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  Any time two people meet, a third world is formed that is like no other world. Together you create a different universe that’s unlike any

  you’ve ever known. Appreciating and cherishing that world is what allows you to transform your life and your relationships.




  Love has a spiritual quality that most of us only touch on a few times in our lives and very few people actually live. When we really love someone, there’s a dynamic change that occurs

  within us: We stop focusing on ourselves. It’s what people who strive to connect with God experience when they are in the deepest level of meditation. When you are in love with someone, the

  first thing that happens is that time disappears. Then you find that you need nothing else because you’re getting exactly what you need. The third thing is that you disappear. It is

  not about you anymore. And that’s when you experience your greatest joy.




  But pretty soon, things change. You begin creating expectations about how your relationship should be. You try to bend this wild, unexplored spiritual territory to your will, trying to

  force it to fit your own expectations and requirements, instead of simply growing along with it. You start creating rules and measuring whether the love you’re receiving is enough or not. In

  other words, it becomes all about you. And that’s when love starts to die.




  This has nothing to do with how long you’ve been together; it has to do with a pattern. Once you’ve developed a Belief System, you find a way to fulfill it. This happens not just in

  our most intimate relationships but also with our children, our friends, people at work. When you are connecting with others, you have a model for how they should be. If they don’t match your

  model, you start questioning everything. Have I lied to myself? Have they said they love me but they don’t? Are my expectations too high? Am I not beautiful

  enough? Successful enough? Smart enough? Am I not enough? These are the deep, internal questions that most people don’t want to answer or answer too quickly and easily just to get

  closure.




  What makes people so sad and depressed about their relationships is their learned helplessness. They don’t know how to win. They start to win—they get so much juice and joy out of

  the love they receive—but then they begin to believe it doesn’t last. It’s not that it doesn’t last. It’s that they don’t understand the dynamics of what

  creates that chemistry and keeps it alive.




  For 3 decades I have been obsessed with answering the question what makes people do what they do? Why is it that so many of us say we want to serve, to love, to help somebody, we want a

  relationship, but every day we do either something that keeps us from moving forward or something that actually moves us in the opposite direction?




  I’ve worked with millions of people in 100 different countries, helping them figure out who they really are, what they want their life to really represent, and where the meaning is for

  them. How do we learn from the life challenges we face and then master them? How do we end up on the other side, where we don’t just protect our life, our identity, or our ego, but transcend

  what stops and limits us?




  Here’s your choice: Give up, live in fear, be pissed off at everybody else, run for cover, and live in anxiety—or do what’s necessary to develop the muscle to live your

  life at the richest level you’ve ever dreamed of, in a place you never would have gotten to if these challenges had not shown up. The quality of your life comes down to one question: How

  deep are you willing to go?




  All happiness comes from one word, progress. We grow or we die. There is no other choice, and life’s problems and our relationships give us the biggest challenges to grow. Because

  nowhere else does our deepest fear show up: that we are not enough. To feel like we are worthless is to feel like we are dead psychologically, emotionally, and spiritually. I see this fear in

  action every day.




  At my live seminars and workshops, I interact constantly with audience members—people who are suicidal, suffering from lifelong depression, facing a divorce or bankruptcy, people who have

  lost their children or spouses, or have been traumatized by rape or sexual abuse. In each case, I’m on the spot in the laboratory of life. As a practical psychologist, I’ve learned how

  to mobilize instantly and figure out what’s really going on, what’s stopping someone, what he or she needs, and how to create a shift.




  Out of necessity I’ve had to find the triggers and tools that shift people’s perception of what things mean and what they can do. I’ve

  developed techniques that can change not only their emotions and psychology, but also what actions they take to reshape their lives. And these aren’t temporary changes—they last.

  We’ve done 2-, 3-, 4-, and 5-year follow-ups on these people. This doesn’t mean they’ll never face another challenge, but they never go back to that place where suicide is the

  only option.




  Over the last 10 years, I’ve not only applied these cutting-edge techniques to transform the relationships in my own life but also had the privilege of sharing them with thousands of

  therapeutic professionals and coaches who are hungry for more, not only for their clients but for themselves as well. If you’re going to transform someone else’s inner game—the

  way they run their blueprint, which is their operating system, or shift their world view—do it on yourself first.




