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Introduction


The Secret of Lasting Love:
Your Big Picture Adventure


No one is born knowing how to have a healthy, mutually satisfying relationship. However, you can learn how to create the partnership you’ve always hoped for. If you think your romance needs rehab, this book will show you a solution. If your relationship is on the verge of a breakdown, Romance Rehab can help. If you want to take your basically healthy partnership to a new level or make sure your new relationship is off to a rock-solid start, discover the art of Big Picture Partnering to learn the secrets of lasting love.


Romance Rehab teaches you the 10 Steps of Big Picture Partnering. What is Big Picture Partnering? It’s a new way of looking at relationships. It is what you need to create a partnership that is consistently nourishing, affirming, and downright wonderful. It means creating a relationship that stays strong because both of you are getting what you want most in your lives and consistently creating and living your dreams together.


If you were asked to describe the Big Picture of your relationship with your spouse or partner right now, which would be closest to your reaction?


• Your heart flutters with excitement at the thought of your newfound love and your dreams and hopes together.


• You pause and feel the warmth you have for your partner—warmth that often becomes buried under piles of laundry or stacks of bills but quickly surfaces again given the opportunity.


• You yearn for some time and freedom to be alone with your partner—away from the kids and your careers and the endless responsibilities that have taken over much of your lives.


• You’ve been fighting or avoiding each other—so many topics are unresolved and the resentment is growing—you are tired of the discord and wonder how you will get the closeness back.


• You remember the dreams the two of you had talked about accomplishing together but have never been able to attain.


• You remember the way you felt long ago, when you and your partner first fell in love—and you wonder how so many of those feelings have disappeared over the years.


• You feel both frightened and hopeful—hopeful because after a string of poor decisions about partners, you’ve finally committed yourself to someone wonderful but frightened that you may make the same mistakes all over again.


• You wonder, now that the kids are finally grown or because you’re nearing retirement, if the two of you can renew the passion and commitment you felt for each other so many years ago.


If any of these feelings resonate with you, welcome. You’ve come to the right place. Romance Rehab will guide you through the 10-Step approach of Big Picture Partnering, a program that helps couples rescue or rejuvenate their romance and create a new and ongoing relationship based on commitment, support, adventure, and joy.


We all know the attraction, excitement, and understanding that accompany the early days and months of courtship. This initial connection often wanes as we take each other and our relationship for granted. After we’ve been together for a time, we often feel as though our friends and colleagues treat us better than our closest loved one does. How can we keep the good feelings alive or reinvigorate them if they have diminished? Romance Rehab will show you how.


In this day and age, with so many choices, relationships are more confusing than ever. We are also living so much longer that finding ways to keep love alive is challenging for everyone. There is no one formula for a healthy, satisfying relationship anymore. Years ago (in your grandparents’ and great-grandparents’ day) when there were fewer options, people knew what was expected of them and of a relationship. They did not question their happiness or satisfaction as we do today. They often married, sometimes for love, but almost always for survival and economic reasons.


All that has changed. We want and expect so much more. We want to be fulfilled as individuals, and we want to love and be loved, to be happy in our most important relationship.


Romance Rehab offers a new model. In this easy to follow program, you will learn the concepts, tools, and skills that help you create a satisfying partnership together—a partnership that is as satisfying as your work, your friendships, and your hobbies. Romance Rehab will teach you how to put things right when they have gotten off track. Big Picture Partnering is the solution. It isn’t just a skill or technique, neither is it therapy or fixing what’s wrong with either partner in the relationship. Romance Rehab teaches you the 10 Steps that, when combined and practiced consistently, keep your connection alive and your relationship rock-solid. This Big Picture approach is a completely different way of being in a partnership—and of being together in the world—that offers couples lives full of spontaneity and possibility.


I’ve been showing couples how to rehab their romance through Big Picture Partnering for more than twenty years, both in workshops and in counseling and coaching sessions. I’ve watched couples use this 10-Step approach to blossom together, to deepen their commitment to each other, and to build the lives they most want to lead jointly.


How to Use This Book


Romance Rehab will lead you through a process that teaches both you and your partner the 10 Steps of successful partnering. These 10 Steps will help you clarify your values, communicate more effectively, and resolve disagreements that have diminished your relationship energy. By applying the 10 Steps, you will find renewed commitment and vitality to help you accomplish your Big Picture goals together, dream together, and then turn those dreams into reality—day by day, year by year. Big Picture Partnering shows you how to synchronize yourselves into a true partnership without giving away any of your individuality or freedom.


