pay serious 
attention to concerns your partner raises, when he or she raises 
them, you are going to have better conversations. You could call 
this  respect in action.  

 As we will make clear in the chapters ahead, this advice does 
not mean that any given time is always the best time to go ahead 
and talk through an issue. Quite often it ’ ll be the wrong time. We 
want the two of you to have control over the timing of your dif-
fi cult conversations. But whenever you do tell your partner that 
you have a concern, remember that how you raise it will determine 
a lot about how it will be received. 

 S 
 In your marriage, you need to keep the lines of communication 
open, but do so in such a way that limits the danger signs. That 
means  talking without fi ghting . We will get much more specifi c on 
how to combat these patterns in the next few chapters. 

  Talking Points 

    1.     Negative feelings and behaviors can cancel out the positives 
in your relationship.  

  2.     You ’ re in charge: you decide how to approach each other and 
how positive to be.  

  3.     Respect is the most important thing. Be sure to be respectful, 
no matter what else happens.                
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    EXERCISES 

  The Relationship Quiz 

 Take out the sheet with your answers from the quiz earlier in 
the chapter. We want to give you some suggestions based on 
how you scored. Along with Gary Smalley and colleagues, we 
devised these questions based on twenty years of research at 
the University of Denver on the kinds of communication and 
confl ict management patterns that predict if a relationship is 
headed for trouble. In fact, we now use variations of this 
measure in all our ongoing studies, and many published studies 
also use this scale. Across a range of studies, we have a lot of 
evidence that this scale works well and measures what we think 
it measures. 

 In general, those who score higher on this scale tend also to be 
struggling in various other areas of their relationships. That makes 
sense, because few couples can maintain their positive connection 
when there is a fair amount of nasty confl ict. This scale also meas-
ures the types of patterns that numerous studies show are hard on 
children in the home. 

 These ranges are based only on your individual ratings — 
not your total as a couple. Therefore, you may each have come 
up with scores that land in a different range. If so, we generally 
recommend thinking of the higher score as the one that better 
refl ects how you are doing. That ’ s not to say that the person 
with the higher score is  “ right, ”  but rather that any higher score 
refl ects signifi cant concerns that both partners should take to 
heart. The average score was 10 on this scale. Although you 
should not take a higher score to mean that your relationship 
is somehow destined to fail, higher scores can mean that your 
relationship may be in greater danger unless you and your partner 
make changes. 
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  7 to 11 

 If you scored in this range, your relationship is probably in good 
or even great shape  at this time,  but we emphasize  “ at this time ”  
because relationships don ’ t stand still. In the next twelve months, 
you may have a stronger, happier relationship, or you could have 
headed the other direction. To think about it another way, your 
score tells you that you are traveling along and have come to a 
green light. There is no need to stop, but it is probably a great time 
to work on making your relationship all it can be.  

  12 to 16 

 If you scored in this range, you are coming to a yellow light. You 
need to be cautious. Although you may be happy now in your 
relationship, your score reveals warning signs of patterns you don ’ t 
want to allow to become worse. You ’ ll want to take action to 
protect and improve what you have. Spending time to strengthen 
your relationship now could be the best thing you could do for your 
future together.  

  17 to 21 

 If you scored in this range, think of yourselves as approaching a 
red light. Stop. Think about where the two of you are headed. Your 
score indicates the presence of patterns that could put your rela-
tionship at signifi cant risk. You may be heading for trouble — or 
already be there. But there is good news: you can stop and learn 
ways to improve your relationship now!   

  Going Deeper 

 Now we ’ re going to ask you to think about the patterns in a lot 
more detail. Please take a pad of paper and write your answers to 
these questions independently from your partner. When you have 
fi nished, we suggest you share your perceptions. However, if this 
raises confl ict, put off further discussion on your answers until you 
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have learned more in the next few chapters about how to talk 
safely on tough topics. 

  1.     Let ’ s start with a general question: When you have a disagree-
ment or argument, what typically happens? Think about the 
patterns we ’ ve talked about in this chapter in answering this 
question.  

  2.     Think about escalation. Is there a recent example in your 
relationship? What is one thing you could do to stop the 
pattern from happening the next time you have a confl ict?  

  3.     How do you feel when your partner invalidates you? If you 
invalidate your partner, identify at least one thing you could 
do to stop, reduce, or never get into this negative pattern the 
next time you have a confl ict.  

  4.     Think of a recent time when you assumed the worst about 
something your partner said or did. If you think about it now, 
can you see another interpretation that may be less negative?  

  5a.     Which partner in your marriage tends to withdraw the most? 
Why do you think you might withdraw? (For example, are 
you afraid of change, are you trying to control, are you 
attempting to prevent intimacy, or are you afraid of confl ict?)  

  5b.     Which partner in your marriage tends to pursue relationship 
issues? Think about why this happens — because the person 
is worried about the relationship, because the person wants 
more intimacy, or for some other reason?     



  3 

Changing Roles, 
Changing Rules 

 Men and Women in Confl ict        

     People often stress how different men and women are, and how 
these differences cause so many problems in marriage. We 

don ’ t have nearly enough space to discuss all the issues surrounding 
the differences between men and women. Nor can we begin to 
cover the vast number of studies that have put differences between 
men and women under the microscope. Instead we ’ ll talk about 
some of the major differences between men and women, especially 
about how marriage affects them and how they behave in 
marriage — differences that research suggests really do matter. 
More important, we will focus on what the two of you can do to 
make sure that the gender differences that affect you most in your 
marriage are the fun kind, not the kind to battle over.  

  WHAT ’ S TRUE AND WHAT ’ S FALSE?      

 What do you believe are some key differences between men and 
women when it comes to marriage? We ’ ve got a quiz for you. True 
or false? Go ahead and write down your answers. We ’ ll wait 
for you.

64
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   1.     Men are more rational than women.  

  2.     Women are more likely to be depressed if they are married.  

  3.     Men tend to benefi t from being married, whereas woman are 
harmed by being married.  

  4.     Women tend to report less happiness in marriage than men.  
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  5.     Most men hate talking with their wives and therefore avoid 
it if they can.  

  6.     In dual - earner marriages, men and women do an equal amount 
of housework.  

  7.     Women are more committed to their marriages than men are.  

  8.     Men, being more competitive, are more likely than women to 
have already looked at the correct answers below so that they 
can get a higher score on this quiz.  

  9.     Couples who live together to test their relationship before 
deciding to marry have lower rates of divorce if they marry.       

 Let ’ s briefl y go through the true - false test. First, the answers. 
Look back to the questions. The correct answers are (1) false, (2) 
false, (3) false, (4) false, (5) false, (6) false, (7) false, (8) did you? 
and (9) false. We ’ ll briefl y tell you what the research says about 
each statement. 

 What ’ s All the Fuss About? 
 We want to say something very important here about research 
on differences between men and women. When researchers 
talk about differences between any groups or along any 
dimensions, they are talking about broad average differences 
between the groups. Translation: they ’ re talking about differ-
ences that tend to be true for many people, but there are still 
likely to be a great number of exceptions. That ’ s why you 
could add the words  on average  to just about any sentence in 
the rest of this chapter whenever we talk about differences 
between men and women. 

 Whatever aspect of relationships you look at, you will fi nd 
that there are far more differences between individuals in 
how they think and act than can be explained solely by the 
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  1.     Men are more rational than women.     (F) This is a long - 
standing myth. Usually people who believe this think it has some-
thing to do with not being emotional, as though  “ rational ”  and 
 “ emotional ”  traits couldn ’ t exist in the same person. There are 
plenty of studies that do show that women, on average, express 
more emotion in their conversations than men. However, some 
studies show that when men feel safe talking with their partners, 
they express similar levels of emotion. We said  “ express ”  because 
the jury is still out on whether or not women  “ feel ”  more emotion 
or if men really  “ feel ”  less. Deborah Tannen of Georgetown Uni-
versity is a leading researcher and author in the fi eld of communi-
cation, and we encourage you to study her work if you want to 
explore this topic further.  

sex of those individuals. There are real differences, on average, 
between men and women in marriage. You ’ ve likely noticed 
that. But it ’ s also true that the differences between men and 
women in marriage have been highly infl ated. What we mean 
by that is that men and women are really a lot more similar 
in what they want out of marriage than they are different. 
Both want to be loved, close, and connected, and to have a 
deep friend for life in a mate. 

 We ’ d also like to point out that researchers tend to focus 
on things they can measure rather than on the more elusive, 
mysterious side of relationships. What does this mean? It 
means that some of the most magical and important similari-
ties and differences between men and women may never be 
studied because they cannot be measured. Despite this diffi -
culty, we think we can explain the importance of some of the 
frustrating differences men and women often experience in 
relating with one another. 
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  2.     Women are more likely to be depressed if they are married.     (F) 
This is a myth based on one relatively fl awed, poorly designed study 
many years ago. The truth is that both men and women are consid-
erably less likely to be depressed if they are married, as compared to 
single women or divorced women. However, when there are marital 
diffi culties, there is evidence that it raises the risk for depression for 
both women and men. In a recent study, we found that women are 
particularly vulnerable to increases in depressive symptoms when 
they are losing confi dence in their marriage. So two things are true 
that can sound a bit inconsistent: marriage can be a powerful buffer 
against depression if it ’ s healthy and going well, but marital diffi cul-
ties put both women and men at risk. This is just another reason to 
work to make your marriage a safe haven for both of you.  

  3.     Men tend to benefi t from being married, whereas woman are 
harmed by being married.     (F) OK, this one was a bit tricky. You 
could say it ’ s half true. Men do tend to benefi t from being married, 
as compared to unmarried men (for example, married men live 
longer). However, it is a myth that women are generally harmed by 
marriage, whether in terms of physical or fi nancial health. A pre-
eminent researcher who has made a long - term study of the effects of 
marriage on men and women is Linda Waite of the University of 
Chicago. In a book called  The Case for Marriage  (2000, p. 163), she 
and Maggie Gallagher sum up the research this way:  “ Both men and 
women live longer, healthier, and wealthier lives when married. ”  

 Although analyzing the bene-
fi ts of marriage can be complex, 
what we do know is that a happy, 
healthy marriage is good for both 
men and women. There is virtu-
ally nothing you can do that 
has more power to enhance your 
life than to build and protect a 

great and happy marriage. It ’ s also one of the best things you can 
possibly do to enhance your children ’ s well - being.   

 There is virtually nothing 

you can do that has more power 

to enhance your life than to 

build and protect a great and 

happy marriage. 
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  4.     Women tend to report less happiness in marriage than men.     (F) 
A few studies over the years have found this to be true. However, 
even in large samples, across a wide range of couples, the differ-
ences are just too small to measure. Further, women are just as 
likely as men to report that marriage enhances their overall well -
 being. Our colleague Mari Clements at Fuller Theological Semi-
nary has studied how couples develop and change over time, and 
fi nds that women are as happy as men, or happier, when it comes 
to their relationships.  

  5.     Most men hate talking with their wives and therefore avoid it if 
they can.     (F) This one is also partially true in the sense that the 
biggest complaint that women have about their husbands is that 
 “ he doesn ’ t talk to me, ”  so many of our women readers may have 
marked this one as true. However, we fi nd that men enjoy talking 
with their partners, and over 80 percent of married men say their 
wives are their best friend. What men do hate and try to avoid is 
fi ghting and talking about problems. Many men tell us,  “ I love my 
wife and want to talk with her, but all too often, talking leads to 
fi ghting, and I do not want to spend my life fi ghting with her. ”  If 
you are handling confl ict well as a couple, we bet that both of you 
do pretty well talking without fi ghting. Even those women who 
feel that their husbands don ’ t want to talk to them will often recall 
that their husbands were quite talkative earlier on in their relation-
ships (whether before marriage or early in it). If that sounds like 
your relationship, stay tuned. Later in this chapter, we ’ ll come back 
to focus on why and when men talk or don ’ t talk — and what wives 
(and husbands) can do about it.  

  6.     In dual - earner marriages, men and women do an equal amount 
of housework.     (F) This sounds like a nice idea, but it just isn ’ t so. 
Even though more women than ever before work outside the 
home, they still do the lion ’ s share of the work at home. The good 
news is that sharing of housework is slowly increasing over time. 
Nevertheless, for many couples the subject of housework is one in 
which expectations and poor problem - solving skills collide to 



70 FIGHTING FOR YOUR MARRIAGE

create a lot of heat. We ’ ll come back to this theme in the chapter 
on expectations.  

  7.     Women are more committed to their marriages than men are.     (F) 
A number of studies have tested this over the years. One of the most 
important kinds of commitment is what we call dedication. Dedica-
tion to one ’ s partner can be expressed in many ways. In two large 
studies, we have found almost no differences between the dedica-
tion levels of husbands and wives. There are some nuances we will 
look at later in the book, but by and large, there is every reason to 
believe that the average man is as dedicated as the average woman 
in marriage. Of course, we ’ ll encourage you to do far better than 
average when it comes to showing and acting on your commitment 
to one another. 

 Men can be as dedicated as women, but they may demonstrate 
their commitment differently. In each new study we conduct, we 
see evidence suggesting that the level of dedication men have and 
show in marriage may be particularly important for the happiness 
of women.  

  8.     Men, being more competitive, are more likely than women to 
have already looked at the correct answers below so that they can get a 
higher score on this quiz.     (T) Did you look? There really does seem 
to be a difference between men and women when it comes to 
competition of some kinds. Surely there are many women who love 
to compete and win, but men seem more often to be the ones who 
are driven toward the kind of success that comes from competing 
and winning. As noted by Carol Gilligan, author of  In a Different 
Voice,  women are more likely than men to put the goal of preserv-
ing relationships ahead of winning when in confl ict with others. 
Such matters are complex and vary greatly from relationship to 
relationship.  

  9.     Couples who live together to test their relationship before deciding 
to marry have lower rates of divorce if they marry.     (F) Our research 
with Galena Rhoades clearly shows that couples who live together 
before making a commitment to marry have a signifi cantly  higher  
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risk of divorce. In large part we believe this is due to couples ’  
sliding into marriage, rather than deciding to get married.    

 Now that we have your attention (we do, don ’ t we?), we will 
spend the rest of this chapter exploring the fi fth item in our quiz —
 the one widely held belief about men and woman in marriage that 
has the most support from sound research. 

 Men do tend to withdraw more than women when talking with 
their mate. We will discuss why this occurs, how it affects mar-
riage — and, if you experience it, what you can do about it.  

  WHEN ONE WANTS TO TALK 

AND THE OTHER DOESN ’ T 

 As we discussed in the chapter on danger signs, a couple in which 
one partner pursues and one withdraws is at high risk for marital 
distress and divorce. Furthermore, the research shows that it ’ s a 
pattern closely associated with differences between men and 
women. Let ’ s look deeper. 

  What Do You Want? 

 Try this little experiment: use your BlackBerry, iPhone, or laptop 
and type some version of these questions into your favorite search 
engine:  “ What do women want? ”  or  “ What do men want? ”  You 
will fi nd tons of sites, blogs, and books. When we did this for the 
last version of our book, it seemed to us that there were more books 
about what women want than about what men want. These days 
there seems to be equal and enormous interest in what both sexes 
want, as refl ected by books, news stories, online advice, and even 
some research on what people want (and presumably can ’ t get) in 
relationships. Have you ever tried to work through this giant maze 
of information? Dizzying, isn ’ t it? 

 OK, let ’ s make this simpler. Ask yourself two questions that are 
far more important: What does my partner want? and What do I 
want? 
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 Our chapter on expectations is focused on helping the two of you 
fi gure out what you want and expect in your relationship, and what 
you are going to do about those wants and expectations. Here we are 
looking at what seems to be different about what men and women 
may want when they are talking about issues or are in confl ict. 

 Sometimes you can tell what people want by looking at what 
they complain about. Women often voice concerns about with-
drawn, avoidant husbands who will not open up and talk. When 
their husbands act that way, women feel shut out and get pretty 

unhappy. Often they begin to feel 
that their husbands don ’ t care 
about the relationship. This is the 
most common complaint we hear 
from women who come in for 

marital counseling. It ’ s very important to women for their hus-
bands to communicate openly and often. Women do appear to 
value and seek communication about how the relationship is going 
more than men do.  

 In contrast, men frequently complain that their wives get upset 
too much of the time, griping about this or that and picking fi ghts. 
Dare we use the N word (hint: rhymes with  bag )? Usually men feel 
hassled and want peace — at any price. Often at a price way too 
steep for women. In one way or another, we hear men saying they 
want some way to stop having fi ghts with their wives. In essence, 
it seems very important to them to have harmony and calm in 
their relationships with their wives. 

 This is all well and good until you put a man and a woman 
together. Take Mel and Sandy, a couple who had been married 
ten years when we saw them. Mel was the manager of a restaurant, 
and Sandy was a schoolteacher who was taking a few years off to 
be at home with their children while they were young. As is true 
for many couples, money was tight. Mel worked long hours to make 
ends meet. Sandy was torn between her desires to be home with 
the kids and to be back teaching, bringing in some income. Sandy 

 Sometimes you can tell what 

people want by looking at what 

they complain about. 
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deeply desired to talk with Mel about her confl icted feelings, but 
he never seemed interested in hearing what was on her mind on 
this subject. Sandy ’ s frustration grew daily. She felt that he was 
avoiding talking with her about anything more important than the 
weather. The following conversation was typical, taking place one 
Saturday morning while the kids were out playing.

   Sandy:     (sitting down by Mel and looking at him)  I sure wish I could 
relax about money. When I see you worrying so much, it ’ s just 
. . . I wonder if I ’ m doing the right thing, you know, being here 
at home. 

  Mel:     (not looking up from the paper)  It ’ ll all work out. 
  Sandy:     (She ’ s thinking,  “ He doesn ’ t want to hear it. I wish he ’ d put 

that damn paper down. ” )  I don ’ t know. Am I really doing the 
right thing taking time off from teaching? I think about it every 
day. Some days, I . . . you know, I ’ m not sure. 

  Mel:     (He tenses while thinking,  “ We always end up fi ghting when we 
talk about money. Why is she bringing this up now? I thought we ’ d 
settled this. ” )  I really think you ’ re doing the right thing. It ’ s just 
harder to make the budget work, but we ’ ll get back on track. I 
don ’ t think we need to hash it out again. 

  Sandy:     (She ’ s thinking,  “ Why can ’ t he relax and open up more? I want 
to talk and know he is listening. ” )  I can tell you really don ’ t want 
to talk about it. It bugs me that you can ’ t talk with me about 
this. You always either change the subject or get real quiet. 

  Mel:     (He takes a deep breath and lets out a loud sigh. He wants to say 
something to stop the escalation, but no good idea comes to mind. 
He says nothing. He feels tense.)  

  Sandy:     (feeling very frustrated, with anger growing)  That ’ s exactly 
what I mean. You just close me out, again and again, and I ’ m 
tired of it! 

  Mel:     (He ’ s thinking,  “ I knew it. We always fi ght when we talk about 
money. ” )  Why do you do this? I ’ m just sitting here relaxing. It ’ s 
the only time I have all day to sit still, and you pick a fi ght. I 
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hate this!  (He throws the paper down, gets up from the table, and 
walks into the living room.)    

 To sum up Sandy ’ s and Mel ’ s concerns bluntly, she wanted him 
to  “ open up, ”  and he wanted her to  “ shut up. ”  At face value, it 
sounds as though they had very different goals for their relation-
ship, but it ’ s not that simple. She was looking for a way to connect, 
to be intimate with Mel, and he cut her off. Are men afraid of, or 
not interested in, intimacy? We don ’ t think so. Yet that is the most 
common interpretation of the difference between men and women 
in marriage.  

  What Is  “ Intimate ”  to You? 

 Many people have concluded that men are less interested in inti-
macy and seek to avoid it. But maybe intimacy is in the eye of the 
beholder. There is little doubt that men and women naturally seek 
out different kinds of intimacy, but that ’ s different from saying that 
men are not as interested in it. 

 Whereas women tend to defi ne 
intimacy more in terms of verbal 
communication, there is some 
evidence that men defi ne inti-
macy more in terms of shared 
activities. This is a critical point 
to keep in mind. When a female 
asks her husband to spend some 
time talking about feelings, she 

may be showing her preference for intimacy; but so is a male who 
asks his wife to take a walk or make love. We ’ ll return to some of 
these points in our chapters on fun, friendship, and support.  

 These preferences parallel our upbringing: little girls work on 
verbal intimacy, and little boys  “ hang out ”  with others while doing 
activities — especially activities with rules, such as sports. If you 

 Whereas women tend to defi ne 

intimacy more in terms of verbal 

communication, there is some 

evidence that men defi ne 

intimacy more in terms of 

shared activities. 
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watch little girls and compare them to little boys, you ’ ll see that 
relationship patterns go way back. Whether it ’ s because of physical 
differences or the ways we ’ re raised, girls tend to talk more about 
relationships than boys, and they put more time and energy into 
maintaining them. Many people would say this is true for adults 
as well. 

 Before we leave the topic of intimacy, here ’ s some simple but 
powerful advice: you should spend more time fi guring out what is 
intimate for your partner rather than assuming too much about 
what your partner likes and wants based on his or her gender. 
Further, the happiest couples have usually developed the capacity 
to connect on several dimensions of intimacy, including verbal 
communication, shared activity, and sensual partnership, to name 
a few.   

  CONFLICT, THE BIG DIFFERENCE 

 If men and women both want intimacy and are only different in 
the ways they prefer to attain it, what accounts for the widespread 
perception that men are just not interested in protecting and nur-
turing intimacy? Let ’ s look at the possible reasons why someone 
might withdraw from talking to his or her partner: 

  1.     The withdrawer is not interested in intimacy.  

  2.     The withdrawer simply does not want to change in some way 
and therefore refuses to talk about the subject.  

  3.     The withdrawer is pulling a power move in which he or she 
is  “ showing ”  the pursuer that the pursuer does not have control.  

  4.     The withdrawer fears arguing with the pursuer and is attempt-
ing to stop what looks like a fi ght coming.    

 We certainly don ’ t believe that point one has any merit. As 
just discussed, we think men and women both desire intimacy, 
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though they may well have different preferences for what form it 
will take. As for point two, surely there are times when a person 
does not want to change something and avoids talking to his or 
her partner about the topic. Worse, there are times in some rela-
tionships when one shuts the other out, deliberately, as a kind of 
power move. That ’ s also called being passive - aggressive, and it ’ s 
very destructive. So point three is valid, and when a partner acts 
this way, it powerfully undermines the relationship. 

 Having discussed the possible validity of points one through 
three, we think those are, most often, negative interpretations of 
what the withdrawal means. In our interviews with couples, and 
especially with withdrawers, the reason we most often hear is 
number four. Withdrawers are not avoiding intimacy; they are 
avoiding confl ict. This is one of the most important differences 
between men and women in intimate relationships. In the face of 
confl ict, men are more likely to withdraw than women. It ’ s not 
that men do not want to talk or are not capable of being intimate; 
it ’ s that men do not want talking to lead to confl ict. If it does, they 
tend not to talk! 

 Whereas women may actually have more negative phy siological 
reactions to confl ict in marriage (see the box  “ You Make Me 
Sick ” ), most men don ’ t seem to handle confl ict in marriage as 
well as most women. They may express too much anger, but 
very often they tend to clam up and close down. What ’ s sad is 
that men and women who are doing this dance really want similar 
changes to make things better. We see this in our counseling 
practices: we ask couples to list their goals for therapy, and the 
people who put  “ to talk more ”  as their fi rst goal often have  “ to 
fi ght less ”  as another major goal, and vice versa. We want to help 
you do both. 

 Although this dynamic is not motivated by an avoidance 
of intimacy, it can nevertheless have serious consequences for 
intimacy. That ’ s because when men (or women) go into confl ict 
avoidance mode, their choices concerning intimacy become more 
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limited. If an argument seems at all likely, the energy that might 
go into connecting is too often diverted toward preventing the 
fi ght. Comfortable talking as friends can rapidly evaporate if storm 
clouds appear to be looming on the horizon. This explains, in part, 
why it so often looks to pursuers as though withdrawers are avoid-
ing intimacy. But watch carefully: the withdrawal usually gets 
rolling when the nature of the talking starts to shift.     

 Who ’ s Raising the Issues? 
 Although many researchers have done an admirable job of 
bringing more light to the pursuer - withdrawer pattern, one 
whose work stands out is Andrew Christensen at UCLA. In 
addition to his excellent research on the topic of acceptance 
in marriage, he and his colleagues have made a long - term 
study of what happens between two partners when one 
pursues and one withdraws. He calls it the demand - withdraw 
pattern. 

 One of the fundamental points that Christensen makes is 
that this pattern is most often triggered when one partner 
wants some kind of change or wants to discuss some issue that 
the partner feels he or she needs to talk about. Whether it is 
the female or the male who desires the discussion, males are 
more likely to withdraw than females. However, Christensen 
and colleagues have found that the pattern was strongest 
when the woman was asking the man for changes. Further, 
there is strong reason to believe that women raise issues more 
often than men. A number of studies show this clearly. 
In part this is because women often feel more responsible 
for how relationships are going and are therefore going to 
feel that it ’ s their job to bring things up — issues, problems, 
confl icts. 
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  NEGATIVE INTERPRETATIONS, ROUND TWO 

 As the  “ Who ’ s Raising the Issues? ”  box mentions, women are more 
likely to feel that it is their job to watch out for how the relation-
ship is doing; this explains why some of them get so frustrated or 
angry with their husbands. From the woman ’ s point of view, she ’ s 
trying to take care of the relationship or deal with something that 
needs resolution, but the man will have nothing to do with this 
type of talk. In many ways, people can be the most vulnerable 
when they are really motivated in their relationship. They care. 
They are showing it. When you try to do something you think is 
good for the relationship and the other does not seem to appreciate 
it, it can leave you hanging out there and feeling alone. This could 
be why women lose confi dence in their marriage when there are 
these negative patterns, and that in turn leads to greater risk for 
symptoms of depression.    

 Marital Confi dence and Symptoms of Depression 
 Many studies over the years have linked symptoms of depres-
sion with how a marriage is going. It ’ s clear that marriages 
affect depression and depression affects marriages. A col-
league of ours, Steven Beach at the University of Georgia, 
suggests that one way marriage and depression are linked is 
by negativity and confl ict. Poorly handled confl ict (like our 
Communication Danger Signs) puts both women and men 
at higher risk for symptoms of depression. 

 In a study by Sarah Whitton, coauthors Scott and Howard, 
and the research team at the University of Denver, we found 
a special relationship between confi dence and depressive 
symptoms for women. We measured confi dence in terms of 
how strongly the person feels that her relationship has a solid 
future and also how strongly she feels that the two partners 
can successfully handle the issues that come their way in life. 
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 Think more about Mel and Sandy. His withdrawal was very 
frustrating to her. She wanted to talk through a signifi cant con-
cern — how the decision they had made for her to stay home with 
the children for a time was increasing the level of stress on him. 
Mel wasn ’ t pulling back from talking because he didn ’ t want to 
change, nor did his withdrawal have anything at all to do with 
power. His withdrawal was driven by his discomfort with having 
this kind of talk with Sandy. He ’ d come to believe that talking 
about issues like this usually led to fi ghts between the two of them, 
and he did not want to fi ght with Sandy. He loves her. But his 
withdrawing was taking a toll on her confi dence in their relation-
ship. It avoided one problem for him while creating a different type 
of problem for their marriage. 

 There is irony here, and we think it is a common one. Sandy 
wanted to express her concern about Mel and felt he wouldn ’ t let 
her do that. Mel wanted to avoid a fi ght with her at all costs, yet 

We found that the Communication Danger Signs led to 
women having lower confi dence in the marriage, and that 
this lower level of confi dence led to an increase in symptoms 
of depression. 

 What does this mean for you and your partner? First off, 
if you think you might be truly depressed, see your doctor 
or a mental health professional. Depression affects every 
aspect of your life, but it ’ s usually treatable. Second, keep in 
mind the many ways we ’ re saying to you that the Communi-
cation Danger Signs are bad for you and your marriage. If you 
and your spouse repeatedly have confl icts that become hostile 
or don ’ t go well, there is a chance that you may start to feel 
some hopelessness about your ability to resolve disagreements 
as a team and keep your marriage happy. These kinds of feel-
ings, especially if they stick around for a while, can put you 
at risk for depression. 
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his pulling back, if anything, guaranteed the fi ght. So, as is true of 
most couples, when one withdrew, the other tended to up the ante 
and push harder. This can be motivated by frustration that some-
thing is not going to get resolved. On a deeper level, it can be 
motivated by panic — panic that the partner is detaching from the 
relationship. 

 Mel and Sandy were fi nding pursuit and withdrawal a painful 
dance. Imagine how much more destructive it could have become if 
each had started thinking the worst of the other. Sandy could have 
started to think that Mel ’ s withdrawal meant he didn ’ t love and care 
for her. That would be terribly serious if it were true. He might have 
started believing that Sandy just liked to stir up confl ict — to control 
him or nag him. Such thoughts would have gotten them rolling —
 downhill all the way. These kinds of interpretations are devastating, 
and they are usually inaccurate. As we said in Chapter  Two , once 
negative interpretations get going, it ’ s very hard to get things back 
on track. You can do it, but you have to work at it, looking hard for 
evidence that is contrary to the unfair view of the other. 

 You think your partner doesn ’ t care, and that that ’ s what ’ s 
behind his withdrawal? Look, and look hard, for evidence that tells 
you he does care. You think your partner gets some secret pleasure 
in hassling you? We really think that ’ s unlikely. If you have con-
cerns about something, work to raise them fi rmly but gently. The 
loudest voice can ’ t get the attention of someone who doesn ’ t want 
to listen.    

 You Make Me Sick 
 Janice Kiecolt - Glaser of the Ohio State University College of 
Medicine has been studying the physical reactions people 
have to confl ict in marriage. In her own and others ’  work, 
poorly handled marital confl ict has negative effects on the 
functioning of the cardiovascular, immune, and endocrine 



 Changing Roles, Changing Rules  81

systems. This seems to be especially true for women, but it can 
cause these problems for either partner in a relationship. 

 We believe that fear and anxiety about confl ict leads 
many men to withdraw from their wives when confl icts arise. 
For women, it looks as though they are so motivated to keep 
their relationships strong that they ’ re at risk for becoming 
sick when these goals seem to be blocked. For this and many 
other reasons, we have come to believe that it is important 
for women to keep pushing on important concerns in rela-
tionships. However, life is so much better when two people 
are pulling together rather than one having to push the other. 

 Do you want to live long and prosper? Look for ways to 
show your partner that you are concerned about how your  
relationship is doing. Try not to pull away from discussions 
when your partner is concerned. Actively respond to your 
partner as a teammate, not an enemy. By doing so, you will 
be protecting both you and your marriage. If you tend to be 
the one who pursues talking about issues, recognize that your 
partner is your teammate. If he or she pulls away at such 
times, consider that your partner may simply want to avoid 
arguing with you, not that he or she doesn ’ t love you. Both 
of you need to commit to talking without fi ghting about 
important issues under your control. You can learn to do it. 

  Rates of Male Versus Female Withdrawal: 
A National View 

 We ’ ve mentioned the survey we did with our friend and colleague 
Gary Smalley. One of the questions we asked was this:  “ Who tends 
to withdraw more when there is an argument? ”  The answers of 
both men and women were virtually identical as to who was most 
likely to pull away. 
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  42 percent said the male.  

  26 percent said the female.  

  17 percent said both.  

  15 percent said neither.    

 For many couples, who withdraws depends mostly on what the 
topic is. Regardless, we think the advice we have to offer will apply 
to any couple who fi nds one partner or the other withdrawing 
about some issue. 

 We did something very simple with this data. We compared 
the people who said  “ neither ”  with those who said either the male 
or the female tended to withdraw. We compared them on overall 
happiness, sense of friendship, commitment, sensual satisfaction, 
fun, and their reports of the danger signs we discussed in Chapter 
 Two . Those who said that neither tended to withdraw were doing 
better, in each and every way, than those who said that either 
might withdraw. 

 Withdrawal, like all the other danger signs we stress, is both 
common  and  a bad sign for your relationship. There are many 
experts who suggest that men are just this way and women are just 
that way, and that the key is simply to accept these differences. 
Acceptance is great — usually. However, when experts suggest that 
men ’ s (or women ’ s) tendency to withdraw is OK, the message goes 
too far in light of what ’ s best for most couples. It encourages 
acceptance of a pattern that is hurtful for the two of you together. 

 To be the best lover . . . men and women often need to follow 

somewhat different paths. . . . [M]en would be wise to focus on 

their beloved ’ s feelings, needs, and interests. . . . Women may need 

to understand that [men] want the same things women want: 

closeness, friendship, and intimacy. 

   — H oward  M arkman   
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You can accept differences over how to  solve  issues, as we see later, 
but you can change or often need to change how you  talk  about 
issues.     

  Changing the Dance 

 Now we know what couples do wrong. What can they do that ’ s 
right? Let ’ s recap. We believe that the pursuit - withdrawal pattern 
discussed in this chapter is a major contributor to the death of 
many marriages. We believe the following: 

   •      The person more likely to withdraw in any talk is the one who 
feels more anxious about the topic or tone of the talk.  

   •      The person who withdraws is very likely the one who feels less 
confi dent that something good for the couple is about to 
happen.  

   •      Our avoidance and withdrawal in relationships is often similar 
to our behavior in other areas of life: most of us pull away from 
things that we ’ re not sure we can handle well.  

   •      In most marriages, pulling back has far more to do with confl ict 
than with a lack of commitment or caring.  

   •      Partners have to work together to stop this dance.    

 You are not very likely to experience this pursuing and with-
drawing dance when you are talking about something you both 
enjoy talking about. This is one of the ways that friendly talks 
between mates are so fundamentally different than confl ictual 
talks. When you are talking as friends, there is very little risk of 
confl ict and rejection. In talks about issues and concerns, in con-
trast, there is a much higher risk of unpleasant confl ict erupting. 
All too often for many couples, talking as friends leads to an issue 
discussion that leads to a fi ght and also decreases the likelihood of 
friendship talks happening later on. If you regularly experience the 
danger signs, you may fi nd that all your talking is affected, because 
you are never sure when things will turn sour. 
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 Bottom line? If you are both committed to staying close, being 
friends, and being a team in dealing with life, you have to be able 
to talk safely about the issues that come up and that are more dif-

fi cult to talk about. You also have 
to be able to protect the great 
things that bond the two of you 
together. You need to protect your 
relationship from poorly handled 
confl ict. At times, that means 
dealing with issues head - on, but 
with mutual respect and a sense 
of teamwork. At other times, 

protecting your relationship means keeping issues and confl icts 
from wrecking or intruding on the great times that bond the 
two of you together. A great deal of what ’ s ahead in this 
book (especially Part Three) is designed to help the two of you 
protect your relationship from the sense that no time together is 
emotionally safe.  

 S 

 Reading this chapter, you may have been thinking that even 
though men are more likely than women to withdraw in marriage, 
there are other areas in which men are less intimidated by 
confl ict: sports, the military, business. What do these situations 
have in common, and how do these settings tend to differ 
from marriage? Rules! Rules that bring some degree of structure 
to the confl ict. We think that one powerful way to make talks 
safe is to have agreed - on rules for when and how you will 
talk about the more diffi cult matters in life. Our goal in this 
book is to teach you a set of rules that will help you handle 
emotional confl ict and make it safe to fi nd intimacy in your 
relationship.  

 Protecting your relationship 

means keeping issues 

and confl icts from wrecking 

or intruding on the great 

times that bond the two of 

you together. 
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  Talking Points 

    1.     Talk about issues only when you mutually decide it is a good 
time and you are both ready. Doing so will help you avoid the 
pursuit - withdrawal dance.  

  2.     You need to talk about issues in a safe way that feels good to 
both of you. Safety is the best antidote to withdrawal. If you 
already have a good way to communicate safely, be sure to use 
that. If you don ’ t, you ’ ll soon be learning the Speaker Listener 
Technique (Chapter  Five ), and when it ’ s working well for you, 
you can use it at these times.  

  3.     Look for the best in your mate, not the worst. Give him or her 
the benefi t of the doubt: your partner may have good inten-
tions behind those negative behaviors.                

    EXERCISES 

    The exercises we suggest here call for refl ection. We want you to 
think about the questions here and plan some time to talk together 
about your  own  perceptions of how these patterns work for  you.  
Most of the exercises in this book will have you focus together on 
your relationship. Here it ’ s more up to each of you to consider how 
the pattern works within you.  

  Thinking About What You Do 

 You were asked in the preceding chapter to consider who 
withdraws more and who pursues more. Here we ask you to refl ect 
on why you do what you do, whichever role you identify with 
more. If you avoid or withdraw, why do you do that? Is it 
about power or about being afraid of change or about being afraid 
of confl ict? How does physiology or upbringing fi t in with your 
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pattern? If you tend to pursue, why? What are you seeking when 
you pursue? Are you looking for more intimacy or for proof of 
commitment?  

  Talking About Your Thinking 

 After refl ecting on your own understanding of what you do in your 
relationship, plan some time together to discuss your perceptions. 
You should focus on this being a calm, open talk. Share with each 
other your own perceptions of why  you  do what  you  do, not why 
you think your partner does what he or she does. This is a time to 
share and feel closer — a start to understanding how to communi-
cate more effectively.  



  pa r t  2 

Teaming Up to 
Handle Confl ict    





  4 

When What You Heard 
Isn ’ t What I Said 

 Understanding Filters in 
Communication        

     Have you ever noticed that what your partner hears can be 
very different from what you were trying to say? You may say 

something you think is harmless, and suddenly your spouse is mad 
at you. Or you may ask a question, such as  “ What do you want for 
dinner? ”  and your partner starts complaining about your not doing 
your share of the work. 

 We have all experienced the frustration of being misunder-
stood. You think you are being clear, but your partner just doesn ’ t 
seem to  “ get it. ”  Or maybe you are just sure you  “ know ”  what she 
said yesterday, and today she says something that seems completely 
different. 

 Like the rest of us, Mary and Bob can relate to this common 
problem. Their jobs leave them exhausted at the end of each day. 
One Thursday night, Bob was home fi rst and reading the paper 
while waiting for Mary. He was thinking,  “ I sure am wiped. I bet 
she is, too. I ’ d really like to go out to eat and just relax with her 
tonight. ”  Good idea, right? Here is what happened (what they are 
thinking or hearing is in parentheses):

89
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  B ob :    (thinking he ’ d like to go out to dinner with Mary, as she comes 
in the door)  What should we do for dinner tonight? 

 M ary :    (hears  “ When will dinner be ready? ” )  Why is it always my 
job to make dinner? I work as hard as you do. 

 B ob :    (hears her response as an attack and thinks,  “ Why is she always 
so negative? ” )  It is not always your job to make dinner. I made 
dinner once last week! 

 M ary :    (The negative cycle continues, because Mary tends to feel she 
does everything around the house.)  Bringing home hamburgers and 
fries is not making dinner, Bob. 

 B ob :    (With frustration mounting, he gives up.)  Just forget it. I didn ’ t 
want to go out with you anyway. 

 M ary :    (confused, as she can ’ t remember him saying anything about 
going out)  You never said anything about wanting to go out. 

 B ob :    (feeling really angry)  Yes I did! I asked you where you wanted 
to go out to dinner, and you got really nasty. 

 M ary :   I got nasty? You never said anything about going out. 
 B ob :   Did too! 
 M ary :   You ’ re never wrong, are you?   

 Sound familiar? You can see where things went wrong for them 
on this evening. Bob had a great idea, a positive idea, yet confl ict 
blew out the evening. Bob was not as clear as he could have been 
in telling Mary what he was thinking. This left a lot of room for 
interpretation, and interpret Mary did. She assumed that he was 
asking — no, telling — her to get dinner on the table as she walked 
in the door. 

 This kind of miscommunication is all too common and 
frequent in relationships. Many of the biggest arguments start 
with one of you misunderstanding what the other meant, with the 
misunderstanding itself being what then drives the angry words. 
What is it that gets in the way of clear communication? Filters. 

 Filters change what goes through them. A furnace fi lter takes 
dust and dirt out of the air. A fi lter on a camera lens alters the 
properties of the light passing through it. A coffee fi lter lets the 
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fl avor through and leaves the 
gunk behind. A fi lter on your 
e - mail system gets rid of spam 
before it reaches you (or your 
kids). As with any other fi lter, 
what goes through our  “ communi-
cation fi lters ”  is different than 
what comes out. When what you 
say (or what you intended to say) is not the same as what your 
partner heard, then a fi lter is at work. Our main point here is a 
simple one: fi lters are the leading cause of miscommunication in 
relationships. By understanding your fi lters — and counteracting 
them — you can immediately improve your communication. In 
addition, as you read on, you will see how fi lters are also the main 
source of negative interpretations.   

  FIVE KEY FILTERS 

 We all have many kinds of fi lters packed into our heads. These 
affect what we hear, what we say, and how we interpret things. 
They are based on how we are feeling; what we think; what we 
have experienced in our life, family, and cultural background; and 
so on. Let ’ s look at fi ve types of fi lters that can affect couples as 
they struggle for clear communication: 

  1.     Distractions  

  2.     Emotional states  

  3.     Beliefs and expectations  

  4.     Differences in style  

  5.     Self - protection    

       Distractions 

 A very basic kind of fi lter has to do with attention. When you say 
something to your partner, do you have his or her attention, or 

 Filters are the leading cause of 

miscommunication in relation-

ships. By understanding your 

fi lters — and counteracting 

them — you can immediately 

improve your communication. 
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don ’ t you? Both external and internal factors in your environment 
can affect your ability to pay attention. External factors are such 
things as noisy kids, a hearing problem, cell phones ringing, or 
background noise at a party. Internal factors include feeling tired, 
thinking about something else, or planning what you still have to 
do this evening. 

 There are a couple of reasons why we believe that this type of 
fi lter is more of a problem than ever before. First, people seem to 
be busier and busier, working more hours and having less, or taking 
less, time for leisure. Although we ’ re not opposed to having nice 
things, it does seem that people put themselves under ever more 
stress to have more of everything material at the expense of peace 
of mind. For others, there is great stress not in seeking more but 
in just trying to get by. The stress of underemployment or unem-
ployment affects many couples very deeply. Stress and busyness 
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make it harder to pay attention because they wear down the part 
of the brain most involved in focusing. 

 A second reason that distraction is a bigger problem than ever 
before is the electronic revolution. E - mail, the Internet, texting, 
cell phones, iPhones, iPods, and video games can be helpful or fun, 
but they also prime people to try to be up on everything and to 
intensely monitor events in the world, work, or relationships. The 
constant fl itting back and forth between this and that makes it 
hard to pay attention to things that really matter. Attention Defi cit 
Disorder is a real, neurological problem for many children and 
adults. What we ’ re suggesting is that, beyond this real disorder, we 
are all living in a time when the very culture we swim in induces 
a kind of mass ADD for many of us. (Even as you ’ re reading this 
book, are you perhaps monitoring a variety of electronic devices? 
Have you used your cell phone recently?) 

 When it comes to communicating clearly, the key is to make 
sure that you have your partner ’ s attention and that you give your 
attention when it really counts most. For important talks, fi nd a 
quiet place if you can, and don ’ t answer the phone or turn on the 
TV. Make it easier to pay attention to one another, and try not to 
assume that your partner is ready to listen right now just because 
you are ready to talk about something important. Ask:  “ Is this a 
good time to talk? ”      

 Paying Attention 
 There are a number of brain functions that are all governed 
by the same part of the brain. Psychologists call these  execu-
tive functions,  as they have to do with your ability to control 
your focus, behavior, and follow - through. They include such 
things as focusing, resisting temptation, delaying gratifi ca-
tion, and making decisions. A number of researchers, such 
as Kathleen Vohs at the University of Minnesota and Roy 
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  Emotional States 

 Moods greatly affect communication. For example, a number of 
studies demonstrate that we tend to give people more benefi t of 
the doubt when we ’ re in a good mood and less when we ’ re in a 
bad mood. If you are in a bad mood, you are more likely to perceive 
whatever your partner says or does more negatively, no matter how 
positive he or she is trying to be. Moods are powerful fi lters. Have 

Baumeister at Florida State University, have shown that 
these executive functions are a limited resource: when you 
have to work to keep it together doing one thing, you will 
have a harder time, shortly thereafter, doing as well if what 
follows also requires those executive functions. 

 How is this relevant here? Let ’ s say you ’ ve had a diffi cult 
day at work (or at home). Perhaps you have an annoying 
coworker or customer who drives you nuts, and you have to 
work hard not to lash out. Or maybe it ’ s just a day when 
you ’ ve had to make a zillion decisions. The part of your brain 
that governs these tasks will be pooped out. That means it 
will be extra hard that evening to pay good attention to your 
partner — or anyone else, for that matter. Does that mean that 
you should just go sit in a cave somewhere and ask your 
partner to wait until your executive functions are refreshed? 
Probably not the best idea. 

 You cannot always lower the stress of a day, and you often 
can ’ t shirk responsibilities at home or work that wear you 
down. What you can do is let your partner know when it ’ s 
been a really tough day. You can also work on being more 
aware of when you are depleted, and try extra hard at those 
times to give your partner some focused attention before you 
crash. 
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you noticed that sometimes, when your spouse is in a bad mood, 
you get jumped on no matter how nicely you say something? (We 
know that you never do this, so we won ’ t ask if you ever notice 
how your moods affect your mate.) 

 The best defense against allow-
ing these kinds of fi lters to damage 
your relationship is to acknowl-
edge the fi lter when you are aware 
that it ’ s there. Here is an example. 
Marta had a stressful day at work. 
She just got home. It ’ s dinner-
time, and she ’ s in the kitchen cooking macaroni. Tom just got 
home, too. He ’ s sitting in his favorite easy chair reading the mail.  

   T om :   This bill for the phone company got missed again. We better 
get this paid. 

 M arta :    (snapping with anger)  I ’ m not the one who forgot it. Can ’ t 
you see I have my hands full? Do something helpful. 

 T om :   I ’ m sorry. I should have seen you were busy. Rough day? 
 M arta :   Yes. I had a very frustrating day. I don ’ t mean to snap at 

you, but I ’ ve had it up to here. If I ’ m touchy, it ’ s not really 
anything you ’ ve done. 

 T om :   Maybe we can talk about it some after dinner. 
 M arta :   Thanks.   

 Without using the word  “ fi lter, ”  Tom and Marta acknowledged 
one was there. Marta had a bad day and was on edge. They could 
have let this conversation escalate into an argument, but Tom had 
the good sense to see that he had raised an issue at the wrong time. 
He decided not to get defensive and chose to become gentle with 
Marta in her frustration. Marta responded by telling Tom, in 
essence, that she had a fi lter going — her bad mood. Knowing this 
helped him be less defensive in reaction to her mood. Don ’ t use a 
fi lter as a reason to treat your partner badly. 

 The best defense against 

allowing fi lters to damage your 

relationship is to acknowledge 

the fi lter when you are aware 

that it ’ s there. 
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 Many kinds of emotional fi lters can exist in any one person. If 
you are angry, worried, sad, or upset about anything, it can color 
your interpretation of what your partner says and your response. 
Tom ’ s response was helpful because it opened the door for Marta 
to clarify her emotional fi lter and allowed them to de - escalate and 
be clear with one another.  

  Beliefs and Expectations 

 Many very important fi lters arise from how you think and what 
you expect in your relationship. Many studies in the fi elds of psy-
chology, medicine, and law demonstrate that people tend to see 
what they expect to see in others and in situations. You are not 
immune to the tendency to look for or hear in others what you are 
expecting. Don ’ t delude yourself: if you think you are immune, 
you ’ re just holding yet another belief that will lead you to look 
only at evidence that supports it. Trust us: you do this, though 
some people do it far more than others. It takes some humility to 
accept that you don ’ t always get it right in how you size up others 
or their motivations. 

 Studies show that expectations not only affect what we 
perceive but can infl uence the actual behavior of those around us. 
For example, if you believe that someone is an extrovert, she is 
more likely to sound like an extrovert when talking with you, 
even if she is normally introverted. We  “ pull ”  behavior from others 
consistent with what we expect. This is why, in part, so many old 
habits and patterns of communication come back with full force 
during the holidays when you are around the family in which you 
grew up (especially if you do not regularly see them). Everyone ’ s 
got their expectation fi lters working, and everyone is reacting to 
the mix. 

 This next example shows how diffi cult it can be to get around 
fi lters involving beliefs and expectations. Alex and Helen are a 
couple who came to one of our couples retreats. They were having 
problems deciding what to do for fun when they had free time. But 



 When What You Heard Isn’t What I Said 97

they rarely got their act together to get out and do something, so 
both were feeling emotionally disconnected and frustrated. This 
conversation was typical for them. Note how each acted as if they 
could read the mind of the other:

  A lex :    (really wanting to go bowling, but thinking that Helen was 
not interested in going out and doing anything fun together)  We 
have some free time tonight. I wonder if we should try to do 
something. 

 H elen :    (thinking that she would like to get out but hearing the tenta-
tiveness in his voice and thinking he really doesn ’ t want to go out)  
Oh, I don ’ t know. What do you think? 

 A lex :   Well, we could go bowling, but it could be league night, 
and we might not get in anyway. Maybe we should just stay in 
and watch TV. 

 H elen :    (thinking,  “ Aha, that ’ s what he really wants to do. ” )  That 
sounds good to me. Why don ’ t we see what ’ s on cable tonight? 
Maybe there will be something good. 

 A lex :    (He ’ s disappointed, thinking,  “ I knew it. She really doesn ’ t 
want to make the effort to get out and do something fun. ” )  Yeah, 
OK.   

 In this conversation, there was no escalation, invalidation, or 
withdrawal. Nevertheless, the couple did not communicate well 
due to the fi lters involved. Alex ’ s belief that Helen doesn ’ t like to 
go out colored the entire conversation so much that the way he 
asked her to go out led her to think that he wanted to stay in. He 
 “ assumed ”  that she really didn ’ t want to go. That ’ s called mind 
reading. As we discussed in Chapter  Two , the kind of mind reading 
that damages marriages most is the kind that includes a negative 
assumption about what the other is thinking or feeling. In other 
words, you think you know why your partner said or did something, 
and you judge him or her based on your guess. Of course, we are 
all sometimes right when we mind - read like this. But we are very 
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often wrong. This is a specifi c form of negative interpretation that 
can be especially diffi cult to stop unless you try hard to do so. This 
is a good time to review our recommendations in Chapter  Two  to 
counteract fi lters. Remember to do your part to  “ check out ”  your 
assumptions about your partner. 

 So what happened? Both Alex and Helen wanted to go out. 
Both assumed the other didn ’ t. They didn ’ t speak clearly about 
what they wanted, and their fi lters caused the conversation to 
unfold in a way that left them both feeling unsatisfi ed and unhappy. 
If they had asked each other clearly about what was really going 
on, and had clearly stated their own desires, they probably would 
have gone out on a bowling date that night.  

  Differences in Style 

 Everyone has a different style of communicating, and different 
styles can lead to fi ltering. Perhaps one of you is much more expres-
sive and one of you more reserved. Maybe one of you talks very 
fast, the other more slowly. (Remember vinyl records? Sometimes 
one partner is like a 78   rpm record — that ’ s 78 revolutions per 
minute — talking faster than a partner who is like a 33   rpm album.) 
You may have some trouble understanding each other because you 
use such different styles. 

 Styles are determined by many infl uences, including culture, 
gender, and upbringing. Sometimes, style differences rooted in 
family backgrounds can cause great misunderstandings, becoming 
powerful fi lters that distort communication. 

 Sue and Tod came from very different families. His family has 
always been very expressive of all manner of emotion. They tend 
to show great intensity when emotional. It ’ s just their way. Sue ’ s 
family has always been more reserved. As a result, a slight raising 
of the voice could mean great anger in her family, whereas it would 
hardly be noticed in Tod ’ s. In many conversations, therefore, Sue 
would overestimate the intensity of Tod ’ s feelings, and Tod would 
underestimate Sue ’ s feelings. For example:
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  T od :   What did it cost to get the muffl er fi xed? 
 S ue :   Four hundred and twenty - eight bucks. 
 T od :    (intense, getting red quickly)  What? How could they possibly 

charge that much! That ’ s outrageous. 
 S ue :    (lashing out)  I wish you could stop yelling at me! I ’ ve told 

you over and over that I cannot listen to you when you are 
yelling! 

 T od :   I am not yelling at you. I just can ’ t believe it could cost that 
much. 

 S ue :   Why can ’ t we have a quiet conversation like other people? 
My sister and brother - in - law never yell at each other. 

 T od :   They don ’ t talk about anything, either. Look, four hundred 
and twenty - eight dollars is too much to pay, that ’ s all I ’ m 
reacting to. 

 S ue :   Why don ’ t  you  take the car in next time? I ’ m tired of being 
yelled at for things like this. 

 T od :   Honey, look. I ’ m not upset at you. I ’ m upset at them. And 
you know I can get pretty hot, but I ’ m not trying to say you did 
anything wrong. 

 S ue :    (calming down)  Well, it seems that way sometimes. 
 T od :   Well, I ’ m not upset at you. Let me give that place a call. 

Where ’ s the number?   

 Sue and Tod are caught up in a misunderstanding based on 
differences in style. You ’ d think that after so many years of mar-
riage they ’ d understand each other a little better, but even so, they 
did a great job of not allowing things to escalate. As in preceding 
examples in which the conversation got back on track, one partner 
fi gured out that there was a fi lter distorting the intended message 
and took corrective action. Here, Tod forcefully clarifi es that he 
is not mad at Sue. 

 Our research suggests that differences in styles do not matter 
as much as how the two of you handle the differences that you 
have. Being more aware of how your differing styles affect your 
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communication can go a long way toward preventing misunder-
standings. Also, work on appreciating and accepting your partner ’ s 
style of relating. We recommend that you give some thought to 
these differences between the two of you and talk about their effect 
on your communication.  

  Self - Protection 

 This last kind of fi lter comes from the fear of rejection with which 
we all struggle in intimate relationships such as marriage. Fear is 
the big enemy of secure and warm attachment. This fi lter is operat-
ing when our fear of rejection stops us from saying what we truly 
want or feel. Even a question as simple as  “ Wouldn ’ t you like to 
go see that new movie with me? ”  can refl ect a fear of rejection. 
Instead of expressing our desire directly ( “ I ’ d like to see that new 
movie; want to go? ” ), we often hide it because directly speaking of 
it reveals more of who we are, and that increases the risk of rejec-
tion. This may not matter a lot when it comes to movies, but when 
it comes to feelings, desires, and expectations in marriage, a lot of 
misunderstanding can result. 

 Think of this fi lter as causing you not to know each other as 
well as you otherwise might. As we discuss in more detail in the 
next chapter, when this fi lter is operating, you may not say what 
you really feel or need in your relationship, for fear of a negative 
reaction that leads to being hurt. The more self - confi dence and 
self - esteem you have (or can develop), the more you can limit the 
negative effects of your own self - protection fi lter. Also, the more 
secure each of you feels in your marriage, the safer you will feel 

 It ’ s all made much easier if each partner fundamentally digs the 

other — in the jazz, bebop sense. And that means digging the whole 

person — moods, reactions, and all. We ’ re simply less reactive and 

frightened by our partner ’ s moods when we see all of these as 

part of what gives us a kick. 

   — P eter  F raenkel   
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clearly and respectfully talking about what you want and need in 
your relationship and why this is important to you, thus increasing 
the potential for enhanced intimacy.      

  MEMORY MATCHING 

 Some of the biggest arguments couples have are about what was 
actually said in the past. How often have you wished that you had 
a tape recording of a previous conversation? This happens to all of 
us. These differences in memory occur in great measure because of 
the variety of fi lters that operate in all relationships. Any of the 
fi lters we ’ ve discussed can lead to differences — and arguments —
 about what was actually said or done in the past. 

 One great nonmarital example of this happened in major league 
baseball. A New York Mets player was quoted in the paper as 
saying something derogatory about a teammate. The teammate 
confronted him, and the player denied the slam. The offended 
player then confronted the reporter, who said he had the remarks 
on tape. A meeting was arranged between the three of them, and 
the recording clearly indicated that the player had indeed made 
insulting remarks. Upon hearing the tape, he said,  “ But that ’ s not 
what I meant! ”  Having a tape recording at these frustrating times 
would not be as useful as you think. (But it could be really fun for 
others to watch!) 

 Read again the conversation between Bob and Mary in this 
chapter. Notice that they ended up arguing about what was actu-
ally said at the start of the conversation. He truly thinks he asked 
her out to dinner, but what he said was vague. She truly thinks he 
told her to get dinner on the table, which also is not what he said. 

 Think for a moment. Unless you just met last week, you prob-
ably can think of some whopper arguments that the two of you 
have had over memory disputes. We do not know any couples who 
are able to argue about whose memory is more defective and then 
end up sharing moments of romantic bliss. This train does not go 
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to that station. But there is a nice sheer cliff that it runs along; 
you can get a great view just before you tumble over the side and 
crash down the mountain. 

 We recommend two things that can save your relationship from 
such fruitless arguments about the past. First, don ’ t assume your 
memory is perfect. Have the humility to accept that it isn ’ t. 
(There ’ s that H word again.) There are countless studies in the 
fi eld of psychology that show how fragile human memory is, how 
susceptible it is to distortion by motivation and beliefs. Yours is 
not as good as you tend to think it is. Accept that both of you 
have fi lters and that there is plenty of room for you to say or hear 
things differently than what was intended. 

 Second, when you disagree, don ’ t persist in arguments about 
what was actually said in the past. You will get nowhere. Don ’ t get 
stuck in the past, even if it was fi ve minutes ago. Shift the topic 
to what you each think and feel in the present. A lot of times, 
doing this also takes humility, because the fastest path out of argu-
ments about memory is to say something like this:  “ I ’ m not sure 
what I said exactly, but I want to tell you what I meant to say, 
OK? ”  Listen carefully and nondefensively when your partner clari-
fi es something in this way. Something very artful is happening, and 
you don ’ t want to miss it. 

 Slow down here a bit and think about this. Maybe even medi-
tate on it. In the argument between Bob and Mary, note how a 
response of humility on the part of Bob would have defused the 
entire argument. That would require moving to a more gentle 
stance and putting away any need to win the argument about what 
words were just said. What if Bob were to say this:  “ You know, I ’ m 
not sure what I said when you came in the door. Maybe I wasn ’ t 
clear. What I meant to say is that I wanted to take you out to 
dinner and just relax. I know you ’ ve had a hard week, and I have, 
too. I ’ m sorry if I was not clear enough. ”  

 What is behind our great need to defend our memories? Instead 
of clarifying what we wanted to convey, with humility, most of us 
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are prone to risking days of peace 
and harmony in our marriages to 
win this point about mental supe-
riority. Is this a kind of insecurity? 
Is it because we feel invalidated by 
what our partner assumed? Life is 
way too short (and so is your memory) to waste this time and 
squander close connection in this way. We now come to one of 
the points in this book where we ’ ll say something of such profound 
importance that if you both really get it, and act on it, you can 
dramatically increase the quality of your relationship: gentleness 
and humility are two of the most powerful forces that you have for 
staying close and keeping love alive.   

  FILTER AWARENESS: YOU HAVE THE POWER 

 We hope you understand how important it is to be aware of fi lters 
in your communication with one another. We all have fi lters. 
Either we react to them with little awareness, which can cause 
damage to the relationship, or we learn to look for them when 
conversations go awry. Get in the habit of  “ announcing your fi lter ”  
when you are aware that you have one. 

 For example, suppose you ’ ve had a bad day and are mad at your 
boss. When you come home, share what happened with your 
partner and then say,  “ So if I seem short or distant, it ’ s not you, 
it ’ s because of what happened at work. ”  Or suppose you ’ ve had a 
recent argument with your spouse about an issue, such as sex, and 
you are having another meeting to talk about it. You might say,  “ I 
know I ’ m sensitive about sex, so I may not be real clear in what 
I ’ m trying to tell you right now, but I ’ m very clear that I want us 
to understand each other better here. ”  

 S 
 The two most important things about fi lters are that (1) everyone 
has them, and (2) they are not intrinsically good or bad. What 

 Gentleness and humility are two 

of the most powerful forces that 

you have for staying close and 

keeping your love alive. 
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counts is whether or not you let them distort your communication. 
We all have differing moods and levels of attention, and differ-
ences in beliefs, experiences, and upbringing. These can all result 
in fi lters that block clear communication. The goal is to recognize 
fi lters before they can do any damage. When you acknowledge and 
deal with your fi lters, you can see each other in a clearer light and 
open up pathways to intimacy - enhancing communication. 

  Talking Points 

    1.     We all have fi lters, and they are constantly affecting what we 
say and hear.  

  2.     Humility is the little - used greatest power for good in your 
relationship.  

  3.     Recognizing and acknowledging your fi lters will go a long way 
toward improving your communication and your relationship.                

    EXERCISE 

  Thinking About Your Filters 

 Consider the fi ve types of fi lters: 

  1.     Distractions  

  2.     Emotional states  

  3.     Beliefs and expectations  

  4.     Differences in style  

  5.     Self - protection    

 Answer the following questions about each type of fi lter: 

  1.     Does this fi lter often keep you from hearing your partner ’ s 
point of view? How?  
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  2.     Think of three things you can do before having a conversation 
with your spouse to make it more likely that this fi lter will not 
be triggered. This might include some relaxation (taking a 
walk or a bath), some reorganizing of the situation (turning 
on the answering machine), or some planning (should 
you talk before or after dinner?; his favorite show is on TV 
tonight — maybe you should talk tomorrow; and so on).  

  3.     Does it seem to you that both you and your partner may have 
this fi lter? How does that make a conversation more diffi cult?  

  4.     Remember some techniques you ’ ve used to keep your 
conversations pleasant, productive, and respectful. Do any of 
those techniques apply to this fi lter? How can you use such 
techniques to handle this fi lter?    

 Although we are dealing here with intimate relationships, 
you could profi tably do this exercise in relation to your communi-
cation with anyone important in your life — family, colleagues, 
supervisors.  



  5 

Talking Safely Without 
Fighting 

 The Speaker Listener Technique        

     Communication is the lifeblood of a good relationship; it keeps 
all the good things fl owing and removes blockages that most 

couples experience day - to - day. In fact, over the years and in our 
most recent research, couples have reported that tools for com-
municating well were the single most benefi cial aspect of what we 
teach in our PREP family of workshops. However, knowing how 
important communication is and being able to do it well are very 
different things. Every couple we ’ ve talked to agrees that good 
communication is a very important goal for their relationship, yet 
most couples have never learned to communicate well when it 
counts most.  

  EMOTIONAL SAFETY COUNTS MOST 

 When do most couples have the greatest diffi culty talking well? 

   •      When having a disagreement or a confl ict — about money, 
chores, child rearing, time together, in - laws, and the like. 
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These are confl icts in which the odds of escalation, invalidation, 
and the other danger signs are high.  

   •      When talking about something very sensitive that ’ s diffi cult 
to talk about using your normal communication styles — 
about feeling lonely in the relationship or about sex and 
sensuality, for example. These are talks in which invalidation 
cuts deep.    

 What do these two situations have in common? One or 
both partners may fear that the conversation will not go very well; 
there is fear of confl ict, fear of frustration, fear of rejection, or 
some combination of these. The antidote to these kinds of fear 
is feeling safe. Every couple has to have a safe way to talk 
about everyday disagreements and the deeper, more sensitive 
issues. It doesn ’ t have to be our way, but it has to be some way. 
Read on as we get to the heart of how to  talk without fi ghting.  
We want to teach you a technique that will address the Com-
munication Danger Signs we ’ ve been talking about and help 
you avoid the fi lters that distort your communication. And it works 
for both pursuers and withdrawers: for the person who wants to 
talk more and the person who wants to fi ght less — this tool is for 
you! The structure we will introduce now focuses on keeping 
things feeling safe, so you can talk about the things that are 
diffi cult and, if necessary, resolve them. 

  When You Are in Confl ict 

 Mike and Tracy are a couple who, whenever they started talking 
about one of their everyday issues — whether it was money, chil-
dren, or chores — would quickly accelerate into using one of the 
destructive patterns of fi ghting. They were still very much in love, 
but they recognized the danger signs and knew that they needed 
a better way to deal with the inevitable confl icts that came from 
being married three years, raising a young child, and having two 
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full - time careers. Like so many younger couples, they needed to 
learn how to talk safely without fi ghting when they were upset 
about their issues. 

 Lucinda and Mario have been married twenty years and have 
two teenage girls. Mario is a successful lawyer, and Lucinda runs a 
small business from their home. Mario thinks his marriage is going 
OK,  “ better than most marriages of twenty years. ”  Lucinda thinks 
that they have fallen out of love and feels very distant from her 
husband. They have done a pretty good job dealing with everyday 
issues because Lucinda made most of the decisions about raising 
the kids and running the household. However, when it came to 
talking about how things were going with their relationship and 
what to do to get their marriage revved up again, conversations 
either spun out of control, ended in icy distance, or were avoided 
all together. Like many couples who have grown apart and have 
found that their marriage is on the back burner, Lucinda and Mario 
also needed a safe way to talk about these sensitive and important 
issues.  

  When You Are Talking About Sensitive Themes 

 Talking safely about sensitive, deeper themes can promote those 
feelings of intimacy that come from knowing you can share who 
you are  and  be accepted by your partner. That ’ s the essence of 
being a great friend to your partner. In our chapter on friendship, 
we will help you build on your natural tendencies to talk as friends 
and share intimate feelings about topics that feel safe and are fun 
to talk about. In this chapter, we are talking about situations in 
which one or both of you might get upset in a way that would 
damage your ability to talk constructively and safely about a sensi-
tive topic. At these times, you need ways to communicate that 
allow you to express what you might otherwise fear saying. The 
Speaker Listener Technique we teach you here can be a powerful 
way to help you talk safely, not only about confl icts but about any 
sensitive topic.     
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 By  safe,  we do not mean risk free. If you are going to share what 
you are concerned with, hurt by, or hoping for, you are going to 
take the risk of being hurt by your 
partner. Yet you cannot be 
accepted deeply without offering 
something deep for your partner 
to accept. There ’ s the rub. You 
can take the risk, share deeply, 
and be rejected. This hurts a lot, 
because you have chosen to risk a 

 Taking the Risk 
 James Cordova conducts research on intimacy at Clark Uni-
versity. He suggests that the deepest kind of intimacy develops 
when one partner shares something he or she feels vulnerable 
about, and the other partner responds in a positive and accep-
ting manner. That response of warm acceptance does some-
thing very powerful that transforms a relationship: it makes 
it more likely that each partner will continue to risk being 
emotionally vulnerable in the future, in large part because 
they share a growing expectation that it is safe to do so. 