  But I’m the kind of guy who’s always looking to learn more, to make what I do for people more effective. So for years I’d been looking for someone I could learn from,

  too—someone whose work shows a new level of mastery in relationship dynamics. Frankly, after reading book after book, I had given up hope of finding any innovative, practical strategies that

  really made a measurable difference in people’s lives. There were lots of empirical theories, but nothing was systematic and focused on core dynamics.




  One day a friend handed me a book by a woman named Cloé Madanes, and baboom! I found myself reading it voraciously, underlining sentences on almost every page. Here was an approach

  that, like mine, honored the power of individual commitment and responsibility, and was also an action manual on navigating the paradoxes of interpersonal dynamics. Cloé had incredibly

  creative solutions to a host of relationship problems. Some of her suggestions were outrageously funny; others were simple and elegant.




  I soon learned that Cloé is one of a handful of world-class experts in the field of interpersonal dynamics. Her books are considered classics, have been translated into more than 20

  languages, and are taught in virtually every graduate-level class in family therapy. I wanted to learn from her and to show her the tools that I had developed, so I invited her to my home in Fiji

  to attend one of my programs. When she witnessed some of my interventions, she was fascinated.




  As we began to share back and forth, magical things started to happen. I learned things from her that allowed me to do my work with even more potency. She

  expanded my world. And she felt that I expanded hers so much that we needed to begin working together.




  We created the Robbins-Madanes Center for Strategic Intervention. We have synthesized our strategic approaches and developed a new school of psychology called Human Needs Psychology. This

  marvelous collaboration has led to a series of videos and products, such as the Ultimate Relationship Program. We are currently finishing an advanced training series that will enable professionals

  and laypeople alike to benefit from these valuable strategies.




  We called this book Relationship Breakthrough because most people, at some point, feel stuck in the patterns of their relationships. Whatever your challenges are, this book will

  bring you to a place of clarity, insight, and results. Cloé has incorporated the best of both of our work and presents a cutting-edge method that makes it easier than ever to create deeply

  rewarding relationships that will sustain you for life.




  In Relationship Breakthrough you’ll learn how you can recapture, rekindle, or deepen love in any intimate relationship. We’ll show you how to communicate with your

  spouse, children, and others in ways that invigorate and motivate them to take positive action. You’ll also find ways to resolve long-standing, persistent conflicts between family members

  simply by making a change within yourself.




  For example, how many times have you found yourself trying to share something from your heart or get something done, and you get this push-back, this resistance, from the other person? Say that

  you’re a driven, successful executive, and your son spends all his time watching clips on YouTube or playing video games. Odds are that he has made his choices in reaction to the choices

  you’ve made, which is why he’s become immune to your advice over time. You don’t understand what’s driving him—his model of the world. You’re trying to influence

  him through yours, but it never seems to work. What’s ironic is that the more you react, the more you express your frustration, and the more you’re playing right into his game.




  So what do you do? The first step is to appreciate the dynamics of the relationship that’s so challenging for you. It isn’t that your son is being willful to you or ignoring you.

  It’s not that you’re incompetent or impotent to create change. It’s that you don’t understand the system that’s in operation. Next, you change. If I want to

  change your behavior, the first thing I’ve got to do is change my own. The blueprint that says you’re wrong and I’m right—if I can just get

  you to understand the way it’s supposed to be (i.e., my world view) and get you to follow it, then we’ll both be happy—is not only ignorant but futile.




  We’ll show you the limits of your own model of the world, your own beliefs, your own conditions, your own path—and the opportunities for change and expansion that will revitalize any

  relationship you are in, intimate or otherwise. There’s also the awe and love of being able to dig inside someone, understand his model of the world and all the rules he has about being with

  you. It’s part of the game you set up together unconsciously.




  We’re not just going to give you principles; you’re going to be reading the transcripts of live interactions and living these transformational moments. If you want to experience this

  more intensely, go online and watch one of our introductory videos so you can see people’s facial expressions and the emotions they’re moving through during the process.




  My wish is that this book will help accelerate not only your understanding but also your appreciation of your own life, and that you’ll be able to convey this to someone else because

  you’ve experienced the value yourself. I also hope you will come to know yourself and those around you at such a level of depth that you can either transform the most important relationship

  in your life or find the one you desire and deserve.




  I believe no matter what else you accomplish in your life, if you’re not happy with your relationships, you’re not going to be happy. I’m talking here from personal experience.

