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The Everything® Guide to a Happy Marriage

Dear Reader,

It is often said that therapists become therapists to heal themselves. While this is certainly the case for me, it’s also true that I do this work because I love the intrigue and complexities of human behavior and relationships. I feel privileged when a couple opens up in therapy with me as their chosen guide. I’m honored to be trusted with their innermost secrets. To confide in a complete stranger with the hurt and tender aspects of your soul takes real courage and perhaps a little desperation. However, it is in those moments of desperate vulnerability that real healing takes place. And it’s in those tender moments that I feel so emotionally connected to the se two brave people.

For the past twenty-eight years I have been a witness to many marriages and been permitted to offer new concepts and approaches to assist them as they heal their wounded marriages and families. In my Making Marriage Work Workshops, I’ve seen couples open up and learn from other couples, sharing the most intimate trials and successes of their marriages—to help each other rise to the next level of what’s possible in their relation ships. My clients have taught me everything I understand about marriage. Through this book, Victoria Costello and I hope that you, too, will receive the benefit of their positive intentions and hard work as you strive to make your marriage work.

Sincerely,
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This book is dedicated to the thousands of courageous couples I have seen
over the past twenty-eight years in private marriage and family therapy
sessions and in couples’ workshops. I congratulate you all for persevering
through the hard work of personal growth to reach mature marital love.
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Top Ten Things You Can Do to Make Your Marriage Work

1. Marry your best friend

2. Hibernate during the first year of marriage to cement your relationship

3. Agree on joint financial goals, review these regularly

4. Take each other out on dates

5. Have a weekly check-in to discuss your issues (all marriages have issues)

6. Keep your fights private

7. Get marital therapy before you get to the point where you hate each other

8. Have children only when you believe you’ll stay together for the next eighteen years to raise them

9. Divorce only as a last resort

10. Celebrate your marriage every day!


Introduction

WHAT IS LOVE? LOVE is everything. At the same time, it’s not enough. How can both statements be true? In too many marriages, there are fleeting feelings of romance posing for love. If this book does nothing else, it should demonstrate the difference. For any marriage to work, love must be understood and experienced as a thoughtful commitment to an imperfect person.

In a good marriage, the excitement of romantic love ultimately leads to a lively, ongoing communication, a deep knowing of your partner’s most intimate joys and fears, sacred sex, a bedrock of trust, and a set of practical agreements to guide how you’ll conduct your lives together. When all these things are present you have fulfilled the promise of love in marriage. For the majority of happy couples, this process takes many years together to achieve—and the results of these long-term marriages are well worth the effort. In the chapters that follow, the knowledge and skills required to sustain the love that brought you together are laid out with step-by-step guides for traversing the areas that throw roadblocks into every marriage. These areas of contention are self, money, sex, and children, and because these topics wreak the most havoc in marriage, they receive the most attention.

Other chapters address the special challenges that frequently occur in new marriages and stepfamilies. The joys of long-term marriages are also explored. Finally, Stephen Martin offers his sober assessment of what anyone should consider before making the decision to go through with a divorce.

To help you find out where your marriage is weak and where it’s strong, be sure to try the Marriage Self-Test in Appendix A; in fact, it may be the perfect place to start reading. This test works best if you and your partner answer the questions separately, and discuss the results together, but there are insights available to anyone who opens up to the process. The same can be said for the rest of this book, and of marriage itself. One of you can have a positive impact on the marriage by identifying and changing your own thoughts and behaviors, but if both of you take on the same tasks, a working marriage is virtually guaranteed.


Chapter 1

What Makes Marriage Work?

FROM THE MOMENT Romeo sets his eyes on Juliet to the fairytale climax when Cinderella captures her prince, young people are taught that falling in love is the one and only essential requirement for marriage. Unfortunately, many carry this fantasy through multiple failed marriages. While love is absolutely necessary in a marital relationship, if you wish to make your marriage work over the long haul then the love between you can’t simply be based on feelings. That’s because feelings change like moods. If romance were the sole factor determining the duration of a union, most marriages would end in six months. Love must be both a feeling and a decision if it’s to be the basis for a working marriage.

Marriage Is Like a Three-Legged Race

As a child you may have had picnics where you competed in three-legged races. Two players had their middle legs tied together, so that between the two of you, you had three legs, with the objective of running in unison. This game requires great dexterity. Runners must bring their shared middle leg forward in a stride and rhythm that is comfortable for both. It is not an easy task, but eventually the pair learns how to run together by coordinating two bodies as one. Marriage requires a similar mind and skill set.

The secret to running as a three-legged team is harmony and collaboration. Telling your partner he’s doing everything wrong only slows you both down. The left leg (you) feels it is superior to the right leg (him). Since you are joined together in this race, criticizing him harshly is actually attacking and sabotaging yourself.

If you lose the race and berate your partner for his performance you are guaranteeing your team will fail the next race as well. In a three-legged race you either win together or you lose together. This is also true in marriage. Either you both succeed, or you both fail. Blaming your partner for a marriage failure is like the left leg criticizing the right leg. It may briefly make the left leg feel better, but it will not remedy what’s not working in your team.
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How is a good marriage different from a bad one?