 As a couple, you can get on a roll with these kinds of 
experiences. Safety begets more intimacy, and shared inti-
macy fosters deeper feelings of safety. Most couples remember 
very well the power of this snowballing positivity from the 
days of falling in love. It ’ s a kind of positive escalation. 

 Have you grown to fear taking this kind of risk in your 
relationship? That ’ s a worrisome sign of distance creeping in. 
To stay deeply attached, you need to keep the ability and 
confi dence to share meaningful thoughts and feelings (both 
positive and negative) — this type of intimacy will not happen 
if you do not feel safe. 

 The deepest kind of intimacy 

develops when one partner 

shares something he or she feels 

vulnerable about, and the other 

partner responds in a positive 

and accepting manner. 
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deeper part of yourself in the relationship. But if your sharing goes 
well, you fi nd a deep, soul - satisfying acceptance of who you are, 
no matter how fl awed.   

  STRUCTURE CAN BRING 

EMOTIONAL SAFETY 

 For your relationship to grow as you talk as friends, reveal inner 
feelings, and handle unavoidable marital confl icts, you need to 
work together as a team to keep the damaging patterns — escalation, 
invalidation, avoidance and withdrawal, and negative interpreta-
tions — from happening. One way to do this is to use agreed - on 
strategies and techniques to help you in important conversations. 
We call this adding structure to your interaction. Structure can 
bring some degree of predictability and order to what can be chaotic 
and emotional topics. It is one of the best means of regulating the 
inevitable negative emotions that we all experience in marriage. 

 There are many places where you already take this principle of 
structure for granted. For example, if you work in a moderately 
large (or larger) company, there are likely to be some fairly clear 
rules about how, when, and to whom certain kinds of things can 
be communicated. The clearer the rules and agreement with them, 
the better the business is likely to run. If the rules are unstated or 
unclear, especially regarding how to handle confl icts, people will 
be more on edge and less secure about what to expect. It ’ s the same 
in your relationship. 

 Please note that the structure is not an end in itself. As is true 
in many people ’ s workplaces, some structure makes it easier to get 
the work done effi ciently and as a team. But structure is only a tool 
for getting to the fi nal product. Adding structure to your interac-
tion is just like using scaffolding when constructing or renovating 
a building. The scaffolding is not part of the building; it ’ s useful 
for getting the building built safely. When you handle issues well 
in your relationship, you are building something to last. 
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 Another great example of how structure can be useful is in 
sports. Any sport has a set of rules that defi ne what is OK and what 
is not OK, what is in bounds and out, and when the action starts 
and when it should stop. Without the structure that the rules 
provide, all you would have is chaos. The rules do not defi ne what ’ s 
great about the sport; they simply make it possible for two teams 
to engage in it. Our approach allows you and your partner to use 
some agreed - on rules to level the playing fi eld. Both of you can 
listen, and both can be heard. 

 With adequate structure, you can manage confl ict and talk 
about sensitive issues with less chance of damage to your relation-
ship. When less is at stake, or when there is a good feeling about 
a diffi cult issue, you don ’ t need much structure. Just communicate 
in whatever way you are most comfortable. But at other times, a 
bit of structure can get you through without damage, and maybe 
with greater closeness. 

 We have found a very effective way to teach couples how to 
talk openly and safely: the Speaker Listener Technique. It ’ s a way 
to communicate more safely and slowly when discussing something 
that one or both of you don ’ t feel very safe talking about.  

  I am drawn to the words of the Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hanh: 

 “ To love means to listen, ”  he teaches. This capacity to truly  listen  — to 

perceive and experience another human being wholly — comes 

exclusively through the act of loving. It is the power to behold. 

   — J anice  R. L evine      

  THE SPEAKER LISTENER TECHNIQUE 

 The Speaker Listener Technique offers you an alternative way of 
communicating when issues are hot or sensitive, or likely to get 
that way. Any conversation in which you want to enhance clarity 
and safety can benefi t from this technique. Most (although not all) 
couples can decide whether to go out for Chinese food without 
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this technique, but fewer can handle emotionally sensitive issues 
around money, sex, or in - laws, for example, without the safety net 
that such a technique can provide. Furthermore, one of the best 
things you can do for your relationship is to develop the confi dence 
that you can deal with whatever issues come your way in life, as a 
team and without fear. 

 We have found particular success with the Speaker Listener 
Technique because it is so simple and very effective. Most couples 
we ’ ve worked with over the years really appreciate this technique. 
In our research, it ’ s the number one technique that couples report 
helps them the most. Many couples report using this skill years 
after taking our program. We ask you to give this a thorough tryout 
in your relationship. If you decide it ’ s not for you, so be it. If you 
have another way of talking when in confl ict or when it ’ s hard to 
be vulnerable, that ’ s great. If you do not, here you go. Try it out 
and then make it yours with practice. Start by studying the rules 
for how to use the Speaker Listener Technique (see box).   

 The Speaker Listener Technique 

  Rules for Both of You 

    1.     The Speaker has the fl oor.     Use a real object to designate 
the fl oor. We ’ re pretty concrete; we have actually given 
couples pieces of linoleum, so when someone says they have 
the  “ fl oor, ”  they really mean it! You can use anything, though: 
the TV remote, a pen, a paperback book. The point is that 
you have to use some specifi c object, because if you do not 
have the fl oor, you are the Listener. As Speaker and Listener, 
you follow the rules for each role.  

  2.     Share the fl oor.     You share the fl oor over the course of a 
conversation. The Speaker is the fi rst one to hold the fl oor. 
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After the Speaker talks, you switch roles and continue, the 
fl oor changing hands regularly. This is a trust issue: you trust 
that you will have the fl oor when you need it, so you can pass 
it to your partner when he or she needs it.  

  3.     No problem solving.     When using this technique, you 
are going to focus on having good discussions, not on 
trying to come to solutions. When you focus on solving 
a problem, you are far less likely to really hear what each 
other thinks about that problem. We have more to say 
on that in the problem - solving chapter, but for now, take 
our advice and learn to avoid trying to solve problems 
prematurely.     

  Rules for the Speaker 

    1.     Speak for yourself. Don ’ t mind - read.     Talk about  your  
thoughts, feelings, and concerns, not your perceptions of the 
Listener ’ s point of view or motives. Try to use  “ I ”  statements, 
and talk about your own point of view and feelings.  “ I was 
upset when you forgot our date ”  is an  “ I ”  statement.  “ I think 
you don ’ t care about me ”  is not.  

  2.     Don ’ t go on and on.     You will have plenty of opportunity 
to say all you need to say. To help the Listener listen actively, 
it ’ s very important that you keep what you say in manageable 
pieces. If you are in the habit of delivering monologues, 
remember that having the fl oor protects you from interruption. 
You can afford to pause to be sure your partner understands 
you.  

  3.     Stop and let the Listener paraphrase.     After saying a bit, 
stop and allow the Listener to paraphrase what you just said. 
If the paraphrase was not quite accurate, you should politely 
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and gently restate what you meant to say in a way that helps 
your partner understand. This is not a test! You want to make 
it possible for your partner to understand you as well as he or 
she can.     

  Rules for the Listener 

    1.     Paraphrase what you hear.     You must paraphrase what 
the Speaker is saying. Briefl y repeat back what you heard the 
Speaker say, using your own words if you like, and make sure 
you understand what was said. When you take the time to 
restate what you heard, you show your partner that you are 
listening. If you truly don ’ t understand some phrase or 
example, you may ask the Speaker to clarify, but you need to 
limit yourself to just asking for explanations.  

  2.     Don ’ t rebut. Focus on the Speaker ’ s message.     While in 
the Listener role, you may not offer your opinion or thoughts. 
This is the hardest part of being a good Listener. If you 
are upset by what your partner says, you need to edit out 
any response you may want to make and  pay attention  to 
what your partner is saying. Wait until you get the fl oor to 
make your response. You will have your chance, and when 
you do, you ’ ll want your partner to extend the same courtesy 
to you. When you are the Listener, your job is to speak only 
in the service of understanding your partner. Any words or 
gestures to show your opinion are not allowed, including 
making faces!     

 Before showing how this technique works in a conversation, 
we want to give you some ideas about what good paraphrases can 
sound like. Suppose your spouse says to you,  “ I had a really tough 
day. My boss really got mad at me for telling a client I thought we 
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could give them a better deal. Ugh! ”  Any of the following might 
be an excellent paraphrase: 

   “ Sounds like you had a really tough day. ”   

   “ So, your boss was critical of how you handled the needs of 
your client. ”   

   “ Bad day, huh? I ’ m so sorry to hear that. ”     

 Any one of these responses conveys that you have listened and 
displays what you have understood. A good paraphrase can be 
short or long, detailed or general. At times, if you are uncertain of 
how to get a paraphrase started, it can help to begin with  “ What 
I hear you saying is . . .  ”  Then you fi ll in what you just heard your 
partner say. Another way to begin a paraphrase is with the words 
 “ Sounds like you think [feel, want] . . .  ”  

 When using the Speaker Listener Technique, the Speaker 
is always the one who determines if the Listener ’ s paraphrase 
was on target. Only the Speaker knows what the intended message 
is. If the paraphrase is not quite on target, it is very important 
that the Speaker gently clarify or restate the point — not respond 
angrily or critically. Remember that you and your partner may be 
dealing with fi lters that make it diffi cult to paraphrase accurately. 
This is your best opportunity to correct any misperceptions or 
misunderstandings before they interfere with your communication 
efforts. 

 When you are the Listener, be sincere in your effort to show 
you are listening carefully and respectfully. Even when you disagree 
with the point your partner is making, your goal is to show respect 
for — and validation of — his or her perspective. That means waiting 
your turn and not making faces or looking angry. You can com-
pletely disagree with your mate about something and still show 
respect. Just wait until you have the fl oor to make your points. To 
go even further, try to put yourself in your partner ’ s shoes and see 
things the way he or she does. This is pretty hard to do, especially 
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if there is a strong disagreement between you on the subject of the 
conversation. Although none of us can make ourselves feel what 
another is feeling, we can try a bit harder at crucial moments to 
imagine what our partner is thinking and feeling, and why. 

 Sometimes just keeping track of who has the fl oor — who ’ s the 
Speaker right now and who ’ s the Listener — is enough to get 

a couple back on track. Natalie 
Jenkins, who leads our efforts to 
reach couples and professionals 
with the PREP approach, tells 
audiences a wonderful story about 
how she got this point across to 

her daughter and son one day when they were having a nasty argu-
ment. After she helped these two youngsters stop escalating, she 
noticed their toy Mr. Potato Head on the shelf nearby. Natalie, 
not being one to miss opportunities, took Mr. Potato Head and 
pulled off his two ears and his tongue. (He couldn ’ t scream — she 
had his tongue!)  

 Natalie gave the tongue to one of them and the ears to the 
other, and said,  “ When you have the tongue, you can speak. When 
you have the ears, you need to just listen to what the other is trying 
to tell you. ”  They got the message. Communication works a whole 
lot better when it ’ s clear whose turn it is to get his or her point 
across. In her work with adults, Natalie has also noted that we were 
given two ears and one mouth. Does that suggest where the empha-
sis needs to be when communicating with others? 

 When you are using the Speaker Listener Technique, if the 
Speaker wishes to ask a question, the most structured way to 
handle that is to ask the question, have the Listener paraphrase 
the question to make sure he or she heard it clearly, and then pass 
the fl oor so that the Listener becomes the Speaker and can answer 
the question. We recommend you practice it this way, at least at 
the start. After you get comfortable with the fl ow of the technique, 
you can decide later how to customize it for the two of you. 

 You can completely disagree 

with your mate about something 

and still show respect. 
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       Using the Speaker Listener Technique 

 Here is an example of how this technique can change a conversa-
tion that is going nowhere into a real opportunity for communica-
tion. Peter and Tessie are in their mid - thirties, with four kids ages 
two to ten. For years they have had a problem dealing with issues. 
Peter consistently avoids discussing problem areas, and if cornered 
by Tessie, he withdraws by pulling into himself. They know they 
need to communicate more clearly and safely on tough topics and 
have agreed that the structure of the Speaker Listener Technique 
can help. 

 In this case, Peter and Tessie have been locked in the pursuit -
 withdrawal cycle about the issue of son Jeremy ’ s preschool. 
However, they have been practicing the Speaker Listener Tech-
nique and are ready to try something different. Let ’ s see what 
happens.

  T essie :   I ’ m really getting tired of leaving Jeremy ’ s preschool up in 
the air. We have got to deal with this, now. 

 P eter :    (not looking up from the TV)  Oh? I ’ m not up for this now. 
 T essie :    (walking over and standing in front of the TV)  Peter, we can ’ t 

just leave this decision hanging in the air. I ’ m getting really 
ticked off about you putting it off. 

 P eter :    (recognizing that this would be a wise time to act constructively 
and not withdraw)  Time out. I can tell we need to talk, but I 
have been avoiding it because it seems that talking just leads to 
us fi ghting. I don ’ t want that. Let ’ s try that Speaker Listener 
Technique we ’ ve been practicing.   

 This is not a  “ normal ”  way to communicate, but it is a relatively 
safe way to communicate on diffi cult issues. Each will get to talk, 
each will be heard, and both will show commitment to discussing 
the problems constructively. If you tend to withdraw, this tech-
nique can help you move constructively toward your partner 
when he or she is pursuing something. This movement attacks the 
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foundation of the pursuer ’ s belief that the withdrawer does not care 
about the relationship. 

 The conversation proceeds, with Peter picking up a piece of 
carpet they use for the fl oor.

  P eter  (S peaker ):   I ’ ve also been pretty concerned about where we 
send Jeremy to preschool, and I ’ m not even sure this is the year 
to do it. 

 T essie  (L istener ):   You have been concerned, too, and you ’ re 
partly not sure he ’ s ready. 

 P eter  (S peaker ):   Yeah, that ’ s it. He acts pretty young for his age, 
and I am not sure how he would do, unless the situation was 
just right.   

 Note how Peter acknowledges that Tessie ’ s summary is on the 
mark before moving on to another point.

  T essie  (L istener ):   You ’ re worried that he wouldn ’ t hold his own 
with older - acting kids, right?   

 Tessie is not quite sure she has understood Peter ’ s point, so she 
makes her paraphrase tentative.

  P eter  (S peaker ):   Well, partly that ’ s it, but I ’ m also not sure if 
he ’ s ready to be away from you that much. Honestly, part of 
what I think I ’ m reacting to is that this transition was very hard 
for me when I was a kid. I had a lot of trouble in school because 
I was so young. Maybe I ’ m overreacting, but I still feel pretty 
anxious about it.   

 Note how Peter gently clarifi es. He ’ s moving forward in the 
conversation, rather than backward. In general, whenever the 
Listener feels that clarifi cation is needed, the Speaker should use 
his next statement to restate or expand on what he is trying to get 
across.
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  T essie  (L istener ):   So, you are feeling torn about him needing me 
a lot, but really more important, this brings up things you felt 
really vulnerable about as a kid, and that makes it that much 
harder. 

 P eter  (S peaker ):   Yes. That ’ s right. Here, how about you taking 
the fl oor.  (He hands Tessie the fl oor.)  

 T essie  (S peaker ):   Well, I appreciate what you are saying. Actu-
ally, I hadn ’ t realized your feelings were this deep about this. I 
was worried that you didn ’ t care about it.   

 As the Speaker now, Tessie validates the comments Peter has 
made.

  P eter  (L istener ):   Sounds like you ’ re glad to hear that I am con-
cerned, and you were afraid that my not wanting to deal with 
it meant I didn ’ t care about you. 

 T essie  (S peaker ):   Yes. This really helps a lot to understand you. 
I agree that this is not an easy decision. 

 P eter  (L istener ):   It ’ s making you feel better that we are talking 
this through. 

 T essie  (S peaker ):   Big time. It also confi rms something I had 
thought anyway, that if we did put him in preschool this year, 
it would have to be just the right place. We ’ d both have to feel 
really right about it. 

 P eter  (L istener ):   You ’ re saying that it would have to be just the 
right preschool for it to be worth doing this year. 

 T essie  (S peaker ):   Exactly. I think that it might be worth trying 
if we could fi nd a great environment for him.   

 Tessie feels good with Peter listening so carefully, and lets him 
know it.

  P eter  (L istener ):   So you would try it if we found just the right 
setting. 
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 T essie  (S peaker ):   I  might  try it; I ’ m not sure I ’ m ready to say I 
 would  try it. 

 P eter  (L istener ):   You ’ re not ready to say you would defi nitely 
want to do it, even with a perfect preschool. 

 T essie  (S peaker ):   Right. Here, you take the fl oor again.   

 As you can tell, they have been practicing quite a bit. They are 
both doing an excellent job following the rules and showing 
concern and respect for each other ’ s viewpoint. Couples can have 
discussions like this on diffi cult topics, even when they disagree. 
The keys are to make the discussion safe and to show respect 
for your partner ’ s thoughts, feelings, and opinions. With practice, 
the process can become far more natural than it will seem to be 
at fi rst. 

 We would like you to note something very important in the 
conversation between Peter and Tessie, something we ’ ve seen 
hundreds of times with couples. What initially seems to be a simple 
confl ict and disagreement (albeit about something very important) 
really has a lot more to it than appears at fi rst glance. It ’ s only 
because they are talking safely here that they get to two key pieces 
of information. One is that Peter is more deeply affected by this 
subject because of how it was handled when he was a child. The 
other is that Tessie was starting to make a pretty negative inter-
pretation of why he was avoiding, thinking that maybe he just 
didn ’ t care about her. 

 In summary, the couple ’ s discussion is a confl ictual talk made 
safe in a way that leads to an intimate talk about more sensitive 
themes. This does not always happen, of course, but it happens a 
lot when couples have a safe way to talk. There are many ways to 
be intimate and close in your relationship (and we ’ ll get to almost 
all of them in later chapters), but this is one of the most powerful 
ways of all. Here, because it ’ s safe, Tessie and Peter come closer 
together on an emotional level when the issue could have driven 
them further apart. 
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 Their conversation demonstrates exactly the best possible way 
to use the Speaker Listener Technique. Because their confl ict talks 
go so well with the technique, couples like Peter and Tessie start 
to talk about sensitive issues as a way to feel more intimate and 
closer to each other. Being able to feel comfortable and connected 
even when dealing with diffi cult issues is a great benefi t of using 
the Speaker Listener Technique. 

  Some helpful hints:  to ease into the use of the technique, you 
will fi nd it helpful to focus fi rst on what we call fun and friendship 
talk rather than jumping in and talking about issues in your rela-
tionship. The point of your fi rst practice sessions is to learn to talk 
in this new way, not to resolve relationship issues. In past editions 
of our book, we suggested that you talk about the last movie you 
saw or your dream vacation. Some couples have told us that these 
topics are not meaningful enough, so we now suggest that you try 
talking about something you are  excited  about. The main point 
here is to keep some of the stress out of the conversation until you 
are more skilled with the process. In the exercises at the end of 
the chapter, we will take you through a progression of issues; you ’ ll 
move through them at the speed at which you are comfortable, as 
you gain confi dence in your skills. Here ’ s a last hint: if you want 
to increase your chances of having your relationship work, keep 
saying to yourself,  “ I want my partner to feel understood. I can do 
that! ”   

  The Advantages of Using the Speaker 
Listener Technique 

 The Speaker Listener Technique has many advantages over 
unstructured conversation when there is any fear that the talk 
won ’ t go well.  Perhaps most important, it counteracts the destructive 
styles of communication described in Chapter    Two  . 

  1.     Escalation.     The structure of the technique makes it much 
harder to get into escalation. In fact, it is nearly impossible to 
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escalate if you both follow the rules and work at showing respect. 
It is diffi cult to scream at one another if you have to stop every 
few sentences and ask for a paraphrase! The momentum of escala-
tion is stopped dead.  

  2.     Invalidation.     The simple process of paraphrasing intervenes 
effectively with invalidation because the Speaker gets immediate 
feedback that he or she was heard. 
You can enhance the validation 
by saying  “ I understand ”  or  “ I see 
what you mean ”  at the end of a 
paraphrase or when you get the 
fl oor. This does not mean that you 
agree, just that you can see the issue from the other ’ s perspective. 
Save agreement or disagreement for your turn as Speaker. This 
principle bears one more repeat: you do not have to agree with 
your partner to be a good listener.     

  3.     Filters and negative interpretations.     The Speaker Listener 
Technique makes it much easier to identify fi lters as soon as they 
come up. They will be evident in the paraphrases. The Speaker 
will have a nonthreatening opportunity to say,  “ That ’ s not quite 
what I said. I said [such - and - such]. Could you paraphrase again, 
please? ”  In this way, fi lters are recognized right away, and the 
distortions they cause can be addressed. Using the technique can 
help you catch and correct those very destructive negative 
interpretations.  

  4.     Pursuit and withdrawal.     For the spouse who tends to with-
draw from conversations in which confl ict is possible, the structure 
makes it much safer to remain in the conversation. In the fi rst 
chapter we spoke about emotional safety being essential to having 
the kind of deeply connected, loving relationship that couples 
seek. With a clear sense that both of you are committed to keeping 
things from getting out of hand, withdrawers have less to be 
anxious about. Confl ict is less likely to occur in an unmanageable 
way. For the spouse who is usually in the pursuer role, structure in 

 You do not have to agree 

with your partner to be 

a good listener. 
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conversations ensures that he or she will be heard and that issues 
are going to be addressed. Pursuing is less useful or necessary, as 
the withdrawer feels safer and more willing to address issues. This 
gets you both closer to a win - win situation and out of hopeless 
win - lose cycles.    

 Our research shows that couples benefi t from learning to 
use structure when handling confl ict. Agreed - on rules like the 
Speaker Listener Technique add some degree of predictability, 
which reduces anxiety and avoidance, helping both of you 
win rather than lose when dealing with confl ict. You need to 
work together to fi ght negative patterns rather than fi ght each 
other.  

  One Last Pause for Thought 

 We want to add one more skill to this chapter. In Chapter  Eight  
you will learn a set of ground rules to help implement the skills we 
teach in your day - to - day life. Here we will introduce an idea that 
fl ows from our ground rule concepts and can help you put the 
Speaker Listener Technique into practice. 

 When confl ict is escalating in a discussion, or when a conversa-
tion is just not going well, we recommend that couples call a 
Pause or a Time Out. Just as when you push the pause button 
on your DVD player, you freeze the action. Both of you agree 
to halt the negative interaction and start over — after taking a 
break (Time Out) or right away (Pause) — using the Speaker Lis-
tener Technique.

  Taking a Pause or Time Out to Get It Together 

   •      Before you need to take a Pause or Time Out, decide with your 
partner what word or words you ’ ll use to call for one. You can 
simply say,  “ Time out, ”   “ Stop, ”   “ We need to take a break, ”  or 
 “ Let ’ s hit the brakes. ”  (It ’ s best to think and talk in terms of 
 “ us, ”  not  “ I. ” ) You can get fancier or funnier, but the point is, 
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make sure you both agree about what you ’ ll say when you need 
a break.  

   •      Either you or your partner can call a Pause or Time Out at any 
time.  

   •      Both you and your partner agree to respect each other ’ s need 
for a Pause or Time Out.  

   •      After a Pause or Time Out is called, decide together whether 
to drop the issue for the time being and come back to it later 
(we ’ ll talk more about this in Chapter  Eight ) or to shift into a 
safer way of talking by using the Speaker Listener Technique.  

   •      Remember that Pause and Time Out are not forms of 
withdrawal. Withdrawal is something one partner does against 
the wishes of the other; a Time Out is something you choose 
to do together in order to help protect your relationship from 
confl ict.    

 Similar to taking a Pause or Time Out is just to say,  “ Let ’ s start 
over and use the technique. ”  For example, one couple we know 
had a fi ght over the phone in which all four danger sign patterns 
were used within two minutes. The husband was about to angrily 
hang up on his wife because he momentarily felt there was no other 
way to stop her yelling at him. But he saved the day by saying to 
himself,  “ I need to Pause — I know I ’ ll feel terrible if I hang up on 
her. ”  Instead, after a few deep breaths, he said as nicely as possible, 
 “ Honey, this isn ’ t going anywhere. Let ’ s take a break, and let me 
call you back in ten minutes, OK? Remember, no matter what, I 
love you. ”  She agreed, and ten minutes later he called back and 
started by saying,  “ Honey, let ’ s pretend we didn ’ t have the previous 
call. Let ’ s hit the rewind button, and we can start again, OK? . . .  
OK, please tell me about your day. ”  

 You can also signal for a quick Time Out when using the 
Speaker Listener Technique if you need to tighten up on the rules. 
For example, if the Speaker is going on too long and not passing 
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the fl oor enough, the Listener can signal a Time Out, letting the 
Speaker know that she is ready to paraphrase and to have the fl oor. 
Or if the Listener starts to inject her own opinions or rebuttals into 
the paraphrase, the Speaker can call a Pause and remind his partner 
of the rules. Using Time Out or Pause gives you time for thought, 
enabling you to break negative cycles and redirect the conversa-
tion along more positive paths.  

  For the Skeptical at Heart: Common Questions 
or Objections 

     •       “ It ’ s so artifi cial. ”  Probably the number one criticism we hear 
about this technique is that it ’ s artifi cial and just not natural. It ’ s 
not a normal way for people talk to one another. Very true. Note, 
however, the assumption that is embedded in this criticism — that 
how we naturally talk to one another is usually superior to ways 
we ’ ve learned to talk with one another. If you have children, you 
already know how often you show that you don ’ t really believe 
that. There are many  “ natural ”  ways children communicate with 
others, ways that you try to help them overcome by teaching them 
principles and rules for how to treat others.    

 If you and your partner naturally engage in those negative 
behaviors we call the Communication Danger Signs when discuss-
ing confl icts and problems, what ’ s so hot about being natural? The 
danger signs are exceedingly natural for many people. Try being 
unnatural for a bit. You might really like it.

    •       “ It goes so slowly when we talk like this. ”  Yes, it does. That ’ s 
a big part of why it works. Stop to think about all the time couples 
waste fi ghting over and over again about the same issues without 
the partners really hearing one another. Using this technique may 
seem on the slow side, but it could be the fastest you ’ ve ever dealt 
with a diffi cult topic in your relationship.  

   •       “ We have trouble sharing the fl oor. ”  So, one or both of you 
tend to want to hang on to the fl oor once you have it? We have 
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a simple suggestion to solve this. Add a rule that you will switch 
the fl oor after every three or four statements of the Speaker that 
are paraphrased by the Listener. This ensures that each of you will 
know that your turn to talk is coming up soon. Although it may 
be frustrating to have to pass the fl oor when you are in the middle 
of building a point, rest assured; you will get the fl oor back quite 
soon. Too often people feel they have to get everything in before 
the door shuts, while their partner is fi nally listening. Don ’ t try to 
get so much through each open door that you make it unpleasant 
for your partner to keep that door open whenever you are around. 
You can think about this as a trust issue. If you want your partner 
to listen to what you have to say, give him or her a turn to speak. 
If you listen well to your partner, it ’ s more likely that your partner 
will listen well to you.    

 This is a simple point, although as we ’ ve said elsewhere, simple 
is not always easy. Share. Take turns. It ’ s not magic; it ’ s being 
polite. It ’ s about honoring your partner. 

   •       “ I really hate rules. ”  Many of you can relate to this one. 
Some people really dislike structure more than others. Some 
people feel truly confi ned when trying to follow these kinds 
of rules. We value that input. Keep in mind something we cannot 
stress enough: we do not recommend talking like this when you 
are just being together as friends and not talking about things that 
are diffi cult.    

 The primary point in this chapter is that every couple needs to 
have a way to talk about the most diffi cult things. If you have 
another way, or develop another way, you ’ ll do fi ne. But you need 
 something.  Also, we ’ ve noted over the years that if one partner is 
not so wild about trying this, it ’ s usually the one who is otherwise 
more comfortable with confl ict. 
But if one of you benefi ts a lot 
from using structure to make it 
safe to talk, both of you will gain 
in your relationship. Like the rules 

 If one of you benefi ts a lot from 

using structure to make it safe 

to talk, both of you will gain in 

your relationship. 
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in almost any setting, these level the playing fi eld to make the 
 “ game ”  fairer to both of you in terms of how things will proceed.  

     •       “ I ’ ve heard that  ‘ active listening ’  doesn ’ t work. ”  In part, the 
Speaker Listener Technique is based on what some call active 
listening. Paraphrasing is a key example of being very active in the 
listening role. John Gottman and his associates have suggested that 
because couples do not naturally talk this way, it ’ s not worth trying 
to teach any couple to talk this way. Further, he has suggested that 
asking people to communicate in this way when they are upset 
about things is forcing them to perform emotional gymnastics —
 something that ’ s just plain hard to do.    

 Because more people have become aware of some disagreement 
on this subject between two prominent teams of marital research-
ers, we need to tell you explicitly what we think. First, to be clear, 
for many years we ’ ve been doing kinds of research both similar to 
and different from what John Gottman does. There is far more 
agreement on what hurts and helps couples than the public debate 
about active listening conveys. 

 Second, as we said earlier, pointing out that people don ’ t 
naturally communicate in this way is not much of a criticism 
at all. You have already done many things today that were 
not natural to you at some earlier point in life, but your life is 
better for having learned those unnatural things. Keep in mind 
that the goals of using the Speaker Listener Technique are to 
counteract the Communication Danger Signs and help two 
people talk openly and safely. The other benefi ts are icing on 
the cake. 

 Third, we agree with John that couples cannot do this well 
when they are very upset and negatively aroused. If you are so upset 
that you cannot talk respectfully to one another, even when trying 
to follow a few agreed - on rules, you need to have a Time Out 
rather than talk. Those times are what Time Out is for. These are 
also great times to work on calming yourself down, as we discuss 
in Chapter  Eight . 
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 Fourth, our confi dence in the value of this technique for most 
(not all) couples is based on many years of research. We ’ ve learned 
several things: (1) couples can learn how to do this; (2) couples 
who practice the technique for some period of time (see our recom-
mendations about the need for practice) can show improvements 
in communication about issues up to fi ve years later; and (3) 
couples say this technique is the single most valuable thing they 
have learned in PREP workshops, suggesting that couples them-
selves see great value in this model. 

 Find out for yourselves what works for you. As we said before, 
the real key here is that the two of you need some way to talk well 
about those subjects that are hard to talk about. The Speaker 
Listener Technique is one powerful, relatively simple way. There 
are others. You need only one. If you don ’ t have one already, 
try ours. 

   •       “ What if my partner isn ’ t interested? ”  Some of you will be 
in relationships where your partner is not as committed to working 
on these issues. We feel strongly that any change in either partner 
will have a positive effect on the relationship. Your effort to try 
these skills and bring safety and structure to your communication 
will be helpful and will perhaps even encourage your partner 
to participate, as he or she comes to feel validated and accepted 
by you.     

  A Final Word on the Importance of Practice 

 Practice is everything with this technique. Practicing it regularly 
for some time can help all of your communication in your mar-
riage — not just when you are using all the rules of the technique. 
We think this is partly due to the fact that one of the things you 
are practicing when you practice the Speaker Listener Technique 
is the inhibition of the danger signs. You are also practicing respect, 
in that there are two viewpoints in any important talk, and both 
need to be heard. 
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 Many couples keep  “ fl oor ”  magnets (on which we ’ ve printed 
the rules) on their refrigerators so that the rules and the object 
they use for the fl oor are handy. We call these partners  “ fl oor on 
the fridge ”  couples. They ’ ve gotten used to the technique. It works 
well for them, and they ’ ve agreed to use the model when things 
get hot, sensitive, or just plain very important. In fact, one husband 
told us that when he comes home and sees that the fl oor is not on 
the fridge, he knows his wife is waiting for him and ready to use 
the Speaker Listener Technique. Sometimes that ’ s not what he 
wants to see, but he knows the talk will be as safe as they can make 
it. Practicing regularly makes it all the easier to engage those skills 
when you call on them. 

 Other couples practice enough so that they incorporate the key 
aspects of the rules into their style of talking generally — whether 
or not they are using the rules more fully and obviously. For these 
couples, there is a mutual sensing of when conversations are getting 
touchier, and they learn to shift into a modifi ed version of the 
technique. For example, they might not use an object for the fl oor, 
but they begin something of a careful turn - taking process — again, 
because they ’ ve practiced. So even if you don ’ t think you want to 
communicate this way very often, practicing these skills for some 
time can produce big benefi ts. 

 S 

 Although it is true that the other exercises in this book can 
help you learn the material, the ones here are central to how 
we see couples working on their relationships. When couples 
feel they can talk safely, then all the other things we teach 
fall into place. In the exercises ahead, we will outline how the 
two of you can learn to really benefi t from the ideas in this 
chapter. If you want to strengthen your marriage and reduce your 
chances of divorce, learn to move toward each other and deal 
constructively with those issues that have the potential to drive 
you apart.  
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  Talking Points 

    1.     You can choose to use the Speaker Listener Technique to talk 
about any confl ictual or sensitive issues.  

  2.     Talking safely about sensitive, deeper issues promotes those 
feelings of intimacy that come from knowing you can share 
who you are  and  be accepted by your partner.  

  3.     Our research shows that couples benefi t from learning to use 
structure when handling confl ict. Agreed - on rules like 
the Speaker Listener Technique add some degree of predict-
ability, which reduces anxiety and avoidance, helping both 
of you win rather than lose when dealing with confl ict. Rather 
than fi ght each other, you need to work together to fi ght 
negative patterns.                

    EXERCISES 

    The Speaker Listener Technique does not work miracles, but it 
does work well. You ’ re likely to be a bit unsure at the start, but as 
we ’ ve discussed, if the technique is going to be useful, you have 
to practice. You need to learn this technique so well  together  that 
the rules are automatic when you have something really diffi cult 
to discuss. 

 If you were learning to play tennis, you would not try to perfect 
your backhand at center court in Wimbledon. Instead you would 
hit backhands against the back wall for hours to get it just right. 
Trying to learn a new skill in a high - stress situation is not advis-
able. Here we suggest a good method to learn the Speaker Listener 
Technique most effectively.  

  Starting Out: Talking as Friends 

 Practice this technique  several  times a week for fi fteen minutes or 
so each time. If you do not set aside the time to practice, you will 
never fi nd this powerful technique very helpful. 
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 For the fi rst week, try the technique with only  less stressful  
topics. As you discuss your topic, each of you should take several 
turns at being the Speaker and the Listener. Talk about anything 
of interest to the two of you: your favorite vacation ever, sports, 
theater, your dreams for the future, a project or idea you are excited 
about, something you have seen in the news, and so on. Your goal 
here is not to resolve some problem but to practice new skills. This 
is easier when you have some excitement or feeling for the topic 
you are talking about. The only restriction is that it cannot be 
about your rela tionship. When you practice with these topics, it 
doesn ’ t matter what topic you choose, only that you try to stick to 
the technique. 

 If the Listener starts talking about his or her own feelings 
or information, then please stop. The Listener should remember 
that he or she will have plenty of time to say things when par-
ticipating as the Speaker. Be sure the Speaker thinks that the 
Listener is repeating back what the Speaker actually said. Remem-
ber that the goal is not to solve a problem but to hold a discussion 
in which the Listener really hears and paraphrases what the 
Speaker said. 

 The more the two of you practice the Speaker Listener Tech-
nique, the easier and more comfortable you will feel when you use 
it — and the more successful your conversations will be when you 
discuss something important.  

  Moving On to Confl ictual Topics 

    1.     After you have had three successful practice sessions about 
low - stress topics, choose minor confl ict areas to discuss. Sometimes 
couples are poor at knowing what will and will not trigger a fi ght. 
If things get heated on a topic you choose, drop it. (It won ’ t go 
away, but you can deal with it when you have practiced more 
together.)    

 Practice several discussions in which you both exchange some 
thoughts and feelings on these issues. Don ’ t try to solve problems; 
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just have good discussions. This means that your goal is to under-
stand each other ’ s point of view as clearly and completely as 
possible. 

 Problems are sometimes solved in the process because all that 
was needed was for both of you to understand where the other was 
coming from. That ’ s OK, but don ’ t set out to solve problems or 
intentionally try for solutions. You are focusing on good discussions 
right now. You ’ ll learn and practice problem solving in another 
chapter. 

  2.     When you are doing well with smaller issues, move up to 
tougher and tougher issues. As you do, remember to work at sticking 
to the rules. The technique works if you work at it.     



  6 

Controlling the Home Fires 
 Handling Issues and Events Well        

     Have you ever seen a wildfi re out of control? The consuming 
fi re can be a frightening sight. However, a fi re that is under 

control can be a useful tool and even a pleasant experience. For 
example, many wilderness areas use controlled burns to destroy dry 
wood and brush and to prevent out - of - control fi res from starting. 
When clear boundaries are set and careful controls are in place, 
the danger of fi re can be minimized. Better than that, it can then 
be used as a productive and helpful tool. A fi re in your living room 
fi replace can be warming, soothing, and romantic. 

 That ’ s a lot like how relationships are for most of us. There are, 
at times, explosions of energy and great fl ames touched off by a 
tiny spark, leading to an out - of - control blaze of confl ict. At other 
times, well - handled confl ict, with a safe discussion leading to reso-
lution of a problem, can provide light and warmth in a relation-
ship, leading to increased feelings of intimacy and closeness. 

 We are often mystifi ed about why our biggest fi ghts have started 
over very small things (think toilet seat up, toothpaste cap off). In 
fact, you may not even recall what sparked your latest fi ght (think 
for a moment — can you say what started the argument?) The 
sparks in relationships can be any of the day - to - day happenings in 
couples ’  lives. We call these  events.  Of course, we ’ re talking here 
about the kind of sparks that leads to fi ghting, not the kind that 
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fuels passion. The blazes that are triggered by events are related to 
the  issues  in your relationship or the ongoing problems that fuel 
confl icts. All couples experience events, and all couples have 
issues. What is damaging for the two of you is regularly having 
events or sparks touching off explosive issues. In this chapter, we ’ ll 
go deeper than we have up to this point in helping you understand 
some of the confl icts that affect you, and what to do about them.  

  ISSUES AND EVENTS 

 When we asked people what starts most of their arguments, the top 
two answers were money and children. In another study from our 
research center, the top three areas that couples reported led 
to confl icts were money, sex, and communication. Other common 
confl ict areas are in - laws, recreation, alcohol and drugs, religion, 
careers, and housework. These are all in the category of what we 
call issues. 

 Have you ever just sat there thinking,  “ Gee, I think I ’ ll start a 
fi ght with my partner about money at, say, seven - thirty tonight. 
Yeah, that ’ s right. That ’ s a plan ” ? Of course not. That ’ s not how 
fi ghts start. Things heat up when some event triggers the bigger 
issue. An example will help you see what we mean. 

 Ellen and Gregg have a serious money issue. One day, Ellen 
came home from work and put the checkbook down on the kitchen 
counter as she went to the bedroom to change. Gregg took a look 
at the checkbook and became livid when he saw an entry for $150 
made out to a department store. When Ellen walked back into the 
kitchen, tired after a long day at work, she was looking for a hug 
or a  “ How was your day? ”  Instead, the conversation went like this:

  G regg :   What did you spend that hundred and fi fty dollars on? 
 E llen :    (very defensive)  None of your business. 
 G regg :   Of course it ’ s my business. We just decided on a budget, 

and here you go blowing it. How are we ever going to solve our 
money problem if you can ’ t control your spending? 
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 E llen :   If you ’ d have the guts to ask for a raise, we wouldn ’ t be 
having problems with money.   

 All of a sudden they were off into a huge argument about 
money. But it happened in the context of an event — Gregg looking 
at the checkbook and seeing that Ellen spent $150. Because money 
is such a hot issue for them, just about any money - related event 
could trigger arguments about it. Any small event around money 
can trigger the negative emotions associated with their money 
issue, at virtually any time; and their argument, fueled by the pat-
terns we call the Communication Danger Signs (Chapter  Two ), 
can easily explode into a wildfi re.    

 Regulating Negative Emotions: A Life Skill 
 One of the most important skills that anyone can learn in life 
is how to manage her own negative emotions. So much of how 
life will go for a person depends on how well she can do this. 
Without being able to control how she handles negative emo-
tions, a person will go through life reacting with anger, sadness, 
and hostility, depending on the whim of the events in her life. 
Psychologists call what we ’ re discussing here  negative affect 
regulation.  You call it keeping the lid on your bad feelings. 

 Two of the most important skills in marriage are to be 
able to regulate your own negative emotions when you are 
upset and to be able to regulate your negative emotions when 
your partner is upset. We believe that there are some ways 
that husbands tend to have a harder time regulating their 
own negative emotions when their wives are upset. If that 
sounds like you, it is critical for you to learn to soothe yourself 
(such as by taking a deep breath) and remind yourself that 
withdrawing or getting upset is not going to help matters. 
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 Events like the one just described between Ellen and Gregg are 
common to all couples. There was some irony to this couple ’ s situ-
ation, as it turned out that Ellen had actually spent the $150 on a 
new sweater for Gregg because he had just received an offer for a 
new job. In the midst of a heated argument, she didn ’ t feel much 
like bringing this up. She told him later, while still angry, thinking 
that would put him in his place. Their inability to put the brakes 
on this argument ruined the next several days for them. 

 Here ’ s another metaphor from Mother Nature that many 
couples fi nd useful. Have you ever visited Yellowstone National 
Park? Issues and events work like the geysers in Yellowstone. 
Underneath the park are caverns of hot water under pressure. The 
issues in your relationship are like these underground pockets of 
steam and heat in Yellowstone. The more troublesome issues 
contain the greatest amount of heat in the form of negative emo-
tions. The pressure keeps building up when you aren ’ t talking 
about your issues in a constructive manner. Then the smallest 
events, sometimes so small they are embarrassing to mention, 
trigger a sudden eruption in your relationship. Most couples also 
have an Old Faithful; you know, one of those big issues that keep 
coming back time and time again.      

 This leads us to one of the 
most important points in the 
book: most couples deal with 
issues only in the context of 
events. In other words, the only 
time an issue gets attention is 
when you are fi ghting about it.  

 For Ellen and Gregg, there is so much negative energy stored 
up around the issue of money that it ’ s easily triggered. They never 
sit down and talk about money in a constructive way, when no 
event has occurred. Instead, they argue about money when a check 
bounces, a large bill comes, or the hot water heater breaks. They 
never get anywhere on the big issue because they spend their 

 Most couples deal with issues 
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energy dealing with the crises of the events. These are not times 
they are likely to handle things well. 

 What about you? Do you set aside time to deal with issues ahead 
of the times when events trigger them? You ’ re not alone if you 
usually don ’ t. We admit that it ’ s hard to be proactive, and it ’ s 
especially hard to decide to talk about a confl ict area when things 
are going well. But we all pay a price in terms of the erosion of 
love and happiness if we go through life just waiting for the next 
fi ght to erupt. As Scott (coauthor) often says,  “ There are many 
important times that we damage our relationships by sliding instead 
of deciding. ”  You aren ’ t effectively managing the ongoing, recur-
rent problems and struggles you have together by merely letting 
them slide, as if they will go away by themselves. You should try 
to decide when and where you will deal with the diffi cult stuff. 
The exception to this is when you have consciously decided to 
accept something you don ’ t like about your partner or how he or 
she does things. But again, there you are deciding something 
important rather than just letting things happen to you. 
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 When events frequently drag you into issues and confl icts, you 
start to feel like the couple in the Yellowstone cartoon, or as 
though you are walking on eggshells. If you feel anxious most of 
the time about confl icts breaking out, you ’ ll have a very tough time 
keeping the feeling of safety and security in your relationship. 
Remember, it ’ s crucial to make it safe to connect. Things can go 
downhill in a really big way in a marriage when you no longer feel 
that you can relax around your partner. But if you ’ ve lost that 
ability, the two of you can get it back by using the principles of 
this book. You need to deal with your issues under your control; 
do not allow your issues to control you! 

 Tim and Samantha had avoided discussing her strong negative 
feelings about the intrusion of his mother on their time together 
as a couple. They also had not been out on a date for months. One 
evening, they went out to a romantic dinner that Tim had planned. 
They had a great time at dinner, holding hands and talking as 
friends, and each thought about making love later that night. Then 
they got into the car to drive to the ballpark to see a baseball game. 
On the way there, Tim ’ s BlackBerry rang, and he decided 
to answer it, thinking it might be the baby - sitter. However, it 
turned out it was his mom. When the lengthy phone call ended, 
Samantha confronted Tim.

  S amantha :   Why do you always let her interfere with our relation-
ship? This is our evening out. 

 T im :    (really hot under the collar)  There you go again, blasting me 
when we ’ re going out to have fun for a change. 

 S amantha :    (sounding indignant)  Well, I didn ’ t know we were 
planning on bringing your mother with us. 

 T im :    (words dripping with sarcasm)  Ha, ha. Real funny, Sam.   

 And their evening was destroyed. They never even made it to 
the ballpark. They had yet another destructive argument about 
whether or not his mother (or, as Samantha called her,  “ Satan 



140 FIGHTING FOR YOUR MARRIAGE

Mom ” ) was too involved in their lives. A night that could have 
ended in their making love was instead spent with each of them 
on the edges of their bed, feeling alone. 

 As in this case, events tend to come up at inopportune 
times — you ’ re ready to leave for work, you ’ re coming home from 
work, you ’ re going to bed, you ’ re out to relax, the kids are around, 
friends have come over, and so forth. Things come up that disturb 
you, but at what are often the worst times to deal with issues. 

  How to Deal with Triggering Events 

 It ’ s very important to try to work both individually and together 
to stop events from dragging you into big arguments about issues —
 fi ghts that tend to erupt at the worst of times. Do your part! The 
key to this is saying to yourself,  “ We don ’ t have to deal with this 
right now. This isn ’ t the time. We can talk later. ”  It is natural for 
annoying events to happen. You need to have the ability to let 
annoying events bounce off you. We all do this all the time in 
other relationships, especially with friends and at work. For 
example, how often does a coworker or boss say something to you 
in a somewhat hostile tone in a meeting or around others, but you 
 decide  it ’ s not the time to deal with it and  choose  to move on? When 
you do this kind of internal editing at home or at work, it doesn ’ t 
mean you are denying that something important just happened or 
that you feel angry. But there are times to deal with things and 
times to drop them or let them roll off you. 

 Let ’ s return to Samantha and Tim. There are any number of 
ways they could have used the issues - and - events model to save 
their evening. Tim could have said to his mom,  “ Mom, this isn ’ t 
a good time to talk. Let me call you back ”  or  “ Mom, my cell service 
is acting up again; you ’ re breaking up. I ’ ll call tomorrow. ”  Even if 
Tim didn ’ t recognize that his mother ’ s calling was a provocative 
event for Sam and took the call, Sam could have said to herself, 
 “ Here he goes again. He seems to care more about her than 
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me — but I really want to have a nice time tonight, and I ’ m going 
to let this go for now and talk about it some other time. ”  

 But now let ’ s assume that neither of them realized that an event 
was about to trigger an issue. We ’ ll give them a second chance to 
handle things differently. The following interaction ensued after 
Tim ’ s call with his mother ended:

  S amantha :   I feel really angry that you took that call from your 
mother. 

 T im :   What did you expect me to do? 
 S amantha :    (taking a deep breath)  Honey, I have a lot to say, but 

let ’ s Pause for now. Why don ’ t we talk about this tomorrow, so 
we can enjoy seeing the Rockies beat the Dodgers tonight. We 
need to talk this out, but this isn ’ t the time. 

 T im :   You ’ re right. I ’ m sorry I took the call — but for now let ’ s be 
friends and have some fun!   

 Here Tim and Samantha, although they are both annoyed with 
each other and the situation, decided after a very brief talk to let 
the topic drop (at least for now) and went on to the ball game, 
where they ended up having a very nice evening. (The Rockies 
won in extra innings!) You can see that Samantha is thinking that 
Tim ’ s mother is more important to him than she is. Whether or 
not that ’ s a negative interpretation, you can see that they will have 
a very tough time breaking through to a better understanding if 
they only talk about this kind of important and emotionally loaded 
issue in the context of an event like the cell phone call. When 
they didn ’ t allow the event to drag them into a big issue fi ght, Tim 
and Samantha went from striking out with the bases loaded to 
hitting a home run. 

 If a couple is working at managing issues rather than being 
managed by them, they can cut short what otherwise could erupt 
into huge battles. Even though they briefl y escalated, in the second 
scenario Tim and Sam were able to calm things down. This is what 
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we mean by separating issues from events. As we discuss later, this 
will work only if you have developed some trust that issues won ’ t 
just be dropped, and you actually do get around to talking about 
them. For Tim and Sam, as for most couples, separating issues from 
events saved their evening and, in the long run, maybe even their 
marriage. Managing confl ict is not always easy, but it ’ s one of the 
most important and wisest things you can do to have a great 
relationship — and it ’ s under your control. 

 Marge and Bill are in a situation similar to that of Sam and 
Tim, where several events trigger one issue. Bill tends to spend a 
good chunk of his evenings surfi ng the Web, checking in with his 
offi ce online and using the Internet for stock market research. 
Several nights last week, Marge tried to ask Bill some questions 
about arrangements for a family reunion. He kept brushing her off, 
saying they would talk some other time. 

 This bothers her. She starts to wonder about the amount of 
time he spends on the computer. She even starts to think that 
maybe he ’ s bored with her or no longer cares. Marge realizes sud-
denly that her fi lters — her negative interpretations — are taking 
over, even causing her to question Bill ’ s love for her. She handles 
this potentially out - of - control blaze by saying to herself,  “ I know 
he ’ s working on the family fi nances, or relaxing after a tough 
week — if this keeps happening, I ’ ll talk to him about it at couple 
meeting or when I have his full attention. ”  (We discuss couple 
meetings in Chapter  Eight .) What a great way to get control over 
possibly annoying events: to directly face your interpretations and 
remind yourself of the evidence to the contrary. 

 If one of you needs to get some feelings out right away in order 
to cool down, you could agree to briefl y let some of the feeling out 
(as Sam and Tim did the second time around) but to move the 
fuller discussion of the issue to a time when you ’ ll both handle it 
better. This is one of those trust issues again. One reason people 
focus on events and let them turn into issue arguments is that they 
don ’ t believe that  “ later ”  will happen. So for them there ’ s no payoff 
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in waiting, and they jump in with both feet. If you are one of these 
people, listen carefully: this strategy is doomed to failure. You will 
not feel better just venting negative feelings, and you are adding 
fuel to smoldering fi res. The key is to soothe yourself now and read 
on to learn how to work together to make  “ later ”  happen.      

 Types of Talk 
 We believe there are only four types of talk that couples can 
engage in. We call the fi rst type of talk casual talk. This type 
of talk is necessary to get through the nitty - gritty events and 
details of life. Who is going to pick up the kids? What time 
are you going to be home from work? This talk should be 
polite and respectful, and even cheerful at times. 

 We call the second type of talk confl ict talk. Confl ict talk 
is necessary for dealing with the inevitable confl icts, issues, 
and disagreements that are a part of marriage. In our view, 
this type of talk should be engaged in only when both of you 
are ready. It should be done with an eye to safety and respect —
 to talking without fi ghting. In learning the tools we present 
in this book, couples gain confi dence that they can deal with 
issues as they come up in life. Increased confi dence leads to 
the ability to better tolerate differences with your partner. 

 The third and fourth types of talk are the most important. 
They refl ect the reason most people want to get married and 
stay married. The third type is friendship talk. Friendship talk 
builds and maintains intimacy, connection, attachment, and 
security — all the good stuff. It ’ s the type of talk we think 
couples should be engaging in naturally and most of the time 
when they are together. For most couples, friendship talks 
were a major part of how they fell deeply in love in the fi rst 
place. If you stop having them, you can lose touch with why 
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  HIDDEN ISSUES: THE DEEPER THEMES 

 Most of the time, the issues that are triggered by events are 
very clear, because they are about the topics most of us deal with 
every day — money, chores, children, and so on. In the case of 
Ellen and Gregg, his looking at the checkbook touched off the 
issue of money. That ’ s not hard to fi gure out. But at other times, 
you ’ ll fi nd yourselves getting caught up in fi ghts around events 
that don ’ t seem to be attached to any particular issue. Or you 
fi nd you aren ’ t getting anywhere when talking about particular 
problems, as if your relationship were a car stuck on ice, spinning 
its wheels. 

 Hidden issues often drive the really frustrating or destructive 
arguments couples have. For example, Samantha and Tim ended 
up arguing about his mother and his taking calls from her at any 
time. But the real issue may be that Samantha feels she isn ’ t impor-
tant to him and that he does not care about her. 

 When we say these issues are often hidden, we mean that 
they are usually not being talked about openly. Hidden issues are 

you liked your mate in the fi rst place. That ’ s not a good thing. 
We ’ ll elaborate on these themes in Chapter  Nine . 

 The fourth type of talk is support talk, which is one of the 
best ways you have for conveying to your partner that you 
are there for him or her and that you care. It is a major way 
to counteract the negative interpretations that are associated 
with little events that trigger hidden issues of caring, which 
we ’ ll be talking about in this chapter. Support talk involves 
listening to your partner (without giving advice) when he or 
she is upset about something. We elaborate on these themes 
in Chapter  Ten . 
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very important: they refl ect the 
unexpressed expectations, needs, 
and feelings that, if not attended 
to, can cause great damage to your 
marriage. They are often strongly 
linked to how you see yourself or 
your relationship, or to core values. 
Hidden issues better explain the fury that seemingly innocent 
events can trigger.  

 We see several types of hidden issues in our work with couples: 
 power, caring, recognition, commitment, integrity,  and  acceptance.  
There may be others that typify your relationship, but these six 
capture a lot of what goes on in relationships. In our workshops 
we also often mention four more: respect, love, trust, and integrity. 
As we go on, you can easily see why the terms for these themes 
are not nearly as crucial as what you are actually feeling and think-
ing. Another way to phrase what we ’ re after here is framed by this 
question: What gets stirred up deep down inside of you when 
things are not going right in your relationship? 

 Although we call these hidden issues, they really refl ect deeper 
themes between the two of you and deeper values you each hold 
about your relationship. Sometimes you don ’ t even realize how 
strongly you hold these values until a hidden issue is triggered by 
an event in your relationship. The intensity of your response can 
be a sign of the importance of the value, and helps you realize that 
you need to take it seriously. Treating these concerns with respect 
and talking about them in a safe and structured manner, using all 
the skills you ’ ll learn in the book, will protect and safeguard what ’ s 
really important to you. 

  Hidden Issues of Control and Power 

 When you are dealing with control issues, the questions relate to 
status and power. Who decides who does the chores or how to 
spend family funds? Are your needs, your desires just as important 
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as your partner ’ s, or is there an inequality? Is your input important, 
or are major decisions made without you? Who ’ s in charge? Do you 
feel controlled? 

 Control and power issues can surface in your relationship when 
various decisions come up — even small ones. A power struggle can 
result over just about anything. It ’ s no accident that in study after 
study, money is rated the number one problem area. So many deci-
sions in our lives revolve around money. If you have signifi cant 
power or control issues in your marriage, it ’ s likely that you struggle 
a lot with money as well as with any number of other issues. 

 In many relationships, it is the person who says no to things —
 no to sex, no to spending money, no to going places — who has the 
real power in the relationship. In communication, it can be the 
withdrawer, the one who refuses to talk about the issues, who really 
controls what is going on. Regardless of the source of hidden issues 
of power and control, it ’ s important to resolve them; as noted by 
psychiatrist James Hollis, when power prevails, love fails.     

 The Link Between Power, Control, 
and Commitment 

 In 1921, E. A. Ross came up with the law of personal exploi-
tation. He defi ned it this way: in any sentimental relation, 
the one who cares less can exploit the one who cares more. 
Willard Waller phrased this idea differently, but became 
somewhat famous (as famous as social scientists get!) for 
doing so. He described this as the  principle of least interest.  In 
any relation, deal, contract, negotiation — whatever you want 
to think about — the one with the least interest has the most 
power. Scott would frame this in terms of commitment theory 
by suggesting that the one who is least committed has the 
most power — at least in a negotiation or dispute. 
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  Hidden Issues of Caring 

 The main theme of hidden issues of caring relates to the extent to 
which you feel loved and cared for by your partner. Such issues are 
often triggered when people feel that their partner isn ’ t meeting 
important emotional needs. 

 Jill and Nelson repeatedly fought over who should refi ll the 
orange juice container. The real issue fueling their arguments 
wasn ’ t juice, but rather a hidden issue of caring. Nelson had always 
thought of his mother ’ s refi lling the juice container as a demonstra-
tion of her love and caring for him. Because Jill wouldn ’ t do it, he 
felt she didn ’ t love him. 

 What ’ s the big deal? Have you ever told someone,  “ I 
couldn ’ t care less! ” ? There are times when we really don ’ t 
care at all about how something turns out. A lot of the time, 
though, when we say something like this, we ’ re trying to say 
to the other,  “ I have more power here because I don ’ t really 
care how this turns out. ”  

 In romantic relationships, this all means that there is a 
powerful relationship between control, power, and commit-
ment. Sometimes confl icts over control lead to people threat-
ening their commitment, in effect saying,  “ I ’ m going to leave 
if you don ’ t quit doing that! ”  Sometimes, problems with com-
mitment are really about staying more in control. 

 This is really complex stuff, and we ’ re not going to be able 
to unpack it all here. However, when you and your partner 
are really stuck over some repeated problem or issue, or there 
is some theme underlying your confl icts that keeps rearing its 
ugly head, think about how much control you feel that you 
need, and ask yourself whether you are messing around with 
how committed you are, as a means of keeping control. 
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 For her part, Jill was thinking,  “ Who ’ s he to tell me to make 
the orange juice? Where does he get off saying I have to do it? ”  
She resisted doing the task simply because she didn ’ t accept being 
told what to do. Without verbalizing it, she was expressing a 
hidden control issue. 

 For them, effectively discussing this confl ict brought them 
closer; having exposed the hidden issues, they no longer found the 
orange juice to be so important.

  N elson  (S peaker ):   So for me, it really isn ’ t about wanting to 
control you. I guess I connect refi lling the O.J. with showing 
love, so that I ’ ve put this pressure on you to do it to be sure that 
you love me. 

 J ill  (L istener ):    (summarizing in her own words)  So for you, the 
key issue is wanting to know I care, not wanting to control me? 

 N elson  (S peaker ):    (He goes on to validate her, as well.)  Exactly, 
and I can see how you ’ d be feeling controlled without knowing 
that.  (He hands Jill the fl oor.)  

 J ill  (S peaker ):   You ’ re right. I ’ ve really felt you wanted to control 
me, and that ’ s a real hot button given what I went through 
when I was married to Hank. 

 N elson  (L istener ):   It really did seem to you that I just wanted 
to control you, and that ’ s an especially sensitive area for you. 

 J ill  (S peaker ):   You got it. I want to be your partner, not your 
servant. 

 N elson  (L istener ):    (He captures what she ’ s saying in his own 
words.)  Sounds like you want us to be a team. 

 J ill  (S peaker ):   Yep!   

 As you can see from the tail end of their conversation, learning 
to talk about the bigger concerns paved the way for greater con-
nection instead of alienation over an empty juice container. This 
is another example that hints at how hard it would be to solve the 
problem about the event — in this case, refi lling the orange juice —
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 unless you were communicating well enough to get the hidden 
issues out in the open.  

  Hidden Issues of Recognition 

 Whereas issues of caring involve concerns about being cared for 
or loved, recognition issues are more about feeling valued by your 
partner for who you are and what you do. Does your partner appre-
ciate your activities and accomplishments? Do you feel that your 
efforts in your marriage are ignored? 

 Burt and Chelsea recently started a business together, shortly 
before getting married in Las Vegas on short notice. In fact, they 
met working for the same mortgage company and have worked 
together throughout their two - year relationship. In a therapy 
session just six months after their marriage, Chelsea says,  “ I feel 
like we got married that way just for the fi nancial advantages. Burt 
is always going on about the fi nancial stress of the business and our 
new house, but when I offer to help out more at the offi ce, he 
always turns me down. But then, when he ’ s really feeling stressed, 
he yells at me for not helping out more! ”  

 Such examples are common. Many men tell us they don ’ t feel 
that their wives place much value on their work to bring home 
income for the family. Likewise, we hear many women say that 
they don ’ t feel their husbands appreciate what they do at home for 
the family — whether or not they work outside the home. In both 
these cases, spouses may try hard to get recognized for what they 
bring to the family, but eventually burn out if their mate fails to 
express appreciation. How long has it been since you told your 
partner how much you appreciate the things he or she does?  

  Hidden Issues of Commitment 

 Commitment themes refl ect concerns about the extent that you 
are going to be together — no matter what. The key here is each 
person ’ s sense of the long - term security of the relationship: Are 
you going to stay with me? One couple we worked with, Alice and 
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Chuck, had huge arguments about separate checking accounts. 
Whenever the bank statement arrived, he would complain bitterly 
about her having a separate account. 

 The real issue wasn ’ t the money. For Chuck, the hidden issue 
was one of commitment. He had been married once before, and 
his ex - wife had a separate account. She decided to leave him after 
fi fteen years of marriage, which was easier to do because she had 
saved up several thousand dollars in this account. Now, when the 
statement for Alice ’ s account would arrive, Chuck associated it 
with thoughts that Alice could be planning to leave him. Alice 
was planning no such thing, but because Chuck rarely talked 
openly about his fear, she wasn ’ t really given the opportunity to 
alleviate his anxiety by affi rming her commitment. The issue kept 
fueling fast - burning confl ict during these events. 

 When your commitment to one another is secure, it brings a 
deeper kind of safety to your relationship than that which comes 

merely from good communica-
tion. This is safety that comes 
from the lasting promise to be 
there for one another, to lift one 
another up in tough times, to 
cherish each other for a lifetime. 
Do you worry about your partner ’ s 
long - term commitment to you 
and the marriage? Have you talked 

about this openly, or does this issue fi nd indirect expression in the 
context of events in your relationship? We ’ ll talk more about com-
mitment in Chapter  Sixteen .   

  Hidden Issues of Integrity 

 Integrity is triggered as an issue when you think your partner is 
questioning your motives, values, or standards. Whether real or 
imagined, this questioning leaves you feeling judged, and this fuels 
a desire to defend yourself. Byron and Marjorie argue constantly 

 When your commitment to 

one another is secure, it brings 
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relationship than that which 

comes merely from good 

communication. 
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over privacy issues. When his cell phone rings, he steps aside to 
answer it and doesn ’ t always tell Marjorie whom he is speaking to, 
just saying it is a friend or someone from work. Marjorie feels he 
should be telling her every detail of every call, that it is her right 
as his wife to know these things. 

 Coming into therapy, Byron reported that Marjorie has read 
his e - mail and texts and has deleted messages she doesn ’ t like. This 
violation of his privacy offends him deeply and makes him even 
less likely to tell her about his calls. Clearly this couple is struggling 
with serious issues around values and standards, and both feel 
invalidated and attacked by the other. Marjorie denies acting 
unethically, but Byron doesn ’ t believe her and doesn ’ t feel safe 
talking to her about these issues. Marjorie feels he doesn ’ t care 
about her or trust her, and believes husbands and wives should 
share everything with each other. There are both caring and integ-
rity issues involved here. 

 This example illustrates why structure and safety are really 
needed to keep the fl ames of confl ict contained. When Byron feels 
attacked in his view of himself as a husband, the blaze can really 
fl are out of control. When Marjorie feels unloved, she behaves in 
ways that violate Byron ’ s views of moral behavior. Next time you 
are tempted to attack your partner ’ s self - image, values, or motives, 
be aware that you are fanning the fl ames.  

  Acceptance: The Bottom Line 

 There seems to be one primary issue that can overlay all the others 
we ’ ve talked about here: the desire for acceptance. Sometimes this 
is felt more as a fear of rejection, but the fundamental issue is the 
same. At the deepest level, people are motivated to fi nd accept-
ance and to avoid rejection in their relationships. This refl ects the 
deep needs we all have to be respected, connected, safe, and 
accepted by our spouse. 

 This fundamental fear of rejection drives so many other hidden 
issues. Unfortunately, the fear is valid. Marriage involves imperfect 
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people who can deeply hurt one another. You can see this fear of 
rejection come up in many ways. For example, some people are 
afraid that if they act in certain ways, their partner is going to 
reject them. Often people ask for something indirectly because 
they don ’ t want to risk making their desires clearer — and becom-
ing more vulnerable by expressing their desires more openly. For 
example, you might say,  “ Wouldn ’ t you like to make love tonight? ”  
rather than  “ I would like to make love with you tonight. ”  When 
a self - protection fi lter causes you to phrase your desires in this way, 
your worries were triggered by the fear of rejection.  

  [I]t is  …  magical to have a partner whose past and future are 

inevitably intertwined with your own, who knows you, warts and all, 

and is willing to love you anyway. 

   — F rank  P ittman     

 There are a number of other ways in which people act out their 
hidden issues of acceptance and rejection. Consider the example 
of Craig and Louise and their problem with his yearly hunting trip. 

 Craig and Louise have been married for seventeen years, and 
things have gone well for them all along. They have four kids, ages 
seven through fi fteen. There are few things they don ’ t handle well. 
They talk regularly about the more important issues, which keeps 
their marriage running pretty smoothly. However, there is one 
problem they ’ ve never really handled. 

 Once a year, every year, Craig goes hunting with his friends for 
two weeks. The men rent a cabin in the mountains and virtually 
disappear for two weeks. The following argument is typical. It was 
late, and Craig was packing to leave at fi ve in the morning.

  L ouise :   I really hate it when you leave for this trip every year. You 
leave me to handle everything by myself. 

 C raig :    (feeling a bit defensive)  You knew when we got married that 
I did this every year. I don ’ t know why you have to complain 
about it every time. 
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 L ouise :    (going on the attack)  I just don ’ t think it ’ s very res ponsible 
to leave your family alone for two weeks. The kids need you 
around more than that. They get very irritable while you ’ re 
gone. 

 C raig :    (He ’ s thinking,  “ Why do we have to do this every year? I hate 
this argument. ”  He ’ s getting angry.)  I do a lot with them. You 
need to deal with this better — I ’ m not about to give this up. 

 L ouise :    (angrier herself)  If you cared more about your family, you 
wouldn ’ t have this need to get away from us for two weeks every 
year. 

 C raig :    (getting up to leave the room, feeling disgusted)  Yeah, you ’ re 
right. You ’ re always right,  “ my dear. ”  

 L ouise :    (yelling as he walks out)  I hate it when you talk to me like 
that. You can ’ t treat me like your dad treats your mom; I won ’ t 
stand for it. 