  Despite many challenges, I’m living the most amazing life anybody could hope for, but there’s nothing I would trade on this earth for the relationship I have with Sage, my wife. I thank

  God because she is the greatest gift He’s given me. Sage has helped me so much through her appreciation and understanding, courage, loyalty, and love.




  It wasn’t my prowess or luck that brought this beautiful soul into my life. It was my vulnerability and my willingness to ask questions that I didn’t want to ask about myself and

  others and to pursue the greater spirit within myself to serve something more than myself. It’s my decision to dive deeply into myself that’s given me this gift.




  Knowledge is not power—it’s potential power. Knowledge that you apply with heart, that’s real power. That’s what you’ll bring to

  the table after you understand the dynamics of your relationships. We’d love to hear from you about your experiences using these strategies and your thoughts on how they might help others.

  You are welcome to communicate through our Web site or through e-mail.




  I’m confident that the words that follow will start you on that journey with more momentum than you’d ever imagined possible, simply because it’s based on real-life experiences

  with real people. Let the journey begin.




  

    With love, respect, and passion,


    Anthony Robbins


  




  

     

  




  Introduction




  I have taught several generations of psychotherapists around the world how to help couples and families. I have always believed that quick,

  dramatic change for the better is possible for anyone. The human spirit has the capacity to triumph in the face of all kinds of adversity. Relationships have the power to heal.




  We all confront challenges in our relationships. Whether with spouses, lovers, partners, children, parents, friends, or co-workers, relationships have the power to make us happy or intensely

  miserable. This book explains how to truly understand how we relate to each other and what we need to know to create and sustain outstanding relationships.




  The reader of this book is a wife or a husband interested in a happy marriage; a professional who wants to better understand her clients; an executive who needs to relate better to a business

  partner; parents who wish to relate better to their children and to teach them how to relate to others; adult children who need to deal with difficult parents; single people who want to find love

  that is reciprocated; and teachers who want to help students to be smart about their relationships.




  With this book, I am reaching out to readers who are not trained in any of the helping professions, and making the knowledge I have gained as a professional over many years available to

  everyone.




  I believe in free will, but I also believe that each of us is embedded in a system of relationships that has a mind of its own. That is, each of us is a free spirit with infinite possibilities,

  yet we all live under the constraints of the relationships with those we love and those we need to collaborate with. This book will elucidate some of the traps we fall into when we negotiate the

  space between our free will and our relationships. We all have our own personalities and points of view, but the moment we become part of something

  bigger—a relationship—that entity takes on its own “personality” with its own dynamic and “rules.”




  However, we all have much more freedom of choice than we imagine. Although it’s true that our childhood, our social context, and our biology influence us, there is always a choice to be

  made. When Viktor Frankl was a prisoner at Auschwitz, he chose to write a book. The book was seized by the Nazis, and he wrote it again. That book, Man’s Search for Meaning, has

  influenced generations of therapists. Frankl had a choice in the concentration camp: He could succumb to despair, he could commit suicide, or he could write a book. He chose to write a book. There

  are always choices. For most of us, our range of choices is greatly influenced by our most important relationships. That is why it is essential to create and plan our relationships carefully.

  Relationships don’t just happen to us—even with family, to some degree, we choose the kind of relationship (close, friendly, formal, and so forth) that we have with them. The people

  with whom we choose to be in relationships and the kind of relationships we choose to create or take part in are some of the biggest decisions we make in life.




  Our relationships define who we are. No one lives in isolation. An individual is not just an individual, but a part of a couple; a couple is not just a couple, but part of a family; and a family

  is not just a family, but part of a community. This book will show you how to understand your relationships and give you step-by-step tools to vastly improve them.




  We exist insofar as we relate to one another. What defines us as human is our need to relate, to be accepted, and to be confirmed in our reality. When two people communicate, they create a

  sphere, a field of endeavor that is common to them but that reaches out beyond their interaction. The “yes” from a friend, the look of a lover, the emotions we feel as we think about

  someone, these are what liberate us from our fear of being alone, of abandonment, and of death.




  We suffer most in our lives from failed or failing relationships—marital strife, parental rejection, difficulties with friends—or from the lack of relationships—isolation,

  alienation, erosion of community. Any contribution to the process of achieving happiness and avoiding suffering must focus on improving our relationships. We live in a world of possibilities and

  constraints, and it is my hope that this book will bring some equilibrium and harmony to your relationships and so contribute to the art of living.