If marriage is viewed as a competitive sport, a good marriage is a cooperative effort that produces a winning team. A bad marriage is where the two players put more efforts into their individual successes, and thus create a losing team.



One of the biggest and most consequential errors a couple makes is to assume teamwork skills come naturally. They don’t. The most negative consequence of this mistaken view is a failure to identify and learn the necessary skills required to make marriage work. Marriage is no different than learning how to drive a car or play a team sport like baseball. Finishing with the three-legged race analogy, to have a chance of winning the two of you must operate as one. This requires practice and patience as you learn how to support each other through the trial and error of learning how to move, step by step, through your combined lives.

The Illusion of True Love as Effortless

Can you imagine climbing Mt. Everest without any training, preparation, or forethought? Picture it: All you have to guide you up the highest mountain in the world is the conceptual idea that getting to the top would be very rewarding. Then off you go, with enthusiasm and the romantic notion of adding this achievement to your resume. It is not an exaggeration to say that many people of all ages and educational levels get married with about the same amount of forethought and preparation as the would-be climbers in this silly example. What they soon discover is that succeeding in a successful long-term marriage (not a so-called bad marriage) is as challenging as climbing Mt. Everest.
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Since the Middle Ages, Western culture has made romantic love the primary source of life’s meaning, wholeness, and ecstasy. Paradoxically, the experience of falling in and out of romantic love is also the source of the deepest wound in the Western psyche.



More than Luck

To get another myth out of the way, it takes much more than luck or good karma to produce harmony and happiness within marriage. Obviously luck or karma may play a part, and there are some couples that fit together so well they prompt others to wonder if they’ve not been blessed as soul mates, meaning a couple who are destined for each other. Maybe, but this lucky couple still needs to decide who’s going to take out the garbage and who’ll do laundry. However destined, they’re not saints and they’ll have to cope with each other’s flaws. Even the luckiest couples face the same reality: Marriage is a challenge that requires new skills, practice, and enormous patience.

If any area of marriage requires luck, one would have to say it’s the mate selection process. Those who marry young have to look for the right life partner without really understanding what marriage entails, and without knowing the important ways in which both may change ten, twenty, or thirty years down the road. Then there are all the unknowable ups and downs life will deliver that will test you as a couple and a family.
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Marital love is a rational commitment made between two imperfect humans who believe that within marriage they can support each other to be better people than they would be alone.



CHOOSING THE RIGHT MATE

Certainly some individuals have more self knowledge at an earlier age, giving them a better set of criteria to work with in choosing someone compatible, while others will have to learn by painful trial and error about who the appropriate partner for them may be, picking the wrong person first, perhaps experiencing a “broken heart” or a painful divorce. Then again, if experience were the main factor, it would follow that second and third marriages should exhibit higher success rates than firsts—and, unfortunately, this just isn’t true.

What the data suggest is that young or old, and whether it’s your first, second, or third marriage, men and women are marrying without having learned important lessons about who they are, what they need from a partner, and the essential skills required in any marriage. This sad reality makes a persuasive case for premarital counseling, practice with couple communication, and financial management—whatever the two can do to prepare for the rigors of marriage.

THE MUST HAVES

Clinical observation of successful marriages indicates that good relationships have three essential components that qualify them as superior: trust, honesty, and effective communication. To these, for the purposes of making this Everything® Guide useful for most relationships and each stage of marriage, please add teamwork, conscious daily practice, and humor to this “must-do list.” Simply put, if most or all of these qualities exist in your marriage the chance of achieving success as partners is greatly enhanced.

Practice and Teamwork

All team sports require that the individual players give up their personal egos for the benefit of the team. For example, on a football team, it is imperative for a quarterback to be blocked by his front line in order to advance the ball. Every successful quarterback congratulates his front line when they win, often giving his front line the primary credit for any yards gained. When they lose he’s very discrete about criticizing his players and does so only in private. Successful football teams work together as a group. As with all team sports, they succeed or fail together.
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What is success in marriage?

When both partners report that the relationship is challenging but also very rewarding. Each knows he’s a better person due to the personal growth he achieves through his marriage. He’s also gratified knowing his partner has also grown as a person.



As illustrated by the three-legged race analogy, marriage is a team sport. Teamwork and practice at working as a team are essential to marital success. The team cooperates, coordinates, and collaborates. Every day provides another opportunity for the successfully married couple to practice its dexterity as a team. In other words, you will never be done practicing these essential relationship skills. There’s always more to learn from each other. That’s one of the great joys of a long-term committed relationship. It’s also one of its challenges.

Honor Each Victory as Your Own

You and your spouse will find that if your marriage is happy, there are times when just one of you is in the spotlight, akin to making the big play in football. Perhaps she’s made a big sale at the office, or he’s completed a new patio in the backyard. The smart couple realizes that each partner’s individual achievement would not be possible without the active support of the other. This is no more true in marriages where both partners work outside the home than in those where one is a stay-at-home parent; it pertains to all marriages. When you became a team, you signed on to be the best you could be, and also to do all you could to help your partner realize fulfillment. This means you treat each other’s successes as your own. This is the essence of teamwork.
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In a self-oriented culture, it’s often counterintuitive for couples to hear that—for the benefit of the marriage—each person must place the needs of his partner at the same level of importance as his own. But this is the essence of mature, marital love. Kindness and generosity are contagious. What you give is what you receive in return.