 C raig :    (shouting from the other room)  I ’ m not like my father, and 
you aren ’ t telling me what to do. I ’ m going, I ’ ll keep going every 
year, and you might as well just get used to it.   

 What ’ s really going on here? Getting ready for the trip is the 
event. They have this same nasty argument every year, usually the 
night before he leaves. It ’ s as much a part of the tradition as the 
trip is. Neither likes it, but they haven ’ t found a way to handle the 
situation differently. 

 You can see many of the hidden issues being triggered for Craig 
and Louise. Deep down, she worries whether Craig really cares 
about her when these trips come up. She feels lonely when he 
leaves, and this is hard to handle because she sees him looking 
forward to being gone. She wonders if he ’ s delighted to get away 
from her. She feels nearly abandoned — refl ecting some commit-
ment issues that also get triggered. Her focus on the kids is a smoke 
screen for her real concerns. 

 Craig likes to be in control of his life, so that ’ s one hidden issue 
triggered here.  “ No one ’ s going to tell me what to do! ”  Also, as 
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they argue unproductively, an integrity issue comes up. He feels 
she ’ s calling into question his devotion as a husband and father. 
He sees himself as very dedicated to the family and just wants this 
two - week period each year to be with the guys. He doesn ’ t think 
that ’ s asking a lot. 

 You can see acceptance underneath it all as the most basic 
hidden issue driving the issues of power, caring, commitment, and 
integrity in their argument. Neither believes that the other accepts 
who he or she is, and that is very confusing. After all, they really 
do have a great relationship, and each generally feels good about 
the other. Yet the need for acceptance is so basic for all of us that 
it can get triggered by almost any event or issue — if we let it.  

  Recognizing the Signs of Hidden Issues 

 You can ’ t handle hidden issues unless you can identify them. There 
are four key ways to tell when there may be hidden issues affecting 
your relationship. 

  Wheel Spinning 

 When an argument starts with you thinking,  “ Here we go again, ”  
you should suspect hidden issues. You never really get anywhere 
on the problem because you often aren ’ t talking about what really 
matters — the hidden issue. We have all had these arguments in 
which we have said everything many times before and now feel 
hopeless as the cycle starts yet again.  

  Trivial Triggers 

 When trivial issues are blown up out of all proportion, you should 
suspect hidden issues. The argument between Jill and Nelson we 
saw earlier is a great example. Needing to refi ll an empty orange 
juice container seems like a trivial event, but it triggers horrendous 
arguments driven by the issues of power and caring.  
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  Avoidance 

 When one or both of you are avoiding certain topics or levels of 
intimacy, or feel walls going up between you, you should suspect 
hidden issues. For example, we have talked with many couples 
from different cultural or religious backgrounds who strongly avoid 
talking about these differences. We think that this behavior usually 
refl ects concerns about acceptance: Will you accept me fully if we 
really talk about our different backgrounds? Avoiding such topics 
not only allows hidden issues to remain hidden but also puts the 
relationship at greater risk, as the couple never deals with impor-
tant differences that can have great impact on a marriage. 

 Other common but sometimes taboo topics in marriage can 
include issues of sex, personal appearance, feelings about ex -
 spouses, jealousy, and so on. There are many such sensitive topics 
that people avoid dealing with in their relationships out of fear of 
rejection. What issues do you avoid talking about?  

  Scorekeeping 

 When one or both of you start keeping score, you should suspect 
hidden issues. Scorekeeping could mean you are not feeling recog-
nized for what you put into the relationship. It could mean you are 
feeling controlled and are keeping track of the times your partner 
has taken advantage of you. Whatever the issue, scorekeeping can 
be a sign that there are important things the two of you aren ’ t 
talking about — just documenting. Scorekeeping refl ects that 
you are working against each other at times, rather than being 
teammates. We ’ ll talk more about the dangers of scorekeeping 
in Chapter  Sixteen .   

  Handling Hidden Issues 

 What can you do when you realize hidden issues are affecting your 
relationship? You can recognize when one may be operating and 
start talking about it constructively. This will be easier to do if you 
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are cultivating an atmosphere of teamwork using the kinds of 
techniques we ’ ve presented thus far. We strongly recommend 
using the Speaker Listener Technique when you are trying to 
explore such issues. 

 When dealing with hidden issues, it ’ s very important to focus 
less on problem solving and more on hearing each other ’ s thoughts 
and feelings. There is no more powerful form of acceptance than 
really listening to the thoughts and feelings of your mate. This type 
of validation is critical to emotional intimacy in relationships. 

 Let ’ s return to Louise and Craig. Perhaps a more open and 
sensitive discussion of their issues might include the following 
exchange:

  L ouise  (S peaker ):   Craig, I really don ’ t understand why this trip 
is so important to you, especially when you know it upsets me. 

 C raig  (L istener ):   So you ’ re saying you ’ re confused about why I 
go away when I know it bothers you. 

 L ouise  (S peaker ):   That ’ s right. You ’ re usually so considerate of 
my feelings, but when you leave anyway, I feel really hurt and 
abandoned. 

 C raig  (L istener ):   OK, you think I usually care about your feel-
ings, but when I leave, you feel hurt and abandoned.  (Louise 
hands Craig the fl oor.)  

 C raig  (S peaker ):   I feel sorry that you still feel hurt, when you 
know that I really love you and would never leave you. It ’ s just 
that my relationship with my friends is also really important to 
me, and I ’ d think you would respect that. 

 L ouise  (L istener ):   You ’ re saying that you really do love me and 
don ’ t mean to hurt me, but you want me to respect your rela-
tionship with your friends. 

 C raig  (S peaker ):   Yes, that ’ s it. I don ’ t understand why I can ’ t be 
with them and still love you and the kids. It feels like you think 
I can ’ t do both. 

 L ouise  (L istener ):   You think I don ’ t believe you can love us and 
your friends, that it has to be only one or the other.   
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 You can hear how different this conversation is from their 
earlier argument. The use of the Speaker Listener Technique 
adds the structure and safety that this couple needs if they are 
to risk talking about their real feelings. After several good dis-
cussions of this type, next year ’ s trip might get off to a much 
better start. 

 We are often asked about how to solve hidden issues. Often 
you don ’ t  solve  hidden issues; rather, you soothe them through 
mutual understanding, respect, and acceptance. These deep feel-
ings are part of who you are, your view of the world, and the result 
of your life experiences. They are not things that need to be 
 “ solved. ”  When you really hear each other, what has in the past 
been frustrating — and perhaps causing confusing fi lters in many 
talks you have — can turn into opportunities to know one another 
more deeply. 

 S 
 Our goal in this chapter has been to give you a way to explore and 
understand some of the most frustrating happenings in relation-
ships. You can prevent lots of damage by learning to handle events 
and issues with the time and skill they require. Using the model 
presented here along with all the skills and techniques presented 
in the fi rst part of the book will help you do just that. 

 For all too many couples, the hidden issues never come out. 
They fester and produce sadness and resentment that eventually 
destroy the marriage. It just doesn ’ t have to be that way. When 
you learn to discuss deeper issues openly and with emphasis on 
validating each other, what had been generating the greatest con-
fl icts can actually draw you closer together. 

 Working through those tough issues can help couples share a 
sense of emotional intimacy and a sense of commitment. Couples 
who soothe each other ’ s concerns come to understand each other ’ s 
emotional triggers and learn to handle them gently. When you 
experience your partner behaving toward you with care and sensi-
tivity, you develop a greater sense of trust, which also deepens 
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intimacy. We call this a positive feedback cycle: each positive 
behavior leads to another positive behavior.  

  Talking Points 

    1.     Events are day - to - day happenings in everyone ’ s life that can 
spark confl ict about deeper issues. We each have to take 
responsibility to not allow events to trigger arguments about 
issues.  

  2.     Issues are part of everyone ’ s life as well. The goal is to talk 
about issues when you aren ’ t in a state of crisis, so that you 
can deal with them more effectively.  

  3.     Hidden issues are even further under the surface and can blaze 
out of control when not recognized and addressed. Of the six 
types of hidden issues, acceptance, or the corresponding fear 
of rejection, may be at the root of all other issues we face.                

    EXERCISES 

    We recommend that you work through the fi rst two exercises 
individually; the third gives you the opportunity to sit down and 
talk together about your impressions.  

  Signs of Hidden Issues 

 We ’ re going to repeat the list of signs that hidden issues may be 
affecting your relationship. Do you notice that one or more of these 
signs come up a lot in your relationship? 

   •      Wheel spinning  

   •      Trivial triggers  

   •      Avoidance  

   •      Scorekeeping     
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  What Are Your Hidden Issues? 

 Next we ’ d like you to consider which hidden issues might operate 
most often in your relationship. In addition to the hidden issues 
listed here, there may be some big issue you ’ d like to add. Consider 
each issue and to what degree it seems to affect your relationship 
negatively. Also, how hidden are they for you? 

 Note if there are certain events that have triggered or keep 
triggering the issues. You can list these events on the right - hand 
side of your list of issues or on a separate piece of paper. 

   •      Power and control  

   •      Caring  

   •      Recognition  

   •      Commitment  

   •      Integrity  

   •      Acceptance     

  Talking About Your Hidden Issues 

 Plan some time together to talk about your observations and 
thoughts. For most couples, there are certain hidden issues that 
repeatedly come up. Identifying these can help you draw together 
as you each learn to handle those issues with care. Also, as you 
discuss these matters, you have an excellent opportunity to get in 
some more practice with the Speaker Listener Technique. 

 We want to remind you that you may not  “ solve ”  hidden issues. 
Instead, use this talk time to understand each other ’ s point of view 
and learn how to respect and support each other when these sensi-
tive issues come up. Finding common ground of understanding is 
the goal.  



  7 

New Perspectives on 
Problems and 

Problem Solving     

     All couples have problems, and even the happiest couples 
don ’ t ever solve some of their key problems. Let ’ s repeat that 

in case it was not clear: some of the happiest couples we ’ ve seen 
still struggle with signifi cant relationship issues over many years. 
We stress this idea because we ’ d like to adjust your expectations 
to be more in line with reality. 

 Many partners believe there is something wrong with their 
marriage if they have problems that are not readily solvable. This 
belief can be very damaging to a relationship. One of the pathways 
to unhappiness or divorce lies not so much in having problems but 
in believing that there is something seriously wrong with your 
relationship because you ’ ve not resolved all your problems. At the 
end of the chapter, we ’ ll tell you more about how you can have a 
great relationship despite unresolved problems. 

 There are times, however, when you ’ ll want to do the best job 
you can together to solve a particular problem in a way that satisfi es 
both of you. That ’ s the focus of this chapter. We present a straight-
forward approach to problem solving that can help you through 
those times when you really need practical, workable solutions. 

 We have resisted the temptation to present our problem -
 solving model until this point because most couples try to 
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solve problems prematurely —
 before they have thoroughly 
discussed the issue at hand and 
understood (not necessarily agreed 
with) each other ’ s perspective. 
Understanding one another is 
more important for maintaining 
respect and connection than is solving every problem that life 
throws your way. And for many problems, just understanding each 
other better is all the solution you need.      

 Understanding one another is 

more important for maintaining 

respect and connection than is 

solving every problem that life 

throws your way. 

 PREP and the Cold War 
 The problem - solving model we present in this chapter works 
for more than just marital problems. When Howard (coau-
thor) was teaching a course at the University of Denver 
called Understanding Human Confl ict, he told the story of 
famous summit meetings during the fi rst Bush administration 
between the president and Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviet 
prime minister. During the fi rst part of the meeting, problem 
solving was banned. Instead, each side presented its views on 
three major issues (for example, disarmament or human 
rights). The key task for both sides, up front, was to do the 
best job they could to understand the other side ’ s perspective. 
Only then did they move on to problem solving. 

 History buffs may recall that this summit conference was 
credited by many as marking the beginning of the end of the 
Cold War. What you may not know is that Gorbachev was 
carrying in his back pocket a copy of the classic book on 
negotiating,  Getting to Yes , by Roger Fisher, William Ury, and 
Bruce Patton. By placing a fl oor on your fridge (see Chapter 
Five), you too can remind yourself of the power of this simple 
model and thaw your own cold wars. 
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  THREE KEY ASSUMPTIONS 

 There are three assumptions, all of which are confi rmed by research, 
that we want to explore in detail before presenting the specifi c 
steps that can help you effectively solve many common problems 
in your relationships: 

  1.     All couples have problems.  

  2.     Couples who are most effective at problem solving work 
together as a team.  

  3.     Most couples rush to fi nd quick solutions; in their haste, they 
do not take into account the real concerns of each partner and 
thus fail to produce lasting solutions.    

  No Getting Around Having Problems in Life 

 Although the nature of the problems changes for couples over 
time, all couples encounter problems. There are some problems 
that are likely to remain much the same over the long term. For 
example, let ’ s say personality differences lead to fairly frequent 
confl icts between the two of you. Perhaps one of you is more com-
pulsive and neat and the other more carefree. Or one of you is 
super - shy and the other the life of the party. Such differences are 
often what attract partners in the fi rst place, but they can also 
become sources of confl icts over the details of life. These kinds of 
problems are not likely to go away over time. (What does tend to 
change in great relationships is that the partners develop the 
ability to accept one another in spite of the differences.) 

 In contrast to these kinds of problems, some are very specifi c 
and need real solutions. Maybe it ’ s July, you ’ ve moved to a new 
neighborhood, and you disagree about whether or not your chil-
dren should go to the school down the block or to the new charter 
school a few miles away. That ’ s a problem that requires a real 
decision right now. The ideas in this chapter are ideal for such 
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situations, when the two of you need a little extra structure to deal 
with the problem most effectively. 

 What you argue about will differ depending on your stage of 
life, your type of job, where you live, and so on. For example, we ’ ve 
worked a lot with military couples over the years. They have par-
ticularly intense issues related to such problems as where they will 
be living in a few years, whether or not to stay in the military, and 
preparing for deployments. Frequent, extensive travel can really 
stress a couple out over problems with who ’ s in charge, whom the 
children should obey most, who pays the bills, the risk of affairs, 
and so forth. 

 In one of our long - term studies of marriages, a colleague of ours 
at the University of Denver, Ragnar Storaasli, found that engaged 
couples tended to report that their key problem areas are with 
jealousy and in - laws. These issues refl ect a core task that couples 
have early in a relationship: to establish boundaries with those 
outside the relationship. By the fi rst year of marriage, couples 
reported other problems as being most important, such as com-
munication and sex. These are issues central to how a couple 
interacts. Whether in a new or older relationship, most couples 
report money as a top problem, no matter how much they have. 
Money is a ripe area for confl ict. In a more recent long - term study, 
we found that over time (from approximately 1996 to 2007), most 
couples reported that they were dealing with the same problems 
from early marriage up to eight years later. These data echo the 
main point we made earlier: it ’ s not the issues in marriages that 
cause problems, but how you deal with them. One issue was found 
to cause increased confl ict in couples over time. Any guesses? If 
you said household chores, you were right. 

 In a related study that was part of a national survey, we found 
that for couples in their fi rst marriages, the top argument starters 
were money and child rearing; other issues (chores, time together, 
in - laws, jealousy, alcohol and drugs, and so on) were mentioned 
far less often. For couples in a second marriage, the order was 
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reversed: child rearing was rated as the most frequent argument 
starter, and money came in second. So for those of you in second 
marriages, you are especially likely to argue about how to handle 
the complex issues of raising children that come with blended 
families. Empty nest couples, whose children are grown, are most 
likely to argue about communication, confl ict, and sex, according 
to a survey by our colleagues Dave and Claudia Arp, coauthors 
with us of  Empty Nesting: Reinventing Your Marriage When Your Kids 
Leave Home  (2001).     

 When Sleep Is an Issue 
 One issue we have not focused on until recently is the 
connection between sleep and relationships. Our interest 
in sleep has been fueled by our clinical work: the more 
we ask about how sleep affects couples ’  relationships, the 
more interesting stories we hear. And we are not alone in 
our new focus on sleep and marriage. Mattress companies 
are increasingly focusing on couples ’  relationships and mar-
riages. (For example, coauthor Scott recently served as a 
sleep and marriage consultant for the Tempur - Pedic mattress 
company.) 

 To the extent that there has been research on sleep and 
relationships, we fi nd some interesting nuggets: 

   •      It is estimated that over 20 percent of married couples 
sleep in separate bedrooms, which is almost double the 
percentage of just a few years ago.  

   •      It is estimated that 60 percent of new houses built in 
the next decade will have two master bedrooms, and 
some sleep experts are recommending sleeping apart!  

   •      Happily married women were found to have fewer sleep -
 related problems than those in unhappy marriages.  
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   •      Most people actually sleep better apart than with their 
mates, but think they sleep better together.  

   •      Some couples get trapped in a vicious cycle. Research 
shows that the day after sleeping poorly, most people 
are more negative with their partners. The night 
after a day of being more negative, most people sleep 
more poorly.    

 Like everything else about marriage, sleep is an area 
where you have to work well as a team if there is anything 
at all tricky about it. For example, Jeff Larson at Brigham 
Young University studied the marital quality of partners who 
were mismatched with regard to being day versus night 
people. Not surprising, mismatched couples generally had a 
lower level of marital quality. However, mismatched couples 
who had worked out a plan of action had the highest level 
of marital quality. 

 There are a few common problems where working 
together — planning — can make a big difference. First, is 
snoring a problem for the two of you? If so, consider getting 
a good medical evaluation. Snoring is sometimes a sign that 
there is a potentially serious health problem: sleep apnea. 
There are some treatments that can be very helpful. Assum-
ing that there is no medical issue but snoring remains a 
problem, make it OK between the two of you for the one 
who doesn ’ t snore to poke, prod, or give the other some kind 
of signal to move or turn over to a new position to stop the 
snoring. Some people, especially women, don ’ t feel comfort-
able waking their partners to get them to shift to stop snoring. 
Make it OK. Have a signal that works and that you both feel 
comfortable using. 

 Second, if when lying in bed one of you moves in such a 
way that you disturb the other, consider getting a new mat-
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  The Team ’ s the Thing 

 You have a choice when dealing with any problem. Either you will 
nurture a sense that you are a team working together against the 
problem or you will operate as if you are working against each 
other. This principle holds with all problems, great or small. How 
you handle problems is a decision — it ’ s up to you! 

 Jeremy and Lisa are a newlywed couple in their late twenties 
who have nurtured their teamwork, as illustrated by the following 
conversation. They were talking about how to handle the feeding 
of their newborn baby, Brent, while Lisa is away at work at the 
local hospital where she is a pediatric nurse. Jeremy recently lost 
his job as an executive when his fi rm merged with another, but 
was confi dent of fi nding another position in the near future.

  L isa :   The biggest concern I have is about breast feeding. 
 J eremy :   What do you mean? Can ’ t he do that when you ’ re at 

home — with me giving him a bottle during your shift? 

tress of the type that has a lot of motion isolation. Movement 
is a big sleep issue for some couples. 

 Third, keep tension out of the bedroom. Agree not to talk 
about issues, confl icts, or problems within two hours of the 
time you should be falling asleep. Simply don ’ t let stuff come 
up then, and when it does, get it back on the shelf quickly. 
Get good at not sliding into that mode near bedtime. That 
also means you need to fi nd other times to have these talks, 
when you are at your best and can work together as well as 
possible. Otherwise, you ’ re just asking for these issues to come 
up when you happen to be together, as you near the time to 
sleep. Sometimes sleeping well together isn ’ t something you 
can accomplish lying down! 
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 L isa :   No. That ’ s not going to work because I ’ ll swell up while 
away. I make milk whether or not he drinks it, you know. 

 J eremy :   I had no idea that would be a problem. You mean you 
can ’ t go through your shift without him nursing? 

 L isa :   Not without exploding. 
 J eremy :   Ouch! What can we do to make this work out? 
 L isa :   Well, either Brent nurses on my break or I need to pump. 
 J eremy :   What ’ s better for you? I could help either way. 
 L isa :   Would you be willing to bring him over to work at lunch-

time? If he ’ d nurse well then, I wouldn ’ t have to pump as often, 
and you could give him bottles the rest of the time. 

 J eremy :   Sure. I ’ d be glad to bring him over. No biggie with me 
out of work for now. 

 L isa :   That would help a lot. I ’ d also get to see him during the day. 
Let ’ s give it a try this week.   

 Notice how natural it is for Jeremy and Lisa to foster a sense of 
respect and cooperation. This is the way they have learned to 
approach all kinds of problems — as challenges to be met together. 

 Contrast the tone of Jeremy and Lisa ’ s discussion with that of 
Shandra and Eric. Shandra, the owner of her own dry cleaning 
business, and Eric, a real estate agent, are the parents of two middle 
schoolers. This is Shandra ’ s second marriage, and it ’ s important to 
her that this marriage work. They have repeated arguments about 
housework, which generally go like this:

  S handra :    (calmly)  We need to do something about keeping the 
house looking better. It ’ s such a mess most of the time . . . it ’ s 
depressing to be here. 

 E ric :    (a bit annoyed)  Look, that ’ s your job. My work requires me to 
be out a lot more than you. I just don ’ t have the time, and you 
know it! Keeping the place picked up is more your job than mine. 

 S handra :    (hurt and angered)  Says who? There ’ s a lot more to do 
than you seem to think. And did you forget that I work, too? 
Besides, you don ’ t even clean up after yourself! 
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 E ric :   I ’ d do more around here if you could generate more 
money in your business. You know, when you ’ re home, you 
spend lots of time watching the tube — you could use your time 
better. 

 S handra :    (anger growing)  I need some breaks, but that ’ s not the 
point. I work just as hard as you outside the home, and you 
should . . . you need to do more of your share. 

 E ric :   I ’ m not going to give up my free time because you aren ’ t 
using yours well. We had a deal, it ’ s fair, and that ’ s all I have 
to say.  (He turns away and walks out of the room.)    

 The only results of this discussion are that Shandra is more 
discouraged and Eric is annoyed that she even brought up the 
problem. There is a defi nite lack of teamwork. Eric refuses to 
accept any role in dealing with this problem. He sees Shandra as 
trying to take something away from him, not as a partner working 
to make life as good as it can be for both of them. Likewise, 
Shandra sees Eric as the problem, not as a teammate who is working 
with her to solve the problem. 

 All too often, people approach problems as if their partner were 
an enemy to be conquered. One woman recently told Howard that 
her goal when disagreements arise is to convince her husband that 
she is right and that he is wrong. For such couples, problems are 
approached as if there will be a winner and a loser. Who wants to 
lose? The good news here is that you don ’ t have to be locked into 
the cycle of one person trying to win at the expense of the other. 
You can decide to work as a team. As we say in our weekend 
couples retreats: Do you want to be right or to be happy? 

 In a study conducted at the University of Denver by Allan 
Cordova, couples who scored higher on measures of teamwork 
were also happier with their marriage. A major part of being a good 
teammate is following through on things you agreed to do. Most 
of us get upset when our partner agrees to do something but does 
not get around to doing it. 
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 Following through seems to be more important to women than 
to men. According to Allan ’ s study, women react negatively when 
their partner doesn ’ t do the little things he says he will do. On the 
positive side, when a man does something he does not typically do 
to help his spouse out, this really counts in terms of his wife ’ s hap-
piness. A man ’ s happiness in general may be more affected by more 
global factors, such as his wife being happy (or not unhappy) and 
feeling an overall sense of support from his partner. 

 You can  say  you are a team player (talking the talk), or you can 
actually  be  a team player (walking the walk). Are you walking, or 
are you just talking?  

  Why the Big Rush? 

 Many well - intended attempts at problem solving fail because 
couples don ’ t take the time needed to understand each other ’ s 
concerns. This is particularly true when one partner is upset about 
something. All too often, we want to fi x what ’ s wrong — and all 
too often our efforts wind up making our partner even more upset. 
If you are deciding which movie to see, not much is at stake in 
rushing to a solution — except maybe sitting through a boring fi lm. 
If you are deciding something more important, such as how to 
parent or how to divide up the household responsibilities, it ’ s criti-
cal that you take the time to listen fi rst and then decide if resolu-
tion makes sense. 

 Do Men Want to Solve More Than Women? 
 First off, we need to tell you that Howard and Scott would 
have answered this question ages ago, but Susan keeps 
wanting to talk about it! But seriously: countless men have 
told us that when they perceive their wife ’ s concerns as being 
unfi xable, they feel helpless, which leads them to withdraw. 

(continued)
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 Two major factors propel couples to rush to solutions: time 
pressure and confl ict avoidance.    

  Time Pressure 

 We live in a  “ give - it - to - me - now ”  world of instant solutions to 
problems and desires. This might work fi ne when it comes to 
wanting a certain brand of shaving cream or a particular color of 
draperies at the store, but it ’ s not how relationships work. When 
it comes to the problems with which most couples struggle, hasty 
decisions are often poor decisions. You may have heard the expres-
sion  “ You can pay me now or pay me later ”  in regard to car main-
tenance, and it ’ s all the more true when dealing with problems in 
relationships.  

  Confl ict Avoidance 

 Sometimes people rush to solutions because they can ’ t stand to 
deal with the confl ict. Frances and Bjorn have been married 
twenty - four years, with one child through college and one a senior 

This scenario can come up a lot, because in many marriages, 
women are the ones who more frequently bring up the issues 
that they think need to be dealt with. But that does not mean 
that their greatest goal is necessarily to solve the problem. 
When we ask wives what they want, many tell us:  “ I want 
my husband to listen to me, not fi x things for me. ”  However, 
it ’ s not just men who want to fi x things; we are a problem -
 solving - oriented society that rewards people who are good 
fi xers. Both men and woman tend to go for the problem -
 solving jugular, and feel helpless and hopeless when that 
doesn ’ t work. It ’ s better to resist this urge and listen as a 
friend might to what is upsetting your partner. 
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in high school. Bjorn is an insurance salesman, and Frances works 
nearly full - time as a volunteer with a local religious charity. 
They ’ ve always had enough money, but things have gotten much 
tighter with college bills piling up. An issue for Bjorn is that 
Frances devotes so much time to a job that doesn ’ t pay. An issue 
for Frances is that she does not feel supported by Bjorn for the 
important work she feels she does. The following interchange is 
typical of their attempts to solve the problem.

  B jorn :    (testy)  I noticed that the Visa bill was over three thousand 
dollars again. I just don ’ t know what we are going to do to keep 
up. It worries me. I ’ m doing all I can, but . . . 

 F rances :    (gives no indication that she is paying attention to Bjorn)  
 B jorn :    (frustrated)  Did you hear me? 
 F rances :   Yes. I didn ’ t think we spent that much this time. 
 B jorn :   How many clothes did Jeanne need, anyway?  (really 

annoyed now)  
 F rances :    (annoyed but calm)  Well, we fi gured she needed one 

really nice outfi t for applying for jobs. I guess we got more extras 
than I thought, but they were all things she can really use. It ’ s 
really important to her to look good for interviews. And you 
know, the sooner she gets a job, the better off our budget will 
be. 

 B jorn :    (settling down a bit)  I can understand, but this kind of 
thing adds to my worry.  (long pause)  We aren ’ t saving anything 
at all for retirement, and we aren ’ t getting any younger. If 
you had some income coming in for all your work, it would help 
a lot. 

 F rances :   Why don ’ t we just get rid of that credit card? Then you 
wouldn ’ t have to worry about it anymore. 

 B jorn :   We could do that, and also plan to put aside an extra 
hundred - and - fi fty dollars a month in my retirement plan. That 
would help a lot to get us going in the right direction. What 
about a part - time job? 
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 F rances :   I can think about it. What I ’ m doing seems a lot more 
important. For now, let ’ s try to get rid of the credit card and 
save more. That sounds good. Let ’ s try it out. 

 B jorn :   OK, let ’ s see what happens.   

 End of discussion. The one good thing about this conversation 
is that they had it. However, what are the chances that they came 
to a satisfactory resolution of their money problem? Two months 
later, nothing had changed, no more was saved, the credit card was 
still being used, interest was accruing, and they were no closer to 
working together on the budget. 

 This example illustrates what couples do all the time: make a 
quick agreement so that they can avoid confl ict. Solutions arrived 
at in this manner rarely last because not all the important informa-
tion is  “ on the table. ”  In our example, Bjorn and Frances didn ’ t 
really address his central concern about her volunteer job and hers 
about his lack of support. Furthermore, they drew up no specifi cs 
about how they would implement their agreement. 

 When you settle prematurely on a solution, you are likely to 
pay for the lack of planning with the eruption of more confl ict 
about the issue later on.    

  HANDLING PROBLEMS WELL 

 Our approach to solving problems is structured. In other words, we 
recommend a specifi c set of steps. As we ’ ve said earlier, it ’ s when 
you are dealing with things that are diffi cult to handle that you ’ re 
most likely to benefi t from added structure. We have featured these 
steps in our materials for couples for many years now. Similar 
models are contained in such works as  We Can Work It Out  (1993), 
by Notarius and Markman, and  A Couple ’ s Guide to Communication  
(1976), by Gottman, Notarius, Gonso, and Markman — from which 
we have adapted a few ideas. 
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 Although these steps are very straightforward, don ’ t be misled 
by the simplicity of the approach. You must be willing to work 
together and to experiment with change; you must be creative and 
fl exible. We think of this structure as like a scaffold around a build-
ing under construction. You need the support to complete the 
project. Full discussion clarifi es the issues, removes confl ict, and 
increases the feeling of teamwork. Solutions fl ow naturally from 
working together against problems rather than working against 
each other. 

 The following shows the steps to handling problems well: 

  I.     Problem Discussion  

  II.     Problem Solution  

  A.     Agenda setting  

  B.     Brainstorming  

  C.     Agreement and compromise  

  D.     Follow - up      

 We ’ ve learned over the years that some couples really like to 
follow explicit steps like these — and greatly benefi t. Others don ’ t 
care for quite as much structure when working on problems. We 
are going to strongly recommend practicing these steps because we 
believe that doing so can build your sense of confi dence that the 
two of you can deal with problems in the future. Then, over time, 
you can decide how and when you want to use the specifi c 
guidelines. 

 As you read what follows, give a lot of thought to the principles 
refl ected in these steps. The themes here are the essence of how 
people get to great solutions for diffi cult issues in life. 

  Problem Discussion 

 Problem solving is easiest when the two of you have created an 
atmosphere of mutual respect and acceptance. Therefore, we 
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strongly recommend discussing problems before trying to solve 
them. In the Problem Discussion step, you are laying the founda-
tion for a solution to come. Whether the problem is large or small, 
you should not move on to Problem Solution until you both under-
stand, and feel understood by, the other. We recommend you use 
the Speaker Listener Technique for this step, to facilitate the kind 
of good discussion needed before attempting to fi nd solutions to 
the problem at hand. If another technique helps you talk through 
your issues, use it here instead. 

 In many instances, you ’ ll fi nd that after an excellent discussion, 
there ’ s really no problem solving to be done — just having a good 
discussion is enough. In fact, in our weekend couples retreats, we 
often shock couples by announcing that our experience indicates 
that approximately 70 percent of the issues couples face do not 
need to be solved as much as just aired out. It ’ s hard to appreciate 
this point without experiencing the power of good talk. The fact 
is, we often want something much more fundamental in our rela-
tionships than solutions to problems — we want a friend. 

 When the fi rst edition of this book was published, Howard had 
the honor of appearing on  Oprah . Although they disagreed on 
some issues, Howard and Oprah found a surprising area of agree-
ment. Howard stated,  “ We have estimated that as many as 70 
percent of the problems couples face don ’ t need problem solving 
as much as a good, open talk. ”  Oprah surprised Howard, who 
thought she was going to disagree. (And considering how much 
men like to avoid confl ict — perhaps especially on national 
TV — you might imagine how he was feeling.) She didn ’ t merely 
agree with him, but went a step further and said that she thought 
it might be even 80 percent or more! Hey, this is better than 
research. 

 The couples described in this chapter experienced greater pain 
and distance because they failed to take the time to discuss the 
issues before coming to agreements. We have repeatedly seen that 
when good discussions precede problem solving, problem solving 
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can often go smoothly and surprisingly quickly, even on diffi cult 
issues. When you ’ ve put all the relevant facts and feelings on the 
table, you ’ ve laid the foundation for working as a team. 

  Being Clear About What You Are Upset About 

 Often we complicate our communication by expressing so much 
anger and general frustration that our real messages can be lost in 
the shuffl e. In their book  A Couple ’ s Guide to Communication , 
Gottman, Notarius, Markman, and Gonso discuss a great way to 
make it more likely that your message will be clearly heard by your 
partner; they call it the XYZ statement. This can be very valuable 
in or out of a problem - solving context. When you make an XYZ 
statement, you put your gripe or complaint into this format: 

   “ When you do X in situation Y, I feel Z. ”   

 When you use an XYZ statement, you are giving your partner 
usable information: the specifi c behavior, the context in which it 
occurs, and how you feel when it happens. This is highly preferable 
to the typical alternative: a vague description of the problem, and 
some character assassination instead of an  “ I ”  statement. 

 For example, suppose you had a concern about your partner 
making a mess at the end of the day. Which of the following state-
ments do you think gives you a better shot at being heard? 

   “ I can ’ t believe you expect me to clean up after you, you 
pig. ”   

   “ When you drop your pack and jacket on the fl oor [X] as you 
come in the door at the end of the day [Y], I feel angry 
[Z]. ”     

 Or let ’ s say you were angry about a comment your spouse made at 
a party last Saturday night. Which statement is better at getting 
your point across? 
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   “ You are so rude in front of my friends. ”   

   “ When you said that what I did for work wasn ’ t really that 
hard [X] to John and Felicity at the party last Saturday [Y], 
I felt very embarrassed [Z]. ”     

 When you ’ re upset and angry, it ’ s easy to blame your partner 
and to say hurtful things you might not even mean. That kind of 
behavior is pretty much guaranteed to cause escalation and make 
your partner defensive, causing more confl ict. Instead, the XYZ 
format keeps the conversation constructive. You ’ re avoiding the 
danger signs, taking responsibility for your own feelings, and 
showing respect for each other — all behaviors we know will help 
resolve confl ict in a positive way. 

 Keep in mind that no one really likes to hear a gripe or criti-
cism, no matter how constructively expressed. But unless you are 
hiding out in avoidance, there are times when you need to voice 
your concern, and you need to do it without fostering unneeded 
confl ict. The XYZ format will help you do just that.   

  Problem Solution 

 We have found that after couples have done the work of Problem 
Discussion, the following steps work very well. 

  Agenda Setting 

 The fi rst step in the Problem Solution phase is to set the agenda 
for your work together. The key here is to make it very clear 
what you are trying to solve at this time. Often your discussion 
will have taken you through many facets of an issue. Now you need 
to decide what to focus on. The more specifi c you are at this 
step, the better your chances of coming to a workable and satisfying 
solution. Many problems in marriage seem insurmountable, but 
they can be cut down to size if you follow these procedures. 
Even a great rock can be removed in time if you keep chipping 
away at it. 
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 Let ’ s say you ’ ve had a Problem Discussion about money, cover-
ing a range of issues, such as credit card problems, checkbooks, 
budgets, and savings. The problem area of  “ money ”  can contain 
many smaller problem areas to consider. So take a large problem 
such as this and focus on the more manageable pieces, one at a 
time. It is also wisest to pick an easier piece of a problem to work 
on at fi rst. You might initially decide who should balance the 
checkbook each month, then deal with budget plans later. 

 At times, your Problem Discussion will have focused from start 
to fi nish on a specifi c problem. In this case, you won ’ t have to defi ne 
the agenda for problem solving. For example, you may be working 
on the problem of where to go for the holidays — your parents ’  home 
or your spouse ’ s. There may be no specifi c smaller piece of such a 
problem, so you will set the agenda to work on the whole of it.  

  Brainstorming 

 As far as we know, the process referred to as brainstorming has 
been around forever. However, it seems to have been refi ned and 
promoted by NASA during the early days of the U.S. space 
program. The organization needed a way to bring together the 
many different engineers and scientists when looking for solutions 
to the varied problems of space travel. Brainstorming worked for 
NASA, and it came to be frequently used in business settings. 
We have found that it works very well for couples, too. 

 There are several rules regarding brainstorming: 

   •      Any idea is OK to suggest.  

   •      One of you should write the ideas down as you generate them 
together.  

   •      Don ’ t evaluate the ideas during brainstorming, verbally or 
nonverbally (this includes making faces!).  

   •      Be creative. Suggest whatever comes to mind.  

   •      Have fun with it if you can. This is a time for a sense of humor; 
all other feelings should be dealt with in Problem Discussion.    
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 The best thing about this process is that it encourages crea-
tivity. If you can resist the temptation to comment critically on 
the ideas, you will encourage each other to come up with some 
great stuff. Wonderful solutions can come from considering the 
points you ’ ve made during brainstorming. Following the rules 
we ’ ve listed here helps you resist the tendency to settle prematurely 
on a solution that isn ’ t the best you can fi nd. Loosen up and go 
for it.  

  Agreement and Compromise 

 In this step, the goal is to come up with a  specifi c  solution or com-
bination of solutions that you both  agree  to try. We emphasize 
 “ agree ”  because the solution is not likely to help unless you both 
agree — sincerely — to try it. We emphasize  “ specifi c ”  because the 
more specifi c you are about the solution, the more likely you will 
be to follow through. 

 Although it is easy to see the value of agreement, some 
people have trouble with the idea of  compromise.  We ’ ve even 
been criticized from time to time for using the term. Obviously, 
compromise implies giving up something you wanted in order 
to reach an agreement. To some, compromise sounds more like 
lose - lose than win - win. But we do mean to emphasize compromise 
in a positive manner. Marriage is about teamwork. The two of 
you will see some things differently. You would at times make 
different decisions. However, many times the best solution will 
be a compromise in which neither of you gets everything you 
wanted. 

 You ’ re not going to have a 
great marriage if you insist on 
getting your way all the time. The 
two of you nurture a great marriage 
when you can put the needs of the 
relationship above your individual 
desires at key times of life.   

 The two of you nurture a great 

marriage when you can put the 

needs of the relationship above 

your individual desires at key 

times of life. 
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  Follow - Up 

 Many couples make an agreement to try a particular solution to a 
problem. It is just as important to follow up on how the solution 
is working out. Following up has two key advantages. First, you 
often need to tweak solutions a bit for them to work in the long 
term. Second, following up builds accountability. Often we don ’ t 
get serious about making changes unless we know there is some 
point of accountability in the near future. 

 At times you ’ ll need a lot of follow - up in the Problem Solu-
tion phase. Other times, it ’ s not really necessary: you reach an 
agreement, the solution works out, and nothing more needs to 
be done. 

 Some couples choose to be less formal about follow - up, but we 
think they are taking a risk. Most people are so busy that they don ’ t 
plan their follow - up, and it just doesn ’ t happen. There is an old 
but true saying: if you fail to plan, you plan to fail.

  Once you fi nd a partner who gives you a kick, the big question is, 

How do you keep love alive? First it helps if your partner

 gets a kick out of you, too! . . . I can ’ t imagine investing 

the time to learn problem - solving skills with someone 

who doesn ’ t give me a kick! 

   — P eter  F raenkel        

  A DETAILED EXAMPLE: BJORN 

AND FRANCES 

 It did not take Frances and Bjorn very long to realize that their 
problem solving about the credit card, her volunteer work, and 
their retirement savings was not working. They decided to try the 
steps we are suggesting. 

 First, they set aside the time to work through the steps. It may 
not take a lot of time, depending on the problem, but setting aside 
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time specifi cally for working toward solutions is very wise. Let ’ s 
follow the couple through the steps we ’ ve outlined. 

  Problem Discussion 

 Bjorn and Frances decide to use the Speaker Listener Technique 
for their Problem Discussion.

  F rances  (S peaker ):   I can see that we really do have to try some-
thing different. We aren ’ t getting anywhere on our retirement 
savings. 

 B jorn  (L istener ):   You can see we aren ’ t getting anywhere, and 
you are also concerned. 

 F rances  (S peaker ):    (letting Bjorn know he had accurately heard her)  
Yes. We need to come up with some plan for saving more and 
for doing something about the credit cards. 

 B jorn  (L istener ):   You agree we need to save more, and can see 
that how we spend on the credit cards may be part of the 
problem. 

 F rances  (S peaker ):   I can also see why you are concerned about 
my volunteer work — when I could be spending some of that 
time bringing in some income. But my volunteer work is really 
important to me. I feel like I ’ m doing something good in the 
world. 

 B jorn  (L istener ):   Sounds like you can appreciate my concern, 
but you also want me to hear that it ’ s really important to you. 
It adds a lot of meaning to your life.  (Here, he validates her by 
listening carefully.)  

 F rances  (S peaker ):   Yeah. That ’ s exactly what I ’ m feeling. Here, 
you take the fl oor; I want to know what you ’ re thinking.  (She 
hands Bjorn the fl oor.)  

 B jorn  (S peaker ):   I have been anxious about this for a long time. 
If we don ’ t save more, we are not going to be able to maintain 
our lifestyle in retirement. It ’ s not all that far away. 

 F rances  (L istener ):   You ’ re really worried, aren ’ t you? 
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 B jorn  (S peaker ):   Yes, I am. You know how things were for Mom 
and Dad. I don ’ t want to end up living in a two - room apartment. 

 F rances  (L istener ):   You ’ re worried we could end up living that 
way, too. 

 B jorn  (S peaker ):   I ’ d feel a lot better with about three times as 
much saved. 

 F rances  (L istener ):   Too late now.  (She catches herself interjecting 
her own opinion.)  Oh, I should paraphrase. You wish we were 
much further along in our savings than we are. 

 B jorn  (S peaker ):    (This time, he feels he is really getting her atten-
tion.)  I sure do. I feel a lot of pressure about it. I really want to 
work together so we can both be comfortable.  (letting her know 
he wants to work as a team)  

 F rances  (L istener ):   You want us to work together and reduce 
the pressure, and plan for our future. 

 B jorn  (S peaker ):    (suggesting some alternatives)  Yes. We ’ d need to 
spend less to save more. We ’ d need to use the credit cards more 
wisely. I think it would make the biggest difference if you could 
bring in some income. 

 F rances  (L istener ):   You feel that to save more we ’ d need to 
spend less with the credit cards. More important, you think it ’ s 
pretty important for me to bring in some money. 

 B jorn  (S peaker ):   Yes. I think the income is a bigger problem 
than the outgo. 

 F rances  (L istener ):   Even though we could spend less, you think 
we may need more income if we want to live at the same level 
in retirement. Can I have the fl oor? 

 B jorn  (S peaker ):   Exactly! Here ’ s the fl oor.  (He hands her the 
fl oor.)  

 F rances  (S peaker ):    (responding to Bjorn ’ s clarifi cation)  Sometimes 
I think that you think I ’ m the only one who overspends. 

 B jorn  (L istener ):   You think that I think you ’ re mostly at fault 
for spending too much. Can I have the fl oor again?  (Frances 
hands him the fl oor.)  
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 B jorn  (S peaker ):   Actually, I don ’ t think that, but I can see how 
I could come across that way.  (validating Frances ’ s experience)  I 
think I overspend just as much as you do. I just do it in bigger 
chunks. 

 F rances  (L istener ):   Nice to hear that.  (Here she ’ s validating his 
comment; she feels good hearing him taking responsibility.)  You can 
see that we both spend too much, just differently. You buy a few 
big things we may not need, and I buy numerous smaller things. 

 B jorn  (S peaker ):   Exactly. We are both to blame, and we can 
both do better. 

 F rances  (L istener ):   We both need to work together.  (Bjorn gives 
Frances the fl oor.)  

 F rances  (S peaker ):   I agree that we need to deal with our retire-
ment savings more radically. My biggest fear is losing the work 
I love so much. It ’ s been the most meaningful thing I ’ ve done 
since the kids got older. 

 B jorn  (L istener ):   It ’ s hard to imagine not having that . . . it ’ s so 
important to you. 

 F rances  (S peaker ):   Yes. I can see why more income would make 
a big difference, but at the same time I would hate to lose what 
I have. I really like running those programs for the kids —
 especially when I see one of them open up. 

 B jorn  (L istener ):   You enjoy it, and you are doing something 
really useful. I can hear how hard it would be for you to give 
it up. 

 F rances  (S peaker ):   Exactly. Maybe there ’ s some way to deal with 
this so that I wouldn ’ t lose all of what I ’ m doing but could help 
us save what we need for retirement at the same time. 

 B jorn  (L istener ):   You are wondering if there is a solution that 
would meet your needs and our needs at the same time. 

 F rances  (S peaker ):   Yes. I ’ m willing to think about solutions 
with you.   

 They discontinue the Speaker Listener Technique.
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  B jorn :   OK. 
 F rances :   So, are we both feeling understood enough to move on 

to Problem Solution? 
 B jorn :   I am; how about you? 
 F rances :    (She nods her head, yes.)    

 Here they are agreeing together that they ’ ve had a good discus-
sion and that they ’ re ready to try some problem solving. They are 
consciously turning this corner together to move into Problem 
Solution.  

  Problem Solution 

 Bjorn and Frances now go through the four steps of Problem 
Solution. 

  Agenda Setting 

 At this step, the important thing is for them to choose to solve a 
specifi c piece of the whole issue discussed. This increases their 
chances of fi nding a solution that will really work this time.

  F rances :   We should agree on the agenda. We could talk about 
how to get more into the retirement accounts, but that may not 
be the place to start. I also think we need a discussion to deal 
with the issue of the credit cards and how we spend money. 

 B jorn :   You ’ re right. We are going to need several different stabs 
at this entire issue. It seems we could break it all down into the 
need to bring in more and the need to spend less. I don ’ t want 
to push, but I ’ d like to focus on the  “ bring in more ”  part fi rst, if 
you don ’ t mind. 

 F rances :   I can handle that. Let ’ s problem - solve on that fi rst, then 
we can talk later this week about the spending side. 

 B jorn :   So we ’ re going to brainstorm about how to boost the 
income.    



184 FIGHTING FOR YOUR MARRIAGE

  Brainstorming 

 The key here is to generate ideas freely.

  F rances :   Let ’ s brainstorm. Why don ’ t you write the ideas down —
 you have a pen handy. 

 B jorn :   OK. You could get a part - time job. 
 F rances :   I could ask the board of directors about making some of 

my work into a paid position. I ’ m practically a full - time staff 
member, anyway. 

 B jorn :   We could meet with a fi nancial planner so we have a 
better idea of what we really need to bring in. I could also get 
a second job. 

 F rances :   I could look into part - time jobs that are similar to what 
I ’ m already doing, like those programs for kids with only one 
parent. 

 B jorn :   You know, Jack and Marla are doing something like that. 
We could talk to them about what it ’ s about. 

 F rances :   I feel this list is pretty good. Let ’ s talk about what we ’ ll 
try doing.    

  Agreement and Compromise 

 Now they sift through the ideas generated in brainstorming. The 
key is to fi nd an agreement that both can support.

  B jorn :   I like your idea of talking to the board. What could it hurt? 
 F rances :   I like that too. I also think your idea of seeing a fi nancial 

planner is good. Otherwise, if I ’ m going to try to bring in some 
extra, how do we really know what the target is? But I don ’ t 
think it ’ s realistic for you to work more. 

 B jorn :   Yeah, I think you ’ re right. What about talking to Marla 
and Jack about what they ’ re into? 

 F rances :   I ’ d like to hold off on that. That could lead them to try 
to get me involved, and I ’ m not sure I ’ m interested. 
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 B jorn :   OK. What about exploring if there are any kinds of part -
 time jobs where you could be doing something that has meaning 
for you and make some bucks, too? 

 F rances :   I ’ d like to think about that. It ’ d be a good way to go if 
they don ’ t have room in the budget where I am now. I sure 
wouldn ’ t want to do more than half - time, though. I would hate 
to give up all of what I ’ m doing now. 

 B jorn :   And I wouldn ’ t want you to. If you could make a part - time 
income, I ’ ll bet we could cut back enough to make it all work. 

 F rances :   So, how about I talk to the board, you ask Frank about 
that fi nancial planner they use, and I ’ ll also start looking around 
at what kinds of part - time jobs there might be. 

 B jorn :   Great. Let ’ s schedule some time next week to talk 
about how we are doing in moving along for the solution we 
need. 

 F rances :   Agreed.  (They agree on a time to meet for follow - up.)     

  Follow - Up 

 At the end of the week, Frances and Bjorn met to discuss what 
they were fi nding out and what to do next. To Frances ’ s surprise, 
the board member she had talked with seemed eager to try to work 
out something. In the meantime, she ’ d gone ahead with looking 
into various part - time jobs that would meet her needs. Bjorn had 
scheduled a meeting for them with a fi nancial planner for the 
following week. 

 In this case, the solution really was a process made up of a series 
of smaller steps and agreements. Bjorn and Frances were moving 
on an issue that had been a problem between them for a long time, 
mostly because they were working together and no longer avoiding 
a tough issue. 

 Later, they went through the steps again and came to a specifi c 
agreement about spending less. They decided how much less to 
spend, and agreed to record all the credit card purchases in a 
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checkbook register so that they would know how they were doing 
compared to their target. In contrast to their problem solving 
about income, which was a process lasting several weeks, this spe-
cifi c solution on spending was implemented right away, and not 
much tweaking was needed.    

  WHEN IT ’ S NOT THAT EASY 

 We ’ d like to tell you that this model always works this well, but 
there are times when it doesn ’ t. What do you do then? In our 
experience with couples, there are a few common diffi culties that 
often come up when dealing with problems. Here we ’ ll make some 
suggestions for handling them. 

  Cycle Back Through the Steps 

 You can get bogged down and frustrated during any segment of 
the Problem Solution phase. If so, you need to cycle back to 
Problem Discussion. Simply pick up the fl oor again and resume 
your discussion. Getting stuck can mean you haven ’ t talked 
through some key issues or that one or both of you are not feeling 
validated in the process. It is better to slow things down than to 
continue to press for a solution that may not work. While you ’ re 
getting used to the process, or when you ’ re dealing with more 
complex and diffi cult issues, you might cycle through the steps 
several times.  

  Halfway Can Get You All the Way 

 The best solution you can reach in one problem - solving session 
may not always be the conclusive solution to a problem. At times, 
you should set the agenda just to agree on the next steps needed 
to get to the best solution. For example, you might brainstorm 
about the kind of information you need to make your decision. 
Say you were trying to decide together if you should move to 
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another place to live, and if you should, when. This is certainly 
not a decision you can resolve in one sitting. There are too 
many things to consider and fi gure out. So perhaps early on, 
you brainstorm how you ’ ll get to the next step. For example, 
what do you need to know to make the big decision? Which of 
you can fi nd out what answers, and from whom? Divide and 
conquer.  

  When There Is No Solution 

 There are some problems that don ’ t have solutions with which 
both of you will be happy. Suppose you ’ ve worked together for 
some time using the structure we suggest, yet no solution is emerg-
ing from your work together. You can either let this lack of a 
solution damage the rest of your marriage, or you can plan for how 
to live with your differences. Sometimes couples allow the rest of 
a good marriage to be hurt by insisting there must be a resolution 
to a specifi c unresolved confl ict. 

 If you have a problem area that seems unsolvable, you can set 
the agenda in Problem Solution to protect the rest of your marriage 
from the fallout from that one problem area. You would be literally 
 “ agreeing to disagree ”  constructively. This kind of solution comes 
about from both teamwork and tolerance. You can ’ t always have 
your spouse be just the way you want him or her to be, but you 
can work as a team to deal with your differences. This is acceptance 
in action. 

 One couple we worked with, Barb and Zach, had both smoked 
for over twenty years. Zach fi nally decided to quit and was able to 
do so. As sometimes happens, Zach became rather adamant that 
Barb needed to quit, too. He was becoming less and less tolerant 
of the smell in the house. Even when they were out, it was starting 
to really upset him that she ’ d regularly need to fi nd a place to go 
smoke. They ’ d had a great marriage for eighteen years, but this one 
problem started to threaten everything. Confl icts were escalating 
more and becoming nastier. 
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 Finally, we said to them,  “ You have to make a big decision here. 
It doesn ’ t look like you ’ re going to resolve the smoking thing right 
away. What you can do now is problem - solve about how to protect 
the rest of what ’ s been a great life together from being destroyed 
by this one issue. ”  They took our advice, working out such deci-
sions as where it would be OK with Zach for Barb to smoke at 
home and what to do about her need to smoke from time to time 
when they went out. Note that what they did was hardly rocket 
science. By taking this simple advice, they got themselves back on 
track: they were again a team with a common goal of preserving 
all the good things they had together. 

S
 In this chapter, we have given you a very specifi c model that will 
work well to help you preserve and enhance your teamwork in 
solving the problems that come your way in life. We don ’ t expect 
most couples to use such a structured approach for minor problems. 
We do expect that most couples could benefi t from this model 
when dealing with more important matters, especially those that 
can lead to unproductive confl ict. This is one more way to add 
more structure when you need it most, to preserve the best in your 
relationship.  

  Talking Points 

    1.     All couples have problems; the key is in how you handle them. 
Teamwork is the best path to a great relationship.  

  2.     Talking about your issues before trying to solve them will lead 
to better solutions that are more likely to stick. Understanding 
your partner ’ s point of view is the key to fi nding the best 
solutions.  

  3.     Problems and disagreements offer great opportunities to 
enhance a couple ’ s sense of identity as a team, founded on 
honor, respect, and acceptance.                
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    EXERCISES 

    There are three separate homework assignments for this chapter. 
First, we recommend that you practice making XYZ statements. 
Second, we invite you each to rate some common problem areas 
in your relationship. Third, we ask you to practice the problem -
 solving model presented in this chapter. No amount of good ideas 
will help you without practice!  

   XYZ  Statements: Constructive Griping 

 Here are some typical negative statements couples often make to 
each other. We ’ d like you to practice turning these into XYZ state-
ments: When you do X in situation Y, I feel Z. We ’ ve given you 
a couple to get started. 

  You never listen to me!  

  XYZ: When you won ’ t turn off the TV after I say I ’ d 
like to talk to you about something, I feel hurt and 
resentful.    

  You ’ re such a slob! 

   XYZ: When you leave your dirty clothes on the bed 
instead of putting them in the hamper, I feel angry and 
taken advantage of.      

 Now you can try these: 

  1.     You ’ re never affectionate with me.  

  2.     You always want to do things your way.  

  3.     I always have to tell you everything ten times.  

  4.     You never pay attention to me.    
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 Bonus exercise: XYZ statements work equally well to recognize 
your partner ’ s positive behaviors. Think of three things your 
partner does for you, and make XYZ statements about them. Then 
share them with your partner!  

  Problem Area Assessment 

 The following is a simple measure of common problem areas in 
relationships; we have used it for years in our research and clinical 
practices. As we ’ ll explain, doing this exercise will help you prac-
tice the problem - solving skills we have presented. Use separate 
pieces of paper so that you can each fi ll out your own form 
independently. 

 Consider the following list of issues that all relationships must 
face. Please rate how much of a problem each area currently is in 
your relationship; write down a number from 0 (not at all a 
problem) to 100 (a severe problem) next to each area. For example, 
if children are somewhat of a problem, you might write 25 next to 
Children. If children are not a problem in your relationship, you 
might enter a 0 next to Children. If children are a severe problem, 
you might write 100. Feel free to add other areas not included in 
our list.  Be sure to rate all areas .  

   Problem Inventory   

  ____    Money    ____    Recreation  

  ____    Jealousy    ____    Communication  

  ____    Friends    ____    Careers  

  ____    In - laws 
(or other relatives)  

  ____    Alcohol and drugs  

  ____    Sex    ____    Children 
(or potential children)  

  ____    Religion    ____    Household chores  

  ____    Time together    ____    Other  
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  Practice Problem Solving 

 For practicing this model, it is important that you follow these 
instructions carefully. When dealing with real problems in your 
relationship, the likelihood of confl ict is signifi cant, and we want 
you to practice in a way that will help you be the most successful. 
We recommend that you 

  1.     Set aside time to practice uninterrupted. Thirty minutes or so 
should be suffi cient to get started with using the sequence on 
some of the problems you want to solve.  

  2.     Look over your problem inventories together. Choose to start 
with a topic you have ranked very low in confl ict. We don ’ t 
want you to get stuck in the confl ict. We want you to practice 
the skills.  

  3.     Set aside time to practice the Problem Discussion and Problem 
Solution sequence several times a week for a couple of weeks. 
If you put in this time, you ’ ll gain skill and confi dence in 
handling problem areas together.  

  4.     Keep this chapter open when practicing and refer back to the 
specifi c steps as you move through them.     



  8 

Keeping Confl ict 
Under Control 

 Ground Rules for a Great Relationship        

     As we have seen in previous chapters, the choices you make 
during arguments can make the difference between being 

happy and connected or distant and angry. It ’ s crucial that you 
manage the confl icts and differences that will arise, without dam-
aging your relationship. You now understand some strategies for 
talking safely without fi ghting and for solving problems. We end 
the confl ict management portion of our book by sharing with you 
our six ground rules for nurturing a great relationship and protect-
ing it from the destructive effects of confl ict. 

 We use the term  ground rules  to highlight the importance of 
having a mutual understanding of and commitment to how the 
two of you will deal with diffi cult matters. For us, the term origi-
nates with the game of baseball. Every major league baseball park 
has its own ground rules — agreements that are particular to that 
park. Try typing  “ ground rules ”  into an Internet search engine, and 
you ’ ll likely come up with the rules for several major ballparks as 
well as sites that talk about the importance of ground rules for any 
type of dispute management. In baseball, there are general rules as 
well as specifi c ground rules for each home fi eld that tell the 

192



 Keeping Confl ict Under Control 193

coaches, players, and umpires such things as whether or not a ball 
is considered in play when it hits the top of a particular fence and 
bounces back onto the fi eld (or whether that counts as a home run 
or a double). You get the idea. Essentially, these rules are designed 
to minimize confl icts about what ’ s fair (or foul) and allow people 
instead to focus on enjoying the game. 

 That ’ s what we want for you. We want the two of you to have 
some rules that you agree to follow — that you have customized to 
minimize confl icts that occur in your  “ home park. ”  Many couples 
tell us that these ground rules level the playing fi eld in that the 
rules are clear, easy to follow, and agreed on in advance of confl icts, 
when things are calm between the partners. But most of all, 
knowing that there are rules for relationships helps people feel safe 
to connect. 

 We have had the opportunity to work with all three branches 
of the U.S. military. During a training we were conducting for the 
U.S. Navy, a chaplain, who was a lieutenant commander, remarked 
that it was ironic that there is a Geneva Convention for rules of 
warfare, but none for fi ghting constructively in marriage. In this 
chapter, we suggest a Geneva Convention of ground rules for your 
relationship. 

 Ground rules represent choices couples make to handle the 
confl ict that naturally arises in their relationships. Every couple 
can set their own, individualizing them to meet the special needs 
of their relationship. It ’ s important to remember that not everyone 
is going to want to have all the same rules, and that you have to 
be fl exible. We want you to choose the few rules that work for  both  
of you. If all the rules we suggest feel right for you, that ’ s great. But 
if not, using what works for you is the best of all. If your partner 
is not as interested in some of these ideas as you are, it ’ s not some-
thing to hold against your partner. It ’ s also important for the two 
of you to avoid agreeing on any rule that you both know you ’ re 
unlikely to use. Having agreements you are not keeping just makes 
scorekeeping too easy, and that damages your relationship. So do 
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your part to live up to the ground rules that you can embrace and 
work on not being upset if your partner does not do his or her part 
on any given day. You can bet there will be times when one or 
both of you are not following our suggestions. That ’ s to be expected. 
After all, Rome wasn ’ t built in a day. As you are building 
your relationship, do so with grace, respect, and humility. Talk 
about how things are going from time to time, but do so safely 
(using the Speaker Listener Technique) and under your control 
(when the two of you decide to talk). Use these rules to help you 
control the diffi cult issues in your relationship rather than allow 
the issues to control you. 

  Ground Rule 1:   When confl ict is escalating, we will call a Time Out 
or Pause and either (1) try talking again, using the Speaker Listener 
Technique, or (2) agree to talk about the issue later, at a specifi ed time, 
using the Speaker Listener Technique . 

 Scott (coauthor) and his wife, Nancy, were driving to the post 
offi ce with their son Kyle, age four, in the backseat. They were 
arguing about whether or not it was illegal to make a left - hand 
turn across double yellow lines. After listening for several minutes 
to the discussion, Kyle, having absorbed the PREP techniques 
since birth, piped up and said,  “ That ’ s not healthy arguing! ”  Scott 
and Nancy stopped, looked at each other, and ended up laughing 
about it. If you learn how to take a Time Out, as taught here, you 
don ’ t have to depend on your children, neighbors, or others to help 
you rein it in when things get heated. 

 As mentioned in Chapter Five, this simple ground rule can help 
you counteract the Communication Danger Signs — escalation, 
invalidation, withdrawal and avoidance, and negative interpreta-
tions. It ’ s a way to prevent the two of you from damaging your 
relationship when you know that ’ s likely to happen — or may 
already have started to happen. We suggest that you not only agree 
to this ground rule, or something like it, but also agree on the 
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specifi c signal that will mean Time Out or Pause for the two of you. 
You could use these terms, of course, but you can also choose some-
thing that is unique to you. It is necessary that you both know what 
the other is trying to do when you hear the signal. Even though 
one of you may call Time Out more often, it ’ s something that the 
two of you are doing together. That ’ s the whole point. Otherwise, 
it can look as though one partner is just avoiding the other, and as 
we have explained, that just fuels more escalation and anger. In 
fact, if a withdrawer were to use Time Out in a way that began to 
look more like withdrawal without follow - up, the partner would 
probably be wise to keep pursuing issues in an assertive manner —
 though, we hope, choosing reasonable times for doing so.     

 Using Signals to Detour Around Dangerous Places 
 Here ’ s a secret. It ’ s something happy couples do that all 
couples, happy or not, can learn to do better: use some ways 
to signal each other in times when you need to take your 
interaction in a different direction. One of the things that 
researchers know is that many couples who do poorly over 
time don ’ t have ways to exit damaging arguments. Or the 
ways in which they try to exit these fi ghts (for example, by 
withdrawing) cause further confl ict. Happier, healthier 
couples have ways to cue or signal each other when it ’ s time 
to calm it down and rein in the negative feelings and harsh 
words. The clearer your cue and the fi rmer your agreement 
to use it, the better your odds of handling your most diffi cult 
issues well. You don ’ t have to use our suggested signals (Time 
Out or Pause), but at least use ones you both understand. 

 One couple we worked with used names of food for their 
confl ict management cues.  “ Hamburger ”  came to mean Pause 
for them. So if they were escalating and getting snippy, one 
would say,  “ Hey, let ’ s grab a burger. ”  Sometimes this would 
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 One important hint: you can 
call Pause if you realize that you, 
your partner, or both of you are 
getting out of control. You don ’ t 
have to keep driving down a road 
that has signs all over it that say 
 “ Danger Ahead! ”  You are calling 

a Time Out on the communication at that moment, not on each 
other. Don ’ t simply say  “ Pause ”  and leave the room, though. 
Instead, say something like  “ This is getting hot; let ’ s stop the 
action and talk later, OK? ”  You are working together to stop the 
destructive process. 

 Using Time Outs gives withdrawers confi dence that confl ict 
won ’ t get out of hand. Some withdrawers are better able to tolerate 

not only get them to cool it but also get them laughing —
 many experts do believe humor helps in just about any 
situation! 

 Another couple we know has learned to catch things 
really early, before the situation gets too hot, and get back 
on track. When they start to get riled up, one of them will 
say,  “ Let ’ s pump the brakes. ”  It ’ s just as though they are in a 
car that ’ s starting to go downhill too rapidly for the curves 
ahead. What do they do? They pump their brakes and slow 
it down to keep things safe. You may think that sounds corny, 
but this stuff is powerful. 

 It is important to remember that cues are for the two of 
you together. When you start to give a signal to your partner, 
use it also to take responsibility for calming yourself down. 
Mutually agreed - on signals are not an excuse to control your 
partner but rather a way to mutually take control of your 
confl ict. 

 Mutually agreed - on signals are 

not an excuse to control your 

partner but rather a way to 

mutually take control of 

your confl ict. 
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confl ict knowing they can stop it at any time. However, Time Outs 
will not work for pursuers at all if the two of you don ’ t come back 
to talking about issues that you ’ ve paused. We realize that for many 
couples, we ’ re addressing this last comment to men. It does not 
work for a withdrawer to call Time Outs but not come back to 
talking about things that need to be talked about. You ’ ve got to 
make it happen, and it ’ s probably more important, in general, for 
the one who called for a Time Out to be especially diligent about 
following up. 

 If you are a pursuer, this part of the ground rule addresses your 
concern that Time Outs mean withdrawal and avoidance. The two 
of you do need to discuss important issues, but in a productive 
manner. By agreeing to use the Speaker Listener Technique when 
you come back to talking about an issue, you are agreeing to deal 
more effectively with the issue that got out of hand. 

 When you do decide to talk later, try to set the time right then. 
Perhaps in an hour, or maybe the next day would be a good time 
to talk. If things were really heated when the Pause was called, you 
may fi nd that you can ’ t talk right then even about when you ’ ll 
come back to the discussion. That ’ s OK. You can set a time after 
things have calmed down between the two of you. 

 We are often asked an important question about Time Out: 
 “ What do I do if we use Time Outs on important matters, but my 
partner will not come back to talking about these issues at another 
time? ”  When this happens, we have come to believe that unless 
you are in a relationship that is physically dangerous, you are prob-
ably better off pursuing the issue assertively — yet without hostility. 
In fact, a couple of studies hint that some marriages do better in 
the future when women are more negative in the present. This 
may sound inconsistent with some of the other things we ’ ve said, 
but in one way it makes perfect sense. Many of us in the fi eld 
believe that such fi ndings suggest it ’ s generally better for women 
to raise issues, even if it means more confl ict in the short run, if 
not doing so means important issues are going to be ignored. 
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 It truly is important for each of you to raise concerns that you 
have in your relationship. Yet we hope you are learning (or have 
learned already) constructive ways to do so. Constructive does not 
mean peace at any price. It ’ s better to deal with matters head - on 
than not at all. If you are prone to withdrawing, even using Time 
Out to avoid issues, fi ght that tendency within yourself. Don ’ t put 
your partner into the bind of having to decide whether to pursue 
you or not. In the long run, that ’ ll be far harder on both of you 
than facing issues as a team in the here and now. 