  In this book you will learn how to understand your relationship with your partner, your children, your colleagues, your friends. I will also give you tools for

  change and show you how to increase passion—not just sexual or erotic passion, but vitality, enthusiasm, joy. We have all had the experience of thinking that we truly understand another

  person. If the model we have constructed of the person we live with has served us well for some time, we tend to believe that we know who that person really is. But sooner or later our companion

  does something unexpected. It can be shocking, and we might initially think that the person has changed, but that’s rarely the case. The other person has merely shown an aspect we had not

  incorporated into our model, because no prior situation had brought it to our attention. The other we know is not the other as he or she is, but a model we have constructed on the basis of our own

  experience. We tell ourselves stories about who we are and who other people are—stories that are constructed through our own points of view and the way we see the world and our relationships.

  When the other person doesn’t fit our story, we can be shocked, disappointed, and angry, questioning whether we ever truly knew this person.




  The same thing happens to our model of, for instance, the planetary system or the universe. When a model works well and provides useful answers, it comes to be considered as a true description

  of reality. But sooner or later something incompatible is observed, a recession of Mercury or a beam of light that does not follow a straight line. Such observations constitute constraints

  that no longer fit the accepted model and that make it unviable. Eventually a new model is constructed that fits the new observations. This book will provide new models for understanding

  relationships and new strategies for improving them.




  This book integrates Tony Robbins’s work, ideology, and technology with my ideas, my values, and my strategies for transforming people and healing relationships. Both Tony Robbins and I

  are indebted to Dr. Milton Erickson, from whose work many of the ideas in this book evolved. He is probably the most influential American psychiatrist and hypnotist and a master of metaphorical

  communication and indirect influence. He developed the most sophisticated techniques for leading people to see their choices and to make changes in their lives. Several schools of therapy developed

  from his work. Both Tony Robbins and I were greatly influenced by his subtle examples of breaking negative patterns in relationships and creating new unexpected possibilities. Severely dyslexic and

  confined to a wheelchair for most of his life after contracting polio, Erickson was the epitome of the American can-do spirit. I was his patient for a few days many

  years ago when I was having trouble overcoming the grief over my father’s sudden death. To this day I don’t know what he was doing when he talked to me, but I came out of those

  conversations overcoming my grief and focused on the contribution I was going to make to the field of psychology. Erickson was known for helping women to fulfill their dreams in the days when many

  women encountered great obstacles.




  A good part of this book is dedicated to explaining what Tony Robbins actually does to transform the audience at his events that draw thousands of people, through his audio programs that have

  helped millions of people, and when he coaches individuals—entrepreneurs, world leaders, and famous artists and athletes.




  This book makes accessible to everyone Robbins’s skills in transforming the lives of millions of people, together with my expertise in creating healing, empowering relationships. This book

  is filled with simple step-by-step procedures and examples to help you understand whomever you are interacting with as well as to understand yourself; to connect with others; to resolve conflicts;

  and to create outstanding relationships in every area of your life. In the Workbook section at the back of this book, you will find exercises designed to help you put these relationship skills into

  practice.




  Some of my objectives are:




  

    	

      To encourage you to deliberately and purposefully control your behavior, rather than be controlled by others or by uncontrollable impulses.


    




    	

      To encourage you to recognize that you are not passive, that you are in control of your body and mind, so that you are not subject to unpleasant or unproductive

      thinking. I want you to feel empowered by this recognition.


    




    	

      To help you control violence and anger—of all the actions and emotions to be controlled, these are the most important.


    




    	

      To develop your empathy so you can be more intelligent and fair in relationships. This book will help you to gain a more accurate understanding of someone else’s point

      of view and, ultimately, to better understand human nature and human suffering. This will enable you to be a better relationship partner and a more compassionate, kinder person.


    




    	

      To encourage hope (a situation can only be resolved if it is not seen as hopeless) and humor (which is what makes the human condition bearable).


    




    	

      To promote tolerance and compassion so that you can live within your family and your community.


    




    	

      To encourage forgiveness and kindness as the only ways to live in relationships.


    




    	

      To promote harmony and balance within you as an individual and in your relationships.


    




    	

      To harness and direct your enthusiasm for what is truly important.