Recognize and Celebrate Each Success

Another important part of marriage and all forms of teamwork is celebrating your victories together, both the smaller and larger ones. A small success may be getting dinner on the table by 6 P.M. instead of 7 P.M. A larger success may be meeting your savings goal for the year. Happy marriages balance the needs of the individuals without sacrificing the harmony of the couple. Achieving this end may be as complicated as balancing on parallel bars, or running a three-legged race. Married life was never intended to be easy.

Communication

In a healthy marriage you have chosen to be “in love” with your best friend, which is really another way of saying that marriage requires going beyond being struck by Cupid’s arrow, the single act used to symbolize how—in myth, movies, and literature—love magically begins “at first sight.” The promise of romance is to find blissful union with your beloved. In order for spouses to get close to this lovely goal, each needs qualities more closely associated with platonic love, the generous relating seen in close friendships where one friend puts the well-being of the other above his own desire to possess another. It also means telling your partner the whole truth and staying in close communication—just as you would do with your best friend.

The reason why real love becomes more challenging after the first six months of a relationship is because at this point you can no longer coast on the initial high of romantic attraction, the period when overlooking flaws is easy. After these thrilling emotions subside, you and your partner must really begin to communicate about some of the harder issues that have arisen between you. These must include your most intimate thoughts and feelings. And if your marital partner is your best friend, you can and will want to share all of yourself with him—the good, the bad, and the ugly.


When Sandy and Tim first met and dated, she was immediately drawn to the way he carefully considered questions and problems put to him before giving an answer or opinion. “I could see him thinking. He never took the easy way out,” she said. Well, after seven years of marriage, Sandy’s admiration for her husband’s deliberateness had turned into impatience and boredom. What or who had changed? With two jobs and two kids, a mortgage, and other money pressures, Tim and Sandy had lost their desire and commitment to listen and learn more about each other, to get below the surface of things. Those were the nice “frills” of relationship, niceties they’d abandoned to coping with the stress and practical demands of daily life. The solution to their communication breakdown was to turn this order of priorities on its head; set aside time, and, if need be involve a therapist, to help them learn ways to communicate on a deeper, more meaningful level. Sandy had to honestly tell Tim that his manner of speaking had a way of creating a wall between them in conversations. Tim had to share his frustrations about not being heard. In that way, each was able to get more of the potential support the other had to offer, and move them forward from this stuck place in their relationship.



If you cannot share important information with your partner you have a serious problem, and you need to do some hard soul searching to find a way to remedy this situation. A successful marital relationship has a good communication style as the primary predictor of its success. The communication is effective, immediate, and results oriented, meaning it modifies behavior when that’s necessary for the harmony of the marriage. How do you get to this level of communication with your spouse? Chapter 4 addresses this question in depth.

Keep It Private

Too often, one partner in a couple tells friends outside the marriage information about intimate aspects of her marital life before she shares this information with her partner. This unhealthy dynamic exists because trust, honesty, and complete truthfulness have not been established inside the marriage. The problem usually goes back to judgments made between partners, allowing defensiveness and fear to enter and hamper the communication process.

When people are intimate, it is essential that judgments be openly acknowledged and correctly managed so that judgmental communication does not destroy the harmony within the marriage. With judgment comes disapproval and anger, hurt, and defensiveness, all the negative qualities that can deaden intimacy. What can you do if you are not currently honest, trusting, and open with your partner? You must first ask yourself is this is an appropriate relationship for you. If it is appropriate, then you must learn and practice effective communication skills with your partner. If it’s not, then deal with the issue of appropriateness.
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What is left unspoken will not go away; it will fester and begin to eat at the foundations of your relationship. To keep the channels of communication open, set aside thirty minutes as a weekly “check-in time” with your partner.



Assuming your answer is that this is an appropriate relationship, and this means there are shared values, respect, and love for each other present in your marriage, but you are still feeling judged by your partner, the two of you need to begin the process of talking about these issues. Honest communication is essential for success. Without truthfulness, how can trust be established? Without trust, how can love survive? Without love, how can intimacy continue? Several techniques for positive communication between spouses are presented in Chapter 4, when the subject is treated in depth.

Trust

True love is experienced in a long-term relationship as both love and hate. That’s because people are extremely complicated beings, and in marriage a person often projects his internal feelings upon his partner. For example, if a woman is feeling unappreciated in her marriage, she may fantasize about how much better it might be with someone new. Instead of owning her frustrations and desires, she may then project these feelings onto her husband, and accuse him of going elsewhere for intimate companionship when nothing of the kind has taken place. Projection is a normal dynamic in close relationships. The goal in marriage is not to eradicate projections. Rather it is to recognize them for what they are: your feelings put on another. Once you own your feelings as yours, not his, you can sort out what’s really going on. Remember, it’s a natural, necessary process to do this sorting-out on a regular basis.