 Now we ’ ll give two examples of the use of this ground rule by 
couples who have come to our PREP - based couples retreats. Luke 
and Tara have been married for twenty years and have two teenage 
sons. Before learning these techniques, they would have frequent, 
intense arguments that ended with shouting and threats about the 
future of the relationship. Both came from homes where open, 
intense confl ict was relatively common, so changing their pattern 
was not easy for them. As you will see, they still escalate rather 
easily, but now they know how to stop it when the argument gets 
going:

  T ara :    (annoyed and showing it)  You forgot to get the trash out in 
time for the garbage man. The cans are already full. 

 L uke :    (also annoyed, looking up from the paper)  It ’ s no big deal. I ’ ll 
just stuff it all down more. 

 T ara :   Yeah, right. The trash will be overfl owing in the garage by 
next week. 

 L uke :    (irritated)  What do you want me to do now? I forgot. Just 
leave it. 

 T ara :    (very angry now, voice raised)  You aren ’ t getting a lot of the 
things done around here that you are supposed to. 

 L uke :   Let ’ s Pause, OK? This isn ’ t getting us anywhere. 
 T ara :   OK. When can we sit down and talk more about it? After 

 Home Improvement  tonight? 
 L uke :   OK. As soon as the show is over.   
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 There is nothing magic here. It ’ s really very simple, but the 
effect is potentially powerful for your relationship. This couple 
took a Time Out by calling  “ Pause, ”  and that stopped an argument 
that was only going to damage them. Later they did sit down and 
talk, using the Speaker Listener Technique, about Tara ’ s concern 
that Luke was not meeting his responsibilities at home. Then, 
using the problem - solving techniques we presented in Chapter 
Seven, they were able to come up with some possible ways for the 
chores to get done. 

 In the next example, another couple used this ground rule to 
save an important evening from potential disaster. Jake and Alex-
andra had been married for six years and had no children. They 
wanted kids but were having trouble getting pregnant. This added 
plenty of strain to their marriage. They had decided to take a 
weekend trip to the mountains, to get away and spend a relaxing —
 perhaps romantic — couple of days together. They had both been 
looking forward to this time together for months. They had this 
conversation on their fi rst evening, as they got into bed together:

  A lexandra :    (feeling romantic and snuggling up to Jake)  It ’ s so nice 
to get away. No distractions. This feels good. 

 J ake :    (likewise inclined, and beginning to caress her)  Yeah, we 
should ’ ve done this months ago. Maybe a relaxed setting can 
help you get pregnant. 

 A lexandra :    (bristling at the thought)   “ Help  me  get pregnant ” ? That 
sounds like you think it ’ s my fault we ’ re not getting pregnant. 
Why did you have to bring that up? 

 J ake :    (anxious and annoyed at himself for spoiling the moment)  I 
don ’ t think it ’ s your fault. We have been through that. I just 
meant . . . 

 A lexandra :    (angry)  You just meant to say that there is something 
wrong with me. 

 J ake :   Hold on. Pause. I ’ m sorry that I mentioned pregnancy. Do 
you want to talk this through now, or set a time for later? 
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 A lexandra :    (softening)  If we don ’ t talk about it a little bit, I think 
the rest of the evening will be a drag. 

 J ake :   OK, you have the fl oor.  (He picks up the remote control on the 
nightstand and hands it to her.)  

 A lexandra  (S peaker ):   I got all tense when you brought up preg-
nancy, and I felt like you were blaming me for our infertility. 

 J ake  (L istener ):   So mentioning that subject raised unpleasant 
feelings, and more so because you felt blamed. 

 A lexandra  (S peaker ):   Yes. That whole thing has been just awful 
for us, and I was hoping to get away from it for the weekend. 

 J ake  (L istener ):   It ’ s been really hard on you, and you wanted to 
just forget about it this weekend. 

 A lexandra  (S peaker ):   And I wanted us to focus on rediscover-
ing how to be a little bit romantic, like it used to be. 

 J ake  (L istener ):   Just you and me making love without a care. 
 A lexandra  (S peaker ):    (feeling really listened to and cared for)  Yes. 

Your turn.  (She hands Jake the fl oor.)  
 J ake  (S peaker ):   Boy, do I feel like a jerk. I didn ’ t mean to mess 

up the moment, though I see how what I said affected you. 
 A lexandra  (L istener ):   You feel bad that you said anything. You 

did not mean to screw things up between us tonight. 
 J ake  (S peaker ):   You got it. And I really don ’ t think it ’ s your fault 

we aren ’ t pregnant. Whatever isn ’ t working right in our bodies, 
I don ’ t think of it as you or me screwing up. When I said what 
I said about you getting pregnant, I think of  us  getting pregnant, 
but really, it ’ s you that will actually be pregnant. That ’ s all I 
meant. 

 A lexandra  (L istener ):    (with a smile)  You didn ’ t mean to be a 
jerk. 

 J ake  (S peaker ):    (chuckling back)  That ’ s kind of blunt, but yeah, 
that ’ s what I ’ m saying. I think we should just avoid that whole 
topic for the weekend. 

 A lexandra  (L istener ):   You think we should make infertility an 
off - limits topic this weekend. 



 Keeping Confl ict Under Control 201

 J ake :   Yes!  (He hands her the fl oor.)  
 A lexandra  (S peaker ):   I agree. OK, where were we?  (tossing the 

remote on the fl oor)  
 J ake :    (big smile)  You were calling me a jerk. 
 A lexandra :    (playfully)  Oh yeah. Come over here, jerk. 
 J ake :    (moving closer to kiss her)  I ’ m all yours.   

 Notice how effectively they used the Pause to stop what could 
have turned into an awful fi ght. Alexandra was too hurt to just 
shelve the issue. She needed to talk right then, and Jake agreed. 
Doing so helped them diffuse the tension and come back together, 
and it saved their special weekend. This is a great example of what 
we meant in Chapter Six about not letting events drag you into 
arguments about issues.

  The single most powerful tool I know is intention. . . . 

With intention, I surrender to a heartfelt and consciously 

chosen, positive pattern. 

   — C harlie  V erge      

  SELF - REGULATION (A FANCY WAY OF 

SAYING  “ STAYING IN CONTROL ” ) 

 Most of what we ’ ve been suggesting is that you work together to 
manage negative emotions and disagreements well. How well you 
can do this depends in large measure on your ability to manage 
your own emotions when things are going downhill. There are two 
keys to self - regulation: watching how you think and knowing what 
you can do to relax your body. 

  Watching How You Think 

 Imagine this. Your partner has just said something that you fi nd 
incredibly hurtful. Whether or not he or she meant to is one thing. 
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How you choose to think about it 
is everything. Most of us react 
more to  our interpretation  of what 
was said than to what our partner 
meant and actually did say. What 
we have been calling negative 

interpretations, researchers might call maladaptive attributions. 
That ’ s a technical way to say that some people tend to make con-
sistent, negative judgments of their partner ’ s motives.  

 Research, such as that by Frank Fincham at Florida State 
University and Tom Bradbury at UCLA, confi rms something 
potent here: the judgments you tend to make about why your 
mate said or did something carry a lot of weight in how you 
will talk to one another. Some studies show this effect of thoughts 
on communication to be strongest for women in unhappy 
marriages. Of course all kinds of other men and women can do 
this, too. 

 Take Dee and Martin. They have not been doing so well lately. 
Married for seven years, they are entering a period when all the 
pressures of life are making it hard to remember why they fell in 
love nine years ago. It ’ s Tuesday night, and Dee has just come 
home from work. Martin was there already. Their boys, Georgie 
and Frankie, had been told by Martin that they could play Wii 
until dinnertime. Enter Dee.

  D ee :    (not sounding particularly upset yet)  We ’ d agreed that the boys 
needed to clean up their rooms before they could play Wii or 
Xbox games. 

 M artin :    (remembering that he ’ d not remembered this, but also feeling 
pretty tired from work)  Oh yeah. I forgot. 

 D ee :    (She hears what she interprets as indifference and invalidation —
 but what was really simple tiredness — and now feels insulted.)  I 
guess you think I ’ m just making up rules for the sake of hearing 
myself think out loud, eh? 

 Most of us react more to  our 

interpretation  of what was said 

than to what our partner meant 

and actually did say. 
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 M artin :    (Dee isn ’ t really looking for a response to this charge, but 
because she ’ s made her negative interpretation overt, Martin responds 
with his defense.)  You are so darned sensitive. I just forgot we 
said that this morning. I didn ’ t mean anything by forgetting. 

 D ee :    (Here she goes, moving this event into a full - blown issue.)  You 
forget a lot, you know. I think that ’ s your way of undermining 
my authority.  (neatly expressing another negative interpretation)    

 Let ’ s give Martin and Dee a big benefi t of the doubt here. Let ’ s 
say they are able to put the brakes on this escalation before any 
more damage is done in this moment of time. Martin suggested a 
Time Out, which sounded very good to Dee. Which pair of 
thoughts shown here gives them the best chance of getting back 
on track?

  M artin :   She ’ s always dissing me in front of the boys. She must 
think I ’ m an idiot. 

 D ee :   What a jerk. He must have the most pathetic memory 
on the planet — or else he does this just to frustrate me. 
Arrgggghhh! 

 S 
   M artin :   I bet she ’ s had a pretty tough day. Maybe I can give her 

some space, then look for a way to tell her I do care about what 
we agree to do with the boys. 

 D ee :   Maybe that comment about always forgetting things was a 
little out there. That ’ s not very fair of me. I forget some things, 
too.   

 In their book  We Can Work It Out , Clifford Notarius and 
Howard (coauthor) labeled the kind of thoughts in the fi rst pair 
 hot thoughts . You want to stay angry? They ’ ll do the job. As Fincham 
and Bradbury suggest, you ’ ll carry these thoughts and angry feelings 
right back into your relationship if you don ’ t interrupt them. You 
have little or no chance of handling these times of escalation well 
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if you choose to think in these ways. It ’ s not easy to stop, though, 
because doing so requires you to do something diffi cult: put aside 
righteous indignation and have the humility to give the other the 
benefi t of the doubt. Your call. Your choice. Your relationship.  

  Putting the Brakes on That Runaway Train 
(Your Body) 

 Many experts have been making the case that part of what is 
important in handling confl ict well is controlling the bodily reac-
tions that come along with it. Once you are upset, it ’ s not just your 
thoughts you are trying to get hold of — it ’ s your body, too. Research 
by John Gottman has found that when upset couples simply read 
magazines for twenty minutes or so before continuing to talk, it ’ s 
far more likely that the rest of the talk will go better. To use this 
approach in your relationship, you need to think ahead of time 
about the kinds of things that you can do to help you relax. These 
may be very different for each of you. Here are some ideas: 

   •      Lying down, eyes closed, thinking positive thoughts  

   •      Taking a walk  

   •      Reading a novel (that already has you hooked)  

   •      Playing with the kids  

   •      Cleaning (works for some people)  

   •      Doing some deep breathing  

   •      Weightlifting    

 If you are a couple that is particularly prone to volatile, escalat-
ing arguments, you ’ ll fi nd that you have to be that much more 
specifi c with one another about how you take Time Outs and what 
you will do during them. Remember, it ’ s especially important that 
you work on calming both your thoughts and your body. 

  Ground Rule 2:   When we are having trouble communicating, we will 
 “ engage ”  the Speaker Listener Technique.  
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 We can ’ t say it enough: it is extremely important for every 
couple to have at least one good way to talk when it ’ s hardest to do 
so. With this ground rule, you are agreeing to use more structure 
when you need it. The earlier example with Jake and Alexandra 
highlights this point. However, there are many times when you may 
not need a Time Out but do need to make the transition to a more 
effective way to talk. Remember, talking without fi ghting is key. 

 For example, suppose that you wanted to talk about a problem 
such as how money is being spent. You know from your history 
that these talks usually get diffi cult. You would be wise to follow 
this ground rule, raising the issue in this way:  “ Dear, I ’ m pretty 
concerned about money right now. Let ’ s sit down and talk using 
the fl oor. ”  Such a statement cues your partner that you are raising 
an important issue and that you want to talk it out carefully. This 
is the most common use of this ground rule. 

 There are other times when things have already escalated, and 
a Time Out might have helped, but you skip right to using the 
Speaker Listener Technique. The point of this ground rule is that 
the two of you have made a decision to handle diffi cult or sensitive 
topics more effectively and with increased structure, rather than 
to use old, destructive modes of communication. 

  Ground Rule 3:   We will completely separate Problem  Discussion 
 from Problem  Solution. 

 Too often, couples rush to agree to some solution, and the 
solution fails. It makes no sense to hurry when doing so only moves 
you backward. Review the conversation between Tessie and Peter 
about Jeremy and preschool in Chapter Five. Notice how they had 
a great discussion but did not seek a specifi c solution. They each 
expressed their concerns and were ready to try problem solving on 
this issue. Let ’ s pick it up from where we left off:

  T essie :   I think we ’ re ready for problem solving; what do you 
think? 
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 P eter :   I agree. I ’ m feeling like we had a good talk and got a lot out 
on the table. Now working on some solutions would be great.   

 With these simple comments, they have made the transition 
from Problem Discussion to Problem Solution. They have learned 
the value of separating the two, and they are using terms both of 
them understand to cue each other to shift gears. Discussion and 
solution are different processes: whenever you start to solve an 
issue, stop and ask yourself,  “ Do I really understand my partner ’ s 
perspective? Do I feel understood? ”  If either answer is no, you are 
probably not ready to move to solutions. This ground rule is a 
simple reminder of the need to talk fi rst, solve second. 

  Ground Rule 4:   We can bring up issues at any time, but the Listener 
can say,  “ This is not a good time. ”  If the Listener does not want to talk 
at that time, he or she takes responsibility for setting up a time to 
talk in the near future.     

 This ground rule accomplishes one very important thing: it 
ensures that you will not have an important or diffi cult talk about 
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an issue unless you both agree that the time is right. How often do 
you begin talking about a key issue in your relationship when your 
partner is just not ready for it? Most couples talk about their most 
important issues at the worst times — dinnertime, bedtime, when 
it ’ s time to get the kids off for school, as soon as you walk in the 
door after work, when one of you is preoccupied with an important 
project or task — you get the picture. These are times when your 
spouse may be a captive audience, but you certainly don ’ t have his 
or her attention. Because these tend to be stressful times in the 
routine of life, they aren ’ t good times to talk things out. 

 This ground rule assumes two things: (1) you each are respon-
sible for knowing when you are capable of discussing something 
with appropriate attention to what your partner has to say, and (2) 
you can each respect the other when he or she says,  “ I can ’ t deal 
with this right now. ”  

 You may ask,  “ Isn ’ t this just a prescription for avoidance? ”  
That ’ s where the second part of the ground rule comes in. The 
partner who doesn ’ t want to talk takes responsibility for making 
the discussion (confl ict talk) happen in the near future. This is 
critical. Your partner will have a much easier time putting off the 
conversation if he or she has confi dence that you really will follow 
through. We recommend that when you use this ground rule, you 
agree that you ’ ll set up a better time within twenty - four to forty -
 eight hours. This may not always be practical, but it works as a 
good rule of thumb. Here ’ s one example. 

 Martina and Nick are a couple with two children, a fi ve - year -
 old girl and a two - year - old boy. As is typical of many couples with 
young children, they have little time for talking things out in their 
marriage, much less sleeping. As a result, they often are alone only 
at bedtime, after both kids are fi nally bathed and asleep.

  N ick :   I can ’ t believe how Mary wants to hear the same story ten 
times in a row. I thought she ’ d never get to sleep. 

 M artina :   It ’ s the same with naps. You ’ d think she would be bored 
to death with those stories. 
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 N ick :   I would. Speaking of boring things, we need to talk about 
those life insurance decisions. I know that agent will call back 
any day. 

 M artina :   I know it ’ s important, but I just can ’ t focus right now. 
I think I could focus for about ten minutes on Jay Leno, and 
that ’ s about it. 

 N ick :   Pretty wiped, eh? Me, too. Well, what would be a good time 
to talk about this? 

 M artina :   No guarantee I will be alive, but I think I might have 
the energy around lunchtime tomorrow. Could you come home? 
Maybe we ’ ll get lucky and catch Matt on his nap. 

 N ick :   Sounds good. Let ’ s watch Jay and crash.   

 It is now Martina ’ s responsibility to bring it up again tomorrow 
and make this talk happen. Because their agreement is rather 
specifi c, Nick should be able to show up at lunchtime for their talk. 
They may be too tired and busy for there ever to be a  “ perfect ”  
time to talk this subject out, but there are some times that are 
better than others. 

 You may want to come to an agreement that certain times are 
 never  good for bringing up important things. For example, we have 
worked with many couples who have agreed that neither will bring 
up anything signifi cant within thirty minutes of bedtime. These 
couples decided that at bedtime they are just too tired and it ’ s 
important to be winding down. 

 This ground rule respects the need to talk about issues as well 
as the need not to talk, and provides a balanced compromise 
for you to follow as you move toward feeling safer in your 
relationship. 

  Ground Rule 5:   We will have weekly couple meetings.  

 Most couples do not set aside a regular time for dealing with 
key issues or problems. It ’ s hard to get most of us to do this because 
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of the fast - paced lives so many of us live. Nevertheless, the advan-
tages of having a weekly meeting time far outweigh any negatives. 
First, this is a tangible way to place high priority on your marriage 
by carving out time for its upkeep. We know you are busy, but if 
you decide that this is important, you can fi nd the time to make 
it work. 

 Second, following this ground rule ensures that even if there is 
no other good time to deal with issues, you at least have this one 
regular time. You might be surprised at how much you can get done 
in thirty minutes or so of concentrated attention on an issue. 
During this meeting, you can talk about the relationship, talk 
about specifi c problems, or plan for what ’ s coming up. 

 A third advantage of this ground rule is that having a weekly 
meeting time takes much of the day - to - day pressure off your rela-
tionship. This is especially true if you are snared in the pursuer -
 withdrawer trap. If something happens that brings up a gripe for 
you, it ’ s much easier to delay bringing it up until another time if 
you know there  will  be another time. Pursuers can relax. You ’ ll 
have your chance to raise your issue. Withdrawers can relax during 
the week, knowing that events will not trigger issues. We also fi nd 
that withdrawers, who of course have things they want to talk 
about too, may actually start looking forward to meetings, because 
such meetings are a safe place to talk without fi ghting. 

 You can think of the meeting as a time during which you select 
an issue to talk about, to engage in what we have previously called 
confl ict talk. If you haven ’ t made this deliberate selection, your 
communication — like a computer ’ s settings — should have a default 
mode, which is friendship talk or casual talk. 

 How many of our successful couples actually have meetings? 
We think it varies over time. Knowing they can have a meeting 
and talk well gives many couples the confi dence that allows them 
to handle confl ict talk. Many couples love the idea, have meetings 
religiously for a while, and then taper off. Things go well for a 
while because of their increased confi dence and skills. With luck, 



210 FIGHTING FOR YOUR MARRIAGE

they will realize they need the meetings to help contain and control 
confl ict, and start them up again. Other couples are really dedi-
cated and maintain meetings on an ongoing basis, but perhaps only 
a couple of times a month instead of weekly. Just as with all the 
other skills we have offered, be fl exible and customize the ground 
rule to fi t your needs. 

 You may fi nd it tempting to skip the meetings when you are 
getting along really well. Don ’ t succumb to this urge. For example, 
Roberto and Margaret had set aside Wednesday nights at nine 
o ’ clock as a time for their couple meeting. If they were getting 
along really well during the week and Wednesday night rolled 
around, each would begin to think,  “ We don ’ t need to meet 
tonight. No use stirring things up when we are getting along so 
well. ”  Then one or the other would say,  “ Hey, Honey, let ’ s just 
skip the meeting tonight, things are going so well. ”  

 What Roberto and Margaret came to realize is that things were 
going so well partly because they were regularly having their meet-
ings. After they canceled a few, they noticed that more confl icts 
would come up during the week. They had given up their time to 
deal with issues and reverted to the uncertainty of dealing with 
things  “ if and when. ”  They decided that  “ if and when ”  was not 
placing the proper importance on their marriage, and they got back 
to the meetings. 

  Ground Rule 6:   We will make time for the great things: fun, friend-
ship, support, and sensuality. We will agree to protect these times from 
confl ict and the need to deal with issues.  

 Just as it ’ s important to have time set aside to deal with issues 
in your relationship, it ’ s critical that you protect positive times 
from confl icts over issues. You can ’ t be focusing on issues all the 
time and have a really great marriage. You need some time when 
you are together relaxing — having fun, talking as friends, making 
love, and so forth — when confl ict and problems are off - limits. This 
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is such a key point that later in the book we ’ ll devote whole chap-
ters to these important ways to connect. 

 For now, we ’ ll emphasize two points embodied in this ground 
rule. First,  make time  for these great things. After all, they ’ re what 
brought you together in the fi rst place. Second, if you ’ re spending 
time together in one of these ways, don ’ t bring up issues that 
you have to work on. And if an issue does come up, table it for 
later — when you have your couple meeting to deal with issues 
constructively. 

 The example of Alexandra and Jake presented earlier in this 
chapter makes this point well. They were out to have a relaxing 
and romantic weekend, and this wasn ’ t the time to focus on one 
of their key issues. Using Pause and the Speaker Listener Tech-
nique helped them get refocused on the real reason they had gotten 
away. It ’ s better still if you consciously decide to protect your 
relationship by agreeing in advance to keep such issues off - limits 
during positive times. 

 S 
 One of the most destructive things that can happen to a marriage 
is to have the growing sense that you are walking in a minefi eld. 
You know the feeling. You begin to wonder where the next explo-
sion will come from, and you don ’ t feel in control of where you ’ re 
going. You no longer feel free to just  be  with your partner. You 
don ’ t know when you are about to  “ step in it, ”  but you know right 
away when you have. Your marriage just doesn ’ t have to be this 
way, or ever get to be this way in the fi rst place. These ground rules 
will go a long way to getting you back on safe ground. They work. 
You can do it.  

  Talking Points 

    1.     Relationships need ground rules to level the playing fi eld and 
to be sure both partners are playing by the same rules.  
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  2.     Rules are not one - size - fi ts - all: customize them to fi t the needs 
of your relationship.  

  3.     Couples need to decide on cues to help them navigate among 
the types of talk — casual talk, confl ict talk, friendship talk, 
and support talk — and to avoid or decrease destructive types 
of talk (that is, the four danger signs).                

    EXERCISE 

  Using the Ground Rules 

 Your exercise for this chapter is very straightforward: discuss these 
ground rules and begin to try them out. You may want to modify 
one or more of them in some specifi c manner to make them work 
better for you. That ’ s fi ne. The key is to review these rules and 
give them a chance to work in your relationship. As we mentioned 
earlier, try not to agree to use any that you know right now you 
are not going to use. Work the hardest on trying out the ones that 
you both think will work in your relationship. When you have 
agreed to use a few of these rules, don ’ t expect perfection, but do 
your part to make this happen with your partner. Even when you 
both strongly agree to try one of these strategies, you will not 
always succeed. You and your partner are human, and working 
toward making changes makes more sense than expecting 
perfection. 

 We ’ ve listed the rules again here. As you review them, think 
about these questions and write down your thoughts together: 

  1.     What are the positive things about this ground rule? Are there 
any negatives?  

  2.     What do we like about this ground rule? What don ’ t we like?  

  3.     How can we rewrite this ground rule to better suit our 
relationship?   
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  Suggested Ground Rules for Handling Issues 

  1.     When confl ict is escalating, we will call a Time Out or Pause 
and either (1) try talking again, using the Speaker Listener 
Technique, or (2) agree to talk about the issue later, at a 
specifi ed time, using the Speaker Listener Technique.  

  2.     When we are having trouble communicating, we will  “ engage ”  
the Speaker Listener Technique.  

  3.     We will completely separate Problem  Discussion  from Problem 
 Solution.   

  4.     We can bring up issues at any time, but the Listener can say, 
 “ This is not a good time. ”  If the Listener does not want to talk 
at that time, he or she takes responsibility for setting up a time 
to talk in the near future. (You need to decide how you will 
defi ne  “ the near future. ” )  

  5.     We will have weekly couple meetings. (Schedule the time 
now for your weekly couple meeting. There is no time like the 
present.)  

  6.     We will make time for the great things: fun, friendship, 
support, and sensuality. We will agree to protect these times 
from confl ict and the need to deal with issues.     





  pa r t  3 

Enjoying Each 
Other    





  9 

Safe Harbor 
 Preserving and Protecting Friendship        

     In our research, we have been surprised to learn that people from 
all walks of life, of all ages, both men and women, say that the 

most important goal for their marriage is to have a friend and to be 
a friend. But for too many couples, this desire for lifelong intimacy 
refl ects the triumph of hope over reality. Too many people feel 
isolated and lonely, unsafe and disconnected in their marriage. 

 However, we have found that early on in relationships, the vast 
majority of couples say their partner is their best friend, with men 
saying this a bit more than women. Why does friendship fade for 
all too many couples? How can you protect, preserve, and restore 
your friendship? 

 Our goal in this chapter is to help you transform the deep desire 
for your mate to be your best friend into a reality. Like a garden, 
friendship needs to be nurtured in ways that many married couples 
fail to realize until their friendship is gone. Here is our research -
 based recipe for restoring, preserving, and deepening your friend-
ship in your marriage.  

  WHAT IS A FRIEND? 

 How would you answer that question? When we ’ ve asked people, 
they ’ ve said that a friend is someone who supports you, is there to 
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talk things through with you, is a safe haven, and is a companion 
in life. In short, a friend is someone with whom we can relax, open 
up, feel safe, and feel accepted; a friend is someone we can count 
on. We talk and do fun things with friends. Research suggests that 
the support, care, and acceptance friends provide buffer us from 
the trials and tribulations of life. People who have at least one 
really good friend do better in almost every conceivable way in 
life — especially in terms of physical and mental health. We will 
talk more fully about the importance of emotional support in mar-
riage in the next chapter. 

 The most powerful aspect of friendship is the feeling of deep 
intimacy and connection with another. In part this means being 
able to share what ’ s in your heart, without fear of judgment and 
reprisal. For most of us this means talking about our hopes and 
dreams as well as our fears and burdens. For women this kind of 
sharing often takes place face - to - face, whereas for men talking as 
friends tends to occur while they are doing something. 

 Jean - Philippe Laurenceau at the University of Delaware has 
found that people feel the greatest intimacy when they are able to 
self - disclose to another who is responsive to them about what has 
been shared. Intimacy is deepened when what is shared includes 
feelings. This sounds a lot like what many of us would call the best 
of friendship — being able to let it all hang out there, and knowing 
you will not be hanging out there on a limb by yourself. 

 Although of course we hope you have friendships of this kind 
outside your marriage, our goal here is to help you with your friend-
ship with your partner. Friendship in marriage means being able 
to hear your partner ’ s heart in whatever ways he or she can most 

readily share it. Sharing at this 
level will mean different things to 
different people, so this is one of 
those areas where there can be a 
unique blending of who each of 
you is in the mystery of deeper 

 Learn to listen carefully for 

what ’ s in your partner ’ s heart 

and in your partner ’ s soul, and 

to share what is in yours. 
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connection. Whether you are quiet or quite outspoken, learn to 
listen carefully for what ’ s in your partner ’ s heart and in your part-
ner ’ s soul, and to share what is in yours.  

 The desire to fi nd a soul mate is almost universal. We are sad-
dened to hear of divorces in which the person who fi les says that 
the ex - spouse was not his or her soul mate. Although we can cer-
tainly understand the loneliness that erodes unhappy marriages, 
we know we can help couples build bridges over years of distance 
by making it possible for them to be better friends. As Howard 
(coauthor) wrote in an essay in the book he edited with Janice 
Levine,  Why Do Fools Fall in Love?   “ Don ’ t expect to be your 
beloved ’ s soul mate before you ’ ve been there as your mate ’ s soul 
unfolds. ” 

   “ I ’ m feeling you ”  is an expression among many African American 

youth. . . . What a wonderful way to convey understanding. . . . 

It is a way that allows for being  “ touched ”  or  “ moved ”  in our 

understanding. . . . The words . . . remind me of love. 

   — D ee  W atts  - J ones      

  BARRIERS TO FRIENDSHIP 

 If friendship encompasses so much of what people say they want 
in marriage, why aren ’ t more married couples good friends? Let ’ s 
look at some common barriers. 

  There ’ s No Time 

 We all lead busy lives. What with work, the needs of the children, 
the upkeep of the home, working out, browsing the Internet, the 
PTA, and the town council, who ’ s got time for friendship in their 
marriage? Friendship, the very core of your relationship, often 
takes a backseat to all these competing responsibilities, activities, 
and interests. 
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 For example, Evelyn and Herman are a dual - career couple 
who ’ ve been together about fi ve years. Their daughter, Linda, was 
a two - year - old at the time we met them. Although they were 
happy with their marriage and life together, they were feeling that 
they were losing something.

  H erman :   We used to sit around for hours just talking about things. 
You know, like politics or the meaning of life. We also have 
had some great talks in the past about the Bible. But we just 
don ’ t seem to have the time for that anymore. 

 E velyn :   You ’ re right. It used to be so much fun just being together, 
listening to how we each thought about things. 

 H erman :   Those talks really brought us together. Why don ’ t we 
still have them? 

 E velyn :   We don ’ t take that kind of time like we used to. Now 
we ’ ve got Linda, the house — not to mention that we each bring 
too much work home. 

 H erman :   It seems like we ’ re letting something slip away.   

 All too often, couples fail to take the time just to talk as 
friends — to make what we call friendship talk happen. The other 
needs and cares of life crowd out this time to relax and talk. Often 
this is a matter of priorities. When couples date before marriage, 
they usually fi nd lots of time for being together. Life may or may 
not be less busy then, but fi nding the time to be together is a higher 
priority.  

  We ’ re Not Friends; We ’ re Married 

 Our research shows that over 80 percent of engaged and newlywed 
couples say their partner is their best friend. Similarly, many people 
have told us that they were friends with their spouses to begin with, 
but not anymore; now they are  “ just married. ”  It ’ s as if once you ’ re 
married for a while, you can ’ t be friends anymore. That ’ s a very 
mistaken belief. 
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 The strongest marriages we ’ ve seen have maintained a solid 
friendship over the years. Take Geena and Pierre, who ’ ve been 
happily married for over forty years. We asked them,  “ What ’ s the 
secret? ”  Without hesitation, they answered  “ friendship and com-
mitment. ”  They started out with a great friendship and never let 
it go. They ’ ve maintained a deep respect for one another as friends 
who freely share thoughts and feelings about all sorts of things — in 
an atmosphere of deep acceptance and total safety. That ’ s kept 
their bond strong and alive. 

 Don ’ t buy into an expectation that says that because you ’ re 
married — or planning to be — you can ’ t stay friends. You can!  

  We Don ’ t Talk Like Friends Anymore 

 If you ’ ve been married for some time, think for a moment about a 
friendship you enjoy with someone other than your mate. How 
often do you have to talk with that person about problems between 
the two of you? Not often, we ’ d bet. Friends aren ’ t people with 
whom we argue a lot. In fact, one of the nicest things about friend-
ships is that you don ’ t usually have to work out a lot of issues. 
Instead you ’ re able to focus on mutual interests in a way that ’ s fun 
for both of you. 

 Friends talk about sports, spiritual matters, politics, philosophy 
of life, fun things they ’ ve done or will do, dreams about the future, 
and thoughts about what each is going through at this point in 
life. In contrast, what do couples talk about most after they ’ ve been 
together for years? Problems with the kids, problems with money 
and budgets, problems with getting the car fi xed, problems getting 
the Internet connection working again or the printer running, 
concerns about who ’ s got time to get some project around the 
home done, concerns about in - laws, problems with the neighbor ’ s 
dog  …  We could go on and on, but we think you ’ ve got the picture. 

 When you spend most of your time talking about the day - to -
 day details of life (the kids, what ’ s for dinner, paying the bills), you 
develop ways to deal with those things. You also have to deal with 
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the problems all couples encounter. But then you miss out on 
talking about your points of view and other things of interest. You 
lose that deeper sense of intimacy and friendship that is part of the 
heart and soul of a healthy marriage.     

 Talking with Your Buddy 
 Studies show that women are generally more comfortable and 
more interested in talking about relationships. For example, 
our colleague Danielle Julien at the University of Quebec at 
Montreal has conducted a great deal of research on the dif-
ferences between men and women. In one study, she asked 
females to bring in one of their female friends and asked 
males to bring in a male friend, and had them talk about 
concerns in their marriages. Here ’ s what she told us about 
what she saw over and over again:  “ Having observed hun-
dreds of conversations of wives and (some) husbands confi d-
ing marital problems to their best friends, I could say that 
wife - friend conversations look like happy fi shes swimming in 
fresh water. Talking about relationships seemed so natural 
and enjoyable to them that we often had to interrupt them 
because they would not stop. Several husband - friend conver-
sations looked uneasy, and we surely never had to interrupt 
them: their conversations were short. ”  

 That sounds like a real difference that matches what most 
of us think about men and women. Women are more inclined 
than men to want to talk about their relationships with both 
their friends and their partners. Women ’ s higher comfort 
level with talking about feelings and relationships could cer-
tainly be taken as evidence that women are more inclined 
toward intimacy than men, but that ’ s true only if we consider 
talking to be the only way to be intimate. We talk more about 
ways to connect in the next chapter on support. 
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  Talking as Friends Leads to Confl ict: Walls, Moats, 
and Towers 

 Ever taken a good look at a castle in Europe? They were built 
with confl ict in mind. They were built for defense. One of the 
key reasons couples have trouble staying friends is that friendship 
is cut off by the walls of confl ict. For example, when you ’ re 
angry with your partner about something that ’ s happened, 
you ’ re not going to feel much like being friends right then. 
You may feel far more like putting up a wall. We believe that 
this is the chief reason that some couples talk less and less like 
friends over the years. They ’ re allowing their issues to damage 
their friendship. 

 Claudia and Kevin were having real trouble preserving friend-
ship in their relationship. They ’ d been married for fi fteen years, 
had three kids, and were rarely able to get away just to be together. 
They bred dogs together, but hadn ’ t been away to a dog show since 
they fi rst had children. On one occasion, they ’ d gotten away to a 
show and had left the kids with his parents. This was their fi rst 
chance to be away alone in years. 

 They were sitting in the hot tub of the hotel, really enjoying 
talking together about the show and the dogs they breed, when a 
confl ict came up that ended their enjoyable time together.

  C laudia :    (very relaxed)  This is such a nice setting for the dog 
show. 

 K evin :    (equally relaxed, as he held Claudia ’ s hand)  Yeah. This is 
great. I can ’ t believe the size of that shepherd. 

 C laudia :   Me either. I don ’ t think I ’ ve ever seen a German shep-
herd that big. This reminds me. If we ’ re going to breed Sasha 
again this year, we ’ d better fi x that pen. 

 K evin :    (tensing up a bit)  But I told you how big a job that was. 
We ’ d have to tear out that fence along the property line, build 
up the side of the hill, and pour concrete for the perimeter of 
the fence. 
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 C laudia :    (sensing his tension, and now her own)  Would we really 
have to do all that? I know we have to get the pen fi xed, but I 
don ’ t think we ’ d have to make that big a deal out of getting it 
done. 

 K evin :    (growing angry)  There you go, coming up with things for 
me to do. I hate having all these projects lined up. That ’ s a really 
big job if we ’ re going to do it right. 

 C laudia :    (getting ticked off, too)  You always make such a big pro-
duction out of these projects. We don ’ t have to do the job that 
well to make the pen usable again. We could do it on a 
Saturday. 

 K evin :    (turning away)  Maybe  you  could. But I don ’ t want to do it 
unless we do it right, and we can ’ t afford to fi x that fence the 
right way right now. 

 C laudia :    (looking right at Kevin, with growing contempt)  Heck, if 
you watched how you spent money for a couple of months, we 
could pay someone else to do the whole thing right, if that ’ s so 
important to you. 

 K evin :    (angry, getting out of the tub)  You spend just as much as I 
do on stuff. I ’ m going up to the room.   

 Notice what happened here. There they were, relaxed, spend-
ing some time together, being friends. But their talk turned 
into a confl ict about issues. As Claudia raised the subject of 
breeding their dog Sasha, they got into an argument in which 
many issues were triggered — projects around the home, their 
different styles of getting things done, and money. Perhaps some 
hidden issues were triggered as well. What had the potential 
of being a great talk as friends turned into a nasty argument as 
spouses. Worse, the next time they have an opportunity to talk 
as friends, they may be less likely to risk sharing for fear of confl ict 
erupting again. 

 One of the most painful things that can happen in a marriage 
is that this aspect of friendship, which should be precious and 
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pleasurable, becomes scary instead. When you start to feel that 
time with your partner is most often going to be a hassle or even 
painful, your relationship may be on the road to serious trouble. 

 A great many couples have told us they ’ re nervous when they ’ re 
together and even when just thinking about being together. When 
you sense that talking leads to fi ghting, you may end up just stop-
ping talking.

  [Your partner ’ s] beauty needs to be released, not extracted, and 

the only way to know how your lover responds is to listen 

carefully and behold their true nature. Love is the agency that 

allows us to do just that — to see into the interiors of our beloved 

and to cherish rather than judge what we observe. 

   — J anice  R. L       evine 

  PROTECTING FRIENDSHIP 

IN YOUR MARRIAGE 

 We ’ ve developed what couples fi nd to be very powerful ideas for 
protecting friendship. If you have a good friendship rolling along, 
these principles will help prevent you from losing that wonderful 
connection. If you ’ ve lost that friendship feeling, these ideas can 
help you regain it. 

  Make the Time 

 Although it ’ s great to be friends no matter what you ’ re doing, we 
think you can benefi t from setting time apart specifi cally for friend-
ship. Simply put, you must make the time happen because it won ’ t 
happen by itself. Most of us are way too busy to do things we don ’ t 
intentionally make time for. Sad but true. We let all the busy stuff 
of life crowd out friendship. 

 We mentioned how Geena and Pierre had preserved and deep-
ened their friendship over the forty years they ’ ve been married. 
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One of the things they ’ ve done to keep friendship alive is plan 
time to be alone together. They take long walks together and talk 
as they walk. They go out to dinner. They ’ d take weekend vaca-
tions from time to time, without the kids. They ’ ve always made 
the time, and it ’ s been paying off for over forty years. 

 If you are really serious in thinking that friendship is important, 
you need to plan time to be together as friends. That means giving 

priority to this aspect of your inti-
macy. Making time for friendship 
is one of the key investments you 
can make in your relationship. 
The problem we all face is that 
there is much less opportunity for 

quality time when there is little quantity time. You need to put 
some boundaries around all the other things you do in life to carve 
out time for friendship. But that ’ s not all you need to do to protect 
friendship.   

  Protect Your Friendship from Confl ict and Issues 

 The strategies for handling confl ict that we presented in the 
fi rst part of the book are powerful tools, but the two of you 
didn ’ t marry each other with the goal of having a great confl ict 
management partner. You do have to handle confl ict well, though, 
if you want to protect the more wonderful aspects of intimacy 
and connection in your marriage. That means setting time aside 
to deal with issues as issues, taking Time Outs when confl icts are 
intruding on times you set aside for friendship, and forgiving 
one another for problems in the past so that you nurture the 
trust, safety, and acceptance that friendship thrives on. Acting on 
all the material presented earlier in this book will make it much 
more likely that you ’ ll have a great friendship that can grow deeper 
over time. 

 You might be surprised how effective it can be for the two of 
you to agree that some times are  “ friend time ”  and are off - limits 

 Making time for friendship is 

one of the key investments you 

can make in your relationship. 



 Safe Harbor 227

for confl icts and issues. For example, you could decide that when-
ever you take a walk in your neighborhood, it ’ s automatically 
friend time. Or you could go out to dinner and agree that  “ this 
is friend time, tonight, OK? ”  Some couples benefi t from agreeing 
that unless they ’ ve decided otherwise, they are in friendship 
talk mode, not confl ict talk mode. By keeping issues in their place, 
you allow room for the deepening of friendship between the two 
of you.  

 You Need a Friend 
 One of the signifi cant changes in our work with couples since 
the publication of the fi rst edition of our book has been to 
make friendship a high priority. All three of us have increas-
ingly come to believe that the simple ideas in this chapter 
are the most powerful of all for keeping couples on the right 
path. If you can do what we ’ re suggesting, and keep doing it 
well, you ’ re likely to do very well in life together. 

 In our research, we have couples talk as friends as well as 
talk about areas of disagreement. One important fi nding to 
date is that couples who are happy over time are able to talk 
about things that friends talk about (telling funny stories 
about work, sharing tales about their children, and the like), 
whereas couples heading for problems allow relationship con-
fl icts to intrude on their friendship talks. 

 Most important, we have found in our workshops and 
clinical work that couples love the idea of being better friends 
and are able to start doing so immediately. Being a friend to 
your spouse is not a skill you have to learn as much as it is a 
part of your nature you need to protect and explore. People 
too often ignore or inhibit their natural friendship tenden-
cies. You can start changing that right now! 
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   The best thing we can do for our partners is to present them with a 

more evolved and interesting person with whom to be in relation. 

   — J ames  H ollis      

  Talk Like Friends 

 Now let ’ s move on to discuss how you can talk like good friends. 
We want to highlight a couple of points about how friends talk 
that can help you protect and enhance your relationship. 

  Don ’ t Try to Solve Problems 

 Most of the time, when you are with a friend, you don ’ t have to 
solve a problem. You may have a limited amount of time together, 
but there ’ s no pressure to get something done. When you feel 
pressed to solve a problem, it ’ s easy to cut off discussions that can 
bring you closer together. That ’ s why it ’ s so important not to talk 
about issues when you ’ re in friendship mode.  

  Share Good News 

 When you receive a good evaluation at work, when your kids get 
good grades, when your new recipe turns out just right, you need 
to call a friend and share the good news. That kind of friendship 
talk, when you just share the news of your life, is enriching. When 
the talk is mutual, you feel just as good listening to what your 
friends have to say.  

  Listen Like a Friend 

 Good friends listen with little defensiveness. You don ’ t have to 
worry so much about feelings getting hurt or whether your friend 
will be offended. That ’ s because a friend cares about what you 
think and feel, and relationship issues are rarely at stake. 

 Our friend and colleague Bill Coffi n of the U.S. Navy once 
noted,  “ A friend is someone who is glad to see you and doesn ’ t 
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have any immediate plans for your improvement. ”  When you ’ re 
talking as friends, you aren ’ t trying to change one another. You 
can both relax and just enjoy being together. Even when you 
let your hair down and talk about something really serious, you 
don ’ t want a friend to tell you what to do as much as you want 
him or her to listen to your heart. That ’ s something you can give 
to each other.  

  Offer Emotional Support 

 Talking to friends gives you an outlet that no other kind of talk 
provides. You can talk about your feelings, ideas, dreams, hopes, 
and goals, without fear of contradiction or confl ict. You know your 
friends will listen, help you fi gure out how to reach your goals, and 
help you to the best of their abilities. When your partner can be 
that kind of friend, your relationship is all the stronger. (We will 
expand on our thoughts on emotional and fi ve other types of 
support in the next chapter.) 

 S 
 Unlike dealing with confl ict and negative emotions, friendship 
comes naturally, and you have to protect and preserve it in order 
to keep your marriage strong. We can ’ t think of anything of greater 
importance for the long - term health of your marriage than for you 
to stay friends.   

  Talking Points 

    1.     Friendship is at the core of long - lasting, happy marriages.  

  2.     Friendship needs to be nurtured: make the time to share inti-
mate friendship talk, and protect that time from confl ict.  

  3.     Enhancing friendship in your marriage is an investment 
that will pay off over time in happiness and relationship 
satisfaction.                
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    EXERCISES 

    Plan some time for these exercises. Have fun, relax, and enjoy your 
friendship.  

  Friendship Talks 

 The idea behind friendship time is to have quiet, uninterrupted 
periods to just be together and talk as friends. You probably have 
lots of ideas for what to talk about during these special moments, 
but you can also use the following suggestions can get things under 
way. Just remember to avoid all confl ict issues and problem solving. 
If something in the conversation triggers an issue, let it bounce off 
you or call a Time Out, but do your part to protect and preserve 
your time for positive connections. We encourage you to 

   •      Talk about something you are excited about right 
now.     This might be a book you are reading, a play you saw, 
or an idea you have.  

   •      Talk about an event or something important from your 
childhood.     It might be a topic you ’ ve been thinking about 
or something you ’ d just like to share. You can reveal some-
thing about your family, schooling, friends — whatever jumps 
to mind.  

   •      Discuss a current goal or something you ’ ve always dreamed 
of doing or being.     Or talk about something personal you 
may not have felt safe enough to talk about before.  

   •      Talk about something you ’ re involved in or interested in 
now.     It might be a project at work, a book you ’ re reading, 
new music you just heard, a newspaper article, your hobby, 
a movie, or a club you ’ re thinking of joining.  

   •      Express your views on current events.     You could discuss 
how your favorite team is doing, the local or national politi-
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cal scene, the state of education, the party you ’ re going to 
this weekend, a new store that ’ s coming to your neighbor-
hood — anything that ’ s going on around town or somewhere 
in the world.     

  Talking About Friendship 

 Schedule some time to talk safely and respectfully about friendship 
in your marriage. Use the Speaker Listener Technique if you need 
it. Focus on why you want to protect the friendship in your rela-
tionship, talk about the ground rule for protecting the great things 
in your life from confl ict, and make plans for friendship time, 
including pulling out your planners and blocking out the time.  

  Personal Interviews 

 Another enjoyable way to spend time together is to take turns 
interviewing each other. Ask your partner about his or her life —
 earliest memories, funny incidents, favorite pets, family traditions 
or vacations, the fi rst time driving a car, what he or she wanted to 
be as a grownup, early playmates, teenage fears, things that annoy 
him or her now, all - time favorite movies — anything that shows 
your partner ’ s personal side. 

 Good interviewers draw out their interviewee by asking ques-
tions that can ’ t be answered with a yes or a no. They also seek to 
understand the person, and listen to his or her responses with a 
generous and sensitive ear. By interviewing each other, you and 
your partner can have a great time together discovering new things 
about one another.  



  10 

Being There 
 Supporting One Another in Life        

     When your partner is upset about something going on in his 
or her life, how do you handle it? How do you provide the 

support that your partner needs at these important times? 
 When  you  are distressed, upset, or concerned about something 

going on in your life, how does your partner react? How does your 
partner respond? 

 We ’ ll examine these key questions in this chapter, which 
focuses on how the two of you can be there for each other when 
challenges and the cares of life confront either of you. This chapter 
is entirely new for this edition of  Fighting  for  Your Marriage . When 
we were considering what would be most important to emphasize 
in this new work, we knew this is it: couples supporting each other 
in meaningful ways in life. 

 Our focus in this chapter is not on fi nancial support but on 
emotional support and connection — how you react when your 
partner is upset or worried or stressed and there is no issue of 
confl ict between the two of you. Whereas in Chapter  Thirteen  we 
discuss the connections you have and the support you receive as a 
couple from others in your lives, here we are looking at just the 
two of you. 

232
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 In Chapter  Nine  we talked about the importance of friendship 
in your relationship and focused on talking as friends — talking 
about things you are excited about, your deepest feelings, your 
dreams, what is going on in your life, where you have been, where 
you are going. Here we focus on how your partner responds when 
you are distressed about something in your personal life (not about 
your relationship) and how you respond when your partner is dis-
tressed. The need to be able to give and receive support is such a 
critical part of life that we wanted to devote a whole chapter to 
it. In both friendship talk and what we call support talk, it is very 
important not to slide into talk about relationship problems. When 
you are in the mode of dealing with differences and issues, you are 
unlikely to do a great job of being emotionally supportive of each 
other.  

  ADVANCES IN THE FIELD 

 The topic of social support in relationships has been one of the 
major areas of advance in couples research in the last decade or 
so. Such researchers as Lauri Pasch of the University of California, 
San Francisco and Tom Bradbury from UCLA; Carolyn Cutrona 
from Iowa State; and Guy Bondenmann from the University of 
Zurich have been leading the fi eld forward. For a long time, experts 
have known that social support from a partner is related to per-
sonal well - being, especially in the face of stress. Being able to 
support each other emotionally when there are personal challenges 
reduces the degree to which things like the Communication 
Danger Signs damage a marriage. Support is valuable for preserving 
all of what ’ s best in your relationship. 

 Researchers have also discovered that  believing support is avail-
able to you  is even more important than the support you actually 
use. For example, many of us have a good friend with whom we 
talk, text, or e - mail only from time to time, but who we know is 
there for us 24/7.
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  Although there is some mystery about whom we fall in love with, 

there is less mystery in what makes for a successful, rewarding 

relationship. . . . Two of the key elements . . . are a  safe  haven and 

a  secure base . 

  — W yndol  F urman    

 Dr. Furman, our colleague at the University of Denver, has 
found in his research that support is critical to your relationship ’ s 
being a safe haven for you and providing a sense of safety and 
security. He advises that you should not make a commitment 
to a relationship unless you have been through a tough time per-
sonally and your partner has been supportive to you in a way that 
works for you. Of course, if you are reading this book, you are 
beyond the picking stage and into the sticking stage. Even if 
this has not been an area where the two of you excel, you can 
learn how to support each other, and it ’ s one of the best things 
you can do for your marriage if you do. Like everything else in this 
book, being supportive takes some thought, commitment, and 
follow - through.  

  WHAT IS SUPPORT? 

 The common, everyday use of the word  support  is revealing. When 
we think about support in general, we think of keeping things like 
buildings and ships upright or afl oat. In relationships, during trou-
bled times or on an upsetting day, we sometimes think in terms of 
wanting to keep ourselves afl oat, moving forward, not sinking. 
Here, we ’ re talking about one partner helping the other get through 
a tough time or handle an upset or just know there is support 
beyond the self. 

 Think about physical supports that you can see in everyday life. 
In Europe, there are lots of old windmills. If you look around the 
back of any of them, you will fi nd two very large poles that are 
supporting the structure from behind. Those poles  “ have the 
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windmill ’ s back, ”  no matter how strongly the wind is blowing. 
Similarly, when you look at a person, you may only see her stand-
ing up to the pressures of life and not see the person behind her 
supporting her in what she is doing. Someone ’ s got her back.  

  WHAT UPSETS OR WORRIES YOU? 

 Think about the things that you know your partner is concerned 
about right now — things that are on his or her mind that are 
causing worry, stress, or concern. Now consider the upsetting or 
troubling things that are on your mind. Researchers have shown 
that some of the things that concern us are what are called stressful 
life events, such as losing a job, having a child, the death of a rela-
tive, and so on. For the purposes of our discussion, we also include 
more common upsetting events and situations: 

   •      Concerns about a child (for example, illness, child care)  

   •      Job loss, problems at work  

   •      Medical concerns  

   •      Problems with family and friends  

   •      Aging parents  

   •      Losing something you care about (for example, your iPod)  

   •      Getting into an argument with a service agency (cell phone 
company, Internet provider, credit card company)    

 Researchers use the word  coping  to describe what we do to deal 
with these upsetting events, and have found that both getting 
support from your partner and having the confi dence that you can 
get that support if you need it are excellent ways of coping.  

  TYPES OF SUPPORT 

 Unless you are living an unusually charmed life, you and your 
partner both experience stress, crises, illness, and other upsetting 
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life events. Some are big and some are small, but no matter what, 
there are often times when you are unable to be happily carefree. 
We want you to be able to be your best for each other when one 
or both of you are not free of care. 

 There is a huge amount of literature on stress and coping in 
the psychological fi eld. For our purposes in this book, we can boil 
it down to three key fi ndings. First, stress of many types can harm 
your relationship by leading to more negativity between the two 

of you. Surely you have noticed 
this. One or both of you are under 
some stress, or something diffi cult 
is going on, and you get more 
snippy, snappy, and snarky with 
each other. That ’ s not fun, and it 
damages your closeness. Second, 

one of the most important mechanisms for coping with stress in 
life is a supportive, loving mate. Third, as we ’ ve mentioned, feeling 
confi dent that you can get the support you need and want is just 
as important as receiving that support. Knowing that support is 
available, even if you do not use it all the time, is powerful.  

 So how does the good stuff happen? Support is a many - 
splendored thing. There are a variety of ways that you and your 
partner can support each other, which brings us to one of the most 
important points of this chapter: what works best for one person 
is not necessarily what works best for another. When you want to 
be helpful, you are likely to offer the type of support that works 
best for  you , but it ’ s especially important to learn about, pay atten-
tion to, and act on what is supportive to your partner (and vice 
versa). 

 Closely related to this point, the type of support you typically 
may need may not be the type of support your partner is best at 
giving. So even though your partner is trying to be supportive, you 
may not sense that support. Diffi cult situations can sometimes 
become worse when your partner is not there when you want him 

 Feeling confi dent that you can 

get the support you need and 

want is just as important as 

receiving that support. 
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or her to be. Partners may also become upset when they feel that 
they are trying to help, but fi nd that the more they try, the worse 
things get. But through it all, try to notice when and how your 
partner is attempting to give you support, even when it ’ s not what 
you might want or need most. We want you each to learn how to 
give more support to each other — support of the right type at the 
right time in the right way. It will also help, however, to recognize 
and be thankful for what your partner tries to do for you — which 
can be harder than usual to do when you are the one who is stressed 
and anxious. 

 Drawing on the classic work of Robert R. Weiss of Harvard and 
others, we focus on six major types support or help that you need 
from, and can give to, your partner. Whereas most support studies 
focus on support from all sources, here we focus on support given 
and received in relationships. As you read the next sections, think 
about what your partner needs and what you give, and what you 
need and what your partner gives. You also may want to go to the 
exercises at the end of the chapter, where you can identify what 
types of support are in play in your relationship. 

  Being There 

   The night my father died it was hot and humid. It was the sort of 

night that would have been diffi cult to sleep anyway. . . . I felt a 

sadness so intense it hurt. Barbara curled up next to me on the sofa. 

She stroked me gently on the back and neck — the way she has 

countless times when I am tense or tired, except the touch was 

so gentle this time. I talked a little, but not much. Eventually 

a fi tful sleep came. In the dark hours of that evening I was not alone. 

I was loved. 

  — K im  H alford    

 Being there for someone means being physically available, 
whether in person or by e - mail, text message, or phone. Given the 
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increased use of social interaction technology, today there are even 
more ways of being there for each other. Being there opens up the 
doors for other kinds of support. Being there also invokes a sense 
of commitment, in that you and your partner are demonstrating 
that you can count on each other for the long term. Although 
being there implies being in the moment, it also implies a series 
of moments over time, which blossom into seasons of the year and 
decades of a lifetime of love. 

 Here are some ways to be there for your partner: 

   •      Saying  “ I am here for you, ”  and meaning it  

   •      Being around (not talking is fi ne)  

   •      Saying  “ Call, Skype, e - mail, text me any time, ”  and responding 
if called upon  

   •      Holding your partner  

   •      Sending a card  

   •      Leaving a note     

  Doing 

 Many people provide a lot of support for their partner and their 
marriage by  doing  things. Some people feel strongly that working 
for income is a big part of what they do to support their mate and 
family. And it is. People also believe that what they do around the 
home is a big part of their support of partner and family. We think 
that too many people take for granted what their partner does in 
terms of making money or doing things to take care of the home 
and family. These are surely very important types of support, and 
everyone should work at noticing and being thankful for these 
contributions. However, such actions are not our focus in this 
chapter. In fact, your awareness of how much of that type of 
support you give could keep you from thinking about and working 
at the type of support we ’ re looking at here. 
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 What types of doing are supportive when one partner is dealing 
with the tough stuff of life? Mostly, little (or big) thoughtful things 
that take the load off the struggling partner. Martha and Bill are 
at the time of life when their parents ’  age and health have become 
a source of stress. Martha ’ s father was diagnosed with stomach 
cancer, which added to his already growing list of health problems. 
Martha started going over to her parents ’  home to help them 
several times a week, where before she had been visiting a few 
times a month. Bill stepped up and picked up the slack on the 
family tasks that Martha normally did but was having trouble 
getting to or fi nishing. For example, Martha normally was the one 
to pay the bills, but when Bill asked what more he could do, she 
said she ’ d really appreciate it if he ’ d start going through the mail 
and making sure bills were being paid. This simple action took 
pressure off of her in a way that felt really good to both of them. 
There were a number of things like this that he was glad to do and 
that made a difference. She could see he was not going to leave 
her alone with the extra pressure she was feeling, and he felt good 
doing things that he knew were relieving that pressure. 

 Here are some examples of the kinds of tasks that one partner 
can do to support the other when challenging times arise: 

   •      Do housework  

   •      Pick up the kids  

   •      Make dinner  

   •      Call for airline tickets  

   •      Search online for something  

   •      Assess what the other normally does during the day, and take 
on one of those tasks     

  Giving Encouragement 

 In  “ Take Me out to the Ball Game, ”  the classic baseball song sung 
during the home team ’ s half of the seventh inning, one of the 



240 FIGHTING FOR YOUR MARRIAGE

rousing lines is  “ Root, root, root for the home team. ”  By  encourag-
ing , we mean rooting for your partner and rooting for your 
relationship. 

 For example, when your partner is getting ready for an impor-
tant job interview or talk, you can say,  “ You can do it ”  and  “ I have 
faith in you. ”  This is rooting for your partner. When things are 
tough between the two of you, you can say,  “ We will get through 
this; we are a great team; we can do it. ”  This is rooting for your 
relationship. 

 Here are some ways to encourage your partner: 

   •      Sending an e - mail, text, card, or note saying,  

   “ You can do it. ”   

   “ Things will be fi ne. ”   

   “ We can work it out. ”   

   “ Keep it up! ”   

   “ You ’ re the best. ”   

   “ I believe in you. ”     

   •      Cheering him or her on (or just being there) during important 
family or professional events   

  In a successful relationship, your partner encourages you to 

develop your interests and talents. . . . [Y]our partner is your 

number - one fan. 

  — W yndol  F urman     

  Giving 

 One of the major confl icts in relationships revolves around giving 
as a source of support. Have you ever given your partner some great 
advice, opinions, or solutions, and have it all backfi re? One of the 
ways partners try to be supportive is to give advice. Most of us have 
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great advice to give. However, when your partner is looking for 
another form of support (or none at all), advice giving can come 
across more negatively than you intend. Wanting to give solutions 
as a form of support is similar to wanting to solve relationship 
problems quickly, as we talked about earlier in this book. 

 A major form of giving as a source of support is giving gifts of 
one sort or another — for example, giving someone fl owers when 
he or she is sick. However, some partners wind up giving gifts 
instead of  giving of themselves  in ways that are meaningful to their 
spouse. Mitch was traveling a lot for his work and missed two plays 
that were part of his and Tish ’ s season ticket series. After the 
second missed play, he came back with a diamond necklace that, 
though exquisite, did not help meet Tish ’ s desire to have him there 
not only for the plays but for her and their family. 

 Think about how many times during the year — for birthdays, 
anniversaries, and holidays — we are expected to give gifts to each 
other. In general, giving out of a sense of obligation or as mandated 
by the calendar is not as rewarding as giving from the heart. You 
can overcome this external pressure to a degree by, for example, 
being romantic not only on Valentine ’ s Day but at least once a 
week if not every day. More generally, to reduce confl ict around 
this area, partners need to share their expectations about gift 
giving. For some, giving a gift is a way of giving support. For others, 
giving a gift is a way of showing love. 

 Perhaps the best form of giving, one that is the easiest to give 
but often overlooked, is giving praise and appreciation. In Chapter 
 Seven , we introduced you to the XYZ statement as a way to express 
a concern or complaint to your partner; we also suggested that you 
decide to use XYZ statements to express your appreciation for the 
great things your partner does. We strongly encourage you to fre-
quently use XYZ statements as a way to give support to your 
partner. Here are some examples:  “ When I came home and you 
gave me a hug, I felt loved ” ;  “ When I read your article while I was 
on the train into work this morning, I was so proud of you ” ;  “ When 
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I saw you working with Marie on her homework earlier tonight, I 
felt so appreciative of what a great mother you are. ”  

 One of the major themes of our book is the importance of 
counteracting the tendency for the negatives to overpower the 
positives. This often happens when your partner is trying to make 
changes in his or her life. You can support these changes by giving 
appreciation. How can you support your partner ’ s change efforts? 

 Bertha, thirty - six, and Hector, twenty - four, were struggling 
with her supporting his change efforts. Bertha was earning a good 
income as an accountant; Hector was taking college courses over 
the Internet and working in a department store. Bertha felt that 
she was doing a lot for the relationship by  “ bringing home the 
bacon, ”  as she put it. Hector did not place a lot of value on that 
kind of support and wanted Bertha to do things with him. 

 Hector was dealing with some issues around taking painkillers; 
he was working in individual therapy on cutting down his usage 
and eventually stopping. He said that instead of giving him what 
he called  “ pats on the back ”  (encouragement) for his efforts, Bertha 
said things like,  “ It ’ s about time you did something about your 
problem. It ’ s had such a negative impact on our marriage. ”  From 
her side, Bertha said,  “ Why should I pat you on the back for stop-
ping something that you shouldn ’ t have been doing in the fi rst 
place? ”  So instead of receiving support or validation, Hector is 
feeling invalidated for his efforts. Most of us can live without the 
pats on the back, but when we are receiving negatives when we 
least expect them or when we feel we least deserve them, that ’ s 
one of the most diffi cult situations to deal with in relationships 
and maybe life itself. 

 We taught Hector and Bertha the Speaker Listener Technique 
to counteract the danger signs (it ’ s hard to be simultaneously sup-
portive and angry) and did a lot of coaching to make sure they fi rst 
had the skills and then were able to move into talking about 
support. Then we actively helped them make support count: for 
Hector, this meant expressing appreciation for all the work Bertha 
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did outside (and inside) the home; Bertha learned to express appre-
ciation for his upping his earning potential, working outside the 
home, and working on his individual issues. 

 To support your partner and your relationship, you can give 

   •      Praise, appreciation, or compliments  

   •      Your time — which is also part of being there  

   •      Small tokens of love  

   •      Gifts, large or small, at any time, including gifts that meet a 
need or desire of your partner  

   •      Advice or opinions (though these are best given only when 
asked for)     

  Talking and Listening 

 Some experts suggest that emotional support is the most important 
form of support in terms of the benefi ts received, and that talking 
and touching (which we discuss in the next section) are the two 
most important forms of emotional support. 

 Jason is married to Cathy. She feels unsupported by him, but 
from Jason ’ s point of view, he ’ s doing all he can do by working 
over sixty hours a week just to stay on top of their bills. Cathy also 
works outside the home, though not for as many hours, and she 
does most of the housework. Both feel exhausted and do not feel 
that they can do another thing. However, Jason is less aware than 
Cathy that there is something more that he could do that would 
make a real difference to her. What more can he do to do his part? 
First of all, he can ask how he can be more supportive in other 
ways besides doing the  “ breadwinning thing. ”  Although Cathy 
may well wish that he ’ d take responsibility for more of the chores 
around the house, what would have the greatest impact on her 
would be for him to take some steps to give her more emotional 
support in life. 
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 Jason was brave enough to ask Cathy what he could do to help 
her feel more supported in the things that weigh her down in life. 
When he did this, she told him that it would be great if he ’ d call 
her from time to time during the day and ask her how her day was 
going. This would help her know that he was thinking of her and 
that he cared. She explained to him that, very often, what would 
mean the most to her was just having him listen to her about what 
was on her mind, especially when she was upset or anxious about 
something. 

 Cathy and Jason also decided to increase the positive apprecia-
tions they expressed to each other. He explained to her that it 
would feel especially good to him to be reminded a little more 
often that she noticed and appreciated how hard he was working 
to support their lifestyle. By focusing on how each partner could 
be more supportive of the other, this couple was able to bring about 
some powerful changes in their marriage. 

 We have talked a lot about listening in this book. Listening is 
one of the key ways for the two of you to handle relationship 
problems. Here we are talking about listening to your partner when 
he or she is upset or feeling stressed. 

 Although paraphrasing helps show that you are listening, we 
are not suggesting or expecting that you paraphrase every time your 
partner expresses a thought or feeling (though we do have couples 
practice the Speaker Listener Technique by talking to each other 
about something each partner is upset or concerned about). 

 We are also not talking about listening so that you can give 
your partner advice. As we noted when talking about giving, giving 
unsolicited advice (albeit with the best of intentions) when your 
partner expresses a concern or a problem is likely to cause more 
diffi culty than it solves. Psychologist William Shulz characterized 
someone who gives unasked - for psychological insights (that may 
or may not be accurate) as a  psychopest . When you ’ re being a psy-
chopest, you ’ re not being a supporter, because what your partner 
wants is for you to listen without judging and giving input, no 
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matter how well intended. Even coauthor Howard ’ s fi rst clinical 
supervisor, Dr. Leon Levy, taught Howard to listen fi rst and provide 
insights or interpretations only at a time when the client is ready 
and wants to hear them. 

 The good news is that the advice problem is an easy one to deal 
with. Your partner can share a fi lter (Chapter Four) at the start 
and say,  “ Honey, this is one of those times that I just want you to 
listen. ”  Or, if your partner does want advice, he or she can also tell 
you that. You can ask,  “ Is this one of the times when you want me 
to listen, or do you want some advice? ”  If one or both of you 
becomes aware that a conversation intended to be supportive starts 
going off track, you can call a Pause and fi gure out if there is a 
 “ listen - advise confl ict ”  going on and then get back on track. 

 Here are ways to listen supportively: 

   •      If your partner asks to talk, make the time.  

   •      If your partner seems upset but does not say anything or indicate 
that he or she would like to talk, nicely say something like  “ It 
seems to me that you are upset; would you like to talk? ”  Avoid 
saying,  “ You ’ re upset — what ’ s wrong? ”  In other words, offer the 
opportunity to talk safely, rather than pushing your partner to 
talk. (The exception would be if your partner is experiencing 
high levels of psychological distress or is being harmful to self 
or others. At that point, pushing is likely needed, as well as 
seeking outside professional help — see Getting More Help the 
end of the book.)  

   •      Focus on your partner.  

   •      Pay attention; do not multitask.  

   •      Touch your partner while listening.  

   •      Let your partner know you are listening, especially if you are 
not face to face, by saying things like  “ Uh - huh. ”   

   •      Do not interrupt.  