    


  




  

    It is my hope that this book will provide enlightenment and rekindle the light of all those who seek greater happiness through love and improved relationships.


  




  

    Cloé Madanes


    La Jolla, California


  








  

     

  




  PART I
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  UNDERSTANDING THE CHALLENGES IN OUR RELATIONSHIPS




  

     

  




  Chapter 1




  WHAT ARE YOU THINKING?




  Not much in life compares with the feeling of being a We, not just an I, of giving and receiving love freely, of being part of a

  team. The varieties of such relationships are legion: between spouses, lovers, parents and children, siblings, relatives, intimate friends, co-workers, neighbors. It is the feeling we get when we

  know someone is helping us “pull the wagon” in an endeavor, when someone “has our back.” There is immense joy in a happy, permanent relationship. Most of us want nothing

  more than a permanent bond with someone we love. Yet so often our relationships go bad, and we don’t know how to turn them around.




  We all want the perfect relationship; alas, there is no such thing. Relationships are messy. It’s how we deal with the messiness that makes the difference between a relationship filled

  with passion, growth, depth, and joy, and one that is mired in negative patterns of anger, blame, and boredom. A good relationship—whether with a partner, child, friend, or family

  member—is one of life’s greatest gifts, and there’s no reason to settle for anything less. When problems and conflicts arise, I counsel against exchanging one relationship for

  another, like a Christmas gift we take back for a store credit in hope of finding that thing we desire most. I believe most troubled relationships can be transformed into satisfying, rewarding

  ones. Simply falling into a great, long-lasting relationship is about as rare as finding a gold coin on the street. Good relationships take work, but we all have the

  capacity to create joyful, lasting, deeply satisfying connections in our lives.




  Relationships are not always what they appear to be. A submissive wife may actually dominate her husband, even though he is the one who appears dominating. A loving husband may only get angry

  responses from his wife—could his loving behavior possibly be the cause of her anger? How do we understand cause and effect in relationships? What are the sources of power that one person has

  over another? When we overcome a challenge, are we creating new problems? Is it possible to plan what will happen in relationships?




  The first step to changing a dysfunctional or unsatisfying relationship is to change our focus—to look underneath the obvious problem and focus on our underlying needs.




  It’s Likely You Created the Problem You Are Trying to Solve




  It is human nature that when faced with difficulties in a relationship, we tend to blame the other person.




  

    

      “If my husband were not so rigid in his views about everything, then we could communicate. He becomes judgmental even before I can express myself!”




      “I walk on eggshells around my son for fear that anything I might say could produce an emotional outburst!”




      “He is so critical of everything I do! I am never good enough for him.”




      “Her hostility is out of control. The moment she opens her mouth, I expect to be attacked.”




      “He wants me to do everything for him, just like his mother did.”


    


  




  These are common complaints in relationships. They could have been expressed by a spouse about the other spouse, by a parent about a child, or by a child about a parent. The typical belief is

  that if only the other person would change, the relationship would be much better. And so people get stuck in patterns of blaming one another.




  Most of us see ourselves as innocent bystanders in our relationships. The way we are seems totally unrelated to how others behave. Reality, of course, is quite

  different. We tend to only see things from our own point of view. We tell ourselves a story about “us,” and this story can be very different from reality. Even though we prefer to deny

  it, we know that in relationships everything is interaction and that our behavior provokes a response in the other and that response in turn provokes a reaction and so on.




  For example, if a wife expresses an outrageous view, the husband might respond with a cautious, conservative opinion, which she will then criticize, and he will respond by becoming even more

  rigid in his view. It’s often difficult to determine what came first—her outrageousness or his rigidity.




  

    

      Wife: I’m going to get the new Volkswagen Rabbit. I love the shape and the colors!




      Husband: We need to look at the safety and consumer ratings before we make a decision.




      Wife: You’re so boring! Buying a car is like buying a dress; it’s the shape and the color that matter.




      Husband: We are not buying a new car this year. We simply can’t afford it.


    


  




  In every situation, we make three unconscious decisions: what we focus on, what it means to us, and what we should do to create the results we desire. While the wife was focusing on the pleasing

  aesthetics of the car, the husband was focusing on safety and performance ratings and finances. By changing her mental framework, her point of view, the wife might have changed her husband’s

  reactions. If she had taken into account the sorts of concerns she knew her husband would focus on, she might have presented her desire differently.