For as long as the two of you remain married, you are each other’s lover, principal companion, sounding board, coparent, and householder. That’s an enormous amount to have invested in another human being. This doesn’t mean you don’t have to maintain a healthy boundary between the two of you. You do, and this ability requires equal parts self-knowledge and active communication between partners. It’s also important to understand that you can’t satisfy all of your partner’s needs. For that matter, it’s usually better for this not to be the case, that is, to be a couple in a wider community of family and friends. Trust in marriage comes from the belief that each of you is there to stay and are equally committed to working on those issues that are hurting the relationship.


[image: ]

The secret of long-term marriage is not to be in total agreement on all things, at all times. Rather, in a happy marriage you agree on which things it’s okay to disagree on, and you commit to finding a workable compromise on the most important relationship issues where there are substantial differences. For most couples, these are finances, sexuality, and children.



Commitment Has Many Sides

If two people stay married long enough they realize that long-term marriage challenges them in ways they would never have considered. As the old story goes, when a famous person was once asked if he had ever considered divorce, he replied, “Divorce no, murder yes.” So, you may wonder, how can anyone possibly hold onto his trust for a spouse in such perilous terrain?

Commitment is what keeps you in the game, especially when your temporarily hurt or angry feelings may shout, “You’re in grave danger, get out!”

Being in love brings wonderful physical sensations and feelings, but mature love is not a feeling that comes and goes. Mature love does not define itself by a temporary emotion. Love is more permanent, and that is why marital love must be a commitment based on a rational decision two people make before they marry. Without this solid commitment, most marriages will not last one year. Commitment is the essential foundation of marital trust.

Honesty

Honesty is your ability to tell the truth day after day. Not just when it’s easy, but also when it’s hard. Honesty is a deep emotional and spiritual commitment to examine your feelings and your motives and be totally truthful with yourself and your partner. Honesty is perhaps the most important quality associated with character and integrity. The opposite of honesty is dishonesty. Dishonesty is manipulation—manipulation of yourself and of others. Many people justify their dishonesty on the grounds that the truth will hurt other people’s feelings. Once rationalized, dishonesty is transformed from phoniness into nobility, and the result is a superficial relationship.


Since Janice considered her recent month-long affair with Stewart “just a fling,” she decided she would not tell Jonathan that it had ever taken place. But it weighed on her. Whenever Jonathan did or said something nice, such as complementing her appearance or a meal, the guilt she felt was unbearable, prompting her to withdraw and not express appreciation in return. Finally, Jonathan figured out what had happened by way of Janice’s credit card bills, the tangible proof to add to his growing suspicions, which had been based solely on her “strange behavior.” Janice and Jonathan came to marriage therapy at this point. In addition to the affair, the most important issue for this couple was the honesty missing from their communication not just about the affair, but in many other areas where they closed each other out. In order to put more honesty in their interactions, Janice and Jonathan had to work hard on trust.



Personal dishonesty is hiding the truth from your own conscious awareness. However, the body never lies, and when you are dishonest within yourself, your body will eventually manifest sickness and disease as a compensation for the disharmony. When you have no access to your real self, you are an open target for disaster. Until you are able to understand yourself and become truly honest, you cannot share deeply with your partner. And when you are being manipulated in a relationship, it feels like you have been sold a bill of goods.
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Being honest with your mate is not the same as telling him every negative thought that pops into your head. Neither should it be about blaming him. Instead of lashing out with, “You didn’t do the dishes tonight because you don’t care about me,” you can say, “I feel stressed out and unsupported when you don’t keep your agreement to do the dishes.” When you express a real feeling, there’s a much better chance of getting to conflict resolution.



Honesty must first begin within you, and then it spreads to your relationships. As a result, only the honest have satisfying relationships. In healthy relationships partners find kind and sensitive ways to tell the truth. Knowing that the truth shall set you free, both parties patiently and loving unfold their truth before their partner. Not in a cruel or harsh way, but in a gentle, caring, thoughtful manner. With the unfolding of truth, the relationship grows into all that it is possible for it to become. You face the tough issues. You address the difficult places. Then, as the truth unfolds, the relationship grows into a loving bond with which you can always handle the truth. With honesty, relationships can transform from superficial and unsatisfying to supportive and mutually fulfilling. With honesty, relationships grow into their highest potential. With dishonesty, relationships shrink and then die.

Humor

One of the more reliable signs that a marriage is working is if the two partners laugh together, frequently. It’s well known that laughter has a health benefit, as Norman Cousins wrote about based on personal experience in his groundbreaking book Anatomy of an Illness. He was given a death sentence by doctors and decided to laugh his way back to health. His book is about how that worked for him.

Laughter is a very rational way to accept the totally irrational aspects of life, including the tough times in a marriage. Expecting two people to agree all the time is the most irrational expectation you can have. People are prone to asking unanswerable questions and taking life far too seriously. Humor is a way of making everything ridiculous and in so doing we accept the unacceptable.


Laurie and Robb have been looking forward to taking their first vacation without their two young children for over a year. With her mother committed to babysitting, time off from Robb’s job secured, and a week selected, the only unresolved part is where they’d go. He wants to lie on a tropical beach and play golf. She wants to do an ambitious walking tour in an exotic place. The discussion has remained civil until now, when Robb, feeling unappreciated for the hours he puts in at work, blows up and accuses Laurie of being selfish and unconcerned about his needs. Instead of going tit for tat and throwing an accusation back at him, Laurie chuckles and pauses. Then she looks Robb in the eye and says, “How about we go to Maui. I whip you in a round of golf on day one, and you climb Mount Kiluea with me on day two.” The use of humor (Laurie doesn’t play golf) and the suggestion of compromise immediately changed the temperature between them and allowed them to arrive at a mutually agreeable resolution.