If you’ve been fighting, I will ask you to stop for now while you learn new ways to communicate and interact. Then you will revisit your differences and have the tools to find win/win solutions. If you haven’t been fighting, but issues have been swept under the rug or you want to make your relationship even better, the Big Picture Partnering approach offers you the skills to accomplish these goals.


The 10 Steps to successful partnering can even work if your partner doesn’t want to undertake the program with you. As you complete the exercises in the book, you can clarify your own issues while starting conversations with your partner that will help your partnership evolve.


Big Picture Partnering can provide answers for adults of any age, from young couples to couples well into retirement. It doesn’t matter what gender you or your partner are, what religion you do or don’t practice, or whether you and your partner are married. All you need is an honest and earnest commitment to each other and a desire to live a full, joyous life together.


If your romance needs rehab, if you yearn for a partnership that will nourish, support, and delight you—keep reading. You can look forward to a partnership that enriches, empowers, and enlivens you both for a lifetime.














Part I





Where Is Your Relationship Now?


You have picked up Romance Rehab because you want to change or improve your relationship. In order to make a change, you need to know your starting point. You need to identify what kind of relationship you have now. You also must know the destination—or type of relationship—you most desire.




In Part I of Romance Rehab you will be introduced to three different common ways that couples relate. These are the Traditional, Merged, and Roommate styles. You’ll learn how each approach may work for a time, but how they can also lead to discontent and dissatisfaction. Then you’ll be introduced to the Big Picture Partnering Style and its benefits. Throughout this section, you’ll be guided to reflect on your current relationship mode—and how you’d really like it to be.


From this “Big Picture” understanding, in Part II of Romance Rehab you’ll work through the 10 Steps to create the change you most desire.

















Chapter 1


Discover Your
Relationship Style


In this chapter and the next, you are going to consider four relationship styles:


• Traditional


• Merged


• Roommate


• Big Picture Partnering


As we explore each relationship style, we will pay particular attention to the four dimensions in which that style


1. promotes healthy development of each person’s full, mature self—the individual’s independence and uniqueness, as well as the couple’s healthy interdependence in which they come together in equal and mutually satisfying ways;


2. provides opportunities for individual as well as mutual pursuits;


3. approaches decision making;


4. offers consistent opportunities for intimacy building and emotional connection.


Because no one is born knowing how to have a relationship, you unconsciously look to the role models in your lives for examples. Typically, you absorbed the examples of your parents and other adults around you in your growing-up years, even if you were unaware of doing so. This is what makes them unconscious. You may also have looked to role models as you entered college or the work force, developing adult friendships and observing other relationships and marriages.


When push comes to shove, however, the behaviors and communication styles you observed in your childhood relationships are the behaviors and communication styles you revert to until you consciously


• reflect on your relating style;


• make decisions to keep what is working and discard what is not working;


• learn new ways to interact and communicate that are healthy and more compatible with the relationship you want to achieve;


• work together toward instilling the new ways as lifelong habits.


With so many relationship options and little direction about what makes a good relationship, couples often work at cross-purposes. Like you, they may find that their relationship feels good only some of the time. Wouldn’t it be nice to know how to keep it feeling good and working well most of the time? By learning about these four relating styles you will become empowered to make skillful choices about the kind of relationship you want to have.


As you read, you may recognize some aspects of each style in your relationship. Most couples start with a combination of styles. When a mixture of styles exists, partners are often confused, because one person may be operating under one set of assumptions, and the other person may unconsciously switch to another style and set of assumptions.


While every couple consciously or unconsciously chooses the kind of relationship they want to create, in my work with couples over the past thirty years, 100 percent of couples who come to me desire a Big Picture Partnership once the partners understand these four different styles of relating. They would not have used that term before learning about the four styles; nor do they have all the tools necessary to build a Big Picture Partnership until they learn the approach. However, as they study the Traditional, Merged, and Roommate styles and reflect on their desires, couples observe that aspects of each feel OK sometimes but are not ultimately fulfilling in a lasting relationship. They learn, as you will, that Big Picture Partnering offers an approach that makes their relationship long lasting—and fulfilling—every day and at every step along the way.
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	How are We Doing?