   •      Make sure your partner feels understood.     
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  Touching 

 A long time ago, the Beatles broke into the world ’ s view with a 
simple song that proclaimed,  “ I wanna hold your hand. ”  Holding 
hands and giving a hug are two of the most powerful but simple 
ways of being supportive and loving. These loving acts often come 
naturally, but at times, in even the best of relationships, partners 
sometimes have to remind themselves to reach out to their loved 
ones in physical ways when they are upset. When your relationship 
is not going well, touching may feel particularly less natural — but 
perhaps it ’ s even more important at those times. In a set of classic 
studies many years ago, Harry Harlow and his colleagues at the 
University of Wisconsin demonstrated the importance of touch to 
living and thriving. These researchers showed that without touch, 
monkeys developed serious problems and in some cases even died. 
Everyone recognized that what was true for Harlow ’ s monkeys was 
especially true for humans. We need to be connected, and one of 
the most fundamental ways to know that we are is to touch and 
be touched. Touch is vital for our personal survival as well as for 
our relationships.    

 It ’ s Personal and It ’ s Chemical! 
 Unless you ’ ve been living on an island somewhere, you are 
likely aware that there is chemistry behind almost everything 
you feel. Stress and worry are also very chemical. That doesn ’ t 
mean that chemicals cause everything, but what it means is 
that if you are worried or anxious or stressed, there is some-
thing chemical going on in addition to what you are aware 
of feeling. A team of researchers headed up by Karen Grewen 
at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill was inter-
ested in looking at how  “ warm partner contact ”  affected 
various chemicals of connection and comfort. 
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 We sometimes recommend that couples hold hands, even when 
talking about problems, as a way of saying to each other,  “ We may 
disagree and we are going though some hard times, but we are still 
a team and there for each other. ”  

 It is now widely understood that the chemical oxytocin 
is fundamental to feelings of attachment. It ’ s a chemical 
famous for fl ooding a woman ’ s body at the time of birth, 
which helps in both managing stress and boosting rapid 
attachment between mother and child. Although women 
have more oxytocin than men and may be more affected by 
it, men have it too. Physical contact, including and especially 
sex, causes a lot of oxytocin to be released in the bodies of 
both women and men. People also call oxytocin the cuddle 
hormone. 

 What Grewen and colleagues were interested in studying 
was how warm contact between two partners would affect 
oxytocin levels, blood pressure, and other indicators of relax-
ation at the chemical level. What they did was have couples 
come into their labs and go through a series of steps designed 
to boost these very positive chemical reactions. The research-
ers had the couples hold hands (if they were comfortable 
doing so), talk about a time that they felt very close, watch 
a bit of a romantic video they had previously seen, and hug. 
What they found was that these simple activities led to sig-
nifi cant increases in the blood levels of oxytocin and other 
stress - reducing chemicals. 

 What does this research mean for you? Holding hands, 
hugging, sitting close together — really simple stuff — can 
make a big difference in your sense of connection and your 
bodies ’  abilities to fi ght stress. When times are tough, the 
tough get hugging. 
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 For example, Lars and Nancy were going through a tough time. 
They had just had their third child and were fi ghting about taking 
the kids from place to place and dealing with other household 
tasks. Although they told us they really loved each other, they said 
they had no time for doing anything fun and were feeling very 
disconnected. They had recently moved to Florida from Minne-
sota, and thus had no family support in their new town and were 
not used to warm - weather activities. 

 During their Speaker Listener discussions about household 
tasks and about increasing fun, we asked them to hold hands to 
build on the love they said they had and as a symbolic way to 
bridge the distance between them. Spontaneously they also started 
hugging each other at the end of their talks (as well as at other 
times). Soon they were taking walks in the warm glow of the 
setting sun, and the whole family was enjoying swimming lessons. 
They also worked out a game plan for handling the household tasks 
and decided to work on not getting upset when things were not 
done perfectly. 

 By holding hands as they talked and hugging afterward, Lars 
and Nancy were nonverbally telling each other something very 
important:  “ We can disagree and argue, but we will not allow these 
tensions to crack the foundation of our relationship and threaten 
our long - term vision of our future together. We love each other 
and are there for each other no matter what! ”  

 Try this in your own relationship — it can really make a 
difference. 

 Here are some ways to touch supportively: 

   •      Give a hug.  

   •      Hold hands.  

   •      Gently massage.  

   •      Sit next to each other.  

   •      Put your hand on your partner ’ s arm or leg, in a comforting way.  
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   •      Stroke your partner ’ s foot with your foot.  

   •      Have your partner lean on you.  

   •      Have your partner rest his or her head on your shoulder.  

   •      Have your partner lie in your lap.      

  ENHANCING SUPPORT 

 When thinking of helping you be more supportive and getting the 
support you need, we are reminded of Dorothy in the fi lm  The 
Wizard of Oz  (not the play  Wicked ). She spent her entire time in 
Oz focused on wanting to go home. As she traveled to see the wizard 
who she believed had the power to make her wish come true, she 
met  “ people ”  whom she befriended; over the course of her adven-
ture, these new friends provided all the six types of support we have 
talked about in this chapter. (Quiz: watch the movie and identify 
each of the six types of support.) The story shows us that one of 
the best ways to get support is to be supportive. Dorothy had the 
ability to leave Oz at any time to go home (by clicking her ruby 
slippers together), but she didn ’ t know it. It ’ s often the same in our 
relationships: we have the power to give support to our partners, 
but do not know that we have the power. Like Dorothy, you have 
the power to do your part to be more supportive in ways that matter 
to both you and your partner, and you may not know it. You have 
the power to ask what your partner wants; the power to push your-
self to ask what you can do for your partner; the power to be there, 
to encourage, to listen, to help, to touch, and to give. 

 Like the other positive pillars of PREP and of a healthy rela-
tionship, support needs to be nurtured and to be made a priority. 
Here are some ways to enhance support in your relationship. 

  Make the Time for Being Supportive 

 If you know your partner is going through a tough time, make a 
point of periodically checking in. You can do this through an 
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e - mail or text message, or simply by asking how your partner is 
doing or if he or she wants to talk. In other words, look for times 
to support your partner. It might seem paradoxical, but the most 
effective ways of being supportive don ’ t really take that much time. 
They do take thoughtfulness and action, though. You can do this.  

  Be Open to and Appreciative of Your Partner ’ s 
Supportive Acts 

 There may be times when you need support and your partner tries 
to offer it to you, but does so in a different way than you need at 
that time. Make every effort to express appreciation for his or her 
support, and gently ask for a different type. Here ’ s an example:

  L iz :    (feeling upset about learning that her friend ’ s boyfriend broke up 
with her)  I am so worried about Hana and how she is going to 
handle this; she really thought Irv was  “ the one. ”  I can see how 
much she is hurting. 

 M att :   Things will be better this way; he was just not that into 
her. Plus, I never felt really comfortable around him. Maybe she 
should call that guy she knows, who used to play for the Rockies; 
he seemed to like Hana a lot, and I enjoyed those free tickets. 
 (a form of giving advice)  

 L iz :   I know you ’ re trying to be supportive, Matt, but I am very 
concerned about Hana and just want to talk to you. Would it 
be OK if you just listened to me now? 

 M att :   Oh. OK, so what happened with Hana and Irv?    

  Protect the Time from Confl ict 

 As is true of the other ways of enhancing positive connections and 
making the positive aspects of your relationship a priority, it is very 
important not to slide into talking about relationship problems 
when the intention is to be supportive. When one of you needs 
support, the last thing that you want as a couple is to have confl ict 
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drive the two of you apart. A little awareness and discipline can 
help you be protective of those times when one of you is needing 
support and the other is trying to give it. Because they are, by defi -
nition, times when one of you is stirred up about something, you 
need to be careful, because it ’ s just too easy for some event to 
trigger an issue. If a problem comes up during a support - related 
conversation or interaction, decide to Pause and talk about it 
safely, call a Time Out and talk about the issue later, or let the 
event bounce off you. Then make the decision and have the aware-
ness to continue to move closer and do what you can to support 
your partner.  

  Make Support Count 

 Make every effort to make supportive interactions count, and do 
not let the times you feel that your partner does not come through 
for you overwhelm the times he or she does. Keep it in mind to 
fi ght the power of the negatives — the tendency for the negatives 
to count more than the positives in your relationship. Make sure 
you regularly give positive appreciations for your partner ’ s sup-
portive acts. 

 S 
 To close this chapter, we offer an example of how one partner 
provided all six types of support in one brief interaction. 

 On a recent trip, Joel realized that he had misplaced his credit 
card. It was the third time this had happened in the past month, 
and Joel was upset at himself. When he went to Jill to tell her what 
happened, she saw the look on his face and asked if he was OK. 
He told her about the missing card; she said she was sorry, and 
they brainstormed about where it could be. They fi gured out that 
it was probably at the restaurant at which they had had dinner, 
and Joel said he would go there. 

 Jill called the restaurant to fi nd out how late it was open 
(doing) and offered to go with Joel (being there). As they walked, 
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she held his hand (touching), and he told her how frustrated he 
was with the emerging pattern of his losing things. Jill listened 
(talking and listening), and Joel said he needed a plan to deal with 
this problem. Jill then gently offered some advice that Joel could 
use in the future to be less forgetful (giving), which he could apply 
to other things he typically lost. Jill told Joel,  “ You can do this! ”  
(giving encouragement). And, by the way, they did fi nd the card 
at the restaurant.  

  Talking Points 

    1.     Friendship talk is about the vast variety of things you are 
excited about; support talk is what you give to your partner 
when he or she is upset.  

  2.     Perceived support is just as important as actual support, if not 
more important.  

  3.     There are six types of support: being there, doing, encouraging, 
giving, talking and listening, and touching.  

  4.     It ’ s important to be aware that the support you typically 
give may not be the support your partner needs (and vice 
versa).                

    EXERCISES 

  What Type of Support Do You Want? 

 Take out a piece of paper and write down each type of support. 
Then rate on a scale of 0 to 10 (with 0 being never and 10 being 
all the time) how often you typically need or desire each type of 
support when you are upset. Then do the same thing in terms of 
the type of support you typically provide when your partner is 
upset. Compare notes. 

 Next, write down your answers to the following questions and 
then share your answers with your partner. 
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   •      How do you let each other know you need support?  

   •      What kinds of touch help, if any (hugging, holding hands, 
massage)?  

   •      How do you let each other know that you need the other 
person just to listen?  

   •      How can you tell when your partner is supporting you?     

  Practicing Support Talk 

 Have one of you pick a topic that he or she is concerned or upset 
about and that doesn ’ t have to do with your relationship (so 
talking about being upset with your partner does not work here). 
Some examples: worries that your mom is losing her memory, 
concerns about the environment, concerns about a decision the 
city council made, concerns about an issue at work. This person 
talks, and the other listens. This is not a relationship talk, though 
you might start talking about a personal concern and fi nd that it 
quickly becomes a relationship concern; if this happens, Pause and 
refocus on support talk. Nor is this friendship talk — which really 
is a way of talking about fun things and a way of enhancing inti-
macy — though certainly talking about concerns in a way that is 
genuine and that helps you and your partner feel listened to and 
understood is one of the roads toward restoring, protecting, and 
enhancing intimacy. While talking, it is great if you reach out 
and touch your partner to convey your support in another manner 
besides listening.  

  Making the Positives Count 

 One of the major messages in this chapter is that it is very impor-
tant to reach out to your partner in ways that matter to him or 
her. Increasing the positives you communicate to your partner will 
go a long way toward increasing the overall support shared in your 
relationship and toward balancing out the negatives when they 
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happen (and they will). Essentially you are deciding to make 
deposits to your relationship bank account and to invest in your 
relationship. So we strongly suggest that you make every effort 
every day to express at least one positive appreciation to your 
partner. You can use an XYZ statement ( “ When you send me a 
text and say you love me, I feel so happy ” ) or not; the point is to 
make sure you do it. Also, at least once a day express your love for 
your partner by doing or saying something positive. If you ’ re already 
doing this, great — keep up the good work and try to be creative. 
For this exercise, write down at least seven things you can do 
and seven things you can say to your partner in the next week. 
Then please do them. You can repeat this activity every week —
 have fun!  



  11 

Playing Together 
 How to Succeed in Fun Without 

Really Trying        

     When was the last time the two of you went out on a date? 
For too many couples, the answer is,  “ way too long ago. ”  

Fun plays a vital role in the health of a marriage, yet many couples 
put having fun together on the back burner of their relationship. 
Surely there are many things we all need to do in life, whether fun 
or not, but in our hurried, fast - paced world, people give too little 
notice to fun in their lives and sometimes even less in their 
marriage. 

 To be honest, we were guilty of this mistake in the early ver-
sions of PREP. Years ago, fun was a very small part of our emphasis. 
Although it may seem obvious that fun is important, until recently 
most relationship research and books for couples widely ignored 
the role of fun. Not anymore — not in our research, our books, or 
our workshops. We now know that the more that fun and friend-
ship are a part of your lives together, the happier you will be in 
your marriage, both now and in the future. In each edition of our 
books, we expand our focus on fun and friendship. 

 Considering the lighthearted nature of the topic, we want to 
make a serious point: you need to know how to have fun together. 
If you already know how, and are actually having fun, you need to 
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keep at it. It ’ s very important. In our national telephone survey, 
people responded to more than fi fty questions on all aspects of their 
relationships — questions looking at satisfaction, commitment, 
communication, sex, and just about anything else you can think 
of, including,  “ When is the last time you went out on a date? ”  (We 
will share this specifi c surprising fi nding later, so be patient!) 
Among all these variables, we were very surprised to fi nd that the 
amount of fun partners had together emerged as a key factor in 
predicting their overall marital happiness. The message: part of 
having a great relationship is having fun together.  

  BARRIERS TO FUN 

 When we interview couples planning marriage, we learn that most 
of them have tons of fun early in their relationships. But for too 
many, fun fi zzles out as time goes on. Here are some of the most 
common reasons we hear from couples for why this happens. 

  We ’ re Too Busy 

 Couples often stop making the time for fun in their busy lives. 
Early in relationships, people tend to put a high priority on going 
to the movies, window shopping, walking hand in hand, going 
bowling, going out dancing, having dinner out, attending the 
theater, or just hanging out at home and renting a movie. 

 That ’ s the way it was for Miguel, twenty - eight, and Lucy, thirty. 
They ’ d spend many Saturdays together at the beach swimming and 
talking and lying in the sun. They would also take long walks in 
the sand and talk about their future together. When they got 
married, they continued to go to the beach, but less frequently. A 
few years later they had their fi rst child, were investing time in her 
and in their careers, and began to spend much less time having 
fun. Sure — their daughter, Amanda, was a delight for them, and 
they generally enjoyed their work, but it became rare for Miguel 
and Lucy to actually go out and have fun as they used to. 
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 Miguel and Lucy noticed over time that life wasn ’ t as much fun 
as it used to be. They were happy together, and their eight - year 
marriage was solid, but they had let something slip away. It ’ s really 
pretty simple. Life is more fun when you do fun things. The rest 
of life will crowd out fun if you don ’ t make time for fun to happen. 
We encourage you to fi nd the time to keep up the fun and playful-
ness that can make your relationship more delightful. 

 As we mentioned, our poll asked people how long it had been 
since they ’ d been on a date with their partner. We divided couples 
into groups based on stage of relationship and whether it was the 
husband or wife who responded. Table  11.1  shows what we found.   

 On average, couples were going close to two months without 
having a date! Although this may seem a short time for some 
couples (you know who you are!), we believe it ’ s one sign that 
most couples are not having enough fun together. Of course we 
realize and hope that couples are laughing, playing, and doing fun 
things at other times besides dates. But having a date is one way 
to make sure fun times happen. 

 There were two other major results. First, the couples having 
the least fun were those in the middle six to twenty years of mar-
riage, when they are busy raising children and investing in their 
careers. The most fun - loving couples were the engaged couples (no 
surprise) and those married more than thirty - two years! So maybe 
there ’ s light at the end of the tunnel of love! 

 Our most intriguing result is the fi nding that men report going 
out on dates substantially more frequently than women. In some 

  Table 11.1.    How Many Weeks Has It Been Since You Had a Date 
with Your Partner? 

        Engaged  

   Married 
Less Than 
5 Years  

   6 to 10 
Years  

   11 to 19 
Years  

   20 to 31 
Years  

   32+ 
Years  

  Men    5.2    5.6    8.0    9.0    2.8    3.9  

  Women    5.9    7.5    12.9    17.8    11.2    2.2  



258 FIGHTING FOR YOUR MARRIAGE

groups, women said it had been twice as long as what the men 
reported. Why is that? Our best guess is that men and woman have 
different defi nitions or standards for what a date is. Hmm  …  sounds 
like it might be related to their different defi nitions of intimacy, 
don ’ t you think? Our workshop participants (at least the women) 
generally think that men are more inclined to think of things like 
taking a walk together or watching a game on television together 
as something of a date. It could also be a difference in marital 
memory. The key for your relationship is to use this fi nding to 
stimulate some conversation (not during a date!) about what a date 
means to each of you. We have an exercise at the end of this 
chapter to help you do this.  

  Play Is for Kids 

 Many preschool experts say that playing is the work that children 
need to do. Through play, children gain developmentally relevant 
social, emotional, and cognitive abilities. We believe that the 
developmental importance of play doesn ’ t fade after childhood but 
continues throughout life. Fun and play allow a release of oneself 
from all the pressures and hassles of being an adult. 

 The relaxed togetherness of playful times is important in the 
initial development of the bond between two people. That ’ s 
because when we ’ re engaged in fun through play, we ’ re often 
relaxed and more ourselves. It ’ s under these conditions that people 
fall in love — when one sees in the other the relaxed self in the 
context of fun times together. We rarely hear someone say,  “ I really 
fell in love with him when I saw how much he loved to work, and 
realized that we ’ d never have any time together. ”  

 We mentioned how Miguel and Lucy used to go to the ocean 
more often earlier in their relationship. During their time there 
they ’ d splash in the water, make sand castles together, rub suntan 
lotion on one another, and bury each other — they ’ d play together 
like kids! During these times, they ’ d frequently look at one another 
and smile in the delight of the moment. You can ’ t put a price tag 
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on the value of the time that builds such basic bonds between the 
two of you. 

 Miguel and Lucy still experience that kind of bond when 
playing with Amanda, but they could use a lot more of this kind 
of time together, just the two of them. As we said earlier, the 
couples in really super marriages create this time to play together, 
which keeps refreshing the bond. So be a kid from time to time. 
As coauthor Howard likes to say (about himself) when he is in a 
playful mood,  “ You are only young once, but you can be immature 
forever! ”   

  Confl ict Gets in the Way 

 Just as we discussed in the chapter on friendship, mishandled con-
fl ict is a real threat to fun times together. In fact, we ’ ll make the 
same point in the chapter on romance and sensuality, too. Poorly 
handled confl ict can spill over and damage the most enjoyable 
aspects of any relationship. The simple tools covered earlier in 
this book can go a long way to restoring or enhancing mutual 
enjoyment. 

 Noreen and Dave are a middle - aged couple we talked with who 
were making the time for fun. That wasn ’ t the problem. All too 
often they ’ d be out to have a fun time, and some event would 
trigger an issue that would kill the playfulness of the moment. 

 One night, they ’ d arranged for a sitter for the kids and went 
out to take a class in couple ’ s massage. They thought,  “ This will 
push us a bit to have some fun in a new way. ”  Great idea! The 
instructor was making a point to the class about paying attention 
to the reactions of the partner. Dave whispered to Noreen,  “ That ’ s 
a great point. ”  Noreen whispered back,  “ I ’ ve been trying to tell 
you that for years. ”  Dave was instantly offended. Feeling attacked, 
he pulled away from Noreen, folding his hands across his chest in 
disgust. 

 This event triggered some hot issues for Dave and Noreen. For 
years, Noreen had felt that Dave didn ’ t listen well to what she 
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said — a hidden issue of caring. She was hurt that he hadn ’ t cared 
enough to remember her making the same point the instructor was 
making. Dave had been feeling that Noreen was being critical 
about nearly everything and now was attacking him when he was 
really getting into this massage workshop with her. He felt rejected 
and dejected, thinking,  “ Can ’ t she even lay off when we ’ re out 
to have fun? ”  On this evening, they didn ’ t recover well. Dave 
suggested they leave the class early and go home. They did — in 
silence. 

 There will be times for all couples when confl ict erupts during 
fun times. But if it begins to happen a lot, fun times won ’ t be much 
fun anymore. The whole idea with fun is that you ’ re doing some-
thing together that is relaxing and that brings out positive emo-
tions you can share together. Poorly handled confl ict will disrupt 
these times. The sense that confl ict can erupt at any moment isn ’ t 
compatible with relaxed playfulness.   

  WORKING AT PLAY 

 You may be thinking that you know how to have fun and don ’ t 
need strategies and skills. You ’ re right. Having fun is natural, but 
we all sometimes allow barriers to get in the way of our fun times. 
Here are some pointers that can keep you on the fun track. 

  Making the Time 

 For some couples, it ’ s hard to have fun together without setting 
aside time for it to happen. Sure, you can have a moment of fun 
just about anywhere anytime if the mood strikes you both. Even 
sharing a quick joke or seeing something funny on TV can be fun. 
These natural moments of enjoyment are wonderful and magical. 
So part of making the time to have fun is looking for and allowing 
bits of fun as you go through your busy lives. Keep the spark going 
by looking for small opportunities. When we get caught up in the 
stress of everyday life, though, it helps to look forward to fun times 
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ahead, so it ’ s also important to make larger blocks of time for doing 
fun things together. 

 Most people are so busy and harried by life that it takes some 
time just to switch gears into the fun mode. That ’ s why for many 
couples, the fi rst day or two of a vacation can be more stressful 
than fun. You ’ re making a transition. The same holds true for 
shorter periods of fun time. It often takes time just to wind down 
and get relaxed. But once you are relaxed and playing together in 
some way, you have the opportunity to draw closer together and 
feel the bond of the positive emotions. 

 Laura and Dexter were very successful in business together. 
They had two children doing very well, they went to parties 
together, and they said that from the outside, people thought they 
had the perfect marriage. They  seemed  to get along well; they were 
both social; they were even the  “ hits ”  of parties sometimes. 
However, they spent a lot of time together talking about work, 
which ended up hindering their ability to talk as friends about 
other things besides work — or even to have these conversations. 
They always reverted back to work. Even when they took a trip 
combining business and pleasure, the pleasure part got pushed out 
by the work part. 

 They thought about going to couples therapy after Laura told 
Dexter that she loved him but was not  “ in love ”  any more. She 
felt that they had grown apart and had nothing in common, and 
she was thinking about getting a divorce. Dexter was shocked. 
Laura was his best friend, and he thought they would be together 
forever. He said he would do anything to save their marriage. He 
called several therapists, and he heard about our Love Your Rela-
tionship weekend couples retreats, where the two of them could 
get away from all the distractions of work and children, and other 
pressures that impinge on the relationship. They decided to go. 
During the fi rst day, in addition to learning the basic skills we have 
already covered in this book, they decided to take advantage of 
the fun activities at the retreat and to use their experience as a 
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springboard for making fun a major priority in their relationship. 
They even won the Saturday night  “ funfest. ”  They watched the 
sun set and the moon rise, shared a hot tub, had dinner in their 
room, and . . . we won ’ t describe the rest, because this is not that 
kind of book. (However, you can read the next chapter on romance 
and sensuality.) 

 Because you are not likely to go to one of our weekend retreats, 
to make the time for fun in your relationship, you might actually 
have to pull out a schedule and arrange the time together. This 
may not sound all that spontaneous, but for most couples there ’ s 
so much else going on that it takes deliberate acts to make the fun 
times happen. You may also need to arrange for a baby - sitter for 
the kids. If you don ’ t have a sitter you trust, it may be time to look 
hard and fi nd one. There ’ s nothing that helps you relax more when 
you ’ re out to have fun than knowing your little ones are with 
someone you trust. 

 When you ’ re making the time for fun, try to arrange for time 
without the possibility of distraction. For example, if your job 
requires you to wear a beeper, do you have to wear it when you ’ ve 
carved out time to play with your spouse? It ’ s not very relaxing to 
know you could get beeped at any moment. Make the time and 
shut out the distractions of the rest of your life. It ’ s worth it. It 
might even give you something to look forward to.  

  Protecting Fun from Confl ict 

 The material on handling confl ict presented in the fi rst part of this 
book is critical if you are going to preserve fun in your relationship. 
As a couple, you need to control the times and conditions under 
which you deal with the diffi cult and confl ictual issues in your 
relationship. When you ’ ve blocked out time to have fun, don ’ t do 
confl ict talk. Keep the focus on friendship talk and fun. 

 Many couples buy into the wisdom of  “ date night ”  or some such 
idea to get away to enjoy each other. However, in our experience, 
many couples try to do too much with the time they ’ ve set aside. 
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They try to have fun together  and  resolve diffi cult issues  “ while we 
have this time together. ”  

 For example, one night Frank and Karen went out to an ice 
skating show. As they were seated and waiting for the show to 
start, Frank said,  “ We haven ’ t had time to talk out that budget 
problem. Let ’ s see what we can get done right now. ”  Big mistake. 
Their budget was a serious confl ict area between them, and it 
deserved far more focused time than they were going to have while 
waiting for an ice show to start. As you can imagine, they didn ’ t 
get anywhere on the budget and only succeeded in getting on edge 
with each other when they were out to have fun. 

 Although it ’ s understandable and expected that confl icts are 
sometimes going to come up during fun times, we can ’ t see why 
couples would set aside the time for fun and then deliberately spend 
some of it to deal with issues. Dealing with issues isn ’ t compatible 
with what brings the greatest benefi t to your relationship during 
time to have fun together. That ’ s time for laughing and playing. 

 Deal with the important issues in your relationship at other 
times (for example, in meetings arranged for that purpose) — not 
during times for fun. When issues 
get triggered during times you 
set aside for fun, table them. 
Call a Time Out. Come back to 
them later. It ’ s not hard to do 
once you try it a few times. In 
our experience, there ’ s no more 
powerful change couples can make 
quickly in their relationship than to agree to set aside time to have 
fun and agree to protect this time from confl ict.  

 When we see a couple for the fi rst time in our therapy practices, 
we often tell them to not talk about issues and to just focus on fun 
and friendship. The results for most couples are as powerful as the 
intervention was simple. Raymond and Fay had been fi ghting like 
cats and dogs and were on the brink of separating. We presented 
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PREP in a nutshell, banned fi ghting and confl ict talk, and told 
them to focus only on being polite and respectful and on sharing 
fun and friendship. They came back for session two saying they 
had had the best two weeks since they had kids. Stop fi ghting, talk 
about issues under your control, focus on fun and friendship — you 
can do it.  

  So What Can We Do for Fun? 

  I know love to be light - hearted. . . . [L]ove has the capacity to relax, to 

lighten up, and see the humor in things. Love rejoices in itself. It is 

playful, silly, and full of laughter. Love is fun. This is the air of 

relationship — light, easygoing, and sustaining in an imaginative, 

sometimes mischievous way. 

  — D ee  W atts  - J ones   

 OK, you ’ ve set aside the time for fun and have agreed to put con-
fl icts aside to protect the time. Now what? For many couples, this 
is a diffi cult question. In many ways, coming up with fun things to 
do is a skill like all the other skills we ’ re emphasizing in this book. 
You have to practice such skills if they ’ re going to work for you. If 
you ’ re rusty at fun or want to keep your fun skills sharp, here are 
some ideas that might help. 

  Brainstorming About Fun Activities 

 Of course there are many kinds of activities couples do for fun. 
What do you do? Sit down together and think about the most 
enjoyable, interesting, and fun things you ’ ve ever done, or things 
you would like to do together. Use the brainstorming technique 
we discussed in Chapter  Seven . Make a list to which you both 
contribute, putting down all ideas no matter how foolish or outra-
geous they may seem. Have fun when you are brainstorming about 
fun. Allow all wacky ideas and avoid ruts.  
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  Ideas We ’ ve Heard from Couples 

 To help you get started, we ’ d like to mention some of the great 
ideas we ’ ve heard from couples over the years. Maybe one of them 
will cause a cascade of ideas in your own minds. 

 Couples have suggested things like exercising, yoga, or massage 
together. Fun doesn ’ t have to be something that ’ s elaborate or 
costly. These are things couples can do almost anywhere if they 
fi nd them fun. In contrast, activities like skiing or sailing (depend-
ing on where you live and time of year) are great fun activities, but 
can be very expensive. If you have the time and money, though, 
skiing or sailing can be a great way to spend the day together. 

 Many couples enjoy going to the movies. That ’ s not a very 
original idea, and you ’ ve probably already thought of it, but how 
long has it been? Or if you go regularly, how long has it been since 
you made out in the back row of the theater? If you haven ’ t held 
hands through a movie in a while, give it a try. 

 You can bake cookies together and make a big mess. You can 
climb a mountain or collect seashells. You can go swimming or 
play tag. How about renting a classic movie and cuddling on the 
sofa with a bowl of popcorn? How long has it been since you had 
a soda with two straws? Have you ever tried preparing a meal 
together, then feeding it to each other? How about doing it in the 
nude? 

 One couple described planning a mystery trip — including 
blindfolding one partner when they were getting close to the des-
tination. How about a fancy dinner, in your fanciest clothes . . . 
under the shade of a tree in the backyard? Many couples here in 
our home state of Colorado like to drive up into the mountains, 
choosing somewhere new each trip, and take long walks to explore 
new places together. 

 For some couples, even chores are fun because some are things 
they both like to do, and, more important, they like doing them 
together. Gardening, grocery shopping, or washing dishes or the 
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car — knock yourselves out. What ’ s fun for both of you? Don ’ t 
forget sex, by the way. We ’ ve heard it can be fun for some couples. 
Remember: that ’ s not meant to be a chore. 

 Do keep in mind that things that are traditionally fun for some 
people are not at all fun for others. In a funny quote from  Why Do 
Fools Fall in Love?  our friend psychologist Shirley Glass shares that, 
 “ Boating, hiking, and horseback riding are some people ’ s favorite 
activities, but they all sound like Outward Bound for convicted 
criminals to me ”  (2001, p. 70). If something your partner would 
love to do for fun sounds like torture to you, you can just share in 
your partner ’ s excitement about the activity, without necessarily 
sharing in the activity itself. There are plenty of other fun things 
the two of you can do together.  

  Getting Going 

 In the exercises that follow we will suggest making a personal fun 
deck by taking index cards and writing down on each card one of 
the items from your brainstorming. We suggest maybe twenty - fi ve 
to thirty ideas to start with, and they can cover a whole range of 
topics, effort, and expense. Once you ’ ve made the deck, set aside 
particular times to choose activities and do them. Don ’ t let any-
thing stop you. 

 You ’ re going to have more fun if you are both up for the activi-
ties you choose; here ’ s one way to make sure that happens, using 
your fun deck. Each of you pick three cards describing things you ’ d 
fi nd fun to do that day. Trade cards. Then you each choose one 
card from the three your partner picked, and you take responsibil-
ity for making that one activity happen. That way, you ’ re each 
picking something you know your partner will like, but because 
you get to choose among the three, you ’ re likely to enjoy the activ-
ity too. Don ’ t worry about which one your partner wants you to 
pick. If you don ’ t get to it today, you ’ ll have another chance 
tomorrow! 
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 S 
 If you follow the key points in this chapter, you ’ ll be qualifi ed for 
a degree in relationship fun. You can do it. Early in relationships, 
it comes easily. Yet we fi rmly believe that having fun is easy at any 
time of life, if you make the time, protect this time from confl ict, 
and make fun happen.   

  Talking Points 

    1.     You can choose to protect your relationship by setting aside 
time to enjoy each other, renewing your sense of closeness and 
togetherness.  

  2.     Having fun comes naturally to everyone in childhood, but you 
may need to treat having fun as a skill to be practiced in the 
context of your busy, overloaded lifestyle.  

  3.     Protecting your fun times from confl ict can help a relationship 
grow closer.               

    EXERCISES 

  Dating Is Not Just for Kids 

 This exercise gives the two of you a chance to talk about fun and 
dating. Here are some questions to talk about: 

  1.     Does fun play an important part in your partnership?  

  2.     When was the last time the two of you had an offi cial date, 
just the two of you having fun together?  

  3.     What do you think of as a date? Is it only when you go out 
together for the evening? Or can a date be an afternoon walk, 
watching a TV show together, or playing cards in the kitchen?  

  4.     Was your last date completely enjoyable? Did issues or problems 
spoil any part of your date?  
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  5.     Think back to when you fi rst started to go out together. What 
were the activities you enjoyed the most? Do you still do those 
things today?  

  6.     Is there a time each week that you ’ ve set aside for fun? How 
could you arrange to have such a time on a regular basis?     

  Making and Using a Fun Deck 

 We ’ d like you to go through the steps we discussed in this chapter. 
Here they are again: 

  1.     Brainstorm a list of fun things. Be creative. Anything goes, so 
have fun coming up with ideas.  

  2.     Write these ideas out on three - by - fi ve cards to make your fun 
deck. It ’ ll come in handy when you don ’ t have much time to 
decide what to do but are ready for some fun.  

  3.     Set aside time. Pick from the deck three things you ’ d enjoy 
doing. Hand these three cards to your partner. Each of you 
should take responsibility for making one of your partner ’ s 
choices happen in the time you ’ ve set aside.    

 As you continue to use your fun deck over time, you can orga-
nize activities by time and money. This is a great idea from Natalie 
Jenkins, our colleague at PREP. For example, during one week, 
pick activities that last only fi ve minutes (for example, buying an 
ice cream cone); another week, choose activities that last an hour 
(for example, going to a bookstore and buying a book); and so on, 
all the way up to a weekend. Then you can vary the cost of activi-
ties along with the amount of time. For one week, you can choose 
only activities that are free and take fi ve minutes (for example, 
kissing). The next week, you can do activities that cost $1 to $5 
and take fi ve minutes (for example, buying a lottery ticket). The 
variations are almost endless. To make sure you are following the 
general idea, here ’ s a quiz. 
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  What can you do for an evening date that is free? ( Possible 
answer: taking a walk, playing a board game, and making love )  

  What can you do for two hours during the day that costs 
$10 to $20? ( How about going out to brunch at a new 
restaurant? )    

 When you have passed our quiz, you are ready to have creative 
fun for many years to come. Making the fun deck a regular part of 
your relationship is a great way to bring some excitement into your 
dating life and relationship. 

 Go for it and, of course, have fun!  



  12 

Sense and Sensuality 
 Enhancing and Protecting Your Sex Life        

     In our last edition, we wrote that experts believe that the major 
problem couples will be facing in the decades to come is decreas-

ing interest in sex! As the 2000s have progressed, this prediction 
seems to be coming true. Our colleague Michelle Weiner Davis 
recently published a book whose title says it all:  The Sex  -  Starved 
Marriage . U.S. married couples are less sexually active than those 
in most other Western countries, and marital sex declines from 
about two times a week for couples under thirty to a bit more than 
once a week for couples in their forties. Although there are many 
reasons why an individual couple might not be having enough 
sex, here we want to focus on three related themes we see over 
and over again: couples do not distinguish between sensuality and 
sexuality; couples do not make the sensuality - sexuality part of their 
relationship a priority; and couples let romance, an elixir of love-
making, slide away.  

  SENSUALITY VERSUS SEXUALITY 

 What comes to mind when you think about the word  sexuality ? For 
many, the fi rst thoughts are of sexual intercourse, orgasms, and all 
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the pleasurable acts that may come before and after. Anything 
else? Now think about  sensuality . What comes to mind? Usually, 
some pleasant experience that involves touching, seeing, smelling, 
tasting, or feeling — such as walking on the beach or being mas-
saged with sweet - smelling oil. How about the roughness of a beard 
or the silkiness of hair? The smell of your partner? Chocolate? You 
get the idea. These are sensual experiences that are ways of con-
necting in the moment. They are typically neither goal oriented 
nor explicitly sexual. Rather, they refl ect feelings you have about 
being in love and attracted to your partner.

  The mystery and the excitement of touching can ignite our fi re. 

It can be a light touch, a gentle rub, a fi nger touching our cheek, 

tracing our ear, grazing our lips; just bumping together, holding 

hands, heads touching. 

  — G eorge  D oub    

 Sensuality includes physical touch or other senses but is not 
always associated with making love. We ’ d include holding hands, 
hugging, romantic talking, affectionate cuddling, nonsexual mas-
sages — all acts that provide sensual arousal and pleasure in non-
sexual ways. We are amazed at the number of married couples for 
whom this very important distinction between sensuality and sexu-
ality is blurred. 

 In the early stages of relationships and into the early years of 
marriage, many couples tend to touch quite a bit. They hold hands, 
hug, kiss, and so forth. Over time, however, couples tend to bypass 
the sensual and move more exclusively to goal - oriented sexual 
behavior. Less time and energy is spent on the playful, intimate, 
sensual contacts that were once so delightful. This leads to big 
problems, because it ’ s the sensual connection that keeps partners 
from feeling as though they are growing apart. Over time, sex itself 
becomes more a matter of performance than of intimacy. For some 
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couples, the pattern progresses to the point that they become 
interested in sex only for sex ’ s sake. Once sensuality drops out of 
the equation, couples have no way of intimately connecting unless 
they have sex. That starts to put a lot of pressure on the sexual 
relationship. How many times have you wanted to be physically 
close, without necessarily desiring sex?     

 The Art of Sensual and Romantic Talking 
 One of the best ways to enhance your sensual relationship is 
the one most couples rarely use: sensual and romantic talking. 
We mean telling your spouse how attracted you are to her, 
how sexy she is, how much you love and care for her (one of 
the best ways to directly short - circuit a hidden caring issue). 
You can talk about what you ’ d like to do together the next 
time you are alone; how much you enjoy his touch; how 
much you love touching his legs or arms; or how you can ’ t 
wait to be alone and touch under the table or have a linger-
ing, soulful kiss during which time stops; and so forth. We 
are all starved for romance! Even younger people say they 
crave it. In a recent study by Donna Freitas of Boston 
University, 79 percent of students defi ned romance as involv-
ing a variety of forms of communication. 

 There are a virtually infi nite number of expressions of 
love and affection and caring and attraction: whispers while 
doing the dishes, text messages, e - mail (be careful who can 
read this — or create code words), voice mail (again, think 
about who else can hear), fl owers, balloons, and so forth. 
Some research has found that sensual and romantic talk 
when no sexual interaction is possible actually tends to 
lead to better sexual connection later on. Ah, the joy of 
anticipation! 
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 Wanda and Eugene have been 
married only eight years. They 
used to spend a lot of time just 
cuddling, caressing, and talking 
about sensual and sexual things 
they ’ d like to do with each other. As time went by, they got busier 
with kids, work, and home — as most of us do. After a year or two 
of marriage, they had settled into a pattern of having sex about 
twice a week. Given time pressures and other cares of life, they 
devoted less and less time to sensuality. At night, in bed, one or 
the other would initiate sex, and they ’ d quickly have intercourse, 
usually fi nishing in about ten minutes — four if there was something 
good on television. (And if you are thinking  “ four whole minutes, ”  
you really need to think about our advice here.) 

 Wanda and Eugene had become quite effi cient about making 
love — or rather, having intercourse. They didn ’ t have or make a 
lot of extra time, so they made do. In fact, they were making do 
rather than making love. Their focus on sexual intercourse rather 
than sensuality led to dissatisfaction for both.  “ What happened to 
all those times we ’ d lay around for hours together? ”  Wanda won-
dered.  “ It seems like Wanda used to be a lot more responsive when 
we made love, ”  Eugene mused.    

 Viagra as a Love Potion 
 As we mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, sex thera-
pists say that perhaps the major issue between married couples 
in the twenty - fi rst century is sexual disinterest, or a lack 
of erotic desire. Experts suggest that high rates of sexual dis-
interest may be due to people ’ s increasingly busy lives and 
their not making their sensual and sexual relationship a prior-
ity. Although we have not made a scientifi c study of this 
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 The fact is, there needs to be a place for romance and for sensual 
talking and touching in your relationship — both in and outside 

the context of making love. This 
idea is similar to our distinction 
between Problem Discussion and 
Problem Solution. Just as the pres-
sures of life lead many couples to 
problem - solve prematurely, too 
many couples shortchange the 
sensual and prematurely focus on 

just sex. This leads to sex without the overall context of romance, 
touching, and closeness. Over time, this actually leads to less sex. 
Why? Because men and women need and value the sensual side of 
intimacy for pleasure, attachment, and arousal. Sensual experi-
ences set the stage for better sexual experiences.   

 There needs to be a place for 

romance and for sensual talking 

and touching in your relation-

ship — both in and outside the 

context of making love. 

phenomena, we have noted over the past several years that 
Viagra ads seem to be responding to this trend. Where in the 
past their commercials tended to focus on elderly men with 
erectile dysfunction or younger men with the suggestion of 
erectile problems, ads for Viagra and similar medications are 
now portraying couples in romantic settings. Given that the 
rate of erectile dysfunction in the country is relatively low, 
it seems that the advertisers of these products may be appeal-
ing to couples ’  concerns about lack of sexual desire, and may 
be actually (if unintentionally) helping relationships by pro-
moting the importance of romantic interludes. In addition to 
our social observation of the TV ads, our message here is that 
many couples need a psychological push toward increasing 
sensual and sexual activity. 
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  THE ART OF ROMANCE 

 Romance is a highly individual concept. Like intimacy, it can be 
different for men and women, and it can be different for each 
person and for each relationship. Being romantic is something 
each couple has to negotiate, learning what works for them. The 
one common thread is that romance is an important step in keeping 
relationships healthy. As we have suggested in our fun and friend-
ship chapters, we believe the key is to make the time for romance 
and to protect this time from confl ict. 

 The real key to romance is to be thoughtful; to think of your 
partner ’ s needs, desires, wishes, and dreams; and to want to fulfi ll 
them. Sometimes romance is as mundane as doing a chore so your 
partner doesn ’ t have to. Sometimes it ’ s as big as a surprise weekend 
getaway without the kids. Remember the survey about dating we 
told you about in the chapter on fun? Men thought sitting on the 
couch watching TV was a date, and women were clearly not con-
vinced! Romance works the same way. Romance takes a little 
communication so that both of you are clear about what is going 
on and you both get credit for your efforts. For some ideas on 
adding romance to your partnership, see the box  “ Your Plan for 
Romantic Success ”  later in this chapter. 

 Susan (coauthor) had to do a lot of work early in her relation-
ship to clarify for her husband what romance meant to her. When 
she wrote the grocery list, for example, sometimes she would put 
 “ present for Susan ”  on the list, after they had had a clear discussion 
that presents consisted of her favorite magazines, candy, or a 
gourmet treat. Later, when her favorite fl orist started a reminder 
service, she signed up her husband for birthday, anniversary, and 
Mother ’ s Day reminders. Now, instead of arguments on those occa-
sions, Susan can thank him effusively for his good taste in fl owers. 

 What happened? Susan decided that it was better to help her 
husband choose presents and let the two of them have a positive 
experience than to wait endlessly for him to think of it on his own, 
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which only led to fi ghts when no present appeared. They ’ ve used 
this strategy for more than twenty - fi ve years, so it seems to be quite 
successful!  

  WHAT DO LOVE AND PASSION 

HAVE TO DO WITH IT? 

   I do not pretend to know what love  is , any more than I know what 

God is. Love and God are to me  “ The Great Mystery ”  — an expression 

coined by Native Americans. Still I know 

love and God. 

  — D ee  W atts  - J ones    

 We fi nd it paradoxical that most books on marriage and couples 
therapy do not spend much time on love. In the past, our books 
have been no exception. In part as noted by Jan Levine, research-
ers have generally avoided studying love, which she calls  “ the one, 
powerfully invisible  …  phenomenon ”  central to most marriages in 
western culture. But in every chapter of this new edition, we have 
used quotes from several authors included in  Why Do Fools Fall in 
Love?  edited by Jan Levine and Howard (coauthor), and here we 
provide a very brief overview of love based on a course Howard 
teaches at the University of Denver on the psychology of love.

  I only know that love is hatched and not designed and that, when it 

happens, the love of another can engender the strength necessary to 

survive whatever challenges a lifetime presents. 

  — J anice  R. L  evine     

 The best defi nition of love, beyond those offered by the poets, 
is provided by Robert Sternberg of Yale University, who says that 
love is one part intimacy, fun, and friendship; one part passion and 
romance; and one part commitment. You can see that all three 
parts of love are covered in our book. 

 One of the major reasons couples cite for getting a divorce is 
that they have grown apart and fallen out of love. As you might 
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guess, we strongly believe that many of these divorces can be pre-
vented. If you are one of these couples, we strongly suggest that you 
put thoughts of divorce on hold, and focus on improving each 
part of love. Although you cannot make yourself fall back in 
love, you can decide to improve the aspects of love — and the 
actions that demonstrate love — and often the feelings of love can 
be regained.  

  PROTECTING PHYSICAL INTIMACY 

FROM ANXIETY 

 Sexual arousal is natural. However, this state of pleasurable excite-
ment can easily be short - circuited by anxiety. Numerous studies 
suggest that anxiety is the key inhibiting factor to arousal. There 
are two types of anxiety that we ’ d like to discuss in this con-
text: performance anxiety and the tension from confl ict in your 
marriage. 

  Performance Anxiety 

 Performance anxiety is anxiety about how you ’ re  “ performing ”  
when you make love. It is often refl ected in a person ’ s asking himself 
or herself such questions as  “ How am I doing? ”  or  “ Is my 
partner enjoying this? ”  When you ’ re keeping your eye on your 
performance, you create emotional distance between you and your 
partner. When you have performance anxiety, you become focused 
on how you are doing rather than on being with your partner in the 
moment. 

 Many people report feeling distant when making love, as 
though they ’ re just watching what ’ s going on instead of participat-
ing. This kind of detachment can lead to the most common sexual 
problems people experience — often starting with sexual boredom 
and then leading to premature ejaculation and problems keeping 
erections, for men, and diffi culty lubricating or having orgasms, for 
women. The focus on performance interferes with arousal because 
you are distracted from your own sensations of pleasure and from 



278 FIGHTING FOR YOUR MARRIAGE

the pleasure you ’ re sharing. You can ’ t be both anxious and pleas-
antly aroused at the same time.  

  Confl ict 

 Mishandled confl icts can damage your physical relationship by 
adding tension and distance both in and out of the bedroom. Let ’ s 
face it: when you ’ ve been arguing and angry with each other, you 
don ’ t usually feel like being romantic or sensual, or making love. 
Some couples fi nd that their sexual relationship is temporarily 
enhanced when there is confl ict followed by  “ making up, ”  but for 
most, poorly handled confl ict adds a layer of tension that affects 
everything else in the relationship. (Please note that it ’ s one thing 
to enjoy make - up sex after a fi ght, but when it is part of a cycle of 
aggression or domestic violence, you may need more help. Please 
see Getting More Help at the back of the book.) 

 Tension isn ’ t compatible with enjoyable, intimate lovemaking 
for most people. In fact, there may be no area of intimate connec-
tion that ’ s more vulnerable to the effects of confl ict and resent-
ment than your physical relationship. If you are experiencing 
destructive confl ict in other areas of your relationship, it can be 
diffi cult to feel positive about sharing an intimate physical experi-
ence. Worse, these confl icts too often are triggered in the context 
of lovemaking. 

 Touching sensually or making love is a powerful way to connect, 
but destructive confl ict builds roadblocks you cannot easily get 
beyond. If you can protect your times for physical intimacy 
from confl ict, you can do a great deal to keep your physical rela-
tionship alive and well. You must work to handle confl ict well — for 

example, by using the ground 
rules and other techniques we ’ ve 
been stressing. It ’ s important that 
you agree to keep problems and 
disagreements off - limits when you 
are being sensual or making love. 

 It ’ s important that you agree to 

keep problems and disagree-

ments off - limits when you are 

being sensual or making love. 
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Protect and preserve these precious times alone when you are 
nourishing your relationship.    

  WHEN YOU ’ RE JUST NOT INTERESTED 

(IN SEX) 

 If you ask expert sex therapists these days, they will tell you that 
the single most common complaint they hear from couples is that 
one or the other of the partners simply has no interest in sex. 
Studies confi rm that this problem is anything but rare — especially 
among women. For example, in the last major national survey on 
sex in America, conducted by Edward Laumann at the University 
of Chicago and his associates, 43 percent of women and 31 percent 
of men reported some kind of signifi cant sexual problem. Whereas 
only 5 percent of the men reported the problem of low sexual 
desire, 22 percent of the women reported this problem. Another 
14 percent of women reported that they felt desire but had diffi -
culty becoming sexually aroused. 

 All these statistics are rather impersonal. What about your 
relationship? Do either of you (or both of you) have diffi culty just 
being interested in sex? If you both have little interest, it may be 
that this causes no great strain on your relationship. But if only 
one of you has low interest and the other has normal or high inter-
est, you have a problem that can cause a lot of pain. It ’ s all the 
more diffi cult for couples to cope with this if the physical relation-
ship is one of their primary ways to feel connected. 

 Experts say there can be any number of reasons why so many 
people have low sexual desire or what researchers are now calling 
 “ erotic loss. ”  The list of possible suspects is long, and we will list 
only a number of key ones here: 

   •      Depression  

   •      Side effects of medications (including antidepressants)  
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   •      Excessive alcohol use  

   •      Chronic illnesses of many kinds  

   •      Boredom  

   •      Hormonal problems  

   •      Stress  

   •      Sleep problems (nothing works well when you are not sleeping 
enough)  

   •      Fatigue    

 Most of this list has to do with your overall health and energy. 
If you are tired, run - down, sick, and stressed, you ’ re not likely to 
feel very interested in sex. When you are coping with fi nancial or 
parenting problems, it ’ s hard to feel that your sexual problems are 
a top priority. With more dual - career couples and more technology 
to distract us and sap our energy, erotic loss is becoming more and 
more of a problem. But it does not have to be that way. We want 
to remind you that feeling close to your partner is a source of 
emotional and psychological strength that can keep the rest of life 
going more smoothly, and sex is an important aspect of that whole 
picture. This isn ’ t a book on sexual problems and their treatment, 
but if you are a couple coping with this problem, we do have some 
advice. 

 First, and most important, if you are the one with low desire, get 
a thorough physical. Be candid with the doctor about your concerns 
so that he or she knows what to ask you and what tests to run. If 
you fi nd this embarrassing, try to get over it. It ’ s very likely your 
mate would deeply appreciate your doing what you can do to give 
your lovemaking a new lease on life. If your sexual desire is fi ne but 
your partner is the one having more trouble being interested, be 
supportive and patient in trying to fi nd what may help. Hint: it ’ s 
unlikely that pressure and anger will help very much at all. 

 Once you ’ ve either ruled out physical problems or begun dealing 
with them the best you can, work together on the other things 
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that are under your control. Consider other causes for the sexual 
diffi culties. Relationship problems may be one cause. Perhaps 
seeing a therapist would be helpful. Have the two of you talked 
openly about your likes and dislikes in bed? Are you concerned 
about wanting to do things your partner won ’ t like? Or have you 
asked for things and been rejected by your partner? What about 
how often you want to have sex? Sometimes embarrassment and 
shyness cause diffi culties. The safety and structure we have been 
teaching you in this book could make a talk about sensuality and 
sexuality easier. Many books about sex are available and may also 
make this talk easier. We think communicating about sex is so 
important that we go into this in more depth in the next section. 

 Some couples will say they are just not interested in a sexual 
relationship. Once again we will say that if both of you agree on 
this, fi ne. Skip the rest of the chapter and move on. But be sure 
you both truly agree. If one partner ’ s needs are not being met, 
problems will certainly come up in the future.  

  COMMUNICATING DESIRES      

 It ’ s critical for you to communicate about your physical relation-
ship in ways that protect and enhance this important way of being 
intimate. That goes not only for handling potential confl icts 
around physical intimacy but also for telling each other what you 
desire. We ’ re talking about real communication, not mind reading. 
The problem is that people too readily assume they know what 
their partner wants, and when. 

  You Should Know What I Like! 

 It ’ s a mistake to assume that your partner will like whatever you 
like or that you can read each other ’ s mind. Would you go out to 
a restaurant and order for your partner without talking about what 
he or she wanted? Of course not. 
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 It ’ s also too easy for some people to assume that their partner 
won ’ t like the things they like. Either way, you ’ re making assump-
tions. And because many couples have trouble communicating 
about their physical relationship, it ’ s really easy for these assump-
tions to take control. You don ’ t know what your partner ’ s expecta-
tions are until you ask — and vice versa. 

 Of course, because of your previous experiences together, you 
can often assume correctly. And things can work out fi ne based on 
those assumptions. However, keep in mind that people change, so 
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checking in with each other about desires and expectations is 
valuable for having a great sensual and sexual relationship. 

 We can ’ t tell you how many couples we ’ ve talked with in which 
it seems one expects the other to  “ know ”  what he or she likes most 
when making love. It ’ s as if people believe that  “ it just isn ’ t roman-
tic or exciting if I have to tell you what I want. You should  know ! ”  
That ’ s an unreasonable expectation. If you hold this fantasy, you 
should probably challenge it for the health of your relationship. 

 We recommend that you communicate clearly about what 
feels pleasurable to you — while you are touching or making love. 
Your partner doesn ’ t know unless you say something. We ’ re not 
suggesting that you have a Speaker Listener discussion in the 
middle of lovemaking. (Though if it really excites you that much, 
let us know how it goes!) Talk together about what is sensual for 
each of you. What do you enjoy? Have you tried new things? 
Experimented with new sexual activities? What about acting out 
fantasies or talking about arousing activities you have tried in the 
past? What is most arousing to you in your history with your 
partner? Are there things that would be arousing and enjoyable to 
you that you suspect would be fi ne with your partner but that you 
don ’ t bring up? 

 Make the time for sensual experiences that don ’ t necessarily 
lead to sex. Then talk about what you enjoy most in your lovemak-
ing, and plan time to try other pleasurable things. 

 Couples who have the best sexual relationships have ways of 
communicating both verbally and nonverbally about what they 
like. Furthermore, they usually have a genuine desire to please one 
another. That desire combined with talking openly leads to great 
lovemaking.  

  Taking a Risk 

 Unless you feel safe and take emotional risks sharing your feelings 
with your partner, your relationship will not be all it can be. This 
is especially true when it comes to talking about sex — one of the 
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hardest topics for any couple to discuss. Couples who are having 
great sex are able to risk rejection and express wants, needs, desires, 
and fantasies. Doing this is hard, because your desires say a lot 
about who you are, so to express them is to risk being hurt. Let ’ s 
listen to Oly and Sharon open some new doors.

  O ly  (S peaker ):   I ’ ve never felt I could say this before, but I ’ ve 
wanted to try some different things for years. 

 S haron  ( Listener ):   So you ’ ve wanted to try some things, but 
hadn ’ t felt like you could say anything. 

 O ly  ( Speaker ):    (feeling validated and willing to go on)  Right. It ’ s 
hard to talk about sexual things; I mean, my family never did, 
and I don ’ t think yours did either. 

 S haron  (L istener ):   You think one reason it ’ s hard to talk about 
sex is because our families never did. 

 O ly  (S peaker ):    (feeling braver and ready to venture into new terri-
tory)  Yeah. So, I ’ ve thought a lot about making love in different 
places in the house, like here in the family room in front of the 
fi replace. Or maybe trying some massage oils. 

 S haron  (L istener ):   So I hear you saying you ’ ve wanted to try 
making love in different places or try some massage oils. I ’ d like 
the fl oor, please.  (Oly hands Sharon the fl oor.)  

 S haron  (S peaker ):    (feeling very good about this talk)  It ’ s really 
great to hear you bringing up this topic — I ’ ve also felt we ’ ve 
been missing out on something, but I didn ’ t know how to bring 
it up. 

 O ly  (L istener ):   So you ’ re relieved I brought this up, because you 
didn ’ t know how to. 

 S haron  (S peaker ):   Relieved is a good word. It ’ s kind of dumb we 
haven ’ t done this before. 

 O ly  (L istener ):   Are you kind of sad we haven ’ t talked before? 
 S haron  (S peaker ):   Not really sad, just feeling we ’ ve missed out 

on some things in our physical relationship. 
 O ly  (L istener ):   So you regret we ’ ve missed out on some things. 
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 S haron  (S peaker ):   Exactly. It seems like a great time to try out 
some more exciting or at least different things. Like, I ’ ve always 
wanted to try massage oil. 

 O ly  (L istener ):   You want to try some new exciting things too, 
like massage oil.   

 We ’ ll give them some privacy for the rest of this discussion. 
They moved from Problem Discussion, about fear of talking about 
sexual things, to Problem Solution, about things to try, without 
marking the shift, as we would usually recommend. However, they 
were so clearly in tune with each other here that it felt natural to 
get right down to brainstorming about the fun stuff! 

 Talking is just the essential fi rst step toward improving 
your physical relationship. It helps to try some new ideas to 
break out of ruts — as Oly and Sharon were able to do. Read a 
book on massage or sex together. That might help you talk 
about these issues. Agree to surprise each other one night. Try 
something new, even if just once. Exploring both the sensual 
and sexual sides of your relationship may relieve many concerns 
about performance with one another and help you fi nd even more 
pleasure. 

 Sensuality and sexuality are among the best sources of marital 
fun. All too often, however, the sensual and sexual area falls victim 
to the barriers against fun discussed in Chapter  Eleven . Many 
professionals believe that sexual chemistry inevitably decreases 
over the years, yet many couples are able to sustain and even 
improve their sex lives over time. 

 We don ’ t believe that couples fall out of love as much as they 
fail to protect and preserve their love by investing in and nourish-
ing their relationship on a daily basis. The major reason attraction 
and passion ebb is that couples neglect the very things that build 
and maintain attraction in the fi rst place — friendship, fun, and 
sensuality and sexuality. So the best lovers are, in a sense, fun 
lovers!   



286 FIGHTING FOR YOUR MARRIAGE

  PRIMARY PLEASURES: MAKING YOUR 

SENSUAL RELATIONSHIP A PRIORITY      

 Pam and Jake had a happy marriage but, like so many couples, were 
having sex rarely — once or twice a month if they were lucky (as 
they put it). When they had sex, they said it went pretty well, with 
both getting aroused, having orgasms, and feeling connected. 
However, they had developed some concerns that both wanted to 
work through. In part, they had lost any creative aspect in their 
lovemaking, tending to do the same things over and over again. 
They ’ d come to a point where Pam ’ s orgasms always followed 
intercourse, through Jake ’ s stimulating her. Pam felt a bit limited 
in this, and Jake felt that they could never have intercourse and 
just relax right afterwards because he always needed to focus on 
helping her climax. He did, and it was good that he did. Still, they 
felt there could be more. 

 What Pam and Jake described suggests concerns other than 
specifi c sexual dysfunctions. For so many couples, if they feel that 
something is not quite right or that something is limited about 
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their physical relationship, one or both partners can too easily 
begin to wonder if there is something more at stake: Do they really 
love each other? Are they still really attracted to each other? That 
kind of thinking makes a relatively common situation turn into a 
dangerous one. For Pam and Jake, the matter was really more about 
the development of bad habits wherein they had made their love-
making a low priority. 

 Unlike couples who simply do not make the time to devote to 
their physical intimacy, Pam and Jake realized that they had 
neglected this aspect of their relationship and were willing to do 
something about it. They decided they both wanted to increase 
their investment in physical intimacy. We developed a simple but 
powerful plan (see the box  “ Your Plan for Romantic Success ” ). 
Plans such as this one are highly likely to help couples move out 
of ruts, as long as both partners are committed and really follow 
through on what they ’ ve agreed to try to do differently. We suggest 
you try our approach for a few weeks and see if it enriches and 
enhances your marriage. You may fi nd that other problems 
and stresses seem less urgent or are more easily resolved if you feel 
closer to each other and more loved. The bad news is that leaving 
physical and emotional intimacy out of a relationship because you 
think it ’ s a low priority invariably leads to problems. The good 
news is that increased intimacy and romance go a long way toward 
helping partners feel like working things out.    

 Your Plan for Romantic Success 
 Here ’ s a great plan for bringing a more vital romantic spirit 
back to your lovemaking. It ’ s the plan that we suggested to 
Pam and Jake. We suggest you take the time to customize this 
list to suit your own tastes and priorities as a couple. Try to 
push yourself to have fun. Choose at least one activity from 
each category to complete each week. 

(continued)
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   •      Take care of yourself.  

   •      Shower.  

   •      Brush your teeth.  

   •      Work out.  

   •      Get enough sleep.  

   •      Eat well.  

   •      Pay attention to your appearance.    

   •      Be a great lover. 

    •      When having sex, kiss and touch sensual spots 
that your partner enjoys — the earlobe, neck, or 
whatever.  

   •      Try something new; marital sex is the place to explore 
all kinds of sexual activities.  

   •      Do not focus on orgasms or other outcomes; pressure 
is not an aphrodisiac.  

   •      Read a book or article online about how to be a great 
lover.    

   •      Focus on being romantic. 

    •      Call in the middle of the day to say,  “ I love you. ”   

   •      Slip a love note into a pocket.  

   •      Surprise your partner with a small gift or a special 
night out.  

   •      Burn a CD of favorite songs, love songs, or songs that 
are meaningful to the both of you.  

   •      Go on a picnic to watch the sunset or sunrise — in a 
park or your own backyard.  

   •      Book a room at a hotel for an hour or a night.  
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   •      Send a single fl ower or a bouquet, for no apparent 
reason.  

   •      Go for a walk in the rain or snow or fog.  

   •      Make dinner or breakfast in bed.  

   •      Leave chocolate kisses on the pillow.    

   •      Be sensual. 

    •      Touch your spouse erotically during dinner.  

   •      Hold hands wherever you go.  

   •      Read poetry, love stories, or erotica together or to 
each other.    

   •      Take risks. 

    •      Initiate lovemaking at unexpected times and places.  

   •      Try making love in different places — on the fl oor, in 
the backyard, in the bathtub. (Please make sure 
you ’ re both comfortable!)  

   •      Try a new position — buy a book or go online to fi nd 
new positions you can both agree to experiment with.    

   •      Use your imagination — be creative. 

    •      Leave a note on the bathroom mirror suggesting a 
rendezvous at a specifi c time and place.  

   •      Fill ten balloons with love notes and blow up lots 
more; your partner has to pop them all to read the 
love notes inside the balloons.  

   •      Make a set of Love Coupons: for a full - body massage, 
a dance in the rain, a romantic dinner for two, cham-
pagne and cuddling by the fi re, a kiss anytime any-
where, and so on.    

(continued)
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 Another matter of priority for couples is to make time for the 
physical relationship. Sad but true: over the years together, most 
couples take less and less time for this very important kind of 
bonding. There ’ s really no good reason for this. Sure, we all get 
busy, and there really are competing priorities (like changing 
diapers or going to work). But that only means that it ’ s all the 
more critical that the two of you make time for this special part of 
your relationship. If you don ’ t, it just won ’ t happen, or it will 
happen less and less often. 

 By the way, do you know when the average couple in America 
is most likely to be making love? Some research years ago dis-
covered this most important information: 10:35  p . m . In most 
parts of the United States, that ’ s just after the nightly news and 
at the start of the late evening comedy shows. Johnny Carson 
(Jay Leno ’ s predecessor) used to joke — but it was no joke — 
that couples all over the country were making love during 
his opening monologue. Maybe he really knew more than we 
thought. 

   •      Be sensitive to your partner ’ s rhythms and needs and 
wishes. 

    •      Find times to make love that are good for both of 
you.  

   •      Push yourself to initiate sex if your partner usually 
does.  

   •      Think about what is happening in your partner ’ s 
life — did he or she make a big presentation today, 
have to fi re an employee, or take care of your chil-
dren and their friends?      
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 When publicly sharing this valuable research, Howard has 
asked audiences to think about why this information is so appreci-
ated by couples. He goes on to say, with an amazingly straight face: 
 “ If you need to call a friend or a coworker late at night about some 
project or engagement, you don ’ t want to call between, say, 
10:35 and 10:39. Give couples who are trying to make the time to 
make love the respect they deserve. ”  After you fi nish groaning 
about that joke, do give a lot of thought to the serious advice 
behind it. Like anything else that matters to you in life, you have 
to make time so that you can relax and enjoy this aspect of being 
together. 

 We believe that just about every couple can have a wonderful 
sensual and sexual relationship. Too many people accept the 
common belief that once the initial sexual passion wanes, sex 
naturally goes to the back burner and never again comes to the 
front.

  For most people, passion at its height resembles something like the 

birth of a fi re on dry wood: great fury and heat, crackling fl ames 

leaping high. The start of such a fi re is magnifi cent. My focus here is 

not on the great fi re but on the coals that are begun from it. It is the 

long - burning coals and embers that sustain the promise of heat and 

fi re to come. 

  — S cott  S tanley    

 The fi res of love often burn very easily; it ’ s what couples 
do with the embers that counts most! To have your love and 
passion last a lifetime, you both have to tend the coals from which 
future fi res spring. You have to protect sensual and sexual life; 
nurture it; and, above all, make it a priority. If it ’ s going well —
 that ’ s wonderful. You can continue to think and act in ways to 
keep it that way and maybe even make it better. If some problems 
have developed, the ideas we emphasize here can help you get back 
on track.  
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    S 
 A major theme of our newest work is that  you  can decide to act 
in ways that are good for you and your relationship. We learned 
that in the Navy when a plan of action is developed, the goal is 
to  “ Make It Happen ”  — a great philosophy to adopt. If you want 
the distilled essence of what we ’ re recommending here, try taking 
the following to heart: 

   •      Make the time for physical intimacy. Don ’ t rush things.  

   •      Protect the time from confl ict. Deal with issues at other 
times — never, if you can help it, when together to explore 
physical intimacy.  

   •      Pay attention to sensuality. Communicate your desires.  

   •      Break out of ruts. Be creative.    

 These strategies work, but you need to work at them. Look each 
other in the eye and go for it. You can do it. 

  Talking Points 

    1.     Couples need to protect their sensual relationships, as well as 
their sexual intimacy, by being more romantic, communicat-
ing about their needs and desires, and guarding intimate times 
from confl ict.  

  2.     Anxiety is a guaranteed way to stop arousal and decrease 
sexual pleasure.                

    EXERCISES 

  Exploring the Sensual 

 Set aside specifi c times for sensual activities together. This works 
for all couples, regardless of whether they are engaging in sexual 
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activity or not. Be sure you will not be interrupted. (This is the 
time for baby - sitters or voice mail!) 

 When you choose to be sensual together, talk about what ’ s 
sensual for each of you and what you ’ d like to try doing to 
keep sensual experiences in your relationship. Here are some ideas: 

   •      Give a massage to your partner.  

   •      Share a fantasy you ’ ve had about your partner.  

   •      Cuddle and hug as you talk to your partner about the positive 
things you love about him or her.  

   •      Plan a sensual or sexual activity for your next encounter.  