So laughter in relationships can break up the “stuckness” in the same way a lubricant frees up a rusty axle. Laughter allows you to relax and enjoy each other even though you may disagree.

So how do you accept the unacceptable? Humor is often the easiest way. It allows you to put things in prospective and let go of rigidity. After the tensions are loosened you can see more clearly and be in harmony again instead of disharmony. Humor is a major component of all successful long-term relationships.

A Plan B (When Everything Goes Wrong)

Natural disasters are a fact of life. Each time a flood, hurricane, or earthquake strikes, lessons are learned about improving readiness for each type of disaster the next time. The foundations of buildings are reinforced, levies are built taller, and evacuation plans are improved.

Like hurricanes and earthquakes, marital disasters can be predicted and mitigated if steps are taken to ease the problems before they become too serious.

Marriage counselors know the typical problems that occur in marriage, and thoughtful couples can tend to their relationships before they are thrown into disaster clean-up mode. Unfortunately, most people seek help with their marriage after the levy has broken. Of course, cleaning up after the disaster has occurred is much harder than changing and preparing before the disaster strikes. Yet human nature is such that very few couples prepare ahead for potential problems.

Where the Levies Break in a Marriage

There are four major areas that have the potential to weaken most marital relationships. Preparing for these potential problems is like reinforcing the levees that broke in New Orleans. The four areas where problems are likely to occur and where growth is possible are:


	Self and Boundaries: Maintaining your individual identity as you create an interdependent, not dependent, relationship with your spouse


	Money: Creating a productive financial partnership with your spouse, not using money as an instrument of power but as a foundation for mutual fulfillment


	Sex: Restoring a fulfilling, respectful sexual union, not making sex a bargaining chip in a marital power game but as the basis for an emotional and spiritual connection for your relationship, and a foundation for self-growth.


	Family: Building safety, nurturance, and boundaries for your children; living in community with your extended family, friends, and neighbors.




This does not mean every relationship shall experience these problems. They are the areas of potential problems and definite areas to place your attention if you wish to strengthen your marriage.

Every couple should know in detail the potential sticky issues in their relationship and should have a disaster preparedness plan waiting in case these issues become overwhelming and destructive. Every marriage is only as strong as the weakest link, and knowing where the weak links are will strengthen and support your marriage so that when difficulties arise, you have a plan of action.

How to Assess Your Marriage

When real estate values fluctuate, people keep a close eye on how much their house is worth, what needs repairing, and what maintenance chores are currently required. Homeowners are diligent about keeping their home valuable, because for most people a home constitutes their life savings. So, just as you know the net worth of your most prized material possession, your home, it follows that you must also calculate the value and status of the most important nonmaterial thing: your marriage as the cornerstone of your family. It’s time to figure out what in your marriage needs replacing and what can be addressed simply through improved maintenance.

To draw an analogy between real estate and marriage may seem odd, but if you and your partner were like most couples you’d agree that your marriage and family is of far more value than your home. Homes can be replaced, while divorce can produce total financial and emotional devastation. Only you and your partner can assess the value of your marriage.

In the Marriage Self-Test that is sampled here and provided in full in Appendix A, you can get a fair evaluation of the current value of your marriage.

For example, consider these four self-test questions:


	On a scale of one to ten, how satisfied are you in your marriage?


	On a scale of one to ten, how satisfied is your partner in your marriage?


	Are you optimistic about the future of your marriage?


	Is your partner optimistic about the future of the marriage?




In each case you are asked to first answer the question from your own point of view. And then, consider the same question as if answering for your partner. This exercise is often very revealing for couples, especially if they sit down and compare and discuss their answers. If you really wish to assess the value of your marriage, the ten questions that make up this Marriage Self-Test should begin a lively debate between you and your partner. One thing is certain: Good marriages are not an accident. Bad marriages, like bad real estate, tend to be neglected.


Chapter 2

Danger Signs in a Marriage

YOU’VE HEARD THE bad news: The odds of having a successful marriage are in the neighborhood of 50 percent. For second marriages, the odds worsen to 35 percent. Yet the vast majority of people marry, and if a first marriage fails, both partners are likely to remarry—proof that the majority of adults today desperately want to make marriage work. Statistics also show the average marriage lasts 6.8 years. Probably, both parties in these marriages noticed problems early on in the relationship that they unfortunately either didn’t recognize as danger signs, or they simply didn’t know what to do about them—and didn’t ask.