  If the wife had said, “I’m thinking of getting the new Volkswagen Rabbit. I love the shape and the colors, and I think it has great ratings,” the husband’s response might

  have been different. Likewise if the husband had replied to her first statement with “I like the shape and the colors, too. Let’s look up the ratings,” the wife might not have

  immediately jumped to the conclusion that her husband was boring.




  A simple change of focus can immediately change a habitual mode of conflict.




  Attempted Solutions May Sustain a Problem Instead of Resolving It




  Sigmund Freud observed that people tend to repeat the same behaviors over and over again, even when those behaviors make them unhappy. He was interested in how people make

  the same mistake repeatedly, even when knowing that they are making a mistake. For example, a woman falls in love with a man, and soon she becomes emotionally dependent on him and demanding. He

  feels stifled and leaves her. She then falls in love with another man. Again she becomes dependent and demanding, again he leaves her. Freud called this the repetition compulsion.




  Charles Darwin had already observed that the survival of a species might be threatened by its inability to abandon what at one time was an optimal adaptation. When a creature stubbornly

  maintains the same behavior in the face of a changing environment, survival is at risk. Yet changing habitual patterns can be very difficult to do, as everyone knows who has tried to abandon a bad

  habit or get someone else to do so.




  Every marital therapist has struggled with spouses who think they have an optimal solution to their spouse’s bad behavior. A typical issue for wives is the husband’s sloppiness. The

  idea that husbands are sloppy might sound like a stereotype, but I reference it because often it is a problem in many relationships.




  A conversation might go like this:




  

    

      Wife: I get upset and yell at my husband when he leaves a mess in the kitchen.




      Therapist: Does yelling work, or does he do it again?




      Wife: He does it again.




      Therapist: So then what do you do?




      Wife: I yell louder.




      Therapist: Does it work?




      Wife: No.




      Therapist: Perhaps it’s time to stop doing what doesn’t work and try something different.


    


  




  It’s remarkable how difficult it is to abandon an attempted solution that we believe will work, but time and time again doesn’t. Not only is the solution not abandoned; it is often intensified or embellished. By attempting to perfect the solution, we can become blind to other strategies for change that may be available to us at any time.

  And to change, we need to shake up our old patterns of behavior, to think out of the box.




  The inability to change the way we attempt to solve a problem can prove to be fatal to a relationship, even to a life. For example, army ants (Eciton) are known to have an almost

  unbelievably complex and purposeful social order. They march in columns of thousands and are extremely aggressive. However, an ironic disaster occasionally overcomes them when they are marching. A

  rainfall can wash away all traces of their colony trail. Having lost the trail, they begin to follow in each other’s footsteps, and pretty soon they are walking in a dense circle that can

  involve thousands of ants—and they continue to walk in this ever-compacting circle until they die. Apparently, they have only one solution to attempt when they lose their trail, and that is

  to follow each other, even though this solution eventually kills them.1




  Attempted solutions that don’t work and that actually exacerbate problems are as commonplace in the physical world as they are in our social world of relationships. In medicine they are so

  frequent that there is even a name for illnesses caused by a doctor’s attempts to cure another illness. They are called iatrogenic.2 In

  many of our relationships, our attempted solutions become chronic as we repeat over and over a strategy that doesn’t work, and we become like the ants, marching endlessly around and around,

  getting nowhere. Just as with bad habits, when we repeat certain behaviors, they become second nature, even when they’re not good for us.




  Sometimes Our Attempted Solution Becomes Bigger Than the Problem We Want to Solve




  Let’s say Jerry is a slob. He drops his clothes wherever he takes them off, leaving a trail of dirty clothes around the house. His wife, Eva, over the years, has

  become more and more annoyed by the habit. She’s sick of picking up after him. But no matter how much she nags, Jerry can’t seem to remember not to simply leave his clothes where they

  fall. Every day she comments on the dirty socks in front of the couch, yesterday’s shirt on the bedroom floor, yesterday’s underwear on the floor by the shower: “Pick up your socks. I’m sick of coming out every morning and seeing your smelly old socks in front of the couch. Why can’t you put them in the laundry before you go to

  bed?” “Your shirts are on the floor again.” “I can’t stand the mess you leave in the bathroom,” and so on. Every day Jerry answers: “In a minute.”