   •      Plan a wonderful meal together. Prepare it together and sit 
close together — share the meal.  

   •      Wash your partner ’ s hair. Spend some time just kissing.     

  Enhancing Romance 

 Review your plan for romantic success. We recommend that 
you implement at least part of your plan on a weekly basis. Every 
month we suggest you update your plan to include more and 
different romantic activities.  



  13 

Sacred Places 
 Core Beliefs and Spiritual Intimacy    

         We ’ ve discussed how to enhance your relationship with a 
focus on friendship, support, fun, and your love life. Now 

we ’ re going to explore core beliefs and how you can enhance 
your spiritual life together. Whether or not you are religious or 
spiritually inclined, we believe that your beliefs matter in your 
relationship. 

 First, a little personal history. We started working with the U.S. 
Navy many years ago now. A man with great foresight saw a need 
for specifi c, research - based strategies to help military couples build 
happier and more secure marriages. That man was William Coffi n. 
Bill had heard that we were considering developing a spiritually 
oriented module in PREP. Because he was planning to bring a good 
number of Navy chaplains out to a training the Navy would be 
paying for, he thought it would be a great idea if we could develop 
this new material in time for that training. 

 We know a good opportunity when we see one. We had learned 
by that point that when someone is knocking on your door with 
a great idea for a government contract, you listen carefully to the 
suggestion. So just to make sure we were understanding Bill, we 
said,  “ So, if we adapt PREP for the Navy, you ’ d give us a contract? ”  
Bill said yes; we talked about it and decided to do the work, and 

294
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we got the contract for the training. Now all we had to do was 
come up with what the three of us wanted to say about this aspect 
of life. Now, let ’ s see how easy this would be: Scott is a conserva-
tive Christian, Howard is a relatively liberal Jew, and Susan is a 
Conservative Jew who ’ s a social liberal. The words  “ Sure, no sweat ”  
reverberated in our minds. However, the research and theory both 
then and now have made our job easy in terms of what we could 
say that would be important for nearly any couple.  

  RELIGIOUS VERSUS SPIRITUAL 

 Think for a moment about the difference between the words  spir-
itual  and  religious . When most people think about  religious , the 
words that come to mind are formal: ceremony, church, synagogue, 
mosque, clergy, and so on. When people think about  spiritual , 
words that come to mind include sacred, personal, soulful, peace-
ful, and so forth. What these words have in common is a relation 
to the core belief systems people hold as well as the deeper ways 
people become connected in life. 

 Whether or not you are religious, there are implications from 
studies related to religion that can benefi t you. Many religions 
have codifi ed core beliefs, values, and practices that promote sta-
bility and health in relationships. Our goal here is to decode these 
fi ndings and highlight key implications for all couples — religious 
or not. 

 When we say  “ core beliefs, ”  we ’ re not talking of minor beliefs 
about who should refi ll the orange juice container and the like. 
Rather, we mean major, life - shaping beliefs that all people hold —
 about the meaning or purpose of life or about the ethics or rules 
of behavior between people, for example — whether those beliefs 
are religious, spiritual, philosophical, or something else. Because 
many people express their core beliefs primarily through the 
spiritual or religious realm, we ’ ll use it as the focus for much of 
what we have to say. 
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 Whether you believe strongly in your faith or are nonreligious, 
we mean this chapter to be helpful in guiding you and your partner 
to explore together some of the most important themes in life —
 themes that most couples rarely discuss. So let us tell you about 
realms where many couples never travel — but when they do go 
there, their personal life relationships can be transformed as they 
are strengthened. 

 

  Are Young People Spiritual or Religious? 
 A recent study by Donna Freitas at Boston University found 
that 65 percent of students rated themselves as both 
religious and spiritual; only 8.4 percent rated themselves 
as neither. When interviewed, students were three times 
more likely to say that they were spiritual rather than reli-
gious. Clearly young people today have a strong spiritual -
 religious side to their lives. However, there was some 
suggestion of anger toward organized religion. Other studies 
indicate that younger people will get more religious and 
involved with organized religion as they get married, have 
children, and get older (of course all of these transitions are 
related!). Nevertheless, the defi nitions young people use for 
the terms  religious  and  spiritual  are also very interesting in 
general and in that they seem to echo the defi nitions of 
older adults. 

 Religion is typically defi ned as set beliefs coming from an 
external source, whereas spirituality comes from within and 
is directed at a source outside of the person. Some people 
focus on nature, others on the mystical — all focus on trying 
to give some meaning and structure to their lives both now 
and in the future.    
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  RESEARCH ON RELIGIOUS INVOLVEMENT 

 Most of the research we ’ ll now describe for you is based on  “ reli-
gious ”  beliefs and practices rather than on  “ spirituality, ”  as it ’ s 
easier for researchers to agree on what religious behavior is: belong-
ing to a denomination, going to services, reading certain writings, 
praying, and so forth. In contrast, people have widely varying defi -
nitions of spirituality, and researchers have a harder time deciding 
what, exactly, to measure. We believe that the fi ndings on religion 
extend to spirituality, in general, as well as to other philosophical 
beliefs. 

 The impact of religion on marriage has been studied for years. 
Most of this research has been conducted with those involved 
in traditional religious systems, particularly within the Judeo -
 Christian spectrum. Despite this, the fi ndings as we will focus on 
them here can be applied to most couples. We can also tell you 
that, in some ways, fi ndings in this area of research have only 
strengthened, not weakened, since the previous edition of this 
book. Therefore, we have a lot of confi dence that what we present 
here will be helpful. 

 Many studies, including numerous fi ndings from our own 
research, show that religious involvement is, on average, benefi cial 
to most couples in marriage. For example, couples who are more 
religious tend to be a bit more satisfi ed in their marriages and less 
likely to divorce, and they have lower levels of confl ict and higher 
levels of commitment. Moreover, those who were more religious 
were more likely to say that divorce is wrong, especially those who 
identifi ed themselves as conservative in their beliefs. Religious 
couples were more likely to report being satisfi ed in sacrifi cing for 
one another and having a stronger sense of couple identity. New 
research by sociologist Paul Amato at Penn State University and 
his colleagues also shows that those who are religiously involved 
are the least likely to be part of the national trend toward couples 
becoming more isolated and less involved in various community 
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activities and efforts. These fi ndings make sense, given the values 
that are emphasized in traditional religious groups. 

 It ’ s not, however, that couples who are more religious have 
substantially better marriages. The effects we ’ re talking about are 
consistent and statistically signifi cant but nevertheless rather 
small. It would be most accurate to say that something about the 
dynamics associated with religious involvement gives couples an 
edge in keeping their marriages strong. 

 Given the association between religious involvement and 
marital success, researchers have sought to better understand what 
kinds of religious involvement matter most when it comes to 
maintaining a happy and healthy marriage. A number of major 
studies suggest that the positive benefi ts of religious involvement 
are strongest for those partners who actively practice their faith 
together. 

 

  Doing It Together 
 Annette Mahoney, Kenny Pargament, and their colleagues 
at Bowling Green State University conducted one of the 
most impressive studies ever done in the study of religious life 
and marriage. Like other researchers, they found that being 
religious and having similar faith backgrounds benefi ted 
couples. But, far more important, they discovered that what 
mattered most was what couples did together in practicing 
their faith. 

 Couples who actively practiced their faith together — and 
who tended to view marriage as having a transcendent mean-
ing — tended to be happier, to have less confl ict, to work more 
as a team, and to engage in less of what we have called the 
Communication Danger Signs. Researchers at the Center for 
Marriage and Family at Creighton University conducted a 
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study that points in a similar direction. They compared 
couples in which partners came from the same church back-
ground, from different church backgrounds, and from differ-
ent backgrounds but in which one converted to the religion 
of the other. This last group of couples was the least likely to 
divorce. When they were asked, most of the partners in these 
couples said the greatest motivation for one partner changing 
was a mutual desire to worship and practice their faith 
together as a couple. 

 These fi ndings mean you can do something very won-
derful for your relationship by engaging in more faith -  and 
spirituality - based activities together, if you are open to that. 
If you and your partner are not religious or interested in 
spirituality, the two of you may share other deeply held beliefs 
and interests that you can pursue and that will enhance your 
connection. We think that by practicing together what they 
believe, couples have a powerful way to be  “ on the same 
page ”  in life.    

  WHAT DO SUCH FINDINGS MEAN 

FOR ALL COUPLES? 

 In hopes of stimulating you to consider how to strengthen your 
own relationship, we would now offer an analysis of why shared 
religious practices have a positive impact on couples. Because this 
is a secular book, we ’ ll focus our understanding on pretty down - to -
 earth explanations, though we recognize that some of you would 
consider more spiritual explanations as well. In our attempts to 
decode the meaning of these studies for nearly all couples, we focus 
on two key factors: the need for social support and the effect of 
having — or developing — a shared worldview. 
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  Who ’ s Got Your Back? The Need for Social Support 

 Howard has made several trips to Australia, and he ’ s picked up this 
common way of saying that you ’ ve got support from another:  “ I ’ ve 
got your back. ”  For many people, they fi nd a solid support system 
in the context of a religious community. There ’ s a clear benefi t for 
most people in being part of a social group, religious or not — as 
long as they have a clear sense that they belong or  “ fi t ”  into the 
group. In fact, research by Ken Pargament demonstrates that those 
church and synagogue members who fi t well into their religious 
communities have higher levels of mental health than those who 
don ’ t. (Here we are talking about social support from others and 
communities, not the support we get and give to our partners, 
which we covered in Chapter  Ten .)

  [Y]ou need a team of friends to support your journey through a 

relationship. . . . Many of us have the feeling that we ’ re on our own 

when it comes to enabling our love to survive. The truth is that our 

relationships can benefi t from the support and participation of 

extended family and friends . . . our own love or romance team. 

  — H oward  M arkman    

 Conversely, studies have consistently shown that people who 
are more isolated are at greater risk for emotional problems, such 
as depression and suicide; health problems; and poverty. In fact, 
some research now shows that the health risks of isolation are as 
great as those of smoking. Further, many studies in the fi eld of stress 
management demonstrate how much more vulnerable you are if 
you have signifi cant stressors but no social support system to help 
you, no one at your back. It ’ s just not healthy for most humans to 
be isolated. To paraphrase Donne, no one is an island. As we sum-
marized earlier, research by Paul Amato and colleagues, presented 
in their book,  Alone Together , shows that couples have become 
increasingly isolated in the past twenty years. They do fewer things 



 Sacred Places 301

together in the community and are more detached. They reported 
that the only place where they saw a tendency countering this 
trend was among those who were regularly involved in religious 
organizations and practices. 

 We believe that one way religious involvement benefi ts many 
couples is that it provides them with ready - made social structures. 
Religions specify codes of behavior and rituals, many of which 
provide natural points of connection among those involved. For 
example, most religious and spiritual groups meet regularly for 
numerous kinds of activities. Spiritual activities include worship, 
prayer, reading, study, discussion groups, and so forth. Social activ-
ities can include coffee hours, watching movies together, book 
clubs, picnics, group outings, potlucks, softball leagues, and about 
anything else you can think of. Service activities are also common, 
including food drives, teaching computer skills, teaching how to 
check voice mail on cell phones, visiting the sick or elderly, min-
istries of service to disadvantaged groups, community outreach, 
volunteer work, and support groups. On this latter point, a whole 
body of research has emerged in the past ten years showing that 
those who are happiest in life are those who take time to give to 
others, especially in terms of helping others. Religious and spiritual 
involvements often give couples a way to engage in such highly 
meaningful acts as a couple, which for some can fuel a greater sense 
of connection. 

 William and Sandra are a couple who got married in the same 
church where they met. They had been involved for years in the 
denomination before they decided to tie the knot. They invited 
the entire church as well as friends and family. The turnout was 
large, the outpouring of support very clear. They didn ’ t get married 
just in front of friends but in front of a whole community that knew 
them, supported them, and would be regularly involved in their 
lives. 

 As you can imagine, such a couple has a tremendous support 
system. Sandra and William are involved in weekly meetings, 



302 FIGHTING FOR YOUR MARRIAGE

church on Sunday, and numerous other activities based in their 
religious community. Their relationship is supported and encour-
aged in the social network and by teachings that place great value 
on marriage and commitment — especially dedication. 

 Such deep ties to a religious community may not be for you, 
but it ’ s very important for all couples to have a strong support 
system for their relationship. Social links to a community are 
important for you as a couple — no matter how you obtain them. 
Some couples fi nd greater connection as well as support through 
involvement in charitable organizations or foundations. Susan 
(coauthor) and her husband have found a great sense of belonging 
to a community through their involvement with a local program 
that supports families with children from birth to age three who 
have special needs. After their fi rst child was born prematurely, 
they used the agency to receive services, therapy, and group 
support. Later they started leading parent support groups them-
selves, and now Susan sits on the board of directors. Doing these 
activities together not only helped them with their own concerns 
about having a preemie but also brought them a circle of friends 
who are now part of their daily lives. 

 Many couples have discovered a network of support groups for 
having great marriages, called the Association for Couples in Mar-
riage Enrichment (ACME). ACME is an organization built around 
the aim of couples helping couples through life. It ’ s not counseling, 
and it ’ s not sectarian. Rather, ACME facilitates couples ’  coming 
together to share, encourage one another, and enjoy sharing aspects 
of life. ACME chapters are not everywhere, but they are an inter-
national organization. It ’ s one great option for couples looking for 
a way to connect more with others. 

 For one couple we knew, John and Marsha, ACME turned out 
to be just what they wanted. Because neither of them is religious, 
their involvement turned out to be a great way to meet a need for 
support and connection. The friends they ’ ve made and the group 
activities in ACME have helped them through some tough spots 
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in their marriage. They ’ ve also had a lot of fun participating in 
activities with these other couples. 

 There are many ways that couples enhance their connection 
as well as the supports for their marriage — including involvement 
in bowling leagues, book clubs, softball teams, gourmet cooking 
groups, and so forth. So if you are not interested at this point in 
involvement with a community of faith, there are many other 
ways for you to pursue a stronger network for your marriage. We 
don ’ t know what would be the best fi t for the two of you, or what 
you are open to trying, but we do know that you ’ re likely to 
do best in life if you have strong connections with others who 
get to know you as a couple and who care about how you are 
doing. 

 

  Finding the Right Place for the Two of You 
 So you want to practice your faith together, and you want to 
be part of a religious community. Now what? Many couples 
struggle with fi nding the right place that fi ts both their needs. 
Our colleague Joel Crohn, author of  Mixed Matches  and coau-
thor with Howard, Susan, and Janice Levine of  Beyond the 
Chuppah , has developed a series of steps to help couples make 
this choice. This process works for couples in which the 
partners are of the same faith but are from different denomi-
nations or perhaps observe differently, or for couples of dif-
ferent faiths. 

 First, you need to acknowledge the differences in your 
needs and desires. You need to talk about your life history 
and the connections you feel to your own religious or spiritual 
traditions. 

 Second, Joel recommends  “ unconditional experimenta-
tion. ”  For example, attend services at a number of places that 
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refl ect your different interests or beliefs. This is a time to 
really see religious involvement through your partner ’ s eyes. 

 Third, you need to make choices and choose a path. The 
problem - solving approach you ’ ve learned in this book can 
help guide this part of the process. You both need to be as 
clear as possible about what works and what doesn ’ t and 
about where you can bend and where you cannot. 

 The fourth step of the process is to make provisions for 
renegotiations. We call this follow - up. You need to try out 
your chosen path and then come back together to discuss the 
impact of your choices. Keep repeating this process until you 
have found a religious home that is comfortable for both of 
you. Even if that is not possible, your work will help you 
better understand each other ’ s views.    

  Shared Worldviews 

 Within most religions, there ’ s a common understanding and 
language system for thinking and talking about core beliefs. So 
another explanation for the benefi t of shared religious involve-
ment is that these couples have a belief system that makes it easier 
to develop a shared worldview. Of course, holding shared religious 
beliefs is not the only way couples develop or enhance shared 
worldviews, but it ’ s a very common and very powerful one. Bernie 
Spilka, our colleague at the University of Denver, is considered to 
be one of the leading experts in the study of religion. In  The Psy-
chology of Religion , he and his colleagues stated,  “ Since it is fairly 
likely that the religious feelings of spouses tend to be similar, 
among the more religious, who probably come from religious 
homes, there may be a supportive complex of perceptions leading 
to increased marital satisfaction. ”  That is a shared worldview. 
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 Communication expert Fran 
Dickson of Chapman University 
has found that partners who have 
been happily married for fi fty 
years talked about their future 
together and developed a shared 
vision for their future. When 
there ’ s a shared belief system —
 including mutual understanding of the meanings of life, death, 
and marriage — it ’ s easier to develop a relationship vision, a shared 
vision unique to the couple. In turn, having a relationship 
vision supports the long - term goal of keeping the relationship 
alive.  

 Relationships are often affected by worldviews in two other 
ways: through core values and relationship expectations. 

  Core Values 

 One way that involvement in religious and spiritual activities 
helps couples is that such activities regularly emphasize the core 
values in life, such as commitment, respect, intimacy, honesty, and 
forgiveness. These kinds of values are clearly associated with good 
relationships. When you and your partner have similar core belief 
systems — religious or not — it ’ s likely that you ’ ll have a similar 
understanding of these values and how you can give life to them 
in your marriage. 

 We hope you can see how the fi ve core values we just men-
tioned — commitment, respect, intimacy, honesty, and forgive-
ness — are refl ected in the skills and attitudes we encourage 
throughout this book. Most belief systems, religious or not, have 
been emphasizing these values for thousands of years in ethics, 
codes of conduct, and standards for dealing with others; and 
research suggests that creating a shared world image incorporating 
these values is a major step on the road to marital success.  

 When there ’ s a shared belief 

system — including mutual 

understanding of the meanings 

of life, death, and marriage — it ’ s 

easier to develop a relationship 

vision. 
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  Relationship and Family Expectations 

 Your worldview can also have a signifi cant impact on your mar-
riage by shaping your expectations in such areas as parenting 
and discipline practices, celebrating holidays, deciding who does 
what around the house, and marital roles in general. Whereas the 
moral viewpoints (core values) we ’ ve discussed so far have more 
impact in the long term, the expectations aspect of your worldview 
has very signifi cant implications for your marriage in day - to - day 
life. 

 The potential for differences in expectations to spark confl ict 
is so great that we spend Chapter  Fourteen  encouraging you to 
make such expectations clear — no matter where they come from. 
When two people share a perspective on key relationship expecta-
tions, they are going to have an easier time negotiating life together. 
Shared expectations lead to shared rituals and routines that guide 
couples more smoothly through the transitions and trials of life 
and enhance the joyous times. 

 Presumably, couples who aren ’ t religiously involved can derive 
this same benefi t if they share some philosophical view that makes 
it easier to maintain shared expectations. Whatever your back-
ground and beliefs, you shouldn ’ t take them for granted in your 
relationship. You can identify and discuss similarities and differ-
ences in your viewpoints in ways that help you work together as 
a team. Using the expectations exercise at the end of Chapter 
 Fourteen  will help.    

  WHEN YOUR VIEWS ARE NOT YOUR 

PARTNER ’ S VIEWS 

 When couples do not share their faiths or worldviews, the impact 
on the relationship can be demoralizing and distressing, because 
many partners believe that a great deal is at stake. In terms of how 
your relationship will do over time, your actual differences in 
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worldview may not be as critical as how you handle those differ-
ences. As we have stressed, staying friends and showing respect do 
not depend on your seeing everything the same way. At this point 
we hope you know that when you don ’ t see things eye to eye, 
especially about such important things as worldviews, you can 
engage your skills to deal with your differences. You don ’ t have to 
live life fearing confl ict. Here are some of the various challenges 
and solutions to handling nonshared core beliefs. 

  Nonshared but Respected Views 

 Many couples do not share a number of important beliefs, but they 
are not at greater risk of confl ict. They handle the differences with 
respect. The differences don ’ t produce alienation and may, in fact, 
be a source of intimacy if the couple is able to enjoy the exchange 
of different perspectives. 

 For example, Jean and Randy fell in love in college fi fteen years 
ago. Now they are in their late thirties, with two children and busy 
lives. Neither was religious. Randy was raised in a somewhat reli-
gious home, but he never really connected with his parent ’ s faith. 
Jean grew up in a completely nonreligious home, and has never 
become interested. However, there is a way that Jean and Randy 
have walked different paths as they ’ ve shared a life and family 
together. 

 Over the years, Jean has become quite  “ green. ”  She ’ s become 
a passionate defender of nature, an adamant recycler, and a veg-
etarian. Although Randy is not opposed to these passions, he does 
not share any of them. He ’ s willing to put cans and bottles in the 
recycling bin, now that the city has made it so easy to do, but it 
gives him none of the deep feelings of responsibility that Jean feels. 
Also, he loves barbeque, and he loves his burgers and steak. 

 Randy has some passionate values, too. About fi ve years ago,
 a friend of his at work encouraged him to come with him and get 
involved in a literacy project at the library. Randy went along but 



308 FIGHTING FOR YOUR MARRIAGE

didn ’ t really expect much, and certainly didn ’ t expect to get 
hooked on how meaningful doing this one night a week could be. 

 Randy and Jean do not share these values and passions. This 
means that their various activities are not ways for them to be more 
connected, and in fact take some time away from being together. 
However, each totally respects and believes in the other as a person 
who does care about something and who acts on those beliefs. 
Admiring each other actually does draw them together. But notice 
something else. They have not let these differences cause any rift 
between the two of them. If either started actively pestering the 
other to share the same interests, their relationship could deterio-
rate in a hurry. 

 For a couple to handle differences in beliefs, values, or pas-
sions well, the partners need at least three things: (1) the skills 
to maintain respect in light of the differences; (2) enough per-
sonal security about their core beliefs not to be overly threatened 
by the absence of agreement; and (3) a strong and clear commit-
ment to being together and sharing life, even when they don ’ t 
share all the things that matter in life. These con ditions are all 
the more important when the differences in worldviews are great. 
For such couples, many of their beliefs and expectations aren ’ t 
shared in the sense of being similar, but they can be shared in 
the sense that there is an open expression that doesn ’ t trigger 
hidden issues of acceptance and fear of rejection.  

  When One Is Religious and the Other Is Not 
 Many married couples do not share the same degree of inter-
est in practicing their faith. Sometimes differences develop 
over time, as one becomes more involved or the other begins 
to drop out. For whatever reasons, there are many couples in 
which one is very religiously involved and the other is not. 
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 This is no easy challenge to resolve. For some couples, 
this becomes a source of confl ict. The more religious partner 
pushes and cajoles the nonreligious partner to come along, 
or can ’ t stop from nudging his or her partner to become more 
active in the practice of his or her faith. 

 Here ’ s the really tricky part. A number of researchers, such 
as Vaughn Call and Tim Heaton of Brigham Young Univer-
sity, have found that the more the religious partner attends 
services, the higher the couple ’ s risk for divorce. Such a 
fi nding could merely indicate that attendance is a strong 
marker of how great the difference between the partners really 
is. But it seems to us that there is something more involved. 

 If you are the religiously involved one, you may need to 
think about where you want to draw the line about how often 
you are out at meetings. We would not for a minute suggest 
that you back off from your faith. However, you might want 
to watch out that you don ’ t cross a line where your involve-
ment at religious events and meetings takes up so much time 
that it harms your marriage. Odds are, the health of your 
marriage is a signifi cant part of what you believe is meaning-
ful from your faith perspective. 

 If you are the one who ’ s not religiously involved, give some 
serious thought to what you are willing to do that taps into 
your partner ’ s desire to do things together that relate to his 
or her fundamental values. For example, although you may 
not be interested in attending services, perhaps you are willing 
to join with your partner in a volunteer service activity.   

  Nonshared Views with Confl ict 

 Some partners don ’ t share the same perspective and don ’ t handle 
the differences well, either. Some argue nastily; some grow more 
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and more distant over time. When partners are unable to share 
their deeply held beliefs with respect, it ’ s easy for events to trigger 
hidden issues of acceptance and caring. The differences in core 
beliefs grow to become barriers to any intimacy on the deepest 
themes of life. 

 Life transitions — marriage, birth, death, and others — have 
a habit of bringing us more in touch with our core beliefs. In fact, 
most religions specify many key rituals around such events, which 
help families move through the transitions with meaning and 
support. When confl ict arises around differences in worldview, 
couples are often unable to take advantage of the support offered 
by their religious system of choice because of the confl ict. 

 For example, Marjorie and Simon married at twenty - three. 
They fell in love in college, where he majored in marketing and 
she majored in English. The problem was, he was Jewish and she 
was Catholic. His parents were alarmed that he ’ d date a Gentile. 
Hers were concerned, but she ’ d dated so many guys in the past, 
they fi gured Simon for a passing fancy. He wasn ’ t. 

 Marjorie ’ s parents began to get pretty worried.  “ How could she 
not marry a Catholic boy? ”  Simon and Marjorie both felt pressure 
from their families to cool it. But they really did love each other, 
so did religion matter that much? No. What about children? No 
problem.  “ We ’ ll let them choose for themselves what to believe. ”  
What about their parents? No problem.  “ They ’ ll learn to accept 
our marriage. ”  Religious practice? No problem. Neither was par-
ticularly involved or observant at this point in life, so they fi gured, 
 “ You do your thing, and I ’ ll do mine. ”  

 They got married after college, and despite all threats, both sets 
of parents showed up for the wedding, which was conducted by a 
judge in a lodge. Things went along fairly well for Simon and Mar-
jorie until the fourth year of marriage, when she got pregnant. 

 For Marjorie, the idea of having a child was wonderful but at 
the same time marred by concerns:  “ What kind of world am I 
bringing this kid into? ”  These natural anxieties led her to a serious 
reevaluation of her faith. There was no other context that seemed 
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as relevant for grappling with such questions. For Simon, his vision 
of himself as a daddy returned him to an interest in his faith. 
 “ What if I have a son? I can ’ t have the doctor do the circumcision. ”  
Suddenly, each had an interest in spiritual things — for their child 
and themselves — that hadn ’ t seemed important a few years before. 

 As it turned out, they had a son, Benjamin. They had decided to 
have him baptized as well as circumcised in religious ceremonies. 
The trouble was, in order to do the baptism, the priest wanted Mar-
jorie to commit to raising Benjamin as a Catholic. To make things 
more complicated, the couple couldn ’ t fi nd a mohel who would rit-
ually circumcise their son, because he was born to a Gentile woman 
who hadn ’ t converted to Judaism. They ended up doing neither. 

 The couple made compromises that worked for a few years. 
Both parents read Bible stories to Benjamin, and he certainly 
enjoyed celebrating both Hanukkah and Christmas. But the bal-
ancing act got tougher and tougher. By the time Benjamin turned 
four, confl icts had become more frequent and more intense. Simon 
and Marjorie agreed that it would be pretty confusing to expose 
Benjamin to different teachings, but neither was willing to give up 
the idea of Benjamin learning their faith. 

 Negative feelings intensifi ed to the point that their confl icts 
about Benjamin were erupting into all sorts of other relationship 
events. One by one, key areas of intimacy suffered under the 
weight of the confl ict about Benjamin. There was no longer a safe 
haven for Marjorie and Simon just to relax and enjoy each other ’ s 
company. 

 Eventually Marjorie suggested they get some professional help. 
Simon surprised her by agreeing. After a good number of years, 
they fi nally started to talk openly and deeply about what each was 
expecting and feeling. 

 Their counselor was very warm and supportive, which helped 
them a lot, considering how injured each felt at this point. Further, 
he helped them learn ways to talk more openly and safely together 
using some of the strategies in this book. Most important, the 
counselor guided them to work toward a much more thorough 
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understanding of who each was, where they had each come from, 
and what they hoped would happen now. Marjorie and Simon both 
started to feel some confi dence again — and some closeness. It 
wasn ’ t that they saw eye to eye on everything, but now they were 
working on these issues as a team, and that made all the difference.  

  Interfaith Marriages: A Special Case of 
Nonshared Worldviews 

 Because of changes in society, people are now far more likely 
to marry out of their faith. One reason is that religion prob-
ably has less overall impact in our culture than it used to. 
People are less likely to take it into account when picking a 
mate. Also, as our society becomes increasingly mobile, con-
nections with religious communities become harder to main-
tain, and intermarriage and divorce become more likely. 

 Research consistently shows that mixed - faith couples are 
much more likely to divorce. For example, Tim Heaton at 
Brigham Young University has examined these kinds of 
factors in very large samples. He has consistently found that 
couples with greater similarity of religious background have 
an edge in happiness. 

 Many interfaith marriages start out just fi ne, with couples 
thinking they can beat the odds. Love will conquer all. 
Although love can conquer a lot — especially if translated 
into loving and respectful behavior — the more there is 
to conquer, the greater the risk of failure. If you are in an 
interfaith marriage (or thinking about one), you should 
accept that your risks in marriage may be somewhat higher 
than for other folks. Does that mean couples with differences 
in backgrounds are doomed? Of course not. But for such 
couples, it ’ s especially important to be able to handle differ-
ences and clarify expectations well.   
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 S 
 You and your partner may have different perspectives, even if you 
think you were raised similarly. When you think about differences 
in core beliefs, a lot is at stake. Everyone believes something, and 
it ’ s unlikely that any pair of partners aligns perfectly on these 
dimensions. 

 You need to grapple with the ways your deepest beliefs affect 
your relationship. The exercises for this chapter are designed to 
help you do just that — grapple. We want you to explore your 
beliefs and talk them over together. If you have similar views, you 
can enhance aspects of your shared views by having these talks. If 
you have very different beliefs and traditions, you reduce the risks 
these differences can cause by facing them as a team. If you do 
decide to take this journey into your core beliefs together (and we 
hope you do), you will be rewarded with a trip fi lled with fun, 
excitement, refl ection, and meaning.  

  Talking Points 

    1.     The positive benefi ts of religious involvement are strongest for 
those partners who actively practice their faith together.  

  2.     There seem to be two areas of importance when considering 
the role of religion in relationships: social support and a shared 
worldview.  

  3.     Five core values — commitment, respect, intimacy, honesty, 
and forgiveness — apply to all relationships regardless of 
couples ’  levels of religious or spiritual involvement.           

            EXERCISES 

    There are three exercises for this chapter. They follow the key 
themes we used to explain the research fi ndings regarding the 
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impact of religion and spiritual values on relationships. First, we 
ask you to take stock of your social support system. Second, we ask 
you to consider what your core values are, where they come from, 
and how they affect your marriage. Third, we want you to explore 
your core belief systems and the expectations specifi cally related 
to them. You will each need a separate pad of paper to do these 
exercises.  

  Who ’ s Got Your Back? Your Social Supports 

 Talk together about your social support system outside of the two 
of you. Do you have a strong support system — people to rely on, 
to encourage you, to hold you accountable at times? Are you 
involved in a community that supports and nurtures your growth 
in your marriage? Do you want to be? What could you do as a 
couple to build up more support if you see the need to do that?  

  Honoring Your Values 

 We ’ d like you to consider what your core values are in life. What 
values are central for you? Where did these values come from? 
Spend some time thinking about this individually. Jot down some 
notes. Then share with each other what you ’ ve been thinking 
about. 

 You may have some additional ideas after you work on the 
next exercise. In addition to other ideas that come up for you, 
specifi cally discuss together your views of the core relationship 
values mentioned in this chapter: commitment, respect, intimacy, 
honesty, and forgiveness. What is your view of these values?  

  Finding Spiritual Intimacy 

 Now we want you to explore on your own and share with your 
partner issues relevant to your core belief system. For many people, 
their religious faith or spiritual orientation refl ects or determines 
core philosophical, moral, and cultural beliefs and practices. If 
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that ’ s the case for you, it will make the most sense to answer these 
questions in that light. For others, these questions may seem related 
less to religion than to philosophy. 

 Whatever your orientation, it can be very important for you 
and your partner to understand one another ’ s core belief system —
 whether it ’ s based in spiritual or religious beliefs or other philoso-
phies of life. This exercise will help you accomplish this goal. 

 The following questions are designed to get you thinking about 
a broad range of issues related to your beliefs. There may be other 
important questions that we ’ ve left out, so feel free to answer ques-
tions we don ’ t ask as well as those we do. We would like you to 
write down an answer to each question as it applies to you. Doing 
so will help you think more clearly about the issues and will also 
help you when it comes time to talk with your partner about them. 

 As you think about and answer each question, it can be espe-
cially valuable to note what you were taught as a child as opposed 
to what you believe or expect now as an adult. 

   Questions for Refl ection 

   1.     What is your core belief system or worldview? What do you 
believe in?  

   2.     How did you come to believe in this viewpoint?  

   3.     What is the meaning or purpose of life in your core belief 
system?  

   4.     What were your beliefs growing up? How were these core 
beliefs practiced in your family of origin? What religious 
observances did you practice?  

   5.     Do you make a distinction between  spiritual  and  religious ? 
What is your view on these matters?  

   6.     What is the meaning of marriage in your belief system?  

   7.     What vows will you say, or what vows did you say? How do 
these tie into your belief system?  
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   8.     What is your belief about divorce? How does this fi t in with 
your belief system?  

   9.     How do you practice — or expect to practice — your core 
beliefs in your relationship? (This could mean religious 
involvement, spiritual practices, or something else, depending 
on your belief system.)  

  10.     What do you think the day - to - day impact of your belief 
system should be on your relationship?  

  11.     Are there specifi c views on sexuality in your belief system? 
What are they? How do they affect the two of you?  

  12.     If you have children — or plan to have children — how are 
they being raised or how will they be raised with respect to 
your belief system?  

  13.     Do you give, or expect to give, fi nancial support to a 
religious institution or other effort related to your belief 
system? How much? How will this be determined? Do you 
both agree?  

  14.     Do you see potential areas of confl ict regarding your belief 
systems? What are they?  

  15.     What do you believe about forgiveness in general? How does 
forgiveness apply in a relationship such as the one with your 
partner?  

  16.     In your belief system, what is your responsibility to other 
humans?  

  17.     How do you observe (or expect to observe) religious holidays?  

  18.     In your belief system, what is the basis for respecting 
others?  

  19.     How do you view fi nal matters of life? The meaning of death? 
Is there an afterlife? What about organ donation and the use 
of living wills?  

  20.     Are there any other questions you can think of and answer?    
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 After you and your partner have fi nished the entire exercise, 
plan time to talk, and begin spending time together discussing 
these core beliefs and values. You should plan on a number of 
discussions. Talk about the degree to which you each feel the 
spiritual or religious issue you are discussing had been shared clearly 
in the past. Use the Speaker Listener Technique if you would like 
some additional structure to deal with these diffi cult topics. 

 Talk about the degree to which each of you feels that your 
expectations about these issues are reasonable or unreasonable, 
and discuss what you want to do about them.     
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Why You Can ’ t Always Get 
What You Want 

 Unraveling the Mysteries of Expectations         

     In this last part of the book, our goal is to help the two of 
you stay the course you have chosen as you continue your 

journey through life together. Relationships face all kinds of 
obstacles. Many come from the risks and pitfalls we have discussed 
earlier. Many come from failing to nurture the great things that 
attracted the two of you as you fell in love. Many come from the 
normal stresses of life, career, and family. But sometimes people 
put up their own obstacles because of what they expect. This 
chapter will help each of you understand and share your expecta-
tions for your relationship. 

 As you will see, we believe that it ’ s very important to check if 
your expectations are reasonable, to be able to talk openly together 
about what you each expect, and to meet each other ’ s expectations 
to the degree you can. Before we explore these goals further, let ’ s 
look more deeply at why expectations matter so much.  

321
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  HOW EXPECTATIONS AFFECT 

RELATIONSHIPS 

 Expectations affect everything. You have specifi c expectations 
about minor things, such as who will refi ll the orange juice con-
tainer or who will balance the checkbook — the events in your life. 
You have expectations about common issues, such as money, 
housework, in - laws, and sex. You also have expectations about the 
deeper, often hidden, issues: how power will be shared (or not 
shared), how caring will be demonstrated, or about the level of 
commitment in your relationship. 

 In general, you will be disappointed or happy in life depending 
on how well your perceptions of what is happening match what 
you expected — what you think should be happening. It ’ s not sur-
prising, therefore, that expectations play a crucial role in how 
happy your marriage will be. 

 Think of the high bar at a track meet. The goal is to jump the 
bar at the greatest height you can manage. Some partners set their 
 “ expectation bar ”  too low and thus do not challenge their relation-
ship to be the best it can be. Others set their bar too high, leading 
to disappointment.    

 Meeting Your Partner ’ s Expectations 

 Researchers Don Baucom at the University of North Caro-
lina at Chapel Hill and Norm Epstein at the University of 
Maryland have identifi ed three major areas in which people 
have expectations about the way things  “ should be ”  in their 
relationships: 

  1.     Boundaries.     Where does the line around the couple go? 
Who is inside it, and who is outside? How much indepen-
dence is OK between the two partners?  
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 Zoey and Maxwell have been married for just a year, and things 
have gone pretty well. However, Maxwell is upset about his wife ’ s 
nights out with the girls. Like many young couples, they have dif-
ferent expectations about spending free time with friends, as 

  2.     Investment.     How much time and effort does each partner 
feel the other should be putting into the relationship? 
This includes the sense of what each thinks is the  “ right ”  
way to show investment.  

  3.     Control and power.     Who makes which decisions? Is power 
shared? How?    

 Norm noted something very important about what they 
have found in their work: essentially, differences between two 
partners ’  standards are less of a problem than the individuals ’  
being dissatisfi ed with the ways in which their personal stand-
ards are being met within the relationship. In other words, 
two people can be different but still work out a mutually 
acceptable way of meeting their standards. 

 What this means is that it may not be as crucial for the 
two of you to hold all the same expectations as it is for each 
of you to do your best to try to meet the important (and 
realistic) desires of the other. For example, many people 
expect that their partner will share their views on how to 
demonstrate love. Yet, as we discussed in the support 
chapter, the reality is that some people interpret gifts as 
signs of love, whereas others prefer hugs and kisses (to name 
only two ways of showing love). It isn ’ t important that each 
of you may want different things from the other; what 
is important is to learn to give the gifts the other desires 
most. 
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opposed to together. This creates confl ict for them, because they 
each hold expectations that they have not talked about. 

 Zoey goes out once or twice a week with her longtime girl-
friends, often to go shopping and sometimes to movies. Some-
times her going out (an event) triggers major arguments, like this 
one:

  M axwell :    (feeling agitated)  I don ’ t see why you have to go out 
again tonight. You ’ ve been out a lot lately. 

 Z oey :    (obviously irritated, rolling her eyes)  How many times do we 
have to argue about this? I go out once a week and that ’ s it. 
I don ’ t see any problem with that. 

 M axwell :   Well I do. All your girlfriends are single, and I know 
they keep their eyes open for guys. 

 Z oey :   So? 
 M axwell :   So, they are looking for guys, and you ’ re married. 
 Z oey :    (angered, feeling attacked and accused of being disloyal)  We 

don ’ t go out hunting for guys. I don ’ t like it that you don ’ t trust 
me. 

 M axwell :   I just don ’ t think a married woman needs to be out so 
often with her single friends. Guys notice a group of women, 
and you can ’ t tell me your friends aren ’ t interested. 

 Z oey :    (turning away and walking toward the door)  You sound jealous. 
I have to leave now; I ’ ll be back by ten.   

 Without even knowing it, Zoey and Maxwell are arguing about 
differences in their expectations. He didn ’ t expect that she ’ d still 
go out with her girlfriends so often after they got married. Zoey 
expected to cut back time with friends, but not to stop seeing them 
altogether. These nights out mean a lot to her. She sees nothing 
wrong, except that Maxwell isn ’ t handling it very well. 

 In this example, you can ’ t really argue that either expectation 
is outrageous. What ’ s much more important is that their expecta-
tions don ’ t match, which fuels confl ict. This example also shows 
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how expectations can often be linked to hidden issues. When 
hidden issues get triggered by events, it ’ s often because some 
expectation was not met, either because the partners have different 
expectations or because the expectations of one or both are unre-
alistic or unreasonable. 

 In the case of Maxwell and Zoey, Maxwell could be wondering 
if she really cares to be with him, seeing as she still wants to go 
out regularly with her friends. Zoey could be feeling that he ’ s 
trying to control her, which leaves her feeling angry and hurt. 
These hidden issues of caring and control are lurking beneath 
the confl ict. For both, there is an element of an unsettled com-
mitment issue here — not at all uncommon early in marriages. 
They are still working to defi ne  “ us ”  and how secure they will be 
together. 

 Many expectations have to do with simple but very important 
subjects, such as what intimacy or togetherness means to the two 
partners. Psychologist Lillian Rubin adds an interesting twist to 
this issue. In her research, she describes interviewing a couple 
about their relationship. Each partner was interviewed separately. 
Dr. Rubin fi rst talked to the wife, who said something like this: 
 “ One of the things that drives me crazy about our relationship is 
that he just wants to spend all his time watching television. Even 
if I am in the room with him, he doesn ’ t talk. Sometimes I want 
to go over and pick up his softball bat and bop him over the head. ”  
When Dr. Rubin talked to the husband, he said something like 
this:  “ One of my favorite things about our marriage is that we 
can just sit together, watch television, sometimes hold hands, with 
no pressure to talk, and at these times I feel really close to her. ”  
Unbeknownst to his wife, he valued their relationship, and espe-
cially these moments. Unbeknownst to her husband, she hated the 
very kind of experience he prized in the relationship. This vignette 
illustrates not only that men and women have different ideas of 
what intimacy means but also that they may defi ne the same expe-
rience entirely differently.     
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  WHERE EXPECTATIONS COME FROM 

 Expectations build up over a lifetime of experiences. Although our 
expectations have their base in the past, they operate in the 
present. There are three primary sources for our expectations: our 
family of origin, our previous relationships, and the culture we 
live in. 

  Family of Origin 

 Your family experiences lay down many patterns — good or 
bad — that become models for how you as an adult think things are 
supposed to work. Expectations were transmitted both directly by 
what your parents (or other caretakers and parent fi gures) said and 
indirectly by what you observed. Either way, you learned what 
you ’ ve come to expect. No one comes to marriage with a blank 
slate. 
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 For example, if you observed your parents avoiding all manner 
of confl ict, you may have developed the expectation that couples 
should seek peace at any price. If there ’ s disagreement and confl ict, 
it may seem to you as if the world is going to end. 

 If you observed your parents being very affectionate, you may 
have come to expect that in your marriage. If your parents divorced, 
you may have some expectation in the back of your mind that 
marriages don ’ t really last. In fact, research shows that often people 
whose parents divorced do have somewhat less confi dence in the 
permanence of marriages. You get the idea.

  When parents prepare us to be expressive, thoughtful, and affectionate 

( cari ñ oso , we say in Spanish), we have a better chance to develop a 

successful relationship. Children who hear their parents say words of 

love, tenderness, and respect . . . can develop the same language. . . . 

[W]hen we meet our special person . . . [w]e can say,  “  Te quiero, Te 

amo  ”  ( “ I love you ” ),  “  Eres mi amor  ”  ( “ You are my love ” ) and hear 

these words back. 

  — G eorge  D oub    

 One couple we worked with, Anna and Chet, came from very 
different families. In Anna ’ s family, her father made virtually all 
the decisions — even down to what kind of toilet paper to buy. 
Chet ’ s family started out similarly, but his mother left his father 
because he was a tyrant, and Chet went to live with his mother. 
His mother taught him by her actions and words never to treat his 
own wife as if she were a hired hand. 

 As you might imagine, Anna and Chet have had some trouble 
making decisions. Anna deferred to Chet for many decisions, and 
he found this disturbing. He told us he felt the pressure from all 
the responsibility. From his point of view, Anna ’ s wanting him to 
make all the decisions not only was the wrong thing to do but also 
could lead to the marriage failing — as in the case of his parents. 
So Chet would try to get Anna to take more responsibility, while 
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she tried to have him take charge. He saw himself as showing 
respect; she saw him as weak. 

 Because of their mismatched expectations, hidden issues were 
easily triggered. They were fi nally able to talk this through using 
the Speaker Listener Technique. This is just part of their talk, but 
you can see how they were able to get the issues on the table.

  A nna  (S peaker ):   The key for me is that I ’ ve been expecting you 
to lead more, to make decisions, because that ’ s what I grew up 
being used to. 

 C het  (L istener ):   So you ’ ve expected this from me because that ’ s 
what you grew up to expect. 

 A nna  (S peaker ):   Exactly. I never really thought a lot about the 
expectation, but I can sure see that I ’ ve had it and that it ’ s been 
affecting us. 

 C het  (L istener ):   So you ’ re saying that even though you ’ ve had 
this expectation, you haven ’ t really thought a lot about it before. 
Yet you can see it ’ s affected us negatively. 

 A nna  (S peaker ):   Yes. That ’ s just what I mean.  (She hands Chet 
the fl oor.)  

 C het  (S peaker ):   I can understand better now why you ’ ve pushed 
me to make the decisions. I really want you to hear that it ’ s not 
that I ’ m uncomfortable being responsible. But to me, sharing 
decisions is a way to show you respect. 

 A nna  (L istener ):   So what had looked to me like you pushing off 
responsibilities was really you wanting to share with me in 
making decisions. 

 C het  (S peaker ):   Yes. That ’ s it. Because of my own background, 
I ’ ve thought that our marriage would be hurt if I just went ahead 
and took all the control. I thought it meant you didn ’ t care 
about us because you didn ’ t share in making decisions with me. 

 A nna  (L istener ):   So you have had an expectation that was a lot 
different from mine, and that led you to worry that we ’ d have 
trouble if we didn ’ t share in making decisions. 
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 C het  (S peaker ):   And that ’ s really been worrying me. 
 A nna  (L istener ):   It ’ s really worried you because you weren ’ t sure 

I cared. 
 C het  (S peaker ):   Right on.   

 They had a much easier time dealing with decisions once they 
began to talk openly about their expectations. This gave them a 
much better shot at negotiating the expectations they wanted to 
share in their relationship. They were setting the bar in the same 
place on these issues, and they were helping each other get over 
it. 

 If we had the space, we could give literally thousands more 
examples. We all bring to our relationships so many expectations 
that were established during our childhood.  

  Previous Relationships 

 You also have developed expectations from all the other relation-
ships in your life — most important, from previous dating relation-
ships or a prior marriage. This is even more true today when more 
people than ever before are not in marriages raising children with 
their fi rst wife or husband. You have expectations about how much 
to kiss, what is romantic, how to communicate about problems, 
how to spend recreational time, who should make the fi rst move 
to make up after a fi ght, and so on. 

 Suppose, for example, that you found in several previous 
dating relationships that when you began to open up about 
painful childhood events, your partner couldn ’ t handle the close-
ness and broke up with you. After several such experiences, you 
might have developed the expectation that sharing past experi-
ences is risky with certain people. On a deeper level, you may 
expect that people cannot be trusted with knowing the deepest 
parts of who you are. If you have such an expectation, you ’ ll pull 
back and withhold a level of intimacy in your present relation-
ship. This strategy is not without consequences, though. As we 
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mentioned earlier in the book, a key dynamic of intimacy is that 
you can share things you feel vulnerable about and be heard and 
accepted. 

 Studies show that people who have come to expect that 
others can ’ t be trusted have more diffi culties in relationships. 
If you look at such a person ’ s entire life, it will usually make 
sense why he or she has such an expectation. Yet it can lead 
to trouble if the mistrust is so intense that the person can ’ t 
even allow someone he or she really loves to get close. Part of 
making it safe to connect — emotionally safe — is each person 
doing his or her part to be as accepting as possible of the vulner-
able parts of the other so that you can overcome any diffi culties 
in trust. 

 In contrast, many expectations are about such minor things 
that it ’ s hard to imagine they could become so important — but 
they can. It all depends on what meanings and issues are attached 
to the expectations. For example, one man, Rolando, told us that 
his past girlfriend had drilled it into him that she didn ’ t want him 
opening doors for her. He thought,  “ OK, no big deal. ”  Now, with 
his wife, CaSondra, he was fi nding quite the opposite. She liked 
men to hold doors, and she ’ d get upset with Rolando if he forgot. 
He had to work hard to unlearn the expectation he ’ d fi nally learned 
so well. 

 Events of the  “ door - opening ”  variety happen pretty often in 
life. For Rolando and CaSondra, they triggered confl ict because 
she ’ d interpret his trouble remembering as a sign that he didn ’ t 
care about what was important to her. This is another example 
of negative interpretations causing more damage than the 
actual events. His devotion challenged, he ’ d get angry at her. 
This just confi rmed what she already believed:  “ I knew he didn ’ t 
care. ”  

 Are you aware of how many expectations you have of your 
partner that are really based in experiences with others? It ’ s worth 
thinking about: your partner isn ’ t the same person as those you ’ ve 
known, dated, or been married to in the past.     
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 To Get the Door or Not to Get the Door: 
That Is the Question 

 Through some exciting research we ’ ve been conducting with 
such colleagues as Sarah Whitton at the University of Cincin-
nati, we ’ re seeing that male dedication plays a special role in 
marital happiness. It raises an interesting issue that we ’ re 
hesitant to talk about because it ’ s not very politically correct 
to do so. Being fearless as we are, however, here goes. 

 For some time now, we ’ ve been hearing more and more 
women say they are yearning for something in their relation-
ships with men — and to us it sounds a lot like chivalry. It ’ s 
not that women are saying they want to be subservient or 
dependent on men. Yet in the desire to make things more 
equal, people lost something that some now miss, and it may 
be related to an important way in which men have histori-
cally demonstrated commitment. What does chivalry 2010 
look like? Your own answers to this question are more impor-
tant than ours, but here are a few ideas that occur to us: 

   •      Being polite and respectful  

   •      Treating a woman as a lady and acting like a 
gentleman  

   •      Being a knight or a hero — at the right times (and it can 
be very diffi cult for men to fi gure out just when the right 
time is)  

   •      Choosing to give up something (sacrifi ce) for your 
relationship  

   •      Getting the door    

 It ’ s noteworthy that women and men do not tend to score 
very differently on measures of commitment to their partners. 

(continued)
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  Cultural Infl uences 

 There are a variety of cultural factors that infl uence our expecta-
tions. Television, movies, religious teachings, our ethnic back-
grounds, and what we read can all have powerful effects on our 
expectations. 

 What expectations would you have about marriage, for 
example, based on watching thousands of hours of TV in America? 
For most of us, this is not a hypothetical question. Such shows as 
 I Love Lucy, The Honeymooners, The Brady Bunch, The Cosby 
Show, Roseanne, Home Improvement, Dharma and Greg, Mad 
About You, Who Wants to Marry a Millionaire? Temptation Island , 
and  The Bachelor  and  The Bachelorette  have sent generations of 
viewers very powerful messages about what is expected and 
acceptable and what isn ’ t. Some of these shows send great mes-
sages; some send very destructive messages. Then there are the 
daytime soaps, talk shows, and reality TV programs, many of 
which we can confi dently say portray beliefs about relationships 
that raise the bar to unreachable heights or drop it to unimagina-
ble lows for couples. (Some of the dating shows might be so 
popular and possibly helpful because they show real couples 
actually dating, in a culture where there has been a demise of 
traditional dating.) Before moving on, you may want to think 
about which shows have infl uenced you most, and why. 

 Religious and cultural backgrounds are a rich fi eld for the devel-
opment of expectations about marriage and family relationships. 

But that doesn ’ t mean that men and women have similar 
ways of showing commitment. It ’ s important to understand 
that your partner may demonstrate commitment in ways dif-
ferent from yours, and this is something important to talk 
about. That ’ s a door you can open and walk through together. 
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One of the reasons that relationships have become more compli-
cated is the increasing diversity of the communities in which most 
of us live and the potential corresponding increase in differences 
between marriage partners.   

  WHAT TO DO ABOUT EXPECTATIONS 

 Expectations can lead either to massive disappointment and frus-
tration or to deeper connection between the two of you. There are 
four guidelines for handling expectations well. Couples who do the 
best in life usually are doing a pretty good job on all four. 

  1.     Being  aware  of what you expect  

  2.     Being  reasonable  in what you expect  

  3.     Being  clear  about what you expect  

  4.     Being  motivated  to meet the other ’ s expectations, even when 
you don ’ t have the same expectations    

  Being Aware of What You Expect 

 Whether you are aware of them or not, unmet expectations can 
lead to great disappointment and frustration in your relationship. 
You don ’ t have to be fully aware of the expectations to have them 
affect your relationship. 

 Psychiatrist Clifford Sager, a pioneer in this fi eld, noticed how 
people bring to marriage a host of expectations that are never made 
clear. In effect, these expectations form a contract for the marriage. 
The problem is, people are not clear what ’ s in the contract when 
they get married. Sager went further to suggest that many expecta-
tions are virtually unconscious and therefore very hard to be aware 
of. We don ’ t mean to say that all expectations are deeply uncon-
scious. But many do become such a part of us that they function 
automatically. Like driving a car, much of what you do is so auto-
matic, you don ’ t even have to think about it. 
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 In the exercises at the end of this chapter, you ’ ll have the 
opportunity to do your part to increase your awareness of your 
expectations. A major clue to understanding your own expecta-
tions is disappointment. When you ’ re disappointed, some expec-
tation hasn ’ t been met. When you ’ re disappointed, stop and 
ask yourself what you expected. 

 Paul would get very sad when he ’ d ask his wife to go boating 
with him and she ’ d say,  “ That ’ s OK; go ahead without me and 
have a great time. ”  She ’ d rather stay home and garden. He worked 
very hard during the week as a repairman, and boating was the 
greatest relaxation for him. Dawn didn ’ t care for boating but really 
wanted him to feel OK about having a nice time without her. 

 His sadness was a clue that an important expectation was at 
work. In thinking about it, he realized that he ’ d expected that 
they ’ d share this very important interest of his. If she didn ’ t want 
to, what did that mean? If nothing else, he felt torn between spend-
ing time with her and time on his boat. 

 Although Paul knew that his wife loved him dearly, his expec-
tation or hope that she ’ d become interested in his hobby stirred 
sadness about deeper issues of wanting to feel cared for. Once Paul 
became aware of his expectation and the reasons for his sadness, 
he was able to express what boating with her meant to him. She ’ d 
had no idea. She didn ’ t love boating, but she was glad to come 
more often once she knew it meant so much to him.  

  Being Reasonable in What You Expect 

 Your being aware of expecting something does not make that 
expectation reasonable. Many expectations people have just aren ’ t 
reasonable or realistic. Some unreasonable expectations are very 
specifi c. For example, is it reasonable to expect that your partner 
will never seriously disagree with you? Of course not. Yet you ’ d be 
surprised just how many people expect this. 

 Acting on unreasonable expectations is likely to lead to con-
fl ict. Sara and Randy are a good example of this problem. Both 
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had high - pressure jobs in accounting, so it was very critical that 
they learn how to handle confl ict and  “ free time ”  well. 

 In counseling, they made tremendous progress with all the 
techniques we presented in the fi rst section of this book. They were 
handling what had been signifi cant confl icts far better than they 
ever had before. Unfortunately, their progress was held back by 
Randy ’ s expectation that because they had these techniques under 
their belts, they wouldn ’ t have any more unpleasant arguments. 
That ’ s just not a reasonable expectation. 

 Meanwhile, Sara felt really unappreciated for all the efforts 
she ’ d made to change the relationship. Randy saw even minor 
confl icts as evidence that they hadn ’ t made any progress at all. His 
expectation became a perceptual fi lter leading him to miss all the 
great changes that were actually occurring. 

 We hope that couples who decide to follow our principles will 
have fewer, less intense negative events to deal with in their rela-
tionship. But as we told Randy, all couples will have issues, and 
events will often trigger them; what matters is how you handle 
those issues. Randy ’ s expectation for no confl ict was unreasonable 
and actually generated a lot of confl ict until we pushed him to take 
a hard look at it. To overcome it, he had to become aware of the 
unrealistic expectation and challenge it within himself. It wasn ’ t 
an expectation the couple had to meet; it was one that Randy had 
to change — and he did.  

  Being Clear About What You Expect 

 A specifi c expectation may be perfectly reasonable but never 
clearly expressed. It ’ s critical to express expectations, not just to 
be aware of them or to evaluate their reasonableness. We all tend 
to assume that our model of the ideal marriage is the same as our 
partner ’ s. Why should we have to tell him or her what we expect? 
In effect, we assume that our spouse knows what we expect, and 
failures to meet our expectations can therefore be interpreted as 
intentional. 
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 For example, how many people make the assumption that their 
partner should know just what is most pleasing sexually? We see 
this over and over again. One or both partners are angry that the 
other is failing to meet a desire or expectation. But more often 
than not, they ’ ve never expressed their expectation. That ’ s expect-
ing your partner to be good at mind reading. 

 Martha and Jay had regular eruptions of confl ict whenever they 
went to his parents ’  house. Martha had the expectation that he ’ d 
stay close by when at his parents ’ . She didn ’ t like being left alone 
in conversations with his mother, whom she perceived as prying 
into the secrets of their marriage. In contrast, Jay was thinking that 
he should give Martha as much opportunity as possible to get to 
know his parents. He often sensed that Martha was distant after 
visiting, but didn ’ t understand why. 

 Martha ’ s expectation for Jay to stay nearer when visiting his 
mother was perfectly reasonable. Yet until she told him what she 
wanted, he was left to his own assumptions. He thought Martha 
would like it when he went off with one parent, leaving her with 
the other. Once she expressed her real expectation, he could act 
on it to help her have a better time. 

 You can ’ t work from any kind of shared perspective if you 
don ’ t share your perspective! You 
need to be aware of your expecta-
tions, willing to evaluate them, 
and willing to discuss them. Other-
wise, events surrounding unmet 
expectations have the power to 
trigger all the biggest issues in your 
relationship. Without dealing with 
expectations openly, you also miss 
an opportunity to increase your 
intimacy in the present and to 

defi ne a mutual vision of how you want your marriage to be into 
the future.   

 You need to be aware of your 

expectations, willing to evaluate 

them, and willing to discuss 

them. Otherwise, events sur-

rounding unmet expectations 

have the power to trigger all the 

biggest issues in your 

relationship. 
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  Being Motivated to Meet Each Other ’ s Expectations 

 As we note in our chapter title, which paraphrases a Rolling Stones 
song,  “ You can ’ t always get want you want. ”  However, you can do 
your part to help your partner get what he or she wants (within 
reason). Why not try to meet your partner ’ s reasonable and doable 
expectations? One of the major reasons most relationships go so 
well early on is that both partners are very motivated to please 
each other. You try to fi gure out what he or she likes, and you try 
to give those gifts in inventive ways. These gifts can be small or 
large; what is most powerful is that they show you are paying atten-
tion to each other. Unfortunately, too many people quit paying 
close attention to what the other likes or expects. You just get too 
busy with other things, you just don ’ t see it as important any 
longer, or you make the mistake of taking your partner for granted. 
You don ’ t have to be this way. You can decide (right now would 
be a good moment) to focus some of your energy on meeting some 
of your partner ’ s expectations, just to please him or her. Try that 
with something specifi c today. You can do it.   

  HEALTHY GRIEVING: THE 

DEEPEST ACCEPTANCE 

 One of the most painful experiences in life is coming to the realiza-
tion that you may have a very reasonable expectation that you ’ ve 
communicated clearly to your mate, yet it ’ s never going to come 
about. In his book  The Power of Commitment , Scott (coauthor) says 
that we all have a list of things we would like to have in our rela-
tionships. Some items are more important, some less. None of us 
will get everything we wished for. 

 As we ’ ll discuss further in our chapter on commitment, people 
who are maturing in life can acknowledge the pain of what they 
do not have and grieve about it rather than act out in anger and 
frustration. This is part of life and love. Work together to meet 
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expectations. Face the disappointments while also looking for the 
larger meanings in your life together. Couples who face the good 
and the bad together can reach the deepest well of acceptance. 

 S 
 The most amazing marriages we ’ ve seen are ones in which the 
partners not only can accept their disappointments but also reach 
a point where they can do it together. In other words, they are 
able to join together in acknowledging things they grieve, and 
doing so becomes a way of being more intimate. For example, one 
partner might say,  “ I know this is one of those times when you 
wish I ’ d chosen a different career. I know this schedule is not what 
you wanted for us. ”  When you see a couple who can say things like 
this — and feel closer as a result — you are looking at a deep and 
tested love. This couple can be you. 

  Talking Points 

    1.     Expectations can be fi lters that affect how you perceive your 
partner and your marriage.  

  2.     Expectations come from our experiences in our families of 
origin, our past relationships, and our culture.  

  3.     Partners ’  expectations can be different in terms of needs and 
desires, but they must be shared through discussion and 
understanding.              

      EXERCISES 

    The exercises for this chapter are among the most important in 
this book. It takes time to do them well. Please allow a total of an 
hour or two, over a few days, to do them thoroughly. They also 
take considerable follow - up, but the return on your investment of 
time and energy can be great. We hope you can make the time to 
do the work.  
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     Exploring Your Expectations 

    1.     Use this exercise to explore your expectations for your rela-
tionship. Spend some time thinking carefully about each area, 
then spend time writing your thoughts down so you can share 
them with your partner. Each of you should use a separate pad of 
paper. The points listed are meant to stimulate your own think-
ing. There may be numerous other areas in which you have 
expectations. Please consider everything you can think of that 
seems signifi cant to you. You won ’ t get much out of this exercise 
unless you are able and willing to really put some time into it. 
Many couples have found such an exercise extremely benefi cial to 
their relationship. 

 The goal in this exercise is to consider expectations about how 
you want the relationship to be or think it should be, not how it 
is and not how you guess it will be. Write down what you expect, 
regardless of whether or not you think the expectation is realistic. 
The expectation matters, and it will affect your relationship 
whether or not it ’ s realistic. Consider each question in light of 
what you expect and want for the future. It ’ s essential that you 
write down what you really think, not what sounds like the 
 “ correct ”  or least embarrassing answer. 

 It can be valuable to consider what you observed and learned 
in each of these areas as you were growing up in your family. This 
is probably where many of your beliefs about what you want or 
don ’ t want come from. 

  What Do You Expect Regarding . . . 

  a.      The longevity of this relationship.    Is it  “ Till death do us 
part ” ?  

  b.     S exual fi delity.    What does that mean to you?  

  c.      Love.    Do you expect to love each other always? Would 
anything change that? What way do you show love best? 
What kinds of things tell you most clearly you are loved?  

  d.      Your sexual relationship.    Frequency? Practices? Taboos?  
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  e.      Romance.    What is romantic for you?  

  f.      Children.    Do you want children? More children?  

  g.      Children from previous marriages.    If you or your partner 
have children from a previous marriage, where do you 
want them to live? How do you expect that you should 
share in the upbringing and discipline of these children?  

  h.      Work, careers, and provision of income.    Who will work in 
the future? Whose career or job is more important? If 
there are or will be children, will either partner reduce 
work time out of the home to take care of them?  

  i.      The degree of emotional dependency on the other.    Do you 
want to be taken care of? How? How much do you expect 
to rely on each other to get through the tough times?  

  j.      Basic approach to life.    Do you see the two of you as a team 
or as two independent individuals?  

  k.      Loyalty.    What does that mean to you?  

  l.      Communication about problems in the relationship.    Do you 
want to talk these out? If so, how?  

  m.      Power and control.    Who do you expect will have more 
power and in what kinds of decisions? For example, who 
will control the money? Who will discipline the kids? 
What happens when you disagree in a key area? Who has 
the power now? How do you feel about that?  

  n.      Household tasks.    Who do you expect will do what? How 
much household work will each of you do in the future? 
If you live together now, how does the current breakdown 
of tasks match up with what you ideally expect?  

  o.      Religious beliefs and observances.    How, when, and where 
do you expect to practice your faith? If there are differ-
ences in religious beliefs, cultural backgrounds, or family 
traditions, how might they affect the relationship?  
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  p.      Time together.    How much time do you want to spend 
together (as opposed to with friends, at work, with family, 
and so on)? How acceptable is spending time apart?  

  q.      Sharing feelings.    How much of what you are each feeling 
do you expect should be shared? What should be kept 
private?  

  r.      Friendship with your partner.    What is a friend? What would 
it mean to maintain or have a friendship with your 
partner?  

  s.      The little things in life.    Where do you squeeze the tooth-
paste? Should the toilet seat be left up or down? Who 
sends greeting cards? Really think about the little things 
that could irritate you or have irritated you (or have been 
going really well). What do you want or expect in each 
area?  

  t.      Forgiveness.    How important is forgiveness in your rela-
tionship? How should forgiveness affect your relationship?  

  u.      Other relationships.    Which ones are OK? Friendships with 
members of the opposite sex? Relationships with cowork-
ers? When you are not together, how much time spent 
with friends is OK with you?    

  2.   List any other expectations that you feel are important 
about how you want things to be and that did not appear in the 
foregoing list.  

  3.   Now, with your mind primed from all this work, consider 
again the hidden issues we described in Chapter  Six : issues of 
power, caring, recognition, commitment, integrity, and accep-
tance. Do you see any other ways now that they infl uence or are 
infl uenced by expectations? What do you expect in these areas 
that you haven ’ t already addressed in working on the preceding 
list?     
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  Rating Your Expectations 

    1.     Now go back to each of the areas you looked at in the pre-
ceding exercise and rate each expectation on a scale of 1 to 10 
according to how reasonable you think it really is. On this scale, 
10 means  “ Completely reasonable. I really think it is OK to expect 
this in this type of relationship ” ; 1 means  “ Completely unreason-
able. I can honestly say that even though I expect or want this, it 
is just not a reasonable expectation in this type of relationship. ”  

 For example, suppose you grew up in a family where problems 
were not discussed, and you are aware that you honestly expect or 
prefer to avoid such discussions. You might now rate that expecta-
tion as not very reasonable.  

  2.     Next place a big check mark by each expectation that you 
feel you have never clearly discussed with your partner.     

  Discussing Your Expectations 

    1.     After you and your partner have fi nished the exercises so 
far, plan time to talk, and begin spending time together discussing 
these expectations.  Please don ’ t do them all at once!  You should plan 
to have a number of discussions, each covering only one or two 
expectations. Discuss the degree to which you each felt that the 
expectation being discussed had been shared clearly in the past. 
We highly recommend that you use the Speaker Listener Tech-
nique to keep these discussions safe and structured.  

  2.     Talk about the degree to which you both feel the expecta-
tions are reasonable or unreasonable, and discuss what you want 
to agree to do about any unreasonable expectations.  

  3.     Talk about what your overall, long - term vision is for the 
relationship. What expectations do you share about your future 
together?         