Don’t Give Up Too Soon

Marriage therapists are much more likely to see a couple after the marriage reaches the breaking point, rather than early in the process of breaking down. Both partners at this distressing juncture will often be experiencing despair, and they’ll ask the therapist’s opinion about whether they should “just end it.” The real feelings lurking behind such a question actually sound more like this, “We’re so tired of trying the same old things and getting nowhere in our relationship. Can’t you give us something new to try?” The answer is yes, if you’re willing to work hard at it, and learn the signs of marital trouble.
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Divorce remains at historic highs compared with the 1950s. According to the U.S. Census, one-half of the first marriages of baby boomer couples will end in divorce or separation. About ⅔ of divorced women and ¾ of these divorced men eventually remarry, although divorce rates in remarriage are higher than those in first marriages.



Both men and women experience marital disaffection or the dying-out of love between two spouses. The process is painful for everyone; sometimes as agonizing for one or both partners as the death of a loved one. What’s also true is that many married men and women come to the conclusion that their marriage is over prematurely. That is, they give up from exhaustion and despair when there are still things that can be done to save the marriage.

The Blame Game

When a relationship begins to turn sour, inevitably people blame their partner. Being right and making the other wrong starts to hold more value to each spouse than the goal of maintaining love, peace, and harmony in the relationship. Underlying whatever the couple is arguing about, be it housekeeping, an affair, or one partner’s long hours at the office, there are deep unacknowledged hurts and disappointments. A woman often feels unappreciated or unloved. A man feels nagged or neglected. These are two major themes heard in marriage therapy. The skilled therapist knows these are often symptoms of other underlying problems. The danger is that the couple never goes below the surface of the antagonisms reigning in the present, never knows what they’re actually fighting about, and each blames the other for the standoff that results.

In this scenario of battling spouses, the ego reigns supreme and love begins to die. When harsh words, physical distance, and immature behaviors such as irrational spending have replaced the gestures of love, it’s sometimes difficult to understand what’s actually going on in your marriage. It appears to have fallen completely apart and you can’t recall why you ever “fell in love” with this person in the first place.
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What is the most frequent reason given for the failure of a marriage?

The vast majority of divorced men and women surveyed by divorce mediators Lynn Gigy, PhD, and Joan B. Kelly of the Northern California Mediation Center say an unmet emotional need (such as “growing apart”) ended their marriages. Two other frequent problems given are a high-conflict (or demeaning) relationship, and one partner’s attempts to control the other. Only a quarter blame an extramarital affair.



Falling out of love is often given as the reason when a breakdown occurs within the first five years of a marriage. This is true especially when the couple’s original process of falling in love did not include the development of a solid friendship. If you’re at this stage, your fight-or-flight instinct is telling you to get out as fast as you can. However, if you have a bond of friendship with your spouse and take the time to learn more about human behavior and why most people take counterproductive actions when stress occurs in intimate relationships, there is hope. You not only stand a fair chance of halting the destruction of your marriage, but you can also take a huge step forward in divorce-proofing it for the long haul. Each of the major potential danger signs is deconstructed in this chapter so you might better see how and why a negative dynamic has entered your relationship, and begin to do something about it. Understanding must precede action.

When Talking Stops

The destructive action that precedes the breakdown of good communication in a marriage is not simply a refusal to speak or share feelings; it’s an excess of criticisms being volleyed back and forth between you and your partner. When you articulate your differences or make a complaint, it’s the tendency to condemn each other, to make one way wrong and the other right, rather than pinpointing the real issue or celebrating the variety between you. Before you can ever hope to do the latter, you must learn how to deal with the inevitable grievances you’ll have about each other in a manner that solves the issue, at least arrives at a compromise, but doesn’t blame or make the person wrong.

An illuminating study was done on the attribution of blame in marriage. This study looked into who tends to do the blaming, whom or what they blame for marital tensions, and what this means in a marriage. If, for example, John is being inconsiderate to Sharon by speaking rudely to her (more than once over a period of a week) she has two possible targets for her blame, one external and the other internal. An external cause for John’s negative behavior would be: “he’s overly stressed at work.” An internal cause would include: “he’s an uncaring person.” If Sharon chooses the internal cause for John’s rudeness, she’s more likely to respond in kind; that is, by speaking rudely or nastily back to him. If, however, she chooses to believe his rudeness stems from a high stress level, she’s more likely to respond with kindness.

He Really Can’t Read Your Mind

One of the most common mistakes individuals make in their marital communication is expecting a partner to understand what they need and want without telling them. This is a big mistake. Once the expectation is set, and your partner doesn’t fulfill these wants, anger can result. “If you truly loved me, you would know what I want.” How? Why would you believe this to be true? Yet many couples operate with this kind of assumption.

The way out of this mistake is to take the risk of being rejected and express exactly what you want and need. Becoming vulnerable is essential for couples to communicate effectively. Without taking the risk of being honest and forthright, you can create the possibility of a breakdown in your communication system. Over years, such a breakdown can destroy a relationship.
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What is excess criticism in a marriage?

Excess criticism is when your conversation contains more negative than positive aspects, either in tone, body language, or actual words spoken. It’s when you look at your spouse with fear instead of love, and when you look for the differences between the two of you, rather than searching for similarities and common interests.



Sex Interrupted

Within a marriage no other aspect of your lives together is as sacred as your sexual expression. If sexual relations diminish or disappear in a marriage, without an understanding and mutual agreement among the spouses, this is a major danger sign for the marriage.

However, sexuality as a dimension of marriage can never be isolated from other aspects of the relationship, especially mutual respect and communication.