  “Okay.” “Sorry.” He does as he has been ordered, but only after she nags him. Over time the interchange becomes almost ritualistic. She complains, he apologizes and

  eventually does as he is told. The problem is no longer simply that he doesn’t pick up his clothes. The problem has become the unpleasant interaction around picking up the clothes, which

  leaves Jerry feeling harassed, unappreciated, and nagged, and Eva feeling frustrated and angry and as if Jerry doesn’t care how his behavior affects her.




  What if Eva changed her attempted solution and tried something completely different? Instead of complaining or pointing out the clothes Jerry has left all over the house, she might passionately

  kiss him every time she sees that he has picked up an item of clothing—even if he’s picked it up only to put it on again. Without uttering a word, she kisses him. Jerry is puzzled as to

  why the sudden passion, but after a few incidents, he sees that there are large rewards for the small effort of picking up his socks.




  You might think that a woman should not have to kiss her husband when he’s being disrespectful to her. You might think: “Why would I be in the mood to kiss someone who can’t

  pick up after himself?” That is precisely the issue. From the point of view of the story Eva tells herself, Jerry is being disrespectful to her by not picking up his socks. From Jerry’s

  point of view, he is simply taking off his socks; he’s not thinking that Eva will pick them up later. However, Jerry’s behavior can easily be changed when the story is no longer about

  disrespect but is about playfulness and passion.




  This was actually an experiment conducted as part of a doctoral dissertation. A number of wives of graduate students had the same complaint: The husbands didn’t pick up their clothes no

  matter how much the wives complained, nagged, and cajoled them. The experimenter instructed the women to stop all those behaviors, and instead each would kiss her husband passionately whenever he

  happened to pick up a clothing item. In a matter of weeks, all the husbands were regularly picking up their clothes.




  By adding a dimension of surprise, spontaneity, and playfulness, the wife has changed not only her focus (I want that man to pick up those clothes, I’m not going to do it for him

  this time) but also her husband’s (All I have to do is clean up a bit and she’s in the mood—oops, there are some socks on the floor, let me pick

  them up, I think she may be watching me out of the corner of her eye).




  Positive reinforcement is always more effective than negative.




  Change the Solution




  I have worked with many couples in which the husbands complained that their wives wouldn’t stop talking about unpleasant matters. The issue could be money, in-laws,

  the children, or the relatives. At dinner together, on a walk, during a visit with friends, even on vacation, the wives would bring up the same old issues. They wanted to be heard. Being heard made

  them feel understood and loved. But the husbands were overwhelmed by the negativity that seemed to permeate every interaction. They were unable to divert their wives’ focus onto some other

  more pleasant subject of conversation.




  I suggested that the husbands propose to arrange for a meeting once a week where the couple would be able to discuss these unpleasant issues, with the explicit instruction that at no other time

  should they discuss these matters unless it was an absolute emergency. Once the couple had agreed to this, the husband was told, in the presence of his wife, that should she forget the instructions

  and begin to discuss one of these matters outside of the special meeting, he should begin to take off his clothes. He might first remove his tie, then his watch, his shoes, his socks, and continue

  undressing no matter where they were, for as long as the wife continued to talk about the issues. He will continue to undress even if it means that he will end up naked in public. The husbands

  typically loved this idea, and the wives quickly learned to remember to stay away from stressful subjects when the couple is having a good time together.




  Sound outrageous? That’s the point—we have to move out of our zone of comfort, which so often involves destructive patterns, and into our zone of creative power. This might seem

  extreme, but the point is that we need to find a way to break the pattern of negative interactions and turn them into playful exchanges. Introducing outrageous behavior and humor is a great way of

  doing this.




  If we create the problems we struggle to solve, then it follows logically that by changing our focus we can create interesting challenges that resolve the problem along the way.




  Creating Good Memories




  Bob and Sally came to therapy with a serious problem. Sally was diabetic and was drinking herself to death. She drank a half bottle of vodka a night and was not paying

  attention to her diet or her medications. She said she had to drink because of the pain of her bad relationship with her husband. Both she and Bob were tall and overweight. Bob was ill-tempered; he

  had never laid a hand on Sally, but he was known to smash a plate of spaghetti against the wall when he got in a rage. Sally sometimes came to the sessions wearing shorts and curlers in her hair,

  which was something that I had not seen in many years. Bob and Sally quarreled endlessly about messes: the attic, the garage, cleaning up after the dog, taking out the garbage.
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