Stop and individually reflect on your relationship for a moment. Have your notebook and a pen handy. You will want to jot down some thoughts you have before you learn more about the four styles. You will expand on these thoughts in the individual and couple exercises at the end of this chapter. Ask yourself these questions:


• “How do I know my partnership is going well? What are the signs I am aware of?” (Some questions to guide you are, “How do I feel? How does my partner treat me? How do I treat my partner? What am I thinking about? What is my energy like? What kind of activities do I engage in individually and with my partner? Typically, how long are the periods when things are going well?”)


• “How do I know when my partnership is not going well? What are the signs?” Use the questions above to guide your responses.


• Are you aware of what happens when you go from relating well to relating poorly? Identify what happens as clearly and specifically as you can.


• How do the two of you get stuck? How do you contribute to the two of you getting stuck? How do you contribute to the two of you staying stuck?


• List five things that usually help to put your relationship back on track. How often do you remember to perform these five things? If you don’t accomplish them, what stops you from doing so?





Let’s look at all four styles. They form a backdrop from which you can choose how you build your most intimate relationship.




The Traditional Style


The first way of relating is the one most likely modeled by your parents or grandparents: the Traditional Style. This style has been the norm in marriages for many generations and across many cultures. You may recognize aspects of this style in your own relationship.


Simply illustrated, the Traditional Style might look like this:


[image: image]


In the Traditional Style of relationship, one person has more power, especially in decision making.


In the Traditional Style, one person has more decision-making power than the other. This does not necessarily mean that the dominant partner misuses or abuses his or her power. What it does mean is that one person in the couple usually makes the ultimate decisions. The male or female may take on this dominant role because the couple has assigned this person the decision-making authority or because one partner is more forceful, the other more passive. In the past, the man often assumed the dominant decision-making role, simply because both partners followed tradition. Sometimes the man wields decision-making power over more worldly aspects such as finances, and the woman makes most of the decisions about the home, child-rearing, and social activities.


If you evaluate your style as Traditional, use the four dimensions to assess whether the style is chosen consciously, as a healthy combination of interdependence and independence, or whether one or both of you are simply avoiding making decisions or conflict by allowing your partner to take the lead. This approach would stifle your individual healthy growth. It would also limit intimacy-building and emotional connection because you are not sharing your true self.


Whether the people within a Traditional relationship promote independence and interdependence is determined by each couple. Sometimes a Traditional couple will do most things independently. He goes to work and hangs out with the guys; she raises the children and has her work and hobbies and friendship activities. They may come together around dinnertime, religious activities, some social engagements, and children’s after-school events.


Some Traditional couples are very emotionally connected. Others do not know each other much at all. They choose to continue their Traditional Style because they may not wish to reveal themselves, or they may not wish to perform the work becoming close sometimes takes.





Intimacy and Emotional Connection


Intimacy is getting to know someone who is different from you, then making space for those differences and accommodating those unique qualities in a relationship. It doesn’t mean you have to like everything your partner does or necessarily agree on everything. Rather it is a nonjudgmental caring, a desire to know another person that develops out of a sense of openness and curiosity about that person, how he or she experiences life, what he or she values, enjoys, desires. It is also the willingness to share the same about you.


Intimacy is not just a feeling of being “in love.” It is a combination of care, respect, wanting to know your partner’s thoughts, feelings, and desires, and a willingness to work together to meet some of those.


Getting to know someone too quickly is not necessarily intimacy. It may simply be an emotional sharing that makes you feel connected for a brief time. True intimacy develops over time: It is the knowledge that we are willing to “know” each other, and continue getting to know each other, and that knowing is an evolving, growing, lifetime event.


When you are a couple for a long time, intimacy includes balancing acceptance of another and yourself with challenging each other to grow or develop more fully. Sometimes it is a feeling; often it is an action involving respect, caring, deep understanding, and acceptance, along with interactions and communication that promote mutual growth.


The feeling of safety with that person, the feeling of being cared about, accepted, not judged, and the feeling of being on the same team is what we call emotional connection. You can feel emotionally connected in the same room, while you are each off at work, or when you are across the globe.





Many Traditional couples report satisfying relationships, and some point out that it results in successfully circumventing potential power struggles and conflicts. Some even feel it is a God-given preference. The Traditional Style can spell out roles and tasks very clearly when there are young children to raise or when one person has the main breadwinning function and is on a career path that requires intense involvement.