The Latin root of the word “intimate” is intus, which means within. To let your partner into the most private parts within your being—those thoughts, deepest feelings, and erotic desires you share with no one else—requires trust, gentle communication, and time. When problems show up in this area, the solution must also take in many parts of the relationship. Again, because of its unique power to restore you individually and as a couple, dealing with sexual danger signs must be a high priority.

Sexual Healing

Within your sexual relationship there is emotional healing to be found for both of you. Healthy sexual expression heals, restores, and energizes. The healing comes when the two of you permit each other to become the most vulnerable and emotionally expressive that each can be. Loving sexual expression is the place where you come together in joy, pleasure, gratitude, humor, and dancing bodies. The smart couple does not allow this sacred space to be assaulted. The partners in a healthy marriage protect this place above all because of its power and healing quality. Sexuality is the glue that holds the couple together when you would prefer to just walk away. Once sexuality is disturbed, emotional healing must occur if the marriage is to continue in an intimate manner.
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Frequent sex brings health and happiness. There are now studies galore to prove what most people know by personal experience. Several studies have shown that sex once or twice a week improves heart functioning and stress tolerance, and boosts immunity. Recently, researchers detailed how orgasms increase levels of the hormone oxytocin, the so-called love hormone, which helps us bond and build trust. Higher oxytocin has also been linked with a feeling of generosity.



Frequency Matters

After asking thousands of couples in his marriage therapy practice of twenty-five years how often each partner would prefer to have sex if the other would go along with that wish, Stephen Martin reports the vast majority of men say once a day or more while most women say once a week or less. This large difference in male and female levels of sexual desire may not be the case in your marriage, but it is a frequent enough dynamic to be aware of its potential as a sign of marital trouble particularly at times of high stress, for instance, after the birth of a baby or when overtime is required of one of you at work. If the frequency of your sex has become an area of contention, the frustration and potential alienation that results for both partners can sow seeds of major trouble now or later in the marriage. Chapters 8 and 9 offer problems and solutions for this common area of marital breakdown.

Emotional Drama

The cause of your anger in an intimate relationship is rarely what you think it is—initially. Quite often, lurking beneath the anger that occurs between spouses is an unacknowledged feeling that is unconscious to the one who’s expressing her anger. This is why it is necessary to look past anger to find the unseen feeling you or your partner (if he is the angry one) needs to resolve. Anger is more often fear or sadness, insecurity, or despair in disguise. Expressing anger for most men is socially safe because our culture views anger as strong, while sadness is seen as weak. For men and women, getting in touch with your anger is far more important than expressing it. Once you understand why you are angry, you can handle the real issue and not strike out at the nearest target.

Your Feelings, Your Responsibility

The problem most people have with an internal disturbance is that they blame someone else for their agitated feelings. No one but you can be responsible for the feelings you are having. It is seductive to blame others, because then you do not have to take responsibility in the matter. However once you hold others accountable for your feelings, you can only quiet those internal feelings if the other person changes. It is much smarter to recognize that all your feelings are your own responsibility, and then work to create inner peace from that context.

When you find yourself in a relationship feeling fear and anger, you need to find the causes of those feelings, and the pathway out of these self-defeating attitudes. Otherwise they will destroy you and the relationship you are hoping to build. Fear has many causes, but usually it is the result of attempting to control life so you will not re-experience a past event that produced the fear you fear to feel again.
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Women “flood.” Men “stonewall.” Based on his laboratory research with married couples, psychologist John Gottman, PhD, reports that 70 percent of the time a marital conflict begins with a woman raising a complaint to the attention of the man. When the woman overloads the man with complaints, Gottman calls this “flooding.” He says that 80 percent of the time, the man in this situation is not talking, or he’s in some other way resisting or sabotaging discussion of his partner’s complaint.



THE PAST HAUNTS THE PRESENT

Perhaps you have experienced a horrific event in the past and are bringing the feelings of that occurrence into the present. By carrying the unhealthy experience within, you are probably hoping to stop feeling what you felt when that experience occurred before. Thus you are unconsciously holding onto emotional junk as a defense against feeling it again. Better to let it go and trust that if it shows up again you shall know how to handle this one differently. Then you can really face your fears with a new power and with new vitality.

Carrying old hurts and pain around inside is disastrous for you, your partner, and everyone who is close to you. An appropriate path away from fear is to surrender to what you cannot change, and accept the mystery of life and the gift that is beyond human understanding. But before most find this secret pathway out of fear, they get bogged down in the futile attempt to control life, other people, their lover, and even their own unchangeable nature, which will lead to frustration and more fear.

FINDING STRENGTH IN LOVE

Your greatest strengths and those of your partner are also your greatest weaknesses. You first fall in love with what you experience as the strengths in your partner, and then you experience the shadow side of these same qualities. For example, strong-willed people are first viewed as clear-minded and determined, but eventually this strength reveals its dark side as your awareness grows. The strength is then seen as stubbornness and inflexibility. Every coin has two sides. In truth you need both sides, for only with contrast can anything exist. Good is good because bad is bad. Beauty is beauty because ugly is ugly. Paradox demands tension between opposites. Handling the paradox is the key to contentment. How well you manage the tension determines the health of your relationship.
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If you have to choose between friendship or the love relationship you have with a married partner, always put your friendship first. Platonic love, the kind shared by friends, requires that you think about the other person’s needs, not just about your own or what you think you want from the marriage.