  15 

Forgiveness 
 Restoring Hope

             Although what you probably want most from your marriage is 
a safe haven, being in a relationship puts you at risk of getting 

hurt from time to time; paradoxically, you risk more hurt in this 
relationship than in less intimate ones. (The only way to reduce 
the risk is for you to never get deeply involved with anyone.) If 
you ’ ve known each other well for some time, you ’ ve likely been 
hurt by your partner — and don ’ t forget, that also means you ’ ve hurt 
your partner. 

 Many things we do can cause minor or major hurts: put - downs, 
avoidance, negative interpretations, abusive comments, forgetting 
something important, making decisions without regard for the 
needs of our partner, affairs, addictions, impoliteness, and so on. 
That ’ s quite a list, with quite a range of possible impacts. Why are 
some couples able to move through  and beyond  these kinds of 
events while others bog down in despair? We think the answer is 
that these couples share a desire to forgive that fl ows from a deep 
well of acceptance, and we want to show you some ways to make 
forgiveness a reality in your relationship.  

343
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  TWO PERSPECTIVES ON FORGIVENESS 

 Let ’ s look at two different couples in need of forgiveness. Both 
examples demonstrate the need for forgiveness, but the infractions 
are very different — one ’ s minor and one ’ s major — and they have 
very different implications. 

  Oops, I Forgot: The Domicos 

 Beth and Tony Domico met each other in a Parents Without 
Partners support group and later married. Each had been married 
once before. Each had primary custody of the children from their 
fi rst marriages. They found they had much in common, including 
a desire to marry again. 

 There ’ s been nothing remarkable about their marriage and 
blended family except that the couple has done a great job of it. 
They have handled the myriad stresses of bringing two sets of kids 
together, and they ’ ve become a family. They have their ups and 
downs, but they handle the problems that come up with respect 
and skill. 

 Tony, who is an engineer with a construction fi rm, had saved 
the company from fi nancial disaster by noticing a critical design 
fl aw in the company ’ s plans for a high - rise offi ce building. For this 
and other reasons, Tony was chosen to be honored as employee of 
the year at an annual luncheon for the company. He was happy 
about the award, and happier still to receive a substantial bonus 
for his  “ heads - up ”  work. 

 Tony asked Beth to attend the luncheon, and she said she ’ d be 
glad to come. He was proud to be honored, and wanted Beth to 
share this moment with him. Because the company is very family 
oriented, most of the employees brought their spouses and  “ signifi -
cant others ”  to the function. Tony told his fellow workers and his 
boss that Beth would be coming. A place was kept for her at the 
front table, right beside Tony. 
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 Beth, who was working against a deadline for a major client, 
became distracted on the big day and completely forgot about the 
luncheon. While she was holding closed - door meetings, Tony was 
at the party feeling very embarrassed. He was also a little bit 
worried, as it was unlike Beth to miss anything. Here were his 
peers, honoring him, and without explanation his wife failed to 
show up. So he fumed and made the best of the embarrassment, 
telling his coworkers that  “ she must have had a crisis at the offi ce. ”  

 As soon as Tony walked in the door that evening, Beth remem-
bered what she had forgotten:

  B eth :    (distressed)  Oh no! Tony, I just remembered —  
 T ony :    (cutting her off)  Where were you? I have never been so 

embarrassed. I really wanted you there. 
 B eth :   I know, I know. I ’ m so sorry. I wanted to be there with you. 
 T ony :   So where were you? I tried calling. 
 B eth :   I was fi nishing the software for the Harson project. The 

team wasn ’ t taking any calls, and I completely spaced out on 
your lunch . . . I feel terrible. 

 T ony :   So do I. I didn ’ t know what to tell people, so I made some-
thing up about you having a crisis at work. 

 B eth :   You were absolutely right, but that doesn ’ t excuse my 
missing the ceremony. Please forgive me, Honey.   

 Should Tony forgive Beth? Of course. Now consider a very 
different example — one in which the same question has a much 
more complicated answer.  

  Maybe the Grass Is Greener: The Swensons 

 Johann and Megan Swenson have been together for fourteen years. 
They met in college, where both majored in business. They married 
shortly after they graduated and then moved to the Midwest. After 
three years they had their fi rst child, a delightful girl named 
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Marjorie. Two years later they had another girl, Lisa, who was 
serious, very bright, and a real handful at times. 

 Everything sailed along just fi ne until about the eighth year of 
marriage. At that time, Megan noticed that Johann was gone more 
and more. His job demanded a lot, but  “ Does he really need to be 
gone that much? ”  she wondered. She became suspicious. Without 
much time or open communication together, it was hard to know 
what was going on. 

 She began to feel as if she did not know Johann anymore and 
suspected he was having an affair. She ’ d been attracted to other 
men, so why couldn ’ t it happen to him? She ’ d make phone calls 
to the offi ce when he was supposed to be working late. He rarely 
answered. When she asked him about this, he ’ d say he must ’ ve 
been down the hall, in the copy room or talking with a colleague. 
That didn ’ t wash with Megan. 

 Megan got sick and tired of being suspicious. One night she 
told him she was going to see a friend and left. They had arranged 
for a baby - sitter to watch the kids so he could go in to work. Bor-
rowing her friend ’ s car, she followed him as he left the neighbor-
hood. She followed him right to an apartment complex, noting 
the door where he went in. She sat and sat — for three hours she 
sat. She got up to look at the name on the mailbox: Sally 
something - or - other. 

  “ Not good, this is not good, ”  she said to herself. It felt as though 
gravity were pulling her stomach down through her intestines. 
Now what? Megan ’ s not the type of woman who likes to wait to 
fi nd things out. She decided to knock on the door. After fi fteen 
minutes, Sally came to the door, in her bathrobe.

  S ally :    (seeming quite tense)  Can I help you? 
 M egan :    (calm but falling apart on the inside)  Yes. Please tell Johann 

I ’ m out here in the car and that I ’ d like to talk to him. 
 S ally :    (gaining composure)  Johann? Who ’ s Johann? I ’ m alone. 

Perhaps you have the wrong address. 
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 M egan :    (sarcastic)  Perhaps I could take a look. 
 S ally :   I don ’ t think so. Look, you have the wrong address, what-

ever your problem is. Good - bye! 
 M egan :    (yelling out as Sally closes the door)  Tell Johann I ’ ll be at 

home — if he remembers where that is.   

 Johann rolled in an hour later. He denied everything for about 
three days. Megan was quite sure of herself and wasn ’ t about to 
back down. She told Johann to get out.  “ An affair is bad enough, 
but if you can ’ t even admit it, there ’ s nothing left for us to talk 
about. ”  

 Johann fell apart. He began drinking and disappeared for days 
at a time. Megan felt even more alone and betrayed. Although she 
still loved Johann, her rage and resentment grew.  “ I thought I 
could trust him. I can ’ t believe he would leave me for someone 
else! ”  

 As his denial crumbled, Johann ’ s sense of shame was so great 
that he was afraid to deal with Megan head - on. He ’ d just stay away 
from home.  “ She told me to get out, anyway, ”  he told himself. Yet 
he was really bothered that Megan was being so tough. He won-
dered,  “ Is it really over? ”  In a way, though, he found new respect 
for her. No begging or pleading for Megan, just toughness. He liked 
Sally, but didn ’ t want to spend his life with her. It became clearer 
to him whom he wanted to be with: Megan. 

 Of course Megan didn ’ t feel tough at all. She was in agony. But 
she was very sure of what she had seen. There was no chance she ’ d 
go on with Johann unless he dealt with her honestly. She was not 
sure whether she wanted to stay or leave. 

 Megan came home one night to fi nd Johann sitting at the 
kitchen table with a terrible look of pain on his face.

  J ohann :    (desperately)  Please forgive me, Megan. I don ’ t know . . . 
I ’ ll get help. I don ’ t know … I ’ m not sure what happened. 

 M egan :    (cool outside, rage inside)  I ’ m not sure what happened 
either, but I think you know a lot more than I do. 
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 J ohann :    (looking up from the table)  I guess I do. What do you want 
to know? 

 M egan :    (icily, controlling her rage)  I ’ d like to know what ’ s been 
going on, without all the B.S. 

 J ohann :    (tears welling up)  I ’ ve been having an affair. I met Sally 
at work, we got close, and things sort of spun out of control. 

 M egan :   I guess they did. How long? 
 J ohann :   What? 
 M egan :    (voice raised, anger coming out)  How long have you been 

sleeping with her? 
 J ohann :   Five months. Since the New Year ’ s party. Look, I couldn ’ t 

handle things here at home. There ’ s been so much distance 
between us . . . 

 M egan :    (enraged)  So what! What if I couldn ’ t handle it? I didn ’ t 
go looking for someone else. I don ’ t want you here right now. 
. . . Just go.  (turning away, heading into the next room)  

 J ohann :   If that ’ s what you want, I ’ ll go. 
 M egan :    (as she walks away)  Right now, that ’ s just what I want. 

Please leave me alone. Just let me know where you ’ ll be, for the 
kids ’  sake. 

 J ohann :    (despondent)  I ’ ll go to my parents ’ . That ’ s where I ’ ve 
been lately. 

 M egan :    (sarcastic)  Oh, thanks for telling me. 
 J ohann :   I ’ ll leave. Please forgive me, Megan, please. 
 M egan :   I don ’ t know if I can.  (She goes upstairs, and Johann slips 

out the back door.)    

 At this point, Megan had some big decisions to make. Should 
she forgive Johann?  Could  she forgive Johann? She ’ d already 
decided that she might never trust him again, not fully. He clearly 
wanted to come back, but how would she ever know he wouldn ’ t 
do this again the next time they had trouble together? 

 What do you think? Should she forgive Johann, and what does 
it mean to forgive?
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  The aspect of love I wish to call to mind is far grander and more noble. 

. . . The range of behaviors that can refl ect a loving sacrifi ce [include] 

. . . [w]hen one chooses to forgive another for some past hurtful deed. 

  — Scott Stanley     

  WHAT IS FORGIVENESS? 

 Forgiveness is a decision to give up your perceived or actual right to 
get even with, or hold in debt, someone who has wronged you. 
 Webster ’ s New World Dictionary  
defi nes  forgive  this way:  “ 1. to give 
up resentment against or the 
desire to punish; . . . 2. to give up 
all claim to punish; . . . 3. to cancel 
or remit (a debt). ”  The picture of 
forgiveness is a canceled debt. Note that  to forgive  is a verb: it ’ s 
active; it ’ s something you must  decide  to do. When one of you fails 
to forgive, you can ’ t function as a team because the unforgiven 
partner is kept  “ one down ”  by being indebted to the other.

   One of the best illustrations of the meaning of forgiveness that 
we ’ ve ever heard came from a pastor at one of our conferences. He 
was a black man from South Africa. That he came from a country 
with such a painful history of division and offense might tell you 
he had thought a lot about what forgiveness means. His illustration 
had a particular African fl avor as well. 

 Historically, one of the ways people might trap a big animal 
would be to dig a large pit on a trail where such an animal traveled 
and cover it over so that it looked as though there were nothing 
there. When all worked as intended, the animal the hunters were 
trying to catch would travel the path, walk on the covering of the 
pit, and fall in. The animal would be trapped because the pit was 
too deep for it to climb or jump out of on its own power. 

 The pastor ’ s point was this: when one spouse has hurt the other, 
it ’ s as though he or she has fallen into the pit. That spouse has 

 Forgiveness is a decision to give 

up your perceived or actual right 

to get even with, or hold in debt, 

someone who has wronged you. 
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done something wrong that has put him or her in the one - down 
position relative to the other. Forgiving means helping the partner 
up and out of the pit. Not forgiving means keeping the partner in 
the pit, such that no relationship on an equal footing is possible 
again. When one of you does not forgive the other, you aren ’ t on 
equal ground any longer, and the one is kept indefi nitely in the 
position of debt, with painful reminders of why he or she is now 
in the pit. Lack of forgiveness is expressed in such statements as 
these: 

   “ I ’ m going to make you pay for what you did. ”   

   “ You are never going to live this down. ”   

   “ You owe me. I ’ m going to get even with you. ”   

   “ I ’ ll hold this against you for the rest of your life. ”   

   “ I ’ ll get you for this. ”     

 These statements sound harsh, but they translate into marital 
realities. When you fail to forgive, you are at risk for acting in ways 
that make these kinds of statements come true and thereby doing 
great damage to both yourself and your relationship. In fact, there ’ s 
good reason to believe that when you hang on to resentment and 
bitterness, you put yourself at risk for psychological and physical 
problems, such as depression, ulcers, high blood pressure, and 
rage — not to mention divorce. That ’ s no way to live. 

 Essentially, an unwillingness to forgive is the ultimate in score-
keeping, the message being  “ You are way behind on my scorecard, 
and I don ’ t know if you can catch up. ”  Scorekeeping fosters resent-
ment and anger. The real message is that  “ maybe you can ’ t do 
enough to make this up. ”  If such a situation persists long enough, 
it leads to a crisis of confi dence accompanied by hopelessness and, 
often, depression. People often walk away from debts they see no 
hope of paying off. So forgiveness is needed not only to keep part-
ners moving ahead in life but also to preserve hope. 
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  The Degree of Infraction Matters 

 Although situations requiring forgiveness may always involve 
some element of keeping one in debt or in a one - down position, 
this does not mean that different kinds of hurt feel similar or are 
similar in terms of damage. All other things being equal, the degree 
of damage caused between the two of you when one hurts the other 
in some way is related to the degree to which  trust  was violated. 
So although forgetting an appointment may create a sense of debt, 
typically there would not be a very great violation of trust. An 
affair, however, would cause both a sense of debt and a huge loss 
of trust.  

  What Forgiveness Isn ’ t 

 Maxine, a fi fty - fi ve - year - old woman in her second marriage, had 
been brought up to believe that to forgive meant to forget. She 
asked us,  “ It seems so hard to forgive and forget; how can you really 
do this? ”  

 In defi ning forgiveness, we said nothing about forgetting. You 
hear the phrase  “ forgive and forget ”  so often that the two become 
equated, when in fact they have 
nothing to do with each other. 
Can you remember a very painful 
wrong someone has caused in 
your life, for which you feel you 
have forgiven that person? We 
bet you can. Just because you have 
forgiven — and given up a desire 
to harm the other in return — doesn ’ t mean you have forgotten the 
event ever happened.

   A related misconception is the belief that if a person still feels 
pain about what happened, he or she has not really forgiven. You 
can still feel pain about being hurt in some way yet have fully 
forgiven the one who harmed you. We call such pain  grief , because 

 You hear the phrase  “ forgive and 

forget ”  so often that the two 

become equated, when in fact 

they have nothing to do with 

each other. 
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there may be an irreplaceable loss, but this doesn ’ t mean that the 
wronged person hasn ’ t forgiven or cannot forgive. 

 Megan Swenson, whom we met earlier in the chapter, may 
come to a point of completely forgiving Johann for having an 
affair. She may work through and eliminate her rage and desire to 
hurt him back. However, even in the best of circumstances, what 
happened will leave her with a wound and a need to grieve that 
will remain for many years. In part that ’ s because of the degree of 
deception and betrayal involved in what happened to her. Such 
deep wounds usually do not heal easily or completely. But some 
couples can decide to work through to forgiveness and reconcilia-
tion that may allow them to fully experience deeper connection 
again. 

 In the Domicos ’  case, the way in which Beth hurt Tony, by 
forgetting a special event, is far less severe and has fewer lasting 
consequences. As it turned out, Tony did forgive her. He didn ’ t 
dwell on it, and he didn ’ t need to grieve about it. However, when 
he is reminded of the incident, such as at company events, he 
remembers. He feels a twinge of the humiliation that he felt on 
that day. That doesn ’ t mean that he ’ s holding it over Beth or trying 
to get even. He has forgiven. He just has a painful memory along 
the road of their marriage.   

  RESPONSIBILITY AND TRUST 

 About now, some of you may be raising a very legitimate question 
about forgiveness that goes something like this:  “ In forgiving, 
aren ’ t you saying that the one who did wrong is not responsible 
for what he or she did? ”  This is one of the greatest misunderstand-
ings about forgiveness. When you forgive, you are saying nothing 
about the responsibility of the one who did wrong. The one who 
committed the infraction is responsible for his or her behavior, 
period. Forgiving someone does not absolve that person of respon-
sibility for his or her actions. In fact, when one partner takes clear 
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responsibility for hurting the other partner, the other will have an 
easier time forgiving and moving forward. 

 In this light, it ’ s important to distinguish between punishment 
and consequences. You can be forgiven from the standpoint that 
your partner is not seeking to hurt or punish you, but you can still 
accept the consequences of your behavior. For example, although 
it may not be required for forgiveness, a great way to show your 
desire to take responsibility is to make amends for hurting your 
mate. Did you forget something that was important to your partner? 
You could schedule something very important and special as a way 
to make amends. Making amends takes humility because, if genu-
inely done, it shows that you accept responsibility. This gives your 
partner the greatest reason for hope to move forward. 

 S 
 Let ’ s summarize so far. If you ’ ve been wronged by your partner, it ’ s 
up to you to forgive or not. Your partner can ’ t do this for you. It ’ s 
your choice. If you ’ ve wronged your partner in some way, it ’ s your 
job to take responsibility for your actions. You need to apologize 
and mean it. Further, if needed, take steps to see that whatever 
you did doesn ’ t happen again. This assumes that the infraction is 
clear and that you are both humble and mature enough to take 
responsibility. If each of you wants your relationship to move 
forward, you need to have a plan for forgiving. 

 The Domicos, whom we met earlier, followed this model to 
deal with her infraction. Beth took complete responsibility for 
missing the luncheon — apologizing and asking Tony to forgive 
her. He readily forgave her, having no intention of holding it 
against her. Their relationship was actually strengthened by the 
way they handled this event. Tony gained respect for Beth in her 
total acceptance of responsibility. Beth gained respect for Tony in 
his loving and clear desire to forgive and move on. 

 Please note that Beth ’ s explanation (that she was working on 
a project and just forgot), may or may not have helped Tony 
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understand her side of things, but what was critical was her saying 
that regardless of what was going on with her, she took responsibil-
ity for her actions. Taking responsibility does not mean explaining 
yourself, but saying that at some level you decided to do or not to 
do something that was not in the interest of your relationship. In 
some cases explanations help, but explaining is not the same as 
taking responsibility and asking for forgiveness. Too many people 
try to justify their actions by claiming,  “ I did X because he or she 
was doing or not doing Y. ”  When we hear these kinds of rationali-
zations, we tell people as clearly as we can that there is virtually 
nothing your partner can do that justifi es your doing what you did. 
(The one exception is when a person is aggressive in order to 
defend herself or himself from a partner ’ s threats and aggression.) 
Your actions or inaction was a result of a  decision  on your part (even 
though you may have  slid  into doing whatever you did or didn ’ t 
do).  

 In the Eye of the Beholder 
 One of our colleagues and friends, Frank Fincham at Florida 
State University, is an expert in the social science research 
and theory on forgiveness. In a paper he wrote with his col-
leagues Julie Hall and Steven Beach, they note that if you 
are the victim, your focus will tend to be on things that 
reinforce the idea that your partner was the  “ bad guy ”  in the 
situation. (Of course, that is sometimes quite accurate.) In 
contrast, if you are the transgressor, you will tend to minimize 
your motive or the seriousness of what you did that hurt your 
partner or violated trust. In short, humans see things in ways 
that put themselves in the best light. This makes forgiveness 
that much harder because if you ’ ve been deeply hurt, part of 
you will resist trying to imagine things from your partner ’ s 
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   Before we move on to specifi c steps you can take to keep for-
giveness fl owing, we want to discuss a crucial distinction — between 
forgiveness and restoration in a relationship. What do you do if 
one partner can ’ t or won ’ t take responsibility? How can you move 
forward then, either in your relationship or in your own life? 

  What If Your Partner Won ’ t Take Responsibility? 

 Forgiveness and restoration usually go hand in hand in a relation-
ship, as they did for Tony and Beth — no hanging around the pit 
for this couple. Intimacy and openness in their relationship were 
quickly restored without complications. 

 But what do you do if you ’ ve been wronged in some way and 
your partner takes no responsibility? Do you allow the relationship 
to continue as it was? There are two general situations. First the 
easier one, in which your partner really didn ’ t intend to do any-
thing wrong, even though you were hurt by what happened. There 
can be a sincere difference in the interpretation of what happened 
and why, and some negative interpretations are powerful enough 
to put a permanent barrier in the road to restoration if the person 
harmed is not open to the possibility that it was an  “ honest 
mistake. ”  

point of view. If you are the one who did something wrong, 
you may fi nd it too easy to offer a half - hearted apology or 
statement of the desire to make things right, because your 
own mind is trying to protect you from taking too much 
responsibility. 

 Recognize that in situations where forgiveness is needed 
and reconciliation is possible, your own thoughts and feelings 
are as much part of what you have to work through as your 
partner ’ s behavior. 
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 Thelma and Charles Barker, for example, had such an event. 
They ’ d been married eleven years, with things generally going 
well. Although they weren ’ t handling confl ict that well, they loved 
each other and were committed to a future together. On one occa-
sion, Charles was cleaning out the garage, and he threw out all 
sorts of old boxes. He thought he was doing a great job, too — the 
garage hadn ’ t looked this good in years. 

 Thelma was away for a few days at the time. When she returned, 
she was very pleased, just as Charles thought she ’ d be. The problem 
was, he had thrown out a box containing mementos from her days 
as a track star in high school. It was an accident. He ’ d even noticed 
the box and had thought he ’ d put it aside to protect it. Perhaps 
his daughter, who was helping him, had put it with the other boxes 
by mistake. Anyway, it was gone — for good. Big city. Big dump. 
No chance. 

 When Thelma realized the box was gone, she went into orbit. 
She was enraged. She accused Charles of being  “ stupid, insensitive, 
and domineering. ”  She felt that he didn ’ t care and that his throw-
ing out her stuff was just another sign of his needing to control 
everything. She interpreted his disposal of the box as a power move 
on his part, to show her who was boss. 

 What happened was unfortunate. Thelma had every right to 
be upset; those things meant a lot to her. But it really was an 
honest mistake on Charles ’ s part. With the control issue triggered, 
Thelma made a very negative interpretation that led her to accuse 
Charles of intentionally hurting her. Ironically, he had been trying 
to do something she had been asking him to do for a long time 
and had hoped she would appreciate it. 

 When you make a mistake, as Charles did, it ’ s still important 
to apologize and take responsibility, but here is a situation where 
an honest, clear explanation can help your partner understand 
what happened and decrease the likelihood of negative interpreta-
tions of the sort Thelma was making. In the throes of the event 
triggering the hidden issues of caring and control, Thelma may 
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have initially wanted Charles to say,  “ You ’ re right. I threw out your 
things because I ’ m a control freak and think I can do whatever I 
want with anything in our house. I ’ ll get in therapy right away to 
work on it. Please, please give me another chance. ”  However, if 
he had said this, it would not have been honest and would have 
been just a way of avoiding more destructive confl ict. We did work 
in therapy with this couple, and know that this was not what he 
thought, and it was not what had motivated him. Once Thelma 
was able to separate the event from the hidden issues, she was able 
to challenge her negative interpretation and accept his apology. 

 Whether or not you both agree on the nature of the infraction 
or mistake, you can still move ahead and forgive. It may be hard, 
but if you don ’ t, you and the relationship can suffer added damage. 
If Charles has done the best job he can in taking responsibility for 
not being careful enough, Thelma should forgive him, for the good 
of their relationship. From time to time she will grieve, such as 
when a high school reunion comes up and she wants to look 
through those lost items. But she can choose to forgive. 

 Now for the second, far more diffi cult situation. Suppose it ’ s 
very clear to you that your partner did something quite wrong and 
isn ’ t going to take any responsibility, as in Johann and Megan ’ s 
situation. Virtually no one is going to deny that Johann did some-
thing wrong. He must be responsible for his own behavior if the 
marriage is to have any chance of moving forward. Sure, they are 
 both  responsible for letting their marriage slip — if it had indeed 
slipped. Affairs don ’ t necessarily begin because of a marital slide. 
Johann and Megan had grown very distant, and neither is more to 
blame than the other for that. However, in response to this situa-
tion, it was his decision to have the affair. Johann alone is respon-
sible for that action, not Megan. 

 When Johann showed up in the kitchen, asking for forgiveness, 
the worst thing Megan could have done would be to go on as if 
everything had returned to normal. It hadn ’ t. You can ’ t sweep 
things like this under the rug. Megan could have decided then to 
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forgive him — but that ’ s a separate decision from whether or not 
she should allow a full restoration of the relationship. When he 
came back to the house that night, she didn ’ t know what level of 
responsibility he was taking for the affair.  “ What if he really blames 
me for it? What if he thinks it ’ s my fault for not being more affec-
tionate? ”  she thought. If she thought he felt justifi ed or was not 
serious about changing, why should she allow restoration of the 
relationship? It really would be a great risk to take him back. Still, 
she could forgive. Even after forgiving occurred, restoration would 
take time. 

 Here is what actually happened. For a few days, they had some 
very nasty talks on the phone. With so much tension in the air, it 
was easy to escalate. Yet Johann persistently stated his desire to 
rebuild the marriage. He wanted to come back. 

 Megan asked Johann to come to the house one night for a talk. 
She arranged for the kids to be with her parents for the evening. 
She met with him and poured out her anguish, pain, and anger. 
He listened. She focused on how his behavior had affected her, 
not on his motives and weaknesses. He took responsibility to the 
point of a sincere apology. He didn ’ t blame her for the affair. Now 
she thought there was a chance they could get through this. Their 
talk concluded this way:

  J ohann :   I ’ ve had a lot of time to think. I believe I made a very 
bad choice that hurt you deeply. It was wrong of me to begin 
the relationship with Sally. 

 M egan :   I appreciate the apology. I needed to hear it. I love you, 
but I can ’ t pick up where we left off. I need to know that you 
will get to the root of this problem. 

 J ohann :   What do you want me to do? 
 M egan :   I don ’ t want to say. I don ’ t know. I ’ ve got so many ques-

tions that I don ’ t know which way is up. I just know that I 
needed to hear you say you ’ d done something very wrong. 
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 J ohann :   Megan, I did do something wrong. I know it. It ’ s also 
very clear to me . . . clearer than it ’ s been in a few years . . . that 
I want this marriage to work. I want you, not someone else. 

 M egan :   I ’ d like to make it work, but I ’ m not sure I can learn to 
trust you again. 

 J ohann :   I know I hurt you very deeply. I wish I could undo it. 
 M egan :   That ’ s what I want. I suppose I can forgive you, but I also 

need some way to believe that it won ’ t happen again. 
 J ohann :   Megan, I ’ d like to come back home. 
 M egan :   That ’ s OK with me, but I need to know we ’ ll go and get 

help to get through this. 
 J ohann :   Like a therapist. 
 M egan :   Yes, like a therapist. I ’ m not sure what to do next, and I 

don ’ t want to screw this up. If you ’ ll agree to that, I can handle 
you coming back home. 

 J ohann :   That makes sense. 
 M egan :   Don ’ t expect me to go on like nothing ’ s happened. I ’ m 

very, very angry with you right now. 
 J ohann :   I know, and I won ’ t pressure you to act like nothing 

happened. 
 M egan :   OK.   

 As you can see, Megan really opened up, and Johann validated 
her pain and anger. He didn ’ t get defensive. If he had, she was 
prepared to work on forgiveness but end the marriage. She gained 
hope from this talk. Megan knew she could forgive — she ’ s a very 
forgiving person. She knew it would take some time. She ’ s also no 
fool. She knew they needed help. The future looked uncertain. 
There was a lot to work through if they were going to restore their 
relationship. 

 Johann did the best he could under the circumstances. Next 
day, he began calling around to fi nd the best therapist. He wanted 
a professional who knew what they needed to do to move forward. 
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This showed Megan that he was serious about repairing their 
marriage — some evidence of long unseen dedication. Action 
speaks volumes when it comes to forgiveness and restoration. 

 The relationship could not be restored until they achieved 
forgiveness and began to work on the issues and expectations 
undermining their relationship. Megan remembers what Johann 
had done — she ’ s not going to be able to forget — but the ache in 
her heart gets weaker all the time. They were able to move forward.

  To love someone freely and without design allows you to see into their 

true nature and internal goodness. When this happens — when couples 

risk receiving each other  “ as is ”  — grace begins. . . . Kindness becomes 

contagious, and being gracious supplants being right. Forgiveness 

becomes a gift to the relationship. 

  — Janice R. Levine    

  What About Regaining Trust? 

 We ’ re often asked how you regain trust when something has so 
damaged it. The question is not so relevant for more minor matters 
of forgiveness. There is no loss of trust in the Domicos ’  incident. 
But for the Swensons, who are struggling with an affair, there ’ s a 
huge loss of trust. Whatever the incident, suppose forgiveness 
proceeds smoothly, and you both want restoration. How do you 
regain trust? It ’ s not easy. There are three key points we make 
about rebuilding trust. 

  1.     Trust builds slowly over time.     Trust builds as you gain confi -
dence in someone being there for you. Deep trust comes only from 
seeing that your partner is there for you over time. Some people, 
for whatever reasons, have a harder time trusting others, no matter 
what happens in their relationships. If one or both of you have 
some diffi culty feeling trusting and secure, it ’ s all the more impor-
tant that the two of you work carefully to build and hold on to 
trust in your relationship. A great way to help your partner trust 
you more is to do all you can to show your dedication to him or 
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her. That is something over which you have a lot of personal 
control, and we ’ ll make some suggestions about this in the chapter 
on commitment. 

 Megan can regain her trust in Johann only slowly. The best 
thing that can happen is for a considerable amount of time to go 
by without a serious breach of trust. That takes commitment and 
new ways of living together. They can ’ t afford to let the same kind 
of distance build up again. If Johann has another affair or lies again 
about the past one, it will probably be impossible for Megan to 
trust him again.  

  2.     Trust has the greatest chance to be rebuilt when each partner 
takes appropriate responsibility.     The most important thing Johann 
can do to regain Megan ’ s trust is to take full responsibility for his 
actions. If she sees Johann doing all he can to bring about serious 
change without her prodding and demanding, her trust will grow. 
In seeing his effort, she gains confi dence that things can get bet-
ter — not perfect, but really better. It ’ s easier to trust when you can 
clearly see your partner ’ s dedication to you. 

 Megan can also help build Johann ’ s trust. For one thing, he ’ ll 
need to see that she doesn ’ t plan to hold the affair over his head 
forever. Often it isn ’ t only the one who was hurt who needs to see 
genuine desire to move ahead. Can Megan really forgive? If she 
reminds him about the affair, especially during arguments, he 
won ’ t be able to trust that she really wants him to draw closer and 
move ahead.  

  3.     Trust is a choice.     When everything is said and done, we 
 decide  to trust our partner after a betrayal; we take a leap of faith. 
There is ultimately nothing Johann can do that will convince 
Megan to trust him (though he can continue to act in trustworthy 
ways). Megan has to decide if she will trust him again — a very hard 
decision, but one that people can make. In reality, in every rela-
tionship that works over time, people decide to trust each other, 
but it does not seem like a decision because it ’ s an expectation of 
most partners: that they will be faithful to each other, that they 
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will not lie and cheat, and that they will trust their partner not to 
do so. For most couples, their marriage ceremony is in part an 
affi rmation of their trust in and commitment to each other. After 
a major violation of trust, if after a process of forgiveness the 
betrayed partner decides to trust again, some couples with whom 
we have worked have a recommitment and  “ retrust ”  ceremony as 
a way to mark the new beginning of their relationship.      

  THE POWER OF FORGIVENESS IN 

THE FLOW OF LIFE 

 We will conclude this chapter talking about how you can work 
toward forgiveness of specifi c events and issues together. Before we 

go there, we want to emphasize 
something that ’ s so obvious it ’ s 
often not stated: your relationship 
needs a daily dose of forgiveness. 

You can cause each other minor hurts often, if not daily. Tempers 
fl are. You forget things you should have remembered. You make 
mistakes in completing the tasks of life. The couples who do best 
over time create a climate that assumes trust and the willingness 
to forgive. As we ’ ve said before, how you think has a direct effect 
on how you will act.

   Our coauthors on  Empty Nesting , David and Claudia Arp, 
emphasize the importance of a deep, abiding attitude of forgiving-
ness that permeates a relationship. Part of the need for this attitude 
comes from the fact that your partner cannot be all that you hoped 
he or she would be in life, nor have you been perfect for your 
partner. Some of what you need to forgive one another for amounts 
to accepting the other for who he or she is. It ’ s easy to accept your 
partner for the things that go just the way you wanted them to go 
in life. It ’ s a far tougher test of your ability to accept disappoint-
ments related to who you each are as a person. 

 For example, maybe you are in midlife and wish you ’ d married 
someone who shares your passion for art (or hunting or reading or 

 Your relationship needs a daily 

dose of forgiveness. 
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opera or dog breeding — you get the idea). Well, as it turned out, 
that ’ s just not who your partner is. You can try to punish him or 
her in some way for not being exactly what you wanted, but that 
will not help you have the best relationship possible between the 
two of you. Besides, when you focus on what you didn ’ t get, it ’ s 
too easy to forget all of what you did get. Which list do you want 
to dwell on at this point in life? We ’ re not saying that you don ’ t 
ask for changes and work to please one another. If you love romance 
movies and your partner doesn ’ t, you could well ask that he or she 
try going to a few with you from time to time and, when doing so, 
to show real interest in either the movie or at least your reaction 
to it. More important, we are saying here that you will do best if 
the greater context of your life together is one that conveys deep 
and abiding acceptance.     

 Making Forgiveness Last 
 Your motive for forgiving one another in life may be as 
important as forgiveness itself. One of the most obvious 
reasons to forgive others is that it frees you up to move into 
the future. However, researchers like Michael McCollough 
and Everett Worthington Jr. at Virginia Commonwealth 
University have been studying forgiveness, and they are 
fi nding that when people forgive mostly for personal benefi t, 
forgiveness doesn ’ t seem to hold up so well over time. The 
kind of forgiveness that lasts is that which is motivated by 
your desire to enhance the well - being of your mate — in these 
researchers ’  words, by the desire to be a  “ blessing ”  to the 
other. This is a powerful kind of sacrifi ce that helps restore 
relationships. 

 Toddy Holeman at Asbury Seminary has been studying 
how forgiveness works between partners. She fi nds that 
it doesn ’ t matter so much which partner takes the lead in 
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  STEPS TO FORGIVENESS AND RESTORATION 

 So far, we ’ ve focused on the meaning of forgiveness and what it 
takes to make it come about. We want to give you a more specifi c 
and structured approach that can serve as a road map for achieving 
forgiveness. In suggesting specifi c steps, we don ’ t mean to imply 
that forgiveness is simple or easy. But we do want you to be able 
to move forward with some ideas of what the process could look 
like to get you through the toughest times. 

 Plan on having these steps take time. A thirty - minute talk 
won ’ t do it. Also realize that you may have to work back through 
some of the earlier steps as you are working through later ones. 
Another point to remember is that although these steps are for the 
two of you to do together, the most important work takes place 
inside each of you as individuals. This includes trying to imagine 
what your partner was going through or has been through. It 
includes feeling what you feel, but trying not to let those feelings 
dig a deeper ditch for your marriage. It may involve talking with 
friends, a counselor or therapist, or a clergy member or other spir-
itual adviser. 

 Each step has some key pointers. We ’ ll use the example of 
Thelma and Charles Barker (who threw out the box with Thelma ’ s 

the dance of forgiveness, as long as both partners are on the 
dance fl oor. Further, she fi nds that couples who are commit-
ted to change are the ones who make change happen, and in 
doing so, grow in their commitment for more change. She 
also found that the couples who really heal from major 
wounds are those who make reconciliation the  “ central 
organizing theme ”  of their marriage. They change whatever 
in their lives they need to change. They are moving forward 
no matter what. 
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mementos in it) to illustrate the points. Our discussion will also 
summarize many of the points made in this chapter. 

  Step One: Schedule a Couple Meeting for Discussing 
the Specifi c Issue Related to Forgiveness 

 If an issue is important enough to focus on in this way, do it right. 
Set aside times when you will have no distractions. Prepare your-
selves to deal openly, honestly, and with respect. As we said in the 
chapter on ground rules, setting aside specifi c times for dealing 
with issues makes it more likely that you ’ ll actually follow through 
and do it well. 

 After the initial rush of anger, Thelma and Charles agreed to 
work through the box incident. They set aside time on an evening 
when the kids were at a school function.  

  Step Two: Set the Agenda to Work on the Issue 
in Question 

 Identify the problem or harmful event. You must both agree that 
you are ready to discuss it in this format at this time. If not, wait 
for a better time. (As we mentioned, also be prepared for this to 
take a number of talks.) 

 When Thelma and Charles met, the agenda was pretty clear: 
how to forgive and move on from the loss of her box of mementos. 
They agreed this was the focus of their meeting, and they agreed 
they were ready to handle it.  

  Step Three: Fully Explore the Pain and Concerns 
Related to This Issue for Both of You 

 The goal in this step is to have an open, validating talk about what 
has happened that harmed one or both of you. You shouldn ’ t try 
this unless you as an individual are motivated to hear and show 
respect for your partner ’ s viewpoint. The foundation for forgive-
ness is best laid through such a talk or a series of talks. 
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 Validating discussions go a long way toward dealing with the 
painful issues in ways that bring you closer together. This would 
be a great place to use the Speaker Listener Technique. If there ’ s 
ever a time to have a safe and clear talk, this is it. These are also 
talks where you will want to try harder than usual to see things 
from your partner ’ s point of view. Again, this does not mean vali-
dating wrong behavior, but it does mean pushing yourself to be 
understanding. 

 Using the Speaker Listener Technique, Thelma and Charles 
talked it out for about thirty minutes. Charles really listened to her 
anguish about losing the things that meant a lot to her. Thelma 
edited out her prior belief that he ’ d somehow done it on purpose. 
She had calmed down and could see that blaming him in this way 
didn ’ t make a lot of sense. She listened to how badly he felt for 
her and for her loss. She also validated his statements that he had 
specifi cally tried not to throw out her things. The couple felt closer 
than they had in quite a while.  

  Step Four: The Offender Asks for Forgiveness 

 If you have offended your partner in some way, an outward appeal 
for forgiveness is not only appropriate but very healing. An apology 
would be a powerful addition to a request for forgiveness. A sincere 
apology validates your partner ’ s pain. To say,  “ I ’ m sorry. I was 
wrong. Please forgive me, ”  is one of the most healing things that 
one person can do for another. 

 Apologizing and asking for forgiveness are a big part of taking 
responsibility for how you have hurt your partner. This doesn ’ t 
mean that you sit around and beat yourself up for what you did. 
You have to forgive yourself, too! 

 But what if you don ’ t think you have done anything wrong? 
You can still ask that your partner forgive you. Charles certainly 
didn ’ t feel he had done anything wrong, but he could understand 
why Thelma was upset anyway. Remember, forgiveness is a sepa-
rate issue from why the infraction or mistake occurred. So even if 
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you don ’ t agree that you did anything wrong, your partner can 
choose to forgive. That ’ s harder, but it ’ s doable. 

 Listen carefully to the pain and concern of your partner. Even 
if you feel you have done no wrong, you may fi nd something in 
what he or she says that can lead to a change on your part for the 
better of the relationship.     

  Step Five: The Offended Agrees to Forgive 

 Ideally, the one needing to forgive will clearly, openly acknowl-
edge his or her intent to forgive. This may be unnecessary for 
minor infractions, but for anything of signifi cance, this step is 
important. Making your intent explicit feels more real and more 

 Easier Said Than Done:  “ I Forgive You ”  
 Forgiveness expert Frank Fincham discourages partners from 
using the words  “ I forgive you ”  when there has been a signifi -
cant harm or betrayal. What he and colleagues have recom-
mended instead is to say something like,  “ I am trying to 
forgive you. ”  Here are some variations on that theme: 

   “ I am committed to working through forgiving you. ”   

   “ I have decided to work on forgiving you. ”   

   “ I intend to forgive you, but it will take some for me to 
do that. ”     

 The essence of the idea here is that it is rarely accurate 
for someone to say the simple words  “ I forgive you ”  and have 
those words actually match reality. Forgiveness takes time 
and effort. Some of the most challenging work happens 
within the individual, and this just cannot be rushed if it ’ s 
going to be truly lasting. 
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memorable and increases accountability between the two of you 
to fi nd the healing you are seeking. As noted in the box  “ Easier 
Said Than Done, ”  it is often best if the offended person can make 
a statement about intending to work through forgiveness rather 
than just saying  “ I forgive you ”  as though they were magic words. 

 There are several specifi c implications of this step. In forgiving, 
you are attempting to commit the event to the past. You are agree-
ing that you will not bring it up in the middle of future arguments 
or confl icts. 

 You both recognize that this commitment to forgive is just the 
start of a process and does not mean that the offended partner 
won ’ t feel pain or any effects from what happened. (For example, 
Thelma will feel hurt for a very long time over the loss of her 
treasured mementos.) But you ’ re moving on. You ’ re working to 
restore the relationship and repair the damage.  

  Step Six: If Applicable, the Offender Makes a 
Positive Commitment to Change Recurrent Patterns 
or Attitudes That Give Offense 

 Again, this step depends on your agreement that there is a specifi c 
problem with how one of you behaved. It also assumes that what 
happened is part of a pattern, not just a one - time event. For the 
Domicos and the Barkers, this step is not very relevant. For the 
Swensons, it is critical. 

 If you have hurt your partner, it also helps to make amends. 
This is not the same as committing to make important changes. 
When you make amends, you make a peace offering of a sort — not 
because you  “ owe ”  your partner but because you want to demon-
strate your desire to get back on track. It ’ s a gesture of good will. 
One way to make amends is to do unexpected positive acts. This 
shows your investment and ongoing desire to keep building your 
relationship. 

 In the Barkers ’  case, Charles scheduled a dinner for just the 
two of them at Thelma ’ s favorite restaurant. He went out of his 
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way to show her that she was special to him. She ’ d already forgiven 
him, but this gesture took them farther on the path of healing. 
Besides, it was fun. Their friendship was strengthened.  

  Step Seven: Expect It to Take Time 

 These steps are potent for getting you on track as a couple. They 
begin a process, but they don ’ t sum it up. These steps can move 
that process along, but you may each be working on your side of 
the equation for some time to come. Relationships can be healed 
when painful events come between you. You can choose to heal. 

 S 
 We hope you are encouraged by the possibility of forgiveness and 
reconciliation in your relationship. If you ’ ve been together for only 
a short time, this may seem like more of an academic discussion 
than a set of ideas that are crucial for your relationship. If you ’ ve 
been together for some time, you understand the need for forgive-
ness. Let ’ s hope it happens naturally in your relationship. If so, 
keep at it. Do the work of prevention. The rewards are great. 

 If you need to initiate forgiveness but barriers of resentment 
have built up, get started on tearing them down. You can do it. 
The steps we ’ ve given you here will help you get started.  

  Talking Points 

    1.     An attitude of acceptance and forgiveness is crucial for a 
happy marriage.  

  2.     Forgiveness is a choice: you can choose to move forward, 
release your partner from owing you a debt, and work to restore 
your relationship.  

  3.     Taking responsibility for your own actions and working to 
change offensive or destructive patterns are a central part of 
the healing process begun by the act of forgiveness.    
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                  EXERCISE 

  Working on Forgiveness 

 There are two parts to this exercise, one to do individually and 
one to work on together. 

  Individual Work 

    1.     Spend some time in refl ection about areas where you harbor 
resentment, bitterness, and lingering hurt in your relationship. 
Write these things down. How old are these feelings? Are there 
patterns of behavior that continue to offend you? Do you hold 
things against your partner? Do you bring up past events in argu-
ments? Are you willing to push yourself to forgive?  

  2.     Now spend some time refl ecting on times you may have 
really hurt your partner. Have you taken responsibility? Did you 
apologize? Have you taken steps to change any recurrent patterns 
that give offense? Just as you may be holding on to some grudges, 
you may be standing in the way of reconciliation on some issues if 
you ’ ve never taken responsibility for your end.     

  Working Together 

 As is true of everything else we ’ ve presented, you ’ ll need to prac-
tice to really put positive patterns in place. Therefore, we recom-
mend that you plan to sit down at least a couple of times and 
work through some issues with the model presented in this 
chapter. Remember to focus on understanding each other, as a 
prelude to solutions and change. To start, pick less signifi cant 
events or issues, just to get the feel of things. Doing so helps you 
build confi dence and teamwork. Choose to understand.  

If you have identifi ed more signifi cant hurts that the two of you 
have not fully dealt with, take the time to sit down and tackle 
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these meatier issues. This will be more successful as you practice 
the skills and use them more effectively. Facing harder issues 
is risky, but if you do it well, the resulting growth in your relation-
ship and capacity for intimacy will be well worth it. You can 
choose to grow.      



  16 

Sticking, Stuck, or Stopped 
 On the Path to Commitment    

         A simple question says it all: Are you sticking together, or do 
you just feel stuck? In the book  The Power of Commitment  (by 

coauthor Scott), these words are used to describe two paths on 
which couples fi nd themselves in life. What path do you want to 
be on together? Because you are reading this book, we assume you 
want to stick, which means to really thrive in your journey through 
life together. We also know that many of you feel something closer 
to stuck than to sticking. Many of you are in danger of stopping 
altogether — getting a divorce and moving on. 

 If you have built and main-
tained a strong bond together, 
we want to help you really stick. 
We want to help you  prevent  the 
kinds of declines in marital 
happiness that so many couples 
needlessly suffer. Many of the mis-
takes couples commonly make 
stem directly from the partners ’  
failure to be mindful of their 
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 Many of the mistakes couples 

commonly make stem directly 

from the partners ’  failure to be 

mindful of their commitment 

every day; a marriage can ’ t 

thrive if the partners see commit-

ment just as something they 

promised on their wedding day. 
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commitment every day; a marriage can ’ t thrive if the partners 
see commitment just as something they promised on their wedding 
day.  

 For those of you who relate more to being stuck, we want to 
help you get sticky again — even if you ’ ve become very discouraged. 
There is great power in the combined will of your two hearts to 
turn things around. 

 Most married couples consider commitment the glue that holds 
their relationship together. The kind and depth of your commit-
ment have a lot to do with not only your chances of staying 
together but also your chances of being happy over many 
years together. In this chapter, we present a theory and research 
about commitment that lead to very practical advice for building, 
protecting, and healing your relationship. 

 We end this updated version of our book just as we end our 
PREP - based couples retreats, with commitment. We have saved 
what is probably most important for last. We want to share this 
cutting - edge work and inspire you as you move forward to enjoy 
the magical, mysterious journey your relationship can be. At our 
workshops, Howard gets the ball rolling by saying,  “ We have a 
guest speaker: one of the world ’ s leading experts on commitment. ”  
The band strikes up a drum roll, and Dr. Commitment, our own 
Scott Stanley, appears. (OK, there ’ s no drum roll.) Scott says, 
 “ Thank you, Dr. Prevention. ”  (We give Howard that honorary 
title for his three decades of work on prevention of marital distress 
and divorce.) Dr. Commitment takes the fl oor.

  I also know love, if it is to fl ourish, to be a process of commitment —

 commitment to the work of relationship, a conscious investment 

in continually  practicing  the work of relationship. . . . We have to 

practice balancing, especially the  “ I ”  and various  “ we ’ s. ”  

Commitment to the work of love is the earth of relationship — the 

solidity, the plowing. 

  — D ee  W atts  - J ones     



374 FIGHTING FOR YOUR MARRIAGE

  THE COMPLEXITY OF COMMITMENT 

 Commitment means many things to many people. Stop and think 
a few moments about what it means to you. In fact, take a piece 
of paper and jot down the words that come to your mind. Then, 
as you read the rest of this chapter, see how those ideas are refl ected 
in some of the major themes we raise here. 

 In recent years, there has been an explosion of theory and 
research on commitment. This body of work has deepened our 
understanding of the themes of commitment, which in turn has 
led us to some very specifi c suggestions for you about how you can 
enhance your relationship for the long term. To better understand 
commitment, we will fi rst describe two couples in some detail. In 
both marriages there is commitment, but the types of commitment 
are very different. One couple is sticking. The other is stuck and 
in danger of stopping. 

  Rod and Mary Anderson: Stuck, Not Sticking 

 Rod and Mary married thirteen years ago. They have a four - year -
 old son and a seven - year - old daughter. Rod manages the meat 
section in a large grocery store, and Mary is a secretary in a doctor ’ s 
offi ce. Like most couples, Rod and Mary started out very much in 
love but have gone through some tough times. Raising two kids 
has proven more stressful than either expected. Combined with 
the hassle of major job changes for both, child rearing has left Rod 
and Mary feeling tired and distant. 

 Mary has considered divorce on more than a few occasions, and 
increasingly fi nds herself thinking about leaving Rod. Rod also 
feels unhappy with the marriage, but, like many men, he hasn ’ t 
considered divorce as much of an option. He also hasn ’ t thought 
of any ways to improve the marriage. He hopes for more, but hasn ’ t 
told Mary this, and thinks trying to get closer just doesn ’ t work. 
When he does try to do something positive, he feels shut out by 
Mary. He has become anxious about the thought of her leaving, 
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but he senses that any energy put into the marriage at this point 
is wasted effort. 

  “ Maybe things will get better when the kids leave home, ”  he 
thinks.  “ I ’ ve just got to stick with it and hope for the best. ”  We ’ d 
call this attitude  being stuck . 

 Mary and Rod work around others they fi nd attractive. Larry is 
a single, good - looking man at Mary ’ s work who has made it clear 
he ’ s interested in Mary. She has been seriously contemplating an 
affair and fi nds herself thinking more and more about it. 

 Mary is very aware of changes she ’ s gone through over the 
years, and increasingly thinks that Rod will never be the kind of 
partner that she hoped for. Furthermore, she feels she is putting a 
lot more into the marriage than Rod is, with little in return for her 
time and effort. She resents that he doesn ’ t seem to appreciate and 
accept all she ’ s done for him. Like Rod, she is thinking it ’ s just not 
worth the effort to try harder. 

 As Mary thinks about leaving Rod, diffi cult questions plague 
her. First, she wonders how the kids would respond to divorce. 
Would it hurt them? Would Rod want custody? Would it be hard 
to get a divorce? Would Rod try to stop her? How could they afford 
lawyers? She wonders how she could support herself on her income 
alone. Who would get the house? Could either afford to keep the 
house separate from the other? Would Rod pay child support? If 
she married again, would another man accept her children? 

 As Mary considers these questions, she decides that maybe the 
costs of getting a divorce are greater than she wants to bear, at 
least for now. Sure, she ’ s in pain, but she balances this against the 
pain and stress a divorce could bring. A feeling of despair hangs 
over her. Feeling trapped, she decides that staying is better than 
leaving, but staying stuck isn ’ t a great choice.  

  Deidre and Eric Sempleton: Sticking, Not Stuck 

 Deidre and Eric were married fi fteen years ago. They have three 
children, a seven - year - old boy, an eleven - year - old boy, and a 
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thirteen - year - old girl. Although they ’ ve had their stressful times, 
both Deidre and Eric have few regrets about marrying one another. 
They met when both were working for a large insurance company. 
He was working in sales, and she had worked her way up to being 
manager of the claims department. 

 Their kids present some real challenges. The middle boy has a 
serious learning disability and requires attention and support. 
Their oldest daughter is beginning to show more signs of rebellion 
than they had ever imagined, and this too causes concern. Despite 
these challenges, Deidre and Eric usually feel the other ’ s support 
in facing the tasks of life. 

 Eric does occasionally become aware of his attraction to women 
he meets in his work and of women being attracted to him. 
However, in his commitment to Deidre, he ’ s decided not to dwell 
on  “ what if, ”  or act in ways that may jeopardize his marriage. He 
is happy with Deidre and doesn ’ t want to consider being with 
anyone else. Everyone has regrets at times in marriage, but for 
Deidre and Eric these times are few. They genuinely respect and 
like each other, do things for each other, and talk fairly openly 
about what they want out of life and marriage. Very important, 
Deidre and Eric have regularly made time for their relationship —
 to play together, to talk as good friends, and to keep their passion 
alive. Further, because of religious convictions, each resists think-
ing about divorce, even when they ’ re not getting along so well. 
Each is willing to help the other attain what he or she desires in 
life. Simply put, they feel like a team. They stick — together. 

 S 
 As you can see, the Andersons and the Sempletons have 
very different marriages. The Andersons are miserable, and the 
Sempletons are enjoying life. Both marriages are likely to con-
tinue for the time being — refl ecting some kind of commitment. 
It ’ s not just the level of happiness that separates these two 
marriages. The Sempletons have a much different, deeper kind of 
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commitment. To understand the difference, we need a broad 
model of commitment.   

  WHAT IS COMMITMENT? 

 There are two common ways to think about commitment. The 
commitment of  personal dedication  refers to the desire to maintain 
or improve the quality of the relationship for the mutual benefi t 
of both partners. Personal dedica-
tion is characterized by a desire 
(and actions) not only to con-
tinue in the relationship but also 
to improve it; sacrifi ce for it; 
invest in it; link it to personal 
goals; and seek the partner ’ s 
welfare, not just one ’ s own.  

 In contrast,  constraint commitment  refers to forces that keep 
individuals in relationships whether or not they ’ re dedicated. As 
we discuss in the box  “ The Binds That Tie, ”  constraint commit-
ment may arise from either external or internal pressures. Con-
straints help keep couples together by making ending the 
relationship more costly — economically, socially, personally, or 
psychologically. If dedication is low, constraints can keep people 
in relationships they might otherwise want to leave.  

 The commitment of  personal 

dedication  refers to the desire to 

maintain or improve the quality 

of the relationship for the mutual 

benefi t of both partners. 

  The Binds That Tie 
 What constitutes the overall constraint commitment people 
have depends on who they are, what they value, and what 
their circumstances are. Here is a list of factors that are com-
monly part of the constraints that keep a person in his or her 
marriage. 

(continued)
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 Rod and Mary have a commitment characterized by constraint. 
Mary in particular is feeling a great deal of constraint and little 
dedication — the essence of feeling stuck. She feels compelled to 
stay in a dissatisfying marriage for a host of reasons: their kids, 
money, family pressure, and so on. Rod also has high constraint 
commitment and little dedication, though he ’ s less dissatisfi ed 
with their day - to - day life. 

 Like Rod and Mary, Deidre and Eric have a good deal of con-
straint commitment, but they also have a strong sense of dedica-
tion to each other. Our research at the University of Denver shows 
that constraints are a normal part of marriage. Any marriage will 
generate a signifi cant amount of constraint over time. It ’ s normal. 
Happier, more dedicated couples are just as likely to have consider-
able constraints as less satisfi ed, less dedicated couples at similar 
points in life. In fact, today ’ s dedication becomes tomorrow ’ s 

   •      Social pressure from friends and family  

   •      Financial considerations  

   •      Concerns for children ’ s welfare or fear of loss of contact  

   •      The diffi culty of the steps to leave  

   •      Moral factors, such as a belief that divorce is generally 
wrong or that a person should always fi nish what he or 
she has started  

   •      Poor quality of alternatives    

 You could think of constraints this way: all other things 
being equal, more of any of them make it more likely that a 
person will choose to stay in his or her marriage, even through 
tough times. We believe that without constraint commit-
ment, most couples would not make it in marriage beyond a 
few years because of the normal ups and downs in satisfaction 
in life together.   
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constraint. You fall in love, so you get engaged. You stay in love, 
so you get married. You ’ re still together, so you have kids and buy 
a house. Dedicated couples choose to have more constraints as 
they move through the stages of marital and family life together. 
Happier couples just don ’ t think a lot about constraints, and when 
they do, they often draw comfort from them. When you are stick-
ing, you don ’ t feel stuck; you feel as though you are sailing along 
on the seas of love.

  How can you be sure that a prospective partner won ’ t leave the minute 

it is rational to do so — say, when a newly single Tom Cruise or Cindy 

Crawford moves in next door? . . . [D]on ’ t accept a partner who 

wanted you for rational reasons to begin with; look for a partner who 

is committed to staying with you because you are you. 

  — S teven  P inker     

  HOW DOES COMMITMENT DEVELOP? 

 Partners become more dedicated because they like being with one 
another. Think about the earlier days of your relationship. As your 
dedication to one another became more apparent, you may have 
noticed that you became more relaxed about the relationship. In 
most relationships, there ’ s an awkward period during which the 
desire to be together — and your attachment — is great, but the 
commitment is unclear. That produces anxiety about whether or 
not you ’ ll stay together. As your mutual dedication became clearer, 
it seemed safer to invest in the relationship. This increase in dedi-
cation is important for all couples, but especially important for 
couples in which one or both partners have a tendency (for what-
ever reasons in their past) to be insecure about their key attach-
ments in life. 

 In relationships, almost all forms of commitment can be under-
stood as symbols of security. It is only with a deep sense of security 
that two people can fully experience the wonder, magic, and 
mystery of a great relationship. 
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  What You Can ’ t See Can Hurt You 
 Perhaps the saddest thing we ’ ve seen in our work with couples 
is unexpressed dedication. In so many couples, one partner has 
withered on the vine because he or she can ’ t see much evi-
dence that the other is really committed. Sometimes there 
really has been an erosion of dedication. But many other times 
it ’ s not so much that there ’ s a lack of dedication to one another 
as much as that the dedication has become harder to see. 

 One way this happens is that partners stop doing many of 
the things they used to do to show how dedicated they really 
are. Little things — cards, a fl ower, a poem, an e - mail, a call 
in the middle of the day, a sticky note that says  “ I love you ”  
on the steering wheel — can say  “ I ’ m thinking of you, I ’ m here 
for you, and I ’ m committed to you. ”  Bigger things matter too, 
of course. A lot. 

 This brings us to the other way couples can get in trouble 
because of hidden dedication. All too often, people lose track 
of the things that their partner already does — and does reg-
ularly — that demonstrate a high level of dedication. Sad but 
true: we all tend to get accustomed to a certain standard of 
living and behaving in relationships, and things that may be 
terrifi c evidence of dedication appear instead to be routine 
and  “ to be expected. ”  If you ’ re feeling that your mate is not 
so dedicated these days, ask yourself fi rst if this is a negative 
interpretation. Yes, this means pushing yourself hard to see 
all the things he or she is doing that show dedication.   

 How does commitment erode? If most couples have high levels 
of dedication early on, such as when engaged or early in marriage, 
what happens to kill dedication for some couples over time? For 
one thing, if a couple isn ’ t handling confl ict well, satisfaction with 
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the marriage will steadily decline. Because satisfaction fuels dedi-
cation, dedication begins to erode along with satisfaction. With 
dedication in jeopardy, giving to one another erodes further, and 
satisfaction takes a bigger dive. It ’ s a downward spiral from there. 
Both partners try less, both see their partner trying less, and soon 
their relationship is dying. 

 For some couples, their constraints end up being primarily 
related to the presence of their children, and when their children 
leave home, most of the glue holding these couples together crum-
bles away. Even if such a couple does not break up, the erosion of 
commitment can lead to insecurity about the future that makes it 
far harder to work to make the marriage all it can be. Dedication 
erodes further when people feel their efforts no longer make a 
difference. 

 The secret to satisfying commitment is to maintain not just 
constraint but also a high level of dedication. Although con-
straint commitment can add a positive, stabilizing dimension to 
your marriage, it can ’ t give you a great relationship. It can, 
however, keep you from doing immensely impulsive, stupid things 
when you are unhappy in the short run. Are you just existing in 
your relationship, or are you making it what you hoped it would 
be? Our research shows that dedicated couples report not 
only more satisfaction with their relationships but also less con-
fl ict about the problems they have and greater levels of 
self - disclosure.  

  THE POWER OF DEDICATION: CHOICES, 

COUPLE IDENTITY, SACRIFICE, AND THE 

LONG - TERM VIEW 

 We want to reveal to you four key dynamics underlying dedication 
in strong relationships: choices, couple identity, sacrifi ce, and the 
long - term view. All four dynamics point to things you have some 
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control over and therefore are all related to strategies for having a 
great relationship. 

  Making Choices 

 Many aspects of commitment relate to the choices you make 
and how you handle the alternatives you did not choose. In 
essence, commitment involves making the choice to give up other 
choices. Any commitment you make in life requires that you 

choose among alternatives. Some 
of these decisions involve setting 
priorities and others involve how 
you handle it if you are attracted 
to others.  

  Setting Priorities 

 When people need to make decisions involving competing time 
and resources, those who are more dedicated to their partners are 
more likely to make decisions that protect the relationship. For 
example, early on in the relationship, most people will move 
mountains to spend time with their partner. But as the cares and 
hassles of life take over, too many of us allow our relationship to 
take a backseat. A great relationship is a front - seat deal (unless 
you are in the backseat together; see Chapter  Twelve ). 

 To some degree, problems with priorities can refl ect as much a 
problem with overinvolvement elsewhere as one of a lack of dedi-
cation at home. Unfortunately, as people get busier and busier, too 
many end up doing what Scott, in his book  The Power of Commit-
ment , calls  no -  ing each other rather than  know ing each other:  “ No, 
I don ’ t have time to talk tonight. ”   “ No, I ’ m too tired to even think 
about making love tonight. ”   “ No, I promised Fred I ’ d come over 
Saturday and help him put up that new fence. ”  To protect your 
relationship, you ’ ve got to be good at saying no to things that 

 Commitment involves making 

the choice to give up other 

choices. 
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might seem important but aren ’ t and saying yes to your partner in 
ways that matter to him or her.  

  Alternative Monitoring: Forsaking All Others? 

 Just because two people make a choice to give up other choices, 
it does not mean that all others disappeared from the planet. 
In our research, we talk about  alternative monitoring , which is a 
technical way of referring to how much you keep an eye out for 
other partners in life. The more you are attracted to or attuned to 
other potential partners, the less your personal dedication to your 
partner.      

 Do you fi nd yourself frequently or seriously thinking about 
being with people other than your spouse? Our research shows that 
this aspect of dedication is the most sensitive to your current level 
of happiness. In other words, when unhappy with their partners, 
most people are pretty prone to thinking about the  “ what 
ifs. ”  What if I had married her instead? What if I were no longer 
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married to him? You can  “ what if ”  yourself to a place of despair 
and resentment if you choose to do so. That ’ s a path with a pretty 
certain destination. 

 Research by Dennis Johnson and Caryl Rusbult at the Univer-
sity of North Carolina (the latter having done extensive research 
on commitment) suggests that highly dedicated people mentally 
devalue attractive potential partners. When tempted, do you dwell 
on the grass that seems greener, or do you fi gure that every lawn 
has problems, and focus on taking better care of your own? You 
can choose to attack such thoughts about others rather than allow 
them a comfortable home in your mind. 

 Eric Sempleton — the husband we discussed earlier whose mar-
riage is really sticking — has been tempted a couple of times by 
people at work, especially a woman named Libby. Although aware 
of the mutual attraction, Eric considered it a threat to his marriage 
and made himself focus more on Libby ’ s negative side than on the 
positive. He chose to focus on why the grass  wasn ’ t  greener on the 
other side of the fence. If you ’ re planning on keeping your marriage 
strong, keep watering and trimming your own lawn and don ’ t 
linger by the fence. 

 

  Sliding Versus Deciding 
 It has been known for a long time that, on average, people 
who cohabit prior to marriage are more likely, not less, to 
have diffi culty in marriage. This consistent fi nding has per-
plexed people because it runs counter to what most expect. 
After all, it seems reasonable to many that trying things out 
by cohabiting might help you adjust to, or test, your relation-
ship before committing in marriage. One explanation of this 
mystery comes from the work of Scott (coauthor), Galena 
Rhoades, and Howard at the University of Denver. We fi nd 
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that people who cohabit before marriage often do not realize 
that living together makes it harder to break up, and some 
people who would otherwise break up before marriage end up 
marrying because it just became easier to keep going. 

 Research by colleagues Wendy Manning at Bowling Green 
State University and Pamela Smock at the University of 
Michigan shows that most cohabiting couples did not talk 
about the subject or deliberate before living together. More 
than half just sort of slid into it. Yet commitment is all about 
making a clear decision in favor of one path over another. 
Scott calls this the sliding versus deciding dynamic, which 
we ’ ve talked about elsewhere in this book. Sliding rather than 
deciding your way through any major relationship transition 
in life is usually not wise. The commitments that are most 
likely to last are made with strong decisions, not by sliding 
into something that just becomes hard to get out of later on. 

 Scott, Galena Rhoades, and Howard have found that 
couples who do not live together before marriage, or at least 
not before engagement, tend to do better on average in mar-
riage than those who live together before engagement or 
marriage. We ’ re not saying that unmarried couples should 
start living together, as long as they are engaged. For many 
couples, this is a matter that relates more to their religious 
beliefs and values than anything else. Our point here is that 
engagement and marriage both have something in common: 
the commitment between the partners to be together for life 
has already been made, is clear, and is public, before they ever 
start to limit their freedom in life by setting up house together. 
That means deciding, not sliding. Giving up some of your 
freedom in life is great if you ’ ve chosen to do that — commit-
ment always means giving up some of your freedom in favor 
of the chosen path. But it ’ s not a great idea to give up some 
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of your freedom when you ’ re not even aware of doing so, and 
far too many people let this happen far too often. 

 What ’ s the lesson for you in this, if you are already 
married? It ’ s a reminder of one of our fi ve keys to a 
great marriage: decide don ’ t slide. You ’ re not having to decide 
anything about living together (probably), but there are 
many key moments in your life together when you might be 
tempted to slide through and let whatever happens, happen. 
Instead, sit down together and make a decision. You don ’ t 
need to be turning everything in life into a big decision, but 
for some things, yes, you ’ ll want to actively decide because 
in deciding you ’ ll both be more committed to what you 
agreed.     

  Couple Identity: The Story of Us 

 Couples vary in the degree to which the partners view the relation-
ship as a team rather than as comprising two separate individuals 
who each mostly focus on self. In the happiest and strongest mar-
riages,  “ we ”  transcends  “ me ”  in how the partners think. If a couple 
doesn ’ t have this sense of being a team, confl ict is more likely, 
because the spouses see problems as  “ me against you ”  instead of 
 “ us against the problem. ”  Our research clearly shows that couples 
who are thriving in their marriages have a strong sense of  “ us. ”  

 We aren ’ t suggesting that you should merge your identities. 
Rather, we ’ re suggesting that most couples do best with a clear 
sense of two individuals coming together to form a team — what a 
difference this makes in how you view life together! There ’ s an old 
joke about a wedding ceremony in which the minister gets to the 
point of saying  “ and the two shall become one, ”  and someone in 
the back row leans over to her friend and says,  “ I wonder which 
one? ”  That ’ s not the idea here. 
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 One couple, Melissa and Will, had a pretty stable and harmoni-
ous life up until the time their youngest child left home to take a 
job in another state. As happens with many couples, some of the 
glue that had bound them together weakened with the departure 
of their children. They drifted for some time, experiencing increas-
ing distance and confl ict — developing lives that were largely inde-
pendent from one another. One day, they started to turn it all 
around. 