You might know a couple like Al and Sharon, who exemplify the Traditional Style. Al is a high-level vice president at a Midwestern company. He comes from a culture of 1950s-style family values. He and Sharon are in their early thirties, with three children under the age of nine. Sharon is a stay-at-home mom and a stand-by-your-man kind of woman. She never questions Al’s work choices, including their frequent job-related moves. She and the kids have had a hard time making long-term friendships. She hopes they stay in their current town until the kids have grown, but that decision will be left to Al. Sharon is proud to be at Al’s side at church and at community and social events. They are both pleased with her role as Al’s wife, and with her skills as a homemaker. She has dinner on the table at seven, shortly after Al arrives home from the office. If they have plans to go out for the evening, Sharon will have made arrangements for the sitter. Al spends time with the children after dinner until Sharon takes over and gets them ready for bed.


Sharon and Al came to see me because their relationship was feeling routine and Sharon didn’t know why she was dissatisfied. I became concerned that their relationship did not make room for individual growth. I wondered if they could accommodate the conversations, openness to hearing each other’s dissatisfactions, and change that are hallmarks of true intimacy. Al seemed content with the way things were going, and I wasn’t sure he was concerned about Sharon’s growing dissatisfaction.


The opportunity for connection and intimacy building in the Traditional Style is dependent upon the choices, needs, and desires of the person with the most power. When that person, usually the husband, feels that time with his partner is important and valuable, then talking, affection, and sex may occur on a regular and mutually fulfilling basis.


If, however, the dominant person is out of touch with the other person’s needs, or simply doesn’t think those needs are important, then connection and intimacy is missing.


In the traditional Style


One member of the pair is dominant and makes the ultimate decisions for both partners. One may be foremost in all aspects of life or may take over leading in certain aspects of life. In the Traditional Style, the emotional connection and opportunities for intimacy building vary for each couple because the degree of closeness and sharing is dependent on the desires and expectations of the person who is more dominant.





The Merged Style


In the Merged Style of relating, individuals have few personal boundaries and little autonomy. They think, feel, and act interdependently in most areas of their life. They sometimes appear interchangeable in their thoughts, feelings, interests, and desires. Many couples have some Merged qualities; I have worked with only two who were Merged in many ways. In one circumstance, the woman wanted to grow; in the other, both partners realized they needed a more mature relationship. I think seeing Merged couples in therapy is probably rare because fully Merged couples seldom seek outside help as they are so self-contained. What is important is for you to identify small ways in which you may be Merged in your relating style and to determine if these ways of relating are right for you.


As the diagram below shows, the fully Merged couple shares the same psychological, mental, and emotional space:
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In the Merged Style of relationship, two people are halves of a whole—codependent, interdependent, and interchangeable in thoughts, feelings, interests, and desires.


Decision making for a Merged couple appears seamless. They go along with each other because they seldom do or decide anything that would be surprising or unusual. Typically, they stick to prescribed and expected choices, decisions, and responses, and they know exactly what to expect from each other. Often the person who is the least passive at that moment voices a preference, and the partner just goes along. Sometimes this is because one or both feel they cannot say what they want so they give in to their partner; sometimes it is because striking out independently causes their partner to become angry or unhappy or to feel betrayed. From a mental-health perspective, this style is not good for individual development.


Merging results in codependent and caretaking behavior. Individuality is sacrificed in always doing what others want—or what you surmise others want of you. Examples include a person who never offers an idea about what to do on a date; or someone who is always rubbing your back or getting you a cup of tea, even when you may not want one. That partner may want the back rub or the cup of tea and unconsciously hopes you will know this and return the favor. Sometimes people call this being “nice,” but when it is overdone, one individual sacrifices self, needs, wants, and desires for the other.


When you’re around such couples, you might notice that they may finish each other’s thoughts—not just sentences—and have such a uniform point of view that they seem to have little individuality. Their closeness may appear as intimacy, while their responses or thoughts may seem rote, rigid, and routine. They are often inseparable, sometimes in an almost charming way, as in very old couples who have been together for fifty or sixty years. However, when one partner is away, the other one doesn’t know what to do or even think, because he or she is truly lost without the other half.