Spending Out of Balance

One of the most contentious issues that couples fight about is money. When individuals have different values about how money should be spent, or when one of you is a spender and the other a saver, the resulting tensions can be formidable. There is much more detail about solving common marital money problems in Chapters 6 and 7. For now, you should be aware of the fact that there are times in a marriage when excessive or sudden spending is not about money at all. This is when a money problem is actually disguising another, sometimes larger problem in a marriage, akin to a temperature or cough preceding a serious bout of the flu. It’s important to pay attention to early symptoms of any malady.

More Time Apart than Together

How much time to spend together versus time apart is one of the most important issues for a married couple to resolve. There is no right answer. There’s only what works for you and your partner. That said, when what had been a comfortable balance of time spent apart and together suddenly changes without discussion or agreement between the partners, you have a marital danger sign. Many factors come into play and must be considered. Among these factors are high stress, extreme parenting or caretaker demands, the tone of your emotional relationship, and the level of trust you have for each other.


[image: ]

There are inherently bad times to talk about difficult issues. For example, don’t bring up a touchy topic when you and your partner are rushed or under stress. Never criticize him in front of another person—no matter who it is.



A Man and His Cave

Men (as a generality), and some women, because of the way they operate emotionally, need more time alone to ponder a problem or personal disappointment. This is sometimes referred to as a man needing to go into his cave to nurse a wound or replenish his emotional reserves. And while there may not be a cave in your backyard, you may find your husband spending untold hours working on his car or in the shop. He’s found a modern-day cave for his manly retreat. It’s important for a spouse to allow a man time to do this psychic replenishing. However, if it goes on too long (an amount of time that will vary by the person and situation) there’s the danger that the couple may lose a meaningful emotional connection. This is always a balancing act, and frankly, women tend to err on the side of too much interference as opposed to giving a man space when he needs to spend time alone “in his cave.”

Meanwhile, many a woman (and some men) prefers to jointly address and process things by talking about what concerns her. A woman may do this with female friends, but if her husband is generally unable or unwilling to listen to her problems, she may emotionally withdraw from him. That is another marital danger sign.

Mood Swings

If your marriage is in frequent turmoil you have another indication that the union is in danger of coming apart. What’s not as easy to see is why this may be happening; why some days your time together is joyous, and why on many other days you’re at each other’s throats. “We are as sick as our secrets” psychologist Carl Jung famously stated. Until it erupts, most couples do not see the approaching danger signs of serious emotional conflict, because they don’t spend enough time learning about the inner self, and its unconscious motivations.

One of the places to look for clues to what is happening below the surface is the often-long list of expectations each of you brought into marriage and whether those expectations are reasonable. Women, now that you’ve seen the way he spends many an evening sitting mutely in front of the TV and leaves the bathroom a disaster area after bathing, do you fear he is no longer the romantic, attentive prince you married? Men, now that she nags you regularly about not doing household chores you’d agreed were in your column but not done, is she no longer the adoring goddess you fell in love with? These may sound like exaggerations, but unfortunately they accurately describe the sort of let down that many newly married men and women experience and the disparity between the expectations and reality of marriage for those who haven’t looked closely at the differences between romance and love. What do unrealistic expectations have to do with those subterranean feelings that are now sabotaging your marriage?


Donna is a thirty-three-year-old, married, stay-at-home mother to Jodie, a two-year-old handful. Per their marital agreement, Donna’s husband Christopher works long hours so that Donna has the ability to stay home with Jodie. They also agreed on a plan to have a second child before Donna returns to her career as a nurse. The problem for this couple is that their time spent with each other has been reduced to the two extremes of bickering or silence. Donna is frustrated and misses having adult conversations. She feels Christopher could try harder to listen and support her.

Christopher is often exhausted at the end of the day and feels nagged and unappreciated when Donna complains about the poor quality of their conversation. To him it sounds like a demand. While all these issues are real and would benefit from improved communication between Donna and Christopher, there is a deeper problem. Donna grew up as an only child of divorced parents. One of her unspoken and partly unconscious reasons for marriage was so that “she’d never feel lonely again.”

Before Donna and Christopher can do the kind of straightforward problem solving that would help alleviate their end-of-day tensions—perhaps set a specific time each week when a babysitter is secured—Donna needs to own her deeper feelings and share them with her husband. Not only will this act of self disclosure help her clear her old hurt, it will draw the two of them together in a deeper emotional bond based on Christopher’s intimate knowledge of his wife’s dreams and fears.



Both men and women are susceptible to disappointment when the initial romance of marriage wears thin, or when their original expectations fail to materialize. Both sexes express marital disaffection similarly—by blaming the other partner and withdrawing emotionally from the relationship. These patterns are what create the violent mood swings in a dying relationship just when the opposite behaviors are needed to save it. As previously discussed, these positive behaviors include being honest with each other, increasing the level and quality of your communication, negotiating your differences, and not taking your partner’s words and actions personally.
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