 Consider the power of a talk like this, and the humility required 
of both partners. They were at the breakfast table together, reading 
the paper and having coffee.

  W ill :    (looking up from his paper)  Can we talk a second? 
 M elissa :    (putting her paper aside)  Sure, what ’ s up? 
 W ill :   Well, something . . . um, something important. 
 M elissa :    (nodding and listening)  
 W ill :   I ’ ve been thinking that we ’ re at a big point in life here. 

What we do in the next year might lay down the pattern for us 
for the next thirty years. I ’ m not sure I like the path we ’ re on, 
and I ’ ve been thinking that maybe we should really plan for the 
kind of relationship we want in the future. You know, to be very 
intentional about where we head now. 

 M elissa :    (barely suppressing a large smile)  I love that idea. I ’ ve been 
wondering — actually worrying a bit, too — about where we ’ re 
headed. I ’ d like us to be really close and not just share a house 
in the years ahead. 

 W ill :   Me too, but I ’ m thinking that if we ’ re not careful, we ’ ll only 
be roommates for the next thirty years. I want to be best friends 
and lovers. 

 M elissa :   What do you think we should do next? 
 W ill :   How about we go away for a weekend? Maybe to that cabin. 

No TV, no distractions. Just us. We can talk and play and plan 
for our future. What do you think? 

 M elissa :   Sounds perfect. Let ’ s look at the calendar. 
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 We hope you haven ’ t gotten bored by the repetition of this 
critical point, demonstrated in this dialogue between Melissa and 
Will: the strategies we suggest throughout this book are most pow-
erful if you make the key decisions together. This is the essence of 
couple identity. 

 Many couples have nurtured and protected their couple iden-
tity from the start. If you have it, work at keeping it. But things 
always are changing, and you can take this opportunity to openly 
discuss and plan for how you want to express your  “ we ”  in the years 
ahead. If you ’ ve lost that couple feeling, work at getting it back. 
You can do it, if you want. 

 Here are a few ideas for preserving and deepening couple 
identity: 

   •      Do just about any of the exercises throughout this book —
 together. That will increase your sense of having the common 
goal of protecting your relationship.  

   •      Pursue some activities together that have a lot of meaning or 
enjoyment for both of you. Together is as together does.  

   •      Talk to each other about what each of you could do that would 
increase the sense that your relationship is special.  

   •      Talk regularly about both short - term and longer - term goals. 
Having clear shared goals increases your sense that you are on 
the same team.     

  Sacrifi ce 

 Our culture encourages devotion to self. Notions of sacrifi ce, team-
work, and the priority of one ’ s partner have not enjoyed much 
positive press lately. In fact, our society seems to glorify self and 
vilify whatever gets in the way. Selfi shness may sell in our culture, 
but it doesn ’ t buy lifelong happy marriages. Selfi shness seriously 
undercuts couple identity. We want to be clear, though: working 
on yourself, making improvements, and considering what you can 
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do to make your relationship great are not examples of being 
selfi sh. These are acts of taking personal responsibility — one of the 
most powerful things you can do to be the best partner you 
can be. 

 Whereas selfi shness fundamentally cuts across the grain of 
couple identity, positive attitudes about sacrifi ce — and sacrifi cial 
behavior — gird up a strong relationship over time. In fact, our 
research has shown that people who are happiest in marriage gain 
some sense of satisfaction from doing things that are largely or 
solely for their partner ’ s benefi t. By this we aren ’ t recommending 
your being a martyr, but rather fi nding real joy in making a genuine 
choice to give of yourself for your partner. In the way the term is 
commonly used, a martyr does things for another not out of concern 
for what is best for that person but because the martyr wants to 
put the other in debt. This is not dedication. 

 The Andersons (the stuck couple) have stopped giving to each 
other. Rod doesn ’ t think he ’ ll get anything back if he gives more, 
and Mary already feels that she ’ s given more than her share for a 
lifetime. Neither feels like sacrifi cing anything at this point. 
They ’ ve lost the sense of  “ us ”  that promotes giving to one another 
without resentment. So neither is going to give much at this point, 
perhaps waiting for the other to do so. That could be a very 
long wait. 

 Relationships are generally stronger when both partners are 
willing to make sacrifi ces. In the absence of this willingness to 
sacrifi ce, what do you have? You have a relationship in which at 
least one of you is in it mostly for what you can get, with little 
focus on what you can give. That ’ s not a recipe for happiness or 
growth. 

 In a culture that reinforces self, it ’ s hard to ask,  “ What can I 
do to make this relationship better? ”  It ’ s a lot easier to ask,  “ What 
can my partner do to make me happier? ”  The key is to think about 
not only what you do for your partner but also  why  you do it. Do 
you do things with the attitude,  “ You ’ d better appreciate what I ’ m 
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doing ” ? Do you often feel that your partner owes you? There ’ s 
nothing wrong with doing positive things and wanting to be appre-
ciated. There  is  something wrong with believing you are owed. In 
couples who are doing wonderfully well, you ’ ll fi nd two partners 
who give freely to one another and appreciate what the other gives. 
It ’ s a beautiful form of teamwork. 

 A colleague of ours at the University of Cincinnati, Sarah 
Whitton, has been studying sacrifi ce in relationships along with 
coauthors Scott and Howard. Among other things, they have 
found that a long - term view of the relationship was strongly related 
to males ’  willingness to sacrifi ce for their female partners. This 
makes great sense. After all, in the absence of a shared sense of a 
future together, sacrifi cing for your partner will seem more like 
depositing money in a bank with a  “ Going out of Business ”  sign 
out front. If you ’ re thinking about the future, investing makes 
sense. Sacrifi cing is a kind of investing. When thinking only about 
the present, why bother to invest? 

 However, these researchers also found that females showed a 
much weaker relationship between long - term view and willingness 
to sacrifi ce for their partners. This research as well as a number of 
other studies in our lab highlight the particular importance of male 
dedication levels in the life and health of relationships. Without 
an otherwise strong commitment, males may be particularly likely 
to resent giving to females — or they just don ’ t do it. To be candid, 
we think that on average, women have historically given more in 
marriages than men. There are many exceptions, but we have 
come to believe that it is particularly important for males to dem-
onstrate their dedication to their mates by giving freely of them-
selves in ways that are clear and consistent. 

 When females for years see little or no evidence of their part-
ners ’  dedication, they sometimes withdraw in a big way. This is 
very often a result of years of pursuing a withdrawing male. Males 
may often withdraw because of fear of fi ghting, but over the long 
term, women really start to see withdrawal as a lack of dedication 
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and investment. Hence, the kind of withdrawal these women 
exhibit is very different from the pursuit - withdrawal pattern we ’ ve 
discussed. Instead, it ’ s based on exhaustion and demoralization 
about trying to connect. It often results in moving out, fi ling for 
separation, or seeking a divorce. Paradoxically, some long - term, 
hard - core withdrawing males begin to really pursue their wives 
when their wives have checked out. The men who really are com-
mitted begin to try to show it in many ways (including buying our 
books or calling us for therapy appointments or information about 
our couples retreats). These men can sometimes convince their 
wives that they really do want to fi ght for their marriage, and 
we have found that we can help those couples. For some men, 
however, the sad truth is that they ’ ve waited too long to fi nd ways 
to show their love and dedication. Gentlemen, you don ’ t want to 
go there. 

 

  Give a Little Love 
 Almost all of us know of easy things we could do that would 
make a positive difference in our relationships. These can be 
thought of as little sacrifi ces for your mate or your relation-
ship. Our emphasis is on the  “ little things, ”  and that is very 
important. Life can get in the way of doing big things on any 
given day. Big things are great to do from time to time, but 
big sacrifi ces require big opportunities that you cannot (or 
should not) try to make happen. Small sacrifi ces do not 
require big opportunities. They are thoroughly and routinely 
doable. 

 Here ’ s a little exercise for you. Take a few minutes of quiet 
time and think about some of the things you have done in 
the past that fi t these characteristics: 
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  1.     It ’ s something under your control.  

  2.     It ’ s something small that you can decide to do just about 
any day or week you want.  

  3.     It ’ s something that you know is good for your relationship 
and that your partner tends to like.  

  4.     It ’ s something you are  not  all that likely to do today or 
this week, even though you very well could.    

 It ’ s the last of these four that puts this action into the 
realm of a small but meaningful sacrifi ce. To get it done, you 
have to do something other than what you ’ d naturally do: 
you have to decide to do it and follow through. 

 Go ahead and write down a few ideas that fi t the listed 
characteristics. 

 Challenge time. Commit to yourself to perform one or 
two of the actions you wrote down in the coming week. Not 
ten. One or two. Develop some way to remind yourself and 
get after it. Don ’ t tell your partner what you are doing; just 
do it. Your partner may or may not notice all of these small 
sacrifi ces, but he or she will notice some of them, and your 
relationship will be stronger for it.    

  The Long - Term View 

 When people are more dedicated 
to their partners, they want and 
expect the relationship to last. 
They want to grow old together. 
This expectation for the relation-
ship to continue over the long 
term is a core part of dedication 

 The long - term view stretches out 

the time perspective for you, 

making it easier not to overreact 

to the small annoying events in 

life. 
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and plays a critical role in the day - to - day quality of marriage. The 
long - term view is crucial for one simple reason: no relationship is 
consistently satisfying. What gets couples through tougher times 
is the long - term view that commitment brings. How? When you 
actively decide you will be together  no matter what , you can safely 
deal with the curve balls life throws at you. The long - term view 
stretches out the time perspective for you, making it easier not to 
overreact to the small annoying events in life.  

 We ’ re not saying everybody should devote Herculean effort to 
save his or her marriage, no matter how abusive or destructive. 
However, for the great number of couples who genuinely love each 
other and want to make their marriages work, a long - term perspec-
tive is essential for encouraging each partner to take risks, disclose 
about himself or herself, and trust that the other will be there when 
it really counts. In the absence of a long - term view, people tend 
to focus on the immediate payoff. This is only natural. If the long 
term is uncertain, we concentrate on what we ’ re getting in the 
present. 

 What we have called the hidden issue of commitment (Chapter 
 Six ) is easily triggered when the future of the relationship is 
uncertain. When commitment is unclear, partners don ’ t feel 
accepted — a core issue for everyone — and instead feel pressured to 
perform. The message is,  “ You ’ d better produce, or I ’ ll look for 
someone who can. ”  Most of us resent feeling we could be aban-
doned by someone from whom we expect to fi nd security and 
acceptance. People generally do not invest in a relationship with 
an uncertain future and reward. 

 Another colleague of ours, Fran Dickson at Chapman Univer-
sity, has studied lifelong married couples. Among many things, she 
found that the happier couples reported having talked regularly 
about their future over their years together. In a sense, what these 
couples describe is one of the ways they have nurtured a vision for 
their future together. (As we noted in Chapter  Thirteen , these 
talks are also likely to lead to a shared worldview.) Such talking 
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does not mean locking in all the details, but rather dreaming and 
reminding one another that the relationship has a future as well 
as a history. In the exercises at the end of this chapter, this is one 
of the powerful things we recommend the two of you try to do 
together. You can be creative about the ways you dream about the 
future. We ’ re convinced it ’ s a very good strategy for preserving a 
lasting love, together. 

 Our example of a highly dedicated couple, the Sempletons, do 
not have the perfect marriage (who does?), but they have a strong 
expectation of a future rooted in balanced commitment. They talk 
about plans for life together. For couples like them, the long - term 
view allows each partner to cut the other some slack, leading to 
greater acceptance of weaknesses and failings over time. Whereas 
the Andersons, the less dedicated couple, experience anxiety or 
resentment around the core issue of acceptance, the Sempletons 
feel the warmth of a secure commitment — each conveying the 
powerful message,  “ I ’ ll be here for you. ”  That ’ s the essence of what 
commitment is about: believing not only that you will be there for 
one another in the future but also that you can count on one 
another through the ups and downs of life.  

  Threatening the Long - Term View 

 Sometimes commitment becomes a weapon in a fi ght. When such 
a weapon is wielded, it ’ s like an atomic bomb that leaves devasta-
tion in its wake. Despite Rod and Mary Anderson ’ s low level of 
commitment, they aren ’ t going to get a divorce any time soon. 
Still, the topic comes up more and more often in bad arguments. 
Consider the following conversation and its effects on trust, power, 
and commitment: 

 R od :   Why does this house always look like a pigsty? 
 M ary :   Because we have two big dogs, and I ’ m at work every day. 
 R od :   I end up having to clean up all the time, and I ’ m tired of it. 



 Sticking, Stuck, or Stopped 395

 M ary :   Oh, and like I don ’ t clean up all the time after the kids? 
When you ’ re here, you usually disappear into your shop. I ’ m the 
one cleaning up constantly — not you. 

 R od :   Yeah, yeah, I disappear all the time. You don ’ t even know 
what really happens in this marriage. I don ’ t even know why we 
stay together. 

 M ary :   Me neither. Maybe you should move out. 
 R od :   Not a bad idea. I ’ ll think about it.   

 By the end of the fi ght, each was trying to convince the other 
that they weren ’ t committed. You can ’ t get much less dedicated 
than emphasizing the short - term view. If you ’ re trying to keep your 
marriage on track, don ’ t bring up the topic of divorce, period. 
Likewise, don ’ t threaten to have affairs. Such statements trash the 
long - term view. They erode trust and reinforce the perception that 
it ’ s risky to invest. Pushing yourself not to say such things when 
very frustrated is an act of dedication. Practice self - control.   

  IF YOU ARE FEELING STUCK AND 

WANT TO STICK AGAIN 

 This section is only for those of you who identify with being stuck 
more than with sticking. Because you are reading this book, we 
assume you want to make your marriage work. So, what can you 
do if you fi nd yourself in a marriage characterized by constraint 
without dedication? How do you redevelop dedication when it ’ s 
gone? 

 First, recognize that this is a time to decide and not let things 
slide. Second, you need to believe that rebuilding is possible. Linda 
Waite and Maggie Gallagher, in their book  The Case for Marriage , 
note that there are a great many couples who are unhappy at one 
point in their marriages but who stick it out and end up much 
happier fi ve years later. Third, our suggestions are moot if your 
partner has made it very clear that he or she wants out, is planning 
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to get out, and has told you not to bother him or her. The approach 
we outline here is a good one when you are both hurting and you 
both are willing to try to turn things around. 

 You must really want to do this, because it will take sustained 
work, and you will have to work against some tendencies that now 
exist in the relationship. That entails not only new behavior but 
also, most important, a willingness to see the new behavior in your 
spouse. If you each work to make changes to please the other and 
build your marriage, and neither of you sees the other ’ s efforts, you 
will be just as stuck. Just as we explained in our discussion of over-
coming the danger sign of negative interpretations, you need to be 
willing to look for the things that are harder for you to see. 

 If you want to breathe life into your marriage, here is one 
approach you can try. 

  1.      Sit down together and talk about the state of your marriage.  It 
is important that you both face up to where the marriage is right 
now. Rather than getting defensive or arguing, this is the time 
when you both should try, and try hard, to validate each other and 
show empathy for the pain. Acceptance starts here. 

 In listening carefully to each other, you begin the process of 
drawing closer together. Paradoxically, one of the most powerful 
things you may share is a similar feeling of loss and sadness about 
your relationship. We have observed that in the strongest mar-
riages, the couples who are able to share their pain about the 
marriage experience this as another form of intimacy. After all, is 
there anything about which you feel more strongly? This would be 
a great time to use the Speaker Listener Technique.  

  2.      Remember what you used to have together.  Spend some time 
reminiscing together about the good old days. What were things 
like when you fi rst met? What attracted you to each other? What 
did you do on your fi rst date? What kinds of things did you do for 
fun? Do you still do any of these things? What were some reasons 
you decided you wanted to marry in the fi rst place? 
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 This kind of reminiscing brings to mind the fact that you once 
had some pretty great feelings for one another. Beware of the ten-
dency to rewrite history and see experiences that were truly posi-
tive at that time as negative now. There was a spark there, a delight 
in getting to know the other. In some ways, this step is an attempt 
to regain an appetite for the relationship.  

  3.      Decide to turn things around.  Although you can try to repair 
your marriage without your partner ’ s active participation, making 
a commitment to do it together is far better. Look at it this way: 
Considering that you are staying together due to constraints that 
mean a lot to you, why not agree together to make the marriage 
enjoyable and not simply endurable? Doing so is simply rational. 
You are deciding to stay in the boat together, so why not quit 
shooting holes into the bottom of it, patch the worst leaks, and 
learn to row together? You probably both have some deeper longing 
for this to occur anyway, or you ’ d be unlikely to care about follow-
ing these steps. In time, you might even learn to sail together. This 
choice is fundamentally a decision of your will. We believe most 
people have enough control over their own lives to make a deci-
sion and stick with it if they want something badly enough.  

  4.      Do the things you did at fi rst.  This point is simple, but the 
potential impact is profound. Early in a relationship, a couple talks 
more as friends (see Chapter  Nine ); does more fun things together 
(see Chapter  Eleven ); is more forgiving (see Chapter  Fifteen ); is 
more likely to look for the good and not the bad in the other (see 
Chapters Four and Six); and, usually, does a better job of control-
ling confl ict (see Chapters Five through Eight). Be committed to 
becoming less self - centered and more other - centered. Where you 
have been selfi sh, admit it to yourself and decide to turn the 
pattern around. The things you can do to restore dedication in 
your marriage are the same things most couples can do to prevent 
marital distress and divorce in the fi rst place.  

  5.      Stay at it.  Keep working at these steps, especially number 
four. Expect progress, not an instant miracle. Expect ups and 
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downs. Recognize that your efforts can and will pay off if you both 
stick to it. What does this require? A long - term view and liberally 
applied dedication.    

 S 
 The ceremony on the wedding day is not as important for the long 
term as the daily evidences of dedication. You could think of these 
as small celebrations of your commitment in life together. Con-
sciously consider and choose ways to demonstrate your dedication 
to one another through the priorities you live, the evidence you 
show of your identity as a couple, and your awareness of a future 
together. There ’ s no better time than now to do all you can to 
affi rm your commitment to one another. 

  Talking Points 

    1.     Commitment is a complex concept, involving both external 
constraints that hold relationships together, and personal 
dedication, which helps keep alive the desire to stay in a 
relationship.  

  2.     Choices about how you think about your partner, how you 
behave together, and how high a priority you give the relation-
ship are critical factors in commitment.  

  3.     You need to believe in the future of your relationship in order 
to keep it growing and strong.   

                 EXERCISES 

    There are several exercises to help you get the most out of this 
chapter. You ’ ll have the opportunity to examine your constraint 
and dedication commitment, consider your priorities, and think 
about a rededication of your devotion to one another. 
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  Assessing Constraint Commitment 

 Jot down your response to these statements on a separate piece of 
paper, assigning a point value between 1 and 7 to indicate how 
true the statement seems to you. Use the following scale for your 
answers: 1   =   strongly disagree, 4   =   neither agree nor disagree, and 
7   =   strongly agree. 

   1.     The steps I would need to take to end this relationship would 
require a great deal of time and effort.  

   2.     A marriage is a sacred bond between two people and should 
not be broken.  

   3.     I would have trouble fi nding a suitable partner if this rela-
tionship ended.  

   4.     My friends or family really want this relationship to work.  

   5.     I would lose valuable possessions if I left my partner.  

   6.     I stay in this relationship partly because my partner would be 
emotionally devastated if I left.  

   7.     I couldn ’ t make it fi nancially if we broke up or divorced.  

   8.     My lifestyle would be worse in many ways if I left my partner.  

   9.     I feel trapped in this relationship.  

  10.     It is important to fi nish what you have started, no matter 
what.    

 Your answers to these few questions can tell you a lot. We can ’ t 
give you an average score on these items because we don ’ t use them 
in quite that way in our research. But it is obvious that the higher 
the score, the greater the level of constraint. In any case, we want 
you to use your responses for refl ection. What constraints are you 
aware of? How powerful are these constraints? What kind of con-
straint seems most powerful? 

 Most important, do you feel trapped or stuck? Just about 
everyone does from time to time, which is normal. Having a good 
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deal of constraint but not feeling trapped is normal in a healthy 
couple relationship. The best relationships are those in which both 
partners are dedicated to each other and feel comfortable with the 
stability implied by constraint.  

  Assessing Dedication Commitment 

 These next items will help you gauge your level of dedication. Use 
the same 7 - point rating scale you used to examine constraint com-
mitment: 1   =   strongly disagree, 4   =   neither agree nor disagree, and 
7   =   strongly agree. Again, jot down your responses on a separate 
piece of paper. 

   1.     My relationship with my partner is more important to me 
than almost anything else in my life.  

   2.     I want this relationship to stay strong no matter what rough 
times we may encounter.  

   3.     It makes me feel good to sacrifi ce for my partner.  

   4.     I like to think of myself and my partner more in terms of  “ us ”  
and  “ we ”  than  “ me ”  and  “ him [or her]. ”   

   5.     I am not seriously attracted to anyone other than my partner.  

   6.     My relationship with my partner is clearly part of my future 
life plans.  

   7.     When push comes to shove, my relationship with my partner 
comes fi rst.  

   8.     I tend to think about how things affect us as a couple more 
than how things affect me as an individual.  

   9.     I don ’ t often fi nd myself thinking about what it would be like 
to be in a relationship with someone else.  

  10.     I want to grow old with my partner.    

 We can give you an idea of what your score means on these 
dedication items. To calculate your score, simply add up your 
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ratings for each item. In our research — with a sample of people 
who were mostly happy and dedicated in their relationships 
(including some who had been married for over thirty years) — the 
average person scored about 58 on the items in this scale. If you 
scored at or above 58, we ’ d bet you ’ re pretty highly dedicated. 
However, your dedication may be quite low if you scored below 
45. Whatever your score, think about what it may mean for the 
future of your marriage.  

  Considering Priorities 

 An important way to look at dedication is to consider your priori-
ties. How do you actually live your life? What does this say about 
your commitment? 

 We ’ d like you to take a piece of paper you can divide into three 
columns. In the fi rst column, list what you consider your top fi ve 
priorities in life, with number one being the most important. Pos-
sible priority areas might include work and career, your partner, 
adult children, religion, house and home, sports, future goals, edu-
cation, possessions, hobbies, pets, friends, relatives, coworkers, 
television, car. Feel free to list whatever is important to you. Be as 
specifi c as you can. 

 Now, in the second column, please list what you think your 
partner would say are your top fi ve priorities. For example, if you 
think your partner would say work is your top priority, list that as 
number one. In the third column, please list what you believe are 
your partner ’ s top fi ve priorities. 

 When both of you have completed your lists, go ahead and 
compare them. Don ’ t be defensive. Consider how the answers each 
of you have given affect your couple relationship. You can use the 
Speaker Listener Technique if necessary. If you see a need to make 
your relationship a higher priority, talk together about specifi c 
steps you can take to make this happen. You might fi nd it helpful 
to use the problem - solving process you learned in Chapter  Seven . 
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The chapters on enhancing your relationship provide additional 
suggestions of ways to make your relationship a higher priority.  

  Nurturing the Long - Term View 

 As we noted earlier, one of the most powerful things you can do 
to keep your relationship on a great path is to talk from time to 
time in various ways about your future together. Doing this stretches 
your perspective out beyond just the here and now. That does not 
mean you have to try to lock in your path in any way, but it does 
mean having a clear sense of a future together. Where would you 
like to be in thirty years? What would you like to do when you 
retire? Where would you like to travel someday? How do you feel 
about becoming a grandparent one day, or about having reached 
that stage already? You ’ ll have to decide how best to nurture your 
long - term view as a couple, but there are many ways to do this. 
You could take dream walks together during which you talk about 
your future. You could try to sprinkle your regular time together as 
friends with thoughts about a future. Be creative.      



  17 

Moving Forward     

     Bill Coffi n, a colleague and marriage specialist who works for 
the Administration for Children and Families at the National 

Institutes of Health, suggests that couples think about relationship 
fi tness as they might think about physical fi tness. Just as you should 
work out three or four times a week for twenty to thirty minutes, 
you and your partner should devote at least that much time to 
working on your relationship. This doesn ’ t just mean having couple 
meetings; it also means planning fun times together, having friend-
ship talks, being supportive, making love, giving back rubs, just 
hanging out together reading a book in the same room, listening 
to music, or playing with the children. Make the time for your 
relationship to be regularly renewed in these ways. 

 A major emphasis of our new edition has been the importance 
of pushing yourself to engage in positive behaviors, especially when 
they are not happening naturally. One of the annoying facts of life 
is that as marriage goes on, the positives diminish (by either slip-
ping away or being killed by confl ict), and when they do, it seems 
very hard to restart the engine. We are here to tell you that it ’ s 
not as hard as it seems, if you give yourself  “ permission ”  to push 
yourself to do the positives. When something that happened 
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naturally early on — kissing, holding hands, saying  “ I love you, ”  
making love — stops happening, what do you do? Too often nothing. 
Instead, decide to kiss your partner when you leave for work; 
decide to hold hands while walking; decide to say  “ I love you ”  
face - to - face and in texts, e - mails, and voice mail; decide to initiate 
sensual sex. (As Howard often asks couples at his retreats,  “ Is it 
illegal where you live to hold hands? ” ) Part of relationship fi tness 
is keeping the positive side in shape and, if it ’ s out of shape, getting 
it back in shape as soon as possible.  

  MAKING FIGHTING  FOR  YOUR MARRIAGE 

A REALITY 

 At the beginning of our book, we talked about the fi ve keys to a 
great relationship. We have made every effort to use these themes 
throughout the book. Take a look at your relationship right now: 
Are you deciding to act in ways that benefi t your relationship? Are 
you deciding to control confl ict and talk without fi ghting? Are you 
doing your part to make sure that fun, friendship, and sexuality are 
alive and well in your relationship? Are you making it safe to 
connect so that you can be supportive in ways that are meaningful 
to your partner? Are you nurturing your future, taking a long - term 
view and not threatening the stability of your marriage when you 
are angry? In brief, are you deliberately focusing on the areas of 
your relationship that need attention? If you ’ re serious about 
making these keys part of your life, here are some important points 
to keep in mind. 

  Review 

 To get the most out of what we ’ ve presented in this book, be sure 
to review the material. We all learn better when we go over key 
concepts again and again. For example, it would be a great time 
to go back to Chapter  Eight  and review the ground rules. Are you 
using them? Have you kept at it? 
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 It would be especially valuable to review the rules for the 
Speaker Listener Technique, the six types of support, how to make 
positive connections a priority, and the principles of forgiveness. 
None of these rules or ideas are all that complicated, but you want 
to master them to yield the greatest benefi t to your marriage. Better 
yet, after some time has passed, read through the whole book again. 

 Keep in mind as you review this book that you can only do your 
part and that no one with whom we have worked over the years 
has followed every rule and principle that we offer. So highlight 
what has worked thus far and what you would like to work on more 
as you move on in your journey.  

  Practice 

 Part of the PREP approach is a very specifi c, skills - oriented model 
for building solid relationships. The key to such an approach is to 
practice the skills and ways of thinking we ’ ve recommended. It ’ s 
not enough just to review the ideas — you need to practice the 
techniques and strategies to make them a part of your life. 

 A very good friend and colleague of ours, Bob Weiss at the 
University of Oregon, notes the difference between being under 
 rule control  rather than  stimulus control . To be under stimulus 
control means you ’ re constantly  reacting  to the things happening 
around you — the stimuli of your life. If you don ’ t want to live that 
way — and it ’ s so easy to live that way — you need to practice the 
strategies that give you more control over how, when, and where 
you deal with issues in your life. No idea we have presented can 
help you unless you put that idea into action.  

  Engage the Skills 

 As you consolidate your skills through practice and the develop-
ment of positive rituals, the most important goal is for you to be 
able to engage the skills when you need them. Knowing how to 
use the Speaker Listener Technique or the problem - solving model 
is great, but the real benefi t comes from using these skills when 
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you need them most. Unfortunately, the times you need the most 
skill are the same times that it ’ s hardest to use them, so being able 
to make the shift to engage more skill is critical. That ’ s where 
practice and good habits really pay off. 

 It ’ s hardest to engage the skills the fi rst few times. For example, 
as you work on Ground Rule 1 — the Time Out ground rule — it ’ ll 
be harder at the start than it ’ ll be after using it a few times. It can 
seem like avoidance when you start using Time Outs, but the habit 
gets stronger as you see that the skills work. Your relationship 
benefi ts from the increased control over how and when you ’ ll deal 
with diffi cult issues.  

  Reinforce, Reinforce, Reinforce 

 When we train other professionals and paraprofessionals to work 
with couples, we emphasize over and over the need to be active in 
positively reinforcing (that is, praising and appreciating) the posi-
tive steps couples make when learning the skills we teach. It ’ s very 
important to reinforce new skills as well as to reinforce the positive 
changes that are already happening. 

 We make the same suggestion to you. As you work on learning 
new patterns and ways of thinking, reinforce yourself and each 
other. Praise your partner for listening well, for working with you 
to handle issues well, for being committed, and so forth. Don ’ t take 
each other for granted. Show your appreciation for positive effort. 
And don ’ t dwell on the past. In other words, don ’ t say,  “ Why 
couldn ’ t you have done this seven years ago? ”  Instead, focus on 
reinforcing the positive changes that are occurring now. Do not 
forget to focus on all the positives in your relationship that happen 
every day and all the positive aspects of your partner in general. 
Do not allow yourself to lose your relationship forest in the trees 
of everyday disagreements. 

 When was the last time you said,  “ Gee, Honey, I sure like how 
you do that ”  or  “ I really felt great the other night when you 
dropped what you were doing and spent time just listening to me 
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talk about my concerns at work ” ? It ’ s not hard to say  “ Thanks ”  or 
 “ Great job! ”  or  “ I really appreciated the way you did that. ”  The 
effects on your relationship can be dramatic. Too often we get too 
focused on the negative. Instead, decide to push yourself to reward 
the positive changes and to appreciate all the great things about 
your partner and your relationship.

  Love with abandon and generosity, and then behold the power of love. 

  — J anice  R. L evine      

  CONFIDENCE FOR THE FUTURE 

 We ’ ve become increasingly interested in studying how confi dence 
develops and what it does for couples. Confi dence is very impor-
tant in marriage because confi dence promotes persistence based on 
hope and skills. When you are confi dent, you boldly move into the 
future together as a team, believing that the two of you can handle 
what comes your way. 

 Mark Twain said,  “ All you need in this life is ignorance and 
confi dence; then success is sure. ”  We ’ re sure his point was tongue -
 in - cheek. In reality it ’ s a recipe for deep disappointment. We want 
you to have confi dence based on knowledge, wisdom, ability, and 
mutual commitment. Now that you ’ ve read the book, you know 
what to do. Your challenge is to put what we have talked about in 
our book into action in your life. 

 We are the relationship optimists. We are confi dent that our 
new edition of  Fighting  for  Your Marriage  will help you achieve your 
goals, whatever they may be. We hope that the principles will help 
you not only in your marriage but also in other key areas of your 
life, including parenting and your work. Finally, we hope that you 
had fun reading the book; that you at least smiled if not laughed 
at our jokes; and, most important, that you fi gured out what the 
jokes were. Although we have tried to make this book fun and easy 
to read, relationships are not all fun. They take work. But we hope 
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that with dedication, making the right decisions at critical times, 
and a sense of commitment, you will have every chance to fulfi ll 
the dream that most people in the world cherish: to have a healthy, 
happy relationship over time — a happy marriage. 

 S 
 As our journey together comes to a close and yours moves forward, 
keep in mind our keys to a great relationship: decide don ’ t slide, 
do your part, make it safe to connect, open the doors to positive 
connections, and nurture your commitment. Focus on being a 
team and protect and enhance the positives: fun, support, and 
friendship. Remember, keep investing  no matter what . Finally, if 
you do decide to fi ght — fi ght  for  your marriage.         
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     This book describes strategies and skills we teach in our work-
shops for couples. We make the point in our workshops that 

there are many situations in which people need a lot more help 
than we are able to provide in our workshops. The same is true for 
this new edition of  Fighting  for  Your Marriage . Here we are hoping 
to teach you skills and principles that can help you build strong 
and healthy marriages and couple or family relationships. However, 
it is not designed to address serious relationship and individual 
problems. 

 Because you are taking this time to think more about your life 
and relationships, it may also be a good time to think about other 
services that you or others you care about may need. Even if your 
main goal right now is to improve your marriage or relationship, 
diffi culties in other areas can make it that much harder to make 
your relationship work. Likewise, if you are having really severe 
problems in your relationship, they can make dealing with any of 
these other problems that much harder. 

 Here are some areas where seeking additional help could be 
really important for you and your family. 

  Financial Problems 

     •      Serious money problems make everything else harder.  

   •      Job loss and unemployment can be key sources of confl ict and 
stress for couples.  
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   •      Although this book can help you as a couple work more as a 
team, you may need more help to learn to manage your fi nances 
or fi nd a job.     

  Serious Marital or Other Family Problems 
or Stresses 

     •      If you have serious marital or adult relationship problems 
where more help is needed than can be provided in this book, 
you can seek counseling from someone who specializes in 
helping couples.  

   •      Coping with a serious, life - threatening, or chronic illness or 
disability in a child or adult can place a lot of stress on caregivers 
and their family relationships. Community resources often 
exist to help families with these kinds of issues.     

  Substance Abuse, Addictions, and 
Other Compulsive Behaviors 

     •      No matter what else you have to deal with in life, you will fi nd 
it harder if you or your partner, or another close family member, 
has a substance abuse problem.  

   •      Drug or alcohol abuse and addiction rob a person of the ability 
to handle life well, have close relationships, and be a good 
parent.  

   •      Alcohol abuse can also make it harder to control anger and 
violence.  

   •      Other problems families sometimes face include eating 
disorders, sexual addictions, and gambling.    

 You need to decide to get help with these problems to improve 
your life and the lives of those you love. It will make it easier 
if your partner or spouse supports this decision.  
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  Mental Health Problems 

     •      Mental health problems come in many forms, from anxiety to 
depression to schizophrenia, and place a great deal of stress on 
couple and family relationships.  

   •      Depression is particularly common when there are serious 
relationship problems.  

   •      Having thoughts of suicide is often a sign of depression. Seek 
help if you struggle with such thoughts.    

 The good news is that there are now many effective treatments 
for mental health problems, with services available in all counties, 
including options for those with limited means of paying.  

  Domestic Aggression and Violence 

     •      Although domestic aggression and violence of any sort are 
wrong and dangerous, experts now recognize different types. 
For example, 

    •      Some couples have arguments that get out of control, with 
frustration spilling over into pushing, shoving, or slapping. 
This can be dangerous, especially if you don ’ t take strong 
measures to stop the patterns from continuing.  

   •      The type of domestic violence that is usually the most dan-
gerous and the least likely to change is when a male uses 
aggression and force to scare and control a woman. Verbal 
abuse, threats of harm, and forced sexual activity can be part 
of this pattern.    

   •      This book is not a treatment program for physical aggression. 
If you are dealing with aggression and violence in your 
relationship, you need more help than this book can provide. 
That might mean seeking marital or relationship counseling or 
seeking the advice of domestic violence experts.  
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   •      If you have any questions about the safety of your relationship, 
you should contact a domestic violence program or hotline, 
especially if you feel that you are in danger of being harmed.    

 The bottom line is that you must do what you need to do to 
ensure that you and your children are safe. If you ever feel that you 
are in immediate danger from your partner or others, call 911 for 
help or contact your local domestic violence hotline.  

  Where to Get More Help 

 If you, your partner, or your relationship experiences any of these 
special problems, we strongly recommend that you get more help. 

 There are many ways to fi nd out about resources in your com-
munity. You can ask a therapist in your community for help or 
contact a local counseling center or a community mental health 
center. Also, members of the clergy and family physicians are 
usually well aware of resources for various needs in their communi-
ties, so consider asking them for suggestions. 

 There are community mental health centers in all areas of the 
United States. Other counseling centers and mental health profes-
sionals are often available as well (both nonreligious and religious). 

 The following are some national hotline numbers and a Web 
site that may be useful to some readers: 

 National Resources 
  Domestic violence hotline: SAFELINE, 1 - 800 - 799 - 7233  

  Web site with links for help with substance abuse and mental 
health issues:  www.samhsa.gov/public/look_frame.html   

  Hotline for referrals to substance abuse treatment: 
1 - 800 - 662 - HELP  

  Suicide prevention hotline: National Hopeline Network, 
1 - 800 - SUICIDE (784 - 2433)             
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     Whether you are seeking greater meaning in your own rela-
tionship or you wish to work with others in your commu-

nity, this section will show you several great ways to learn more 
about the wide array of PREP resources at your fi ngertips. 

  Workshops 

 For many couples, this book hits a chord and resonates with them. 
For those couples, PREP offers several workshops both locally and 
at resort destinations. In these workshops, couples put PREP tech-
niques into practice. Best of all, by attending a workshop, a couple 
spends valuable time together working as a team. Workshop sched-
ules are listed on  www.PREPinc.com  under  “ Tools for Couples. ”  

 It is also possible to learn relationship skills directly from Dr. 
Howard Markman, the world - renowned expert on marriage and 
cofounder of PREP. Dr. Markman offers weekend couples retreats 
and workshops. Dates and schedules for couples retreats can be 
found at  www.LoveYourRelationship.com .  

  DVDs and Audio CDs 

 The  Fighting  for  Your Marriage  DVD collection is the perfect 
complement to the book. Couples can curl up on the couch and 
watch people using PREP techniques. If you are skeptical about 
how well PREP techniques work and how they can be used to 
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tackle everyday issues, see them work for other couples in real life 
by ordering the  Fighting  for  Your Marriage  DVD collection. 

 The  Calming Skills  audio CD helps people handle stress without 
bringing it into the relationship. Play this CD on the way home 
from work and dramatically improve the transition from a busy day 
to a relaxing, enjoyable evening. 

 To order either of these items, please go to  www.PREPinc.com  
and click on  “ The PREP Store. ”   

  Instructor Trainings 

 You can become trained to lead your own workshops to help 
couples learn the skills and principles of PREP. Because PREP is 
an educational program and not therapy, no specifi c credentials 
are necessary. 

 You ’ ll come away with a comprehensive program you can 
present in a class format to your community, church, or synagogue. 
Those with counseling credentials can also use the powerful strate-
gies in private counseling. 

 PREP has trained over fi fteen thousand mental health, nursing, 
education, and other professionals, including clergy and lay leaders, 
from twenty - eight countries. 

 Training schedules are listed at  www.PREPinc.com  under 
 “ Tools for Leaders. ”   

  Books 

 In addition to the book you are holding, there are many other titles 
from the PREP team. You can learn more about any of our books 
by going to  www.PREPinc.com  and clicking on  “ The PREP Store. ”  
Several of them can also be purchased through most bookstores. 

   12 Hours to a Great Marriage: A Step - by - Step Guide for 
Making Love Last   

  Howard J. Markman, Scott M. Stanley, Susan L. Blumberg, 
Natalie H. Jenkins, and Carol Whiteley  
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  This clear self - guided book provides busy couples with 
practical steps on how to make their love last.  

   The Power of Commitment: A Guide to Active Lifelong Love   

  Scott M. Stanley  

  Best - selling marriage expert Dr. Scott Stanley shows couples 
the way to active, lasting love through an understanding of 
what commitment can do for a relationship.  

   You Paid  How  Much for That?! How to Win at Money Without 
Losing at Love   

  Natalie H. Jenkins, Scott M. Stanley, William C. Bailey, 
Howard J. Markman  

  Unveils deeper, often hidden meanings of money and 
helps conquer the issues of fi nances as they relate to 
relationships.  

   Why Do Fools Fall in Love?: Experiencing the Magic, Mystery, 
and Meaning of Successful Relationships   

  Janice R. Levine, Howard J. Markman  

  A collection of creative essays that is a remarkable mix of 
science, psychology, personal insight, and passionate stories 
focused on the chemistry of lasting love.  

   A Lasting Promise: A Christian Guide to Fighting for Your 
Marriage   

  Scott M. Stanley, Daniel Trathen, Savanna McCain, and 
Milt Bryan  

  For anyone seeking a Christian - based and research - informed 
book that gives hands - on, practical advice for couples ’  
needs.             
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accepting vulnerable feelings, 
109–110; talking about sensitive 
themes to promote, 108; by 
working through hidden issues, 
157. See also Sexual intimacy; 
Spiritual intimacy

Invalidation: description of, 47–48; 
preventing, 49–50; Speaker 
Listener Technique to counteract, 
123; two examples of, 48

Investment expectations, 323
Iowa State, 233
Issues: common upsetting, 235; 

fi ghts triggered by events related 
to, 135–140; mutual agreement 
on timing of talk on, 206–208; 
negative interpretations of, 50–
57, 78–84, 97–98, 201–204, 
356–357; Problem Inventory to 

rate, 190; signifi cance of who’s 
raising the, 77; sleep as confl ict, 
164–166; studies on key problem 
areas of, 163–164. See also 
Confl icts; Hidden issues; Problems; 
Worries

J
Jake and Alexandra, 199–201
Jake and Pam, 286–287
James, William, 3
Jason and Cathy, 243–244
Jay and Martha, 336
Jean and Randy, 307–308
Jeff and Paula, 57–58
Jenkins, Natalie, 116
Jeremy and Lisa, 166–168
Jill and Nelson, 147–148, 154
Joel and Jill, 251–252
John and Marsha, 302–303
Julien, Danielle, 222

K
Kevin and Claudia, 223–224
Kiecolt-Glaser, Janice, 80–81

L
Lars and Nancy, 248
Larson, Jeff, 165
Laumann, Edward, 279
Laura and Dexter, 261–262
Laurenceau, Jean-Philippe, 218
Levine, Janice R.: on gift of 

forgiveness, 360; on importance of 
listening, 111, 225; as one of 
Beyond the Chuppah authors, 303; 
on the power of love, 407; Why Do 
Fools Fall in Love? coauthored by, 
1, 219, 266, 276

Levy, Leon, 245
Lisa and Jeremy, 166–168
Listening: emotional support through, 

243–245; paraphrasing not always 
necessary for, 244; talk like friends 
by, 228–229. See also 
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Communication; Speaker Listener 
Technique

“Little things,” 391–392
Liz and Matt, 250
Long-term view: benefi ts of taking 

the, 393–394; damage of 
threatening the, 394–395; exercise 
on nurturing the, 402; as personal 
dedication commitment dynamic, 
392–393

Louise and Craig, 152–154, 156
Love: defi nitions of, 276; falling out 

of, 276–277; forgiveness as element 
of, 349; the “little things” that 
express, 391–392; as process of 
commitment, 373. See also 
Romance; Sexual intimacy

Love You Relationship weekend 
couples retreats, 261–262

Lucinda and Mario, 108
Lucy and Miguel, 256–257, 258–

259
Luke and Tara, 198–199

M
McCollough, Michael, 363
Mahoney, Annette, 298
“Make It Happen” goal, 292
Make it safe to connect key. See 

Connections; Emotional safety
Making choices: alternative 

monitoring and, 383–384; as 
dedication commitment dynamic, 
382; setting priorities for, 382–383; 
sliding versus deciding and, 
384–386

Making time for great things! 
210–211

Manning, Wendy, 385
Margaret and Roberto, 210
Marge and Bill, 142
Margot and David, 50–51
Maria and Estevan: invalidation 

between, 48–49; preventing 
invalidation, 49–50; short-
circuiting escalation, 45–46

Mario and Lucinda, 108
Marital confi dence: building, 15–16; 

depression and lack of, 78–79; for 
future marital happiness, 407–408; 
long-term view as reinforcing, 
392–395, 402

Marital expectations: being aware of 
your, 333–334; being clear about 
your, 335–336; being motivated to 
meet each other’s, 337; being 
reasonable about your, 334–335; 
cultural and religious infl uences 
on, 332–333; exercises related to, 
338–342; family of origin as source 
of, 326–329; gender differences 
and, 331–332; gender differences 
in chivalry, 330–331; grieving 
and acceptance of unfulfi lled, 
337–338; how relationships are 
affected by, 322–325; massive 
changes in people’s, 5; meeting 
your partner’s, 322–323; 
miscommunication due to, 96–98; 
previous relationships as source of, 
329–330; role of unrealistic, 6; 
tendency to project, 96; worldview 
and family and, 306

Marital expectations exercises: 
Discussing Your Expectations, 342; 
Exploring Your Expectations, 339–
341; Rating Your Expectations, 
342

Marital happiness: building 
confi dence for, 15–16; fi ve keys to, 
20–30, 35; gender differences 
related to happiness and, 69, 169; 
having confi dence for future, 407–
408; key risks to lasting, 32–33; 
major themes on how to reach, 
36; personal dedication 
commitment and, 70, 377–398; 
reaching the goal of having a, 2; 
research and study of, 9–10; 
similar religious background as 
edge in, 312–313; successfully 
rebuilding, 395–398
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Marital satisfaction: gender 
differences and, 69; marriage 
research on, 10

Marjorie and Byron, 150–151
Marjorie and Simon, 310–312
Markman, Howard J.: on being 

immature forever, 259; deciding 
versus sliding concept used by, 21; 
as Dr. Prevention, 373; on 
emotional support need, 300; on 
evolution of soul mates, 27; on 
gender differences of needs, 82; 
on holding hands, 404; on impact 
of negative interactions, 39; on 
listening fi rst, 245; marital 
happiness focus of, 9; on marriage 
confi dence and symptoms of 
depression, 78–79; marriage 
research fi ndings by, 10; as one of 
Beyond the Chuppah authors, 303; 
as one of A Couple’s Guide to 
Communication authors, 172, 175; 
premarital cohabitation research 
by, 385–386; on research on 
average couple’s making love 
timing, 291; on understanding 
to solve problems, 161; We 
Can Work It Out coauthored by, 
172, 203; Why Do Fools Fall in 
Love? coauthored by, 1, 219, 266, 
276

Marriage: current projections on 
rate of, 7; gender differences 
and benefi ts of, 68; impact of 
worldview on your, 304–306; 
interfaith, 310–313; making a 
reality of fi ghting for your, 404–
407; process of how it dies, 
31–33; protecting friendship in 
your, 225–229. See also 
Relationships

Marriage research: on 
communication, 10–11; on 
continuing confl ict over issues, 
163–164; on deeper positive 
connections in relationships, 

11–12; on depression and marital 
confi dence, 78–79; on destructive 
patterns, 38–40; on divorce of 
mixed-faith couples, 312–313; on 
divorce rates and premarital 
cohabitation, 70–71; on emotional 
support benefi ts, 233–234; 
empirically informed, 8; 
empirically tested, 9; on gender 
differences, 66–67; on impact of 
religion on marriage, 297–298; on 
importance of how talks begin, 
59–60; on making forgiveness last, 
363–364; on marital expectations, 
332–333; on marital happiness, 
9–10; on marital satisfaction, 10; 
on no interest in sex or “erotic 
loss,” 279; on perceptions of 
infractions and responsibility, 354–
355; on physical reactions to 
confl ict, 80–81; on premarital 
cohabitation and marriage 
commitment, 384–385; on 
romantic talking, 272; on sleep 
and relationships, 164–166; on 
Speaker Listener Technique 
effectiveness, 129; on stakes for 
high-confl ict couples with 
children, 54–55; on successful 
rebuilding of marriages, 395–396; 
on timing of making love for 
average couple, 290–291; on 
touching benefi ts, 246–247; on 
willingness to sacrifi ce for partner, 
390–391

Marsha and John, 302–303
Marta and Tom, 95
Martha and Bill, 239
Martha and Jay, 336
Martin and Dee, 202–204
Martina and Nick, 207–208
Mary and Bob, 89–90, 101, 102
Matt and Liz, 250
Max and Donna, 44–45
Maxwell and Zoey, 323–325
Mel and Sandy, 72–74, 79–80
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Melissa and Will, 387–388
Memory matching, 101–103
Men: chivalry expectations by, 330–

331; communication patterns of, 
69; competitive need to win by, 
70; couple date reporting by, 257–
258; demand-withdraw pattern 
and, 77; depression and, 68; 
friendship talk and, 222; happiness 
and, 169; housework roles in dual-
earner marriages, 69–70; intimacy 
as defi ned by most, 74–75; marital 
commitment by, 70; marital 
expectations of, 331–332; marital 
happiness and, 69; marital status 
benefi ts to, 68; perception of 
problems by, 169–170; rates of 
female withdrawal compared to, 
81–82; rational thinking and, 67; 
what’s true and what’s false about, 
64–71; willingness to sacrifi ce for 
female partners, 390–391. See also 
Women

Mental health problems, 411
Miguel and Lucy, 256–257, 258–

259
Mike and Tracy, 107–108
Mind reading: beliefs and 

expectations impacting, 97–98; 
negative interpretation example of, 
53–54

Miscommunication: beliefs and 
expectations leading to, 96–98; 
differences in style leading to, 
98–100; distractions leading to, 
91–94; fi lter awareness to prevent, 
103–104; fi lters leading to, 89–91, 
123; self-protection leading to, 
100–101

Mistakes. See Infractions
Mitch and Tish, 241
Mixed Matches (Crohn), 303
Mixed-faith marriages, 310–313
Money issues: Bjorn and Frances’s 

example of problem solving, 

179–186; confl ict avoidance over, 
171–172; as ripe area for confl ict, 
163, 164

Moods. See Emotional state
Mr. Potato Head story, 116

N
Nancy and Lars, 248
NASA, 177
National Healthy Marriage Resource 

Center, 8
National Institutes of Health, 403
National Registry of Evidence-based 

Programs and Practices, 13
Negative affect regulation, 136
Negative communication: fi lters 

leading to, 89–105; marital 
happiness related to amount of, 
10–11

Negative interpretations: battling 
your, 55–57; beliefs and 
expectations impacting, 97–98; 
description of, 50; example of, 51; 
guarding against, 53–54; 
hopelessness created through, 
51–53; responsibility, forgiveness, 
and, 356–357; self-regulation by 
controlling our, 201–204. See also 
Perceptions

Negotiation-based marriage: impact 
of technological changes on, 4–6; 
shift to, 4–6; unrealistic 
expectations role in, 5–6

Nelson and Jill, 147–148, 154
Nick and Martina, 207–208
NMW (No Matter What) T-shirts, 

29
No-fault divorce laws, description 

and impact of, 6–7
Noreen and Dave, 259–260
Notarius, Clifford, 10, 39, 172, 175, 

203
Notre Dame, 54
Nurture your commitment key. 

See Commitment
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Ocean’s 11 (fi lm), 39
Ohio State University College of 

Medicine, 80
Old Faithful metaphor, 137
Oly and Sharon, 284–285
OMI (Oklahoma Marriage 

Initiative), 8
Opening doors to positive 

connections. See Positive 
connections

Oprah (TV show), 174
Out of wedlock birth, 7–8
Oxytocin, 247

P
Pain: of infractions or betrayal, 351–

352; intimacy of partner’s sharing 
of, 396; partner’s validation of 
your, 359; of unmet expectations, 
337–338

Pam and Artis, 28–29
Pam and Jake, 286–287
Paraphrasing: as active listening, 

128; examples of good, 114–
115, 181; not always necessary 
when listening, 244; Speaker 
Listener Technique rules on, 
113–114

Pargament, Kenny, 298, 300
Partners: confl ict control cues or 

signals used by, 195–196; counting 
on safe relationship with your, 29; 
developing shared worldview, 304–
306; meeting expectations of your, 
322–323, 337; mismatched day 
versus night people, 165; negative 
interpretations or perceptions of, 
50–57, 78–84, 97–98, 201–204, 
356–357; Personal Interviews of 
your, 231; positive reinforcement 
of your, 406–407; recognizing 
value of, 149; research on religious 
practices by, 298–299; showing 
respect to your, 116; understanding 

emotional triggers of your, 157; 
when they refuse to take 
responsibility, 355–357; willingness 
to sacrifi ce for, 388–392; working 
as a team on your relationship, 23, 
166–169, 370–371; writing down 
positive things about, 39–40. See 
also Couple identity; Friendship; 
Relationships

Pasch, Lauri, 233
Patterson, Jerry, 10
Patton, Bruce, 161
Paul and Dawn, 334
Paula and Jeff, 57–58
Pause: concerns related to 

withdrawal, avoidance, and, 197–
198; example of confl ict control 
using, 198–201; example of taking 
a, 141; keeping confl ict under 
control using, 194–201; process for 
taking, 124–126; stopping confl ict 
escalation using, 124. See also 
Time Out

Peck, M. Scott, 29
Perceptions: gender differences in 

problem, 169–170; of infraction 
blame and responsibility, 354–
355. See also Negative 
interpretations

Performance anxiety, 277–278
Personal dedication commitment: 

characterization of, 378–379; 
couple identity dynamic of, 386–
388; description of, 377, 378; 
development of, 379–381; exercise 
for assessing your, 400–401; the 
“little things” that express, 391–
392; long-term view dynamic of, 
392–395, 402; making choices 
dynamic of, 382–386; sacrifi ce 
dynamic of, 388–392; strategies for 
rebuilding “sticking,” 395–398; 
unexpressed, 380; withdrawal 
response to partner’s lack of, 
390–391
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Personal Interviews, 231
Peter and Tessie, 117, 119–122
Physical aggression, 411–412
Physical intimacy. See Sexual 

intimacy
Pierre and Geena, 221, 225–226
Pit metaphor of forgiveness, 349–

350
Pittman, Frank, 152
Play: children’s developmental need 

for, 258; strategies for engaging in, 
260–267; understanding that adults 
also need, 258–259. See also 
Couples dates; Fun

Positive connections: emotional 
safety for, 25–26; between friends, 
218; making them count, 39–40; 
neglect impacting your, 32; open 
doors to, 26–27; problem solving 
and maintaining, 161; research 
on deeper relationship and, 
11–12

Positive feedback cycle, 158
The Power of Commitment (Stanley), 

337
Power issues: hidden, 145–146; link 

between control, commitment, 
and, 146–147; marital expectations 
about, 323

Premarital cohabitation, 70–71, 
384–386

PREP keys introduction: 1: decide 
don’t slide, 21–22, 35; 2: do 
your part, 22–25, 35; 3: make it 
safe to connect, 25–26, 35; 4: 
open the doors to positive 
connections, 26–27, 35; 5: 
nurture your commitment, 27–30, 
35

PREP (Prevention and Relationship 
Enhancement Program): Cold War 
summit using principles of, 161; 
engaging the skills provided by, 
405–406; on key risks to lasting 
love, 30–35; origins and 
description of, 2; overview of fi ve 

keys to relationships using, 20–30, 
35; practicing the, 405; research 
fi ndings on, 12–14; variety of 
couples using, 14

Previous relationships, 329–330
Principle of least interest, 146
Principle of structure, 110–111
Problem Discussion: being clear 

about what you are upset about, 
175–176; Bjorn and Frances’s 
example of, 180–183; confl ict 
control by separating solution 
from, 205–206; importance of 
engaging in, 173–175; XYZ 
statements used during, 175–176, 
189–190

Problem Inventory, 190
Problem Solution steps: agenda 

setting, 176–177, 183; agreement 
and compromise, 178, 184–185; 
Bjorn and Frances’s example 
of, 183–186; brainstorming, 
177–178, 184; follow-up, 179, 
185–186; listed, 173; separating 
Problem Discussion from, 205–
206

Problem solving: Bjorn and Frances’s 
example of, 179–186; Cold War 
summit conference approach to, 
161; exercises on, 189–191; gender 
differences in approach to, 169–
170; maintaining mutual respect 
and connection during, 161; 
problem discussion component of, 
173–176, 180183; Speaker Listener 
Technique rule on, 113; steps to 
take for, 173, 176–179, 183–186; 
strategies for really diffi cult, 186–
188; talking like friends and not, 
228. See also Speaker Listener 
Technique

Problem-solving exercises: Practice 
Problem Solving, 191; Problem 
Area Assessment, 190; XYZ 
Statements: Constructive Griping, 
189–190
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Problem-solving strategies: cycle back 
through the steps, 186; halfway 
can get you all the way, 186–187; 
Problem Solution, 173, 176–179, 
183–186; separating Problem 
Discussion from Problem Solution, 
205–206; when there is no 
solution, 187–188

Problems: approached with winning 
in mind, 168; assessment of, 190; 
domestic aggression and violence, 
411–412; dynamic risk factors for, 
34; effective discussion of, 173–
176; fi nancial, 409–410; gender 
differences related to perception of, 
169–170; marriage and occurrence 
of, 160; mental health, 411; 
national resources for getting help 
with, 412; no getting around 
having, 162–166; risk factors for, 
33–35; serious marital or other 
family, 410; substance abuse, 
addictions, or compulsive 
behaviors, 410; taking enough time 
to understand the, 169, 170–172; 
team effort required for dealing 
with, 166–169. See also Issues; 
Stress

The Psychology of Religion (Spilka and 
colleagues), 304

Psychopest, 244–245
Pursuit-withdrawal pattern: changing 

the, 79–81, 83–84; demand-
withdraw versus, 77; examining 
possible reasons for, 75–77; 
exercises for examining the, 85–
86; lack of partner’s dedication 
and, 390–391; Speaker Listener 
Technique to counteract, 123. 
See also Behavior patterns; 
Withdrawal

Pursuit-withdrawal pattern exercises: 
Thinking About What You Do, 
85; Thinking About Your 
Thinking, 86

Put-downs. See Invalidation

R
Randy and Sara, 334–335
Raymond and Fay, 263–264
Recognition issue, 149
Reconciliation: characteristics of 

couples succeeding at, 363–364; 
choice to trust and engage in, 361–
362; responsibility role in 
forgiveness and, 352–362; steps to 
forgiveness, restoration, and, 
364–369

Relationship Dynamics Scale, 42
The Relationship Quiz, 61–63
Relationships: behavior patterns 

making you feel unsafe in, 26; 
biking metaphors for, 29; 
commitment as glue holding 
together, 373; connection between 
sleep issue and, 164–166; counting 
on your partner as safe, 29; daily 
dose of forgiveness to maintain, 
362–363; deeper positive 
connections in, 11–12; destructive 
patterns damaging, 37–63; ground 
rules for great, 192–201, 204–211; 
impact of worldview on your, 304–
306; introducing fi ve keys to great, 
21–30, 35; key risks to lasting love 
and, 30–35; link between power, 
control, and commitment in, 146–
147; marital expectations 
developed by previous, 329–330; 
research on communication impact 
on, 10–11; research on deeper 
positive connections in, 11–12; 
universal desire for a great, 19–20; 
working as a team on your, 23, 
166–169, 370–371. See also 
Couples; Marriage; Partners

Religious beliefs: interfaith marriages 
and, 310–313; as marital 
expectations source, 332–333; 
nonshared but respected 
differences, 308–309; nonshared 
views with confl ict, 309–313; 
shared worldview based on shared, 
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304–306; spirituality versus, 295–
296; study on young people and, 
296; when your views differ from 
partner, 306–307. See also Beliefs; 
Spiritual intimacy

Religious involvement: emotional 
support through, 300–304; fi nding 
the right place for your, 303–304; 
nonshared and differing, 308–309; 
research on, 297–298; study on 
couples’ practice of shared, 
298–299

Reminiscing talks, 396–397
Respect: as core value, 305; 

discussing problem in atmosphere 
of mutual, 173–176; problem 
solving and maintaining mutual, 
161; showing your partner, 116

Responsibility: differing perceptions 
of infractions and, 354–355; 
forgiveness in context of, 352–362; 
infractions and taking, 353–354, 
356–357; negative interpretation, 
forgiveness, and, 356–357; 
regaining trust and role of taking, 
361; when your partner refuses to 
take, 355–357

Rhoades, Galena, 21, 70, 384–386
Rinzler, Alan, 1
The Road Less Traveled (Peck), 29
Roberto and Margaret, 210
Rogge, Ron, 35
Rolando and CaSondra, 330
Romance: the art of, 275–276; 

talking element of, 272; your plan 
for successful, 287–290. See also 
Love; Sensuality

Ross, E. A., 146
Rubin, Lillian, 325

S
Sacrifi ce: as personal dedication 

commitment dynamic, 389–392; 
selfi shness versus, 388–389

Safety. See Emotional safety

Sager, Clifford, 333
Samantha and Tim, 139–142
Sandra and William, 301–302
Sandy and Mel, 72–74, 79–80
Sara and Randy, 334–335
Scorekeeping, 155
Scorekeeping versus forgiveness, 350
Second marriage issues, 164
Self-protection: description of, 100; 

miscommunication due to, 
100–101

Self-regulation: putting the brakes 
on, 204–211; watching how you 
think for, 201–204

Selfi shness, 388–389
Sempleton, Deidre and Eric: personal 

dedication shared by, 378–379; 
sticking together commitment of, 
375–376; strong expectation of 
future together by, 394

Sensitive themes: Speaker Listener 
Technique for talking about, 111–
133, 174; talking safely about, 
108–110

Sensuality: exercises on, 292–293; 
romantic talking and, 272; 
sexuality versus, 270, 273–274; 
thoughts related to, 271; touching 
related to, 271. See also Romance

Serious marital/family problems, 410
The Sex-Starved Marriage (Davis), 270
Sexual dysfunctions, 286–287
Sexual intimacy: communicating 

desires for, 281–285; confl ict and, 
278–279; lack of interest in, 279–
281; making a priority of, 286–287, 
290–291; performance anxiety and, 
277–278; research on average 
couple’s timing of, 290–291; 
talking about your, 284–285. See 
also Intimacy; Love

Sexuality: sensuality versus, 270, 
273–274; sexual disinterest and 
lack of, 273–274; thoughts related 
to, 270–271; Viagra ads on, 274
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Shandra and Eric, 167–168
Shared worldview, 304–306
Sharing vulnerable feelings, 109–110
Sharon and Oly, 284–285
Short-circuiting escalation, 45–46
Shulz, William, 244
Simon and Marjorie, 310–312
Single parenting, rising rates of, 7–8
Sleep apnea, 165
Sleep issue, 164–166
Sliding. See Deciding versus sliding 

behavior
Smalley, Gary, 40, 81
Smock, Pamela, 385
Snoring, 165
Social support: exercise on, 314; 

fi nding religious community 
providing, 303–304; research on 
need and benefi ts of, 300–303. See 
also Emotional support; Friendship

Soul mates, 27
Speaker Listener Technique: 

advantages of using the, 122–124; 
benefi ts of using, 111–112, 405–
406; Bjorn and Frances’ use of, 
180–183; common questions or 
objections to, 126–129; confl ict 
control by “engaging” the, 204–
205; for dealing with hidden issues, 
156–157; differing marital 
expectations understood using, 
328–329; example of using the, 
117–122; examples of good 
paraphrases using, 114–115, 181; 
exercise on using, 131–133; 
importance of practicing, 129–130; 
Problem Discussion using, 174; 
providing support through use of, 
242–243; research on effectiveness 
of, 129; reviewing the rules for 
using the, 405; rules for both of 
you, 112–113; rules for the listener, 
114; rules for the speaker, 113–
114; taking a Pause or Time Out 
rule of, 55, 124–126, 128, 141; 

talking about state of your 
marriage using, 396; tips for 
effective use of, 115–116. See also 
Communication; Emotional safety; 
Listening; Problem solving; Talks

Speaker Listener Technique 
exercises: Moving On to 
Confl ictual Topics, 132–133; 
Starting Out: Talking as Friends, 
131–132

Spilka, Bernie, 304
Spiritual intimacy: exercise on 

fi nding, 314–315; impact of 
worldview on, 304–313. See also 
Intimacy; Religious beliefs

Spirituality: religion versus, 295–296; 
study on young people’s, 296

Stanley, Kyle, 194
Stanley, Nancy, 194
Stanley, Scott M.: deciding versus 

sliding concept used by, 21, 138; 
as Dr. Commitment, 373; on 
forgiveness as element of love, 349; 
“How a Marriage Dies” talk by, 31; 
on marriage confi dence and 
symptoms of depression, 78–79; 
marriage research fi ndings of, 11; 
The Power of Commitment by, 337; 
on power, control, and 
commitment link, 146–147; 
premarital cohabitation research 
by, 384–386; on sources of sexual 
passion, 291; on taking a Time 
Out, 194; as Tempur-Pedic 
mattress company consultant, 164; 
on willingness to sacrifi ce for 
partner, 390

Sternberg, Robert, 276
“Sticking” together, 375–376
Storaasli, Ragnar, 163
Stress: chemical reactions of, 246, 

247; Communication Danger Signs 
and links to, 47; as distraction, 
92–93; serious marital or family 
problems or, 410. See also Problems
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Structure principle, 110–111
Substance abuse: national resources 

for help with, 412; problems 
related to, 410

Sue and Tod, 98–99
Suicide, 411
Suicide prevention hotline, 412
Support: defi nition of, 234–235; 

enhancing your, 249–252; exercises 
on, 252–254, 314; need and 
benefi ts of social, 300–304; types 
of, 235–249; XYZ statements used 
to give, 241–242. See also Worries

Support exercises: Making the 
Positives Count, 253–254; 
Practicing Support Talk, 253; 
What Type of Support Do You 
Want? 252–253

Support talk, 144, 253
Support types: being there as, 237–

238; doing things as, 238–239; 
giving as, 240–243; giving 
encouragement as, 239–240; 
talking and listening as, 243–245; 
touching as, 246–249

Swenson, Johann: adultery 
committed by, 345–348; process of 
Megan regaining trust in, 361–362; 
taking responsibility for adultery, 
357–360

Swenson, Megan: forgiveness 
decision to be made by, 352; 
process of regaining trust in 
Johann by, 361–362; reaction to 
Johann’s affair by, 345–348; 
response to Johann taking 
responsibility, 357–360

T
“Take Me out to the Ball Game” 

(song), 239–240
Taking responsibility. See 

Responsibility
Talk without fi ghting: emotional 

safety through, 107; Speaker 

Listener Technique for, 111–133, 
156–157, 174

Talks: casual, 143; confl ict, 143; 
emotional support through, 243–
245; without fi ghting, 107, 111–
133; four types of, 143–144; 
friendship, 143–144, 231; about 
the future years together, 393–394; 
importance of how they begin, 
59–60; mutual agreement on 
timing of, 206–208; rebuilding 
your marriage through, 396; 
reminiscing, 396–397; about 
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