During courtship and falling in love, it is not uncommon for couples to become somewhat merged as they explore all the ways they are alike. It is healthy and normal, however, to let individual autonomy emerge as the couple discovers their differences in later phases of courtship. It is at this point that couples either break up—not wanting to “unmerge,” and mistakenly thinking that differences mean there is something wrong with or incompatible in their relationship—or they unmerge and work to appreciate each other’s unique qualities and how those qualities enhance the budding relationship. They desire individuality in their relationship in a way Merged couples do not.


Some couples evolve into a Merged relationship if they are together for a long time and fail to develop individual interests or receive support for individual growth.


Younger couples, too, can become merged—especially teenaged brides and grooms who wed before their individual personalities are fully formed. Chet and Sue came together at this early stage. Their story illustrates how the Merged Style does not support individuality and how change is challenging.


Chet and Sue first met in their ninth-grade science class as lab partners. Each describes their meeting as love at first sight. They were inseparable throughout high school. They signed up for the same classes and attended the same after-school activities. When Chet made the football team, Sue became a cheerleader. Because they spent the majority of their free time together, neither one of them developed close friendships outside their relationship. Sue loved Chet’s sense of humor, and he can still make her laugh. He loves to be around her and thinks she is beautiful.


Chet developed skills as a carpenter while working at his father’s construction company during summer breaks. Sue went to work at a local pharmacy. They married the summer after they graduated from high school, and in the next four years had two children. Sue continues to work part time. They are both loyal and valued workers at their respective jobs. Their life together has been fairly uneventful. They both follow the same daily routines and even go to the same resort for their yearly vacation. They spent ten years in this fashion. Then a change occurred.


The small construction firm at which Chet worked since graduating from high school expanded to several surrounding states. As lead carpenter, Chet is now required to oversee a number of these projects. He spends many weekdays at motels near the worksites and comes home on the weekends. As a result, Chet and Sue are both spending time on their own as they never had before in their relationship. Sue feels that she has nothing to do when Chet is away. She has made no significant friendships and has developed no personal interests. She says that she feels as though doing so would be disloyal to Chet. Sue found herself asking, “Is this all there is?” She is growing dissatisfied with what she calls “the same day over and over again,” but she is unable to define what she would like to change. She feels that she is living for the weekends, when Chet is home.


Although Chet and Sue thought it was romantic to be so intertwined when they first got together—believing they are “two against the world”— Sue is finding it difficult to develop new interests while Chet is away during the week. Like Sue, who functions well at work and around her family, Chet is able to function separately from Sue on the job, but he doesn’t enjoy his time with the guys on the site or even think to make friends. He harbors feelings that the other guys may not like him or want to socialize with him after work, so he turns down their invitations to go for burgers, beer, and pool when the workday is done. He’s not used to socializing without Sue and is uncomfortable on his own. He relies on his weekend time with Sue to recharge his batteries, which is putting great stress on their marriage.


Like Chet and Sue, many Merged couples are limited to a narrow range of behaviors and interactions. They have developed few skills to identify their individual feelings, wants, and needs. When they are on their own, they are not able to define and verbalize their dissatisfaction and loneliness. When they step outside their merged bounds, they are often “lost.” Chet feels lost away from Sue and cannot connect to his co-workers, so he focuses on work during the day and watches television in his motel room at night. Sue has only a limited ability to expand her activities and continues to feel unfulfilled on her own during the week. Chet clings to Sue when he is home on the weekends, and she wants more help with the children and to spend romantic time alone together. Neither of them has any idea how to change their pattern.


When they’re alone, the individuals in a Merged couple feel vulnerable. They only feel whole and safe when they are together. If we imagine couples in the context of the larger world, such interdependence requires that neither of the Merged partners grow personally nor develop outside interests. They must rely on keeping the spark and continuing to interest each other, just as they are, with no surprises, changes, or uniqueness. Such limitations cause great strain, especially if one person desires more.


Decision making for the Merged couple occurs by unconsciously doing what the couple feels is typically expected of a husband or wife or partner without giving much thought to other options. Chet and Sue made most of their major decisions early in their relationship and seldom questioned them until their situation changed. In addition, without an awareness of individual needs and feelings, the Merged couple is not able to understand and share true intimacy, which requires the coming together of two whole, mature selves who are growing and changing, who support these processes in each other, and who are also developing new interests together over time.


In the Merged Style


Decisions appear to be made early in the relationship and then stuck to indefinitely or until one person becomes dissatisfied. At that point, it is difficult for this couple to learn new patterns, because first, the partners must learn to be whole, individual adults, and then they must learn to be interdependent in healthy ways. Decisions for this couple are made unconsciously by adhering to what the couple feels is typically expected of people when they fall in love and marry. The couple appears to always agree, but the agreements are within a narrow range of what the partners think are acceptable. In the Merged relationship, the two people are fused, rather than separate individuals intimately connected through communication and interaction. They spend a lot of time together but do not know how to be apart. This merging is not developmentally healthy for either of them. It also limits the potential for developing a mature intimacy. Therefore, they may think they are emotionally connected, but they are not truly intimate by definition.





The Roommate Style


The third model of relating applies not only to actual roommates and friends, but also to long-term couples. When applied to couples in a long-term romantic relationship, the Roommate Style typically describes two people of equal power and competence who share a home and other significant aspects of their lives. In addition to living together, they typically have sex, share some friends, and may even have a child. A major defining characteristic of the Roommate Style is that individuals in the couple make decisions unilaterally, without taking the partner into consideration; they may do this consciously or unconsciously. Some profess to value independence, but they do not balance it with interdependence that is necessary in any healthy, mature relationship.


For instance, a woman may come home one evening and tell her partner she’s going out with her friends on Friday night (implying that he has to watch the kids, get a sitter, or fend for himself). A man might not feel it necessary to consult his partner when he chooses to quit or change his job. Perhaps they have separate finances, or it is assumed that the other partner will make financial adjustments as necessary.


Let’s look at the relationship of Rahlah and Jeremy: They met through mutual friends and have been married for four years. Jeremy is fully engaged in his architectural career, and except for a serious college romance, had not sought a long-term commitment until he met Rahlah. Like Jeremy, Rahlah is in her early thirties. She owns a small dot-com company through which she has been making and selling environmentally-friendly cleaning products for more than ten years. Jeremy was attracted to many of Rahlah’s qualities, and he was especially impressed by her independence.
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In the Roommate Style of relationship, individuals are relatively equal in strength and power. They may share many things, but they make decisions unilaterally; connection happens randomly.


When Jeremy was offered a position with a prestigious firm on the East Coast, he was thrilled and accepted the offer without talking it over with his wife. Rahlah was delighted for him, and she was not in the least disturbed that her husband had not consulted her before making the decision to move several states away. Rahlah was confident that her business would do well “no matter where we live,” and she enjoys that her husband is “as independent as I am.” They have chosen to put off having children; Rahlah, however, thinks they should reconsider even having children at all due to her age. She is aware that having kids will require adjustments in their lifestyle, and this concerned her:


I’m afraid we are both so independent—so focused on ourselves and our careers—that we won’t know how to work together if we have kids. I’m afraid I’ll end up taking care of the kids and the household even though I have a career, simply because we’ve never had to make decisions together or put anyone else’s needs before our own. I think we’d have to make a change in how we do things, but I’m not sure Jeremy sees the need for a change. He’s doing just what he’s always wanted to do, and he loves his job. Even though he really wants a family, I’m afraid he might not face just how much time kids require. He just thinks it will all work out. I’m concerned I’ll have to pick up the slack and my needs will go on the back burner—not because he wants me to be overburdened or unhappy, but because it’s what he’s used to in our relationship. We’ve got it pretty good right now. I don’t want to end up resenting him—or the kids.


Neither Rahlah nor Jeremy is dissatisfied with the amount of connection and intimacy they currently have because they are both so involved with their work lives. When they do come together, it is satisfying. Rahlah, however, is anticipating that if they have children she may desire more participation from Jeremy, as well as more connection and intimacy with him. The Roommate Style of relating may no longer be satisfying to her.


Like Jeremy and Rahlah, partners in the Roommate Style of relating come and go pretty much at will. This is done with the expectation that the other person, and maybe even the children, will make necessary adjustments without any discussion. Sometimes this works, and people are happy with the outcome; but when it doesn’t work, at least one person will be left unhappy and, sometimes, unaware of what is wrong.


What distinguishes these relationships is the independent activity of each person. Each makes solo decisions, even when decisions affect both partners—and perhaps an entire family. Decision making is one-sided, even when the deciding partner has the best of intentions and feels that he or she is accommodating the partner’s unspoken desires.


Another defining characteristic of the Roommate Style is that opportunities for emotional connection occur only randomly, because partners tend to function independently. There might be a steady connection at some times but only a sporadic connection at others. Partners cannot count on feeling emotionally connected to each other; and often a partner cannot count on the other person doing what he or she might choose to do for an activity, because each is used to making plans separately. Therefore, if they both wish to spend time together on Tuesday evening after work, the connection time is satisfying to both of them. Whether they are able to feel emotionally connected cannot be counted on, however—sometimes it may happen, and sometimes not.


While some couples consciously choose the Roommate Style, many don’t actually set out to become Roommates. Those who consciously choose to act as Roommates tell me they value their independence. They seem to feel that relying on each other will take something away from their individuality. Therefore, they stridently talk about independent decision making. Frequently these couples become emotionally disconnected.


The couples that unconsciously fall into the Roommate Style of relating often tell me they simply think it is working for them. Sometimes it does when they are both choosing to be together and when they are both involved in other activities at the exact same time.


Modern couples with their busy lifestyles, careers, and family responsibilities often fall into this style by default rather than choice. Many of them have never really learned how to build and sustain a truly intimate partnership. Perhaps they saw their parents relating in this way, or the Roommate Style may have unconsciously developed as a way to avoid closeness—the result of previous disappointments and the inability to trust. Some of my clients point out that the Roommate Style can result from having to be strong and independent in their jobs and careers, which filter into the relationship.


Some couples have relative success in the Roommate Style when life is going fairly smoothly. I have also heard of couples being satisfied with this model when one or both have easygoing, non-goal-oriented personalities. Typically, this relaxed attitude is accompanied by knowledge that “my partner probably wouldn’t change even if I asked him.” Alternatively, as in any of the previous styles of relating, one or both individuals are conflictavoidant, and they simply settle for being Roommates because they don’t know what else to do to feel more satisfied. Because partners cannot always count on connecting with each other, the Roommate Style often leads to misunderstanding and dissatisfaction for one or both people.


As you’ve read Chapter 1 of Romance Rehab you’ve probably begun to identify some of the ways you relate that have led you to desire change. In the next chapter, you’ll be introduced to another style of relating called Big Picture Partnering. This may be the style of relating you’ve been longing for.





In the roommate Style


Decision making is unilateral. Each person makes decisions individually, without necessarily consulting the other. The expectation is that one partner will adjust to the decisions made by the other. Opportunities for independence and individuality are high; interdependence is low. Emotional connections may happen frequently, intermittently, or very seldom, depending on each person’s choices at any given time. While there may be two whole individuals in the Roommate relationship, this style results in limited opportunities for intimacy building, at best.

















Chapter 2


The Benefits of Big Picture Partnering


In Chapter 1, we discussed Traditional, Merged, and Roommate relationship styles. The fourth way of relating is the Big Picture Partnering Style. While couples in the other three partnering styles usually experience difficulties and dissatisfaction, couples in Big Picture Partnering will learn


• how to listen to each other and make decisions together;


• new ways to connect and stay connected;


• how to balance individuality and mutuality or interdependence—so you develop the best in yourself and what is most satisfying in your partnership;


• how to create what you want together.


Couples in a Traditional, Merged, Roommate, or combination style relationship who want to change are completely capable of creating a Big Picture Partnership. In Part II of this book I will show you how. This chapter gives you an overview of the benefits of Big Picture Partnering; then you will build your partnership step-by-step as you learn this approach.


Two People, One Journey


In the Big Picture Partnering Style, you mutually create three worlds, which are encompassed in a larger partnering universe.


[image: image]


In the Big Picture Universe your relationship is


• supported and strengthened by your commitments;


• nurtured by positive feelings, regular talking and listening, and essentials that build trust and connection;


• strengthened by your uniqueness—two lives, needs, desires, and dreams—which you bring to the relationship;


• solidified as you come together to create a mutually satisfying Our World; your issues and concerns, dreams, and desires go on the table for discussion; only win/ win solutions go into Our World.


In this diagram, the circle on the left symbolizes Your World, which comprises all your individual uniqueness, friends, work, finances, activities, and so on; the circle on the right is Your Partner’s World, which comprises all these aspects of your partner’s life. Each of you has a high sense of individuality in this approach. The center circle—Our World—encompasses the mutually chosen and mutually created aspects of your life as a couple that only two unique human beings can build together.
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