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PRAISE FOR 

The Complete Marriage Counselor 

“If you are frustrated, puzzled, or about to throw in the towel on your marriage, don’t. The answers to the difficulties you are experiencing can be found on the pages of this unique book, which draws on the wisdom of the field’s top marital therapists. Buy this book and keep it on your nightstand.”

—Michele Weiner-Davis, MSW, founder of 
www.divorcebusting.com and author of Divorce Busting 

“Imagine having the best of the best couples therapists giving you advice that can save your marriage from disaster, advice that can bring back the sizzle, the romance, the connection that has been lost! The Complete Marriage Counselor provides just that. If you have even a hint of trouble brewing in your relationship, don’t wait for a minute! Grab this book! This unique guidance could help make or break your marriage.”

—Diana Kirschner, PhD, author of the bestselling 
Love in 90 Days: The Essential Guide to Finding Your Own True Love 

“The Complete Marriage Counselor does more than give us honest insights from a wide range of counselors on everything from sex to money. And it does more than supplement this with Sherry’s thoughtful commentary. It gives us pithy discussion points for those fearful of entering counseling, and second-plus opinions for those already involved. The Complete Marriage Counselor is one ‘counselor’ whose price is right: It may be a recession, but there’s no need for depression.”

—Warren Farrell, PhD, author of 
Women Can’t Hear What Men Don’t Say and 
Why Men Are the Way They Are 

“Everybody wants to go to the very best professional they can find when they have a problem. Especially when your relationship isn’t working, you need guaranteed help fast! Now you can get just that when you read The Complete Marriage Counselor. In it you will find the proven advice from experts who have been helping to save marriages across the country. Let them help you transform your relationship and show you how to breathe new life and vitality back into your marriage!”

—Dr. Jane Greer, DSW, LMFT, author of 
How Could You Do This to Me? Learning to Trust After Betrayal 

“So you thought talking to a best friend or having a therapy session or reading Dear Abby was the be-all or end-all . . . try again. The Complete Marriage Counselor tops it all. All the best of all the above rolled into one. This book is better than talking to a best friend, better than a therapy session, better than reading Dear Abby. The most wisdom from the top marital therapists in the country and Sherry herself—what a bargain in this economy. Don’t leave home without it—this should be the bible beside your bed!”

—Bonnie Eaker Weil, PhD, author of bestsellers 

Make Up, Don’t Break Up: Rescue Your Relationship and Rekindle Your 

Romance; Adultery, the Forgivable Sin; Financial Infidelity: Seven Steps 

to Conquering the #1 Relationship Wrecker 

“A major contribution. Sherry Amatenstein offers a wealth of advice at a challenging time when more couples need it more than ever.”

—Keith Ablow, MD, author of 

Living the Truth: Transform Your Life Through 

the Power of Insight and Honesty 
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FOREWORD

ASTOUNDING WISDOM 

If you are in a committed relationship or have had one in the past, you’ll recognize the questions couples ask in this book. If you’re wondering why you can’t sustain a committed relationship, you’ll find a lot of answers here. As a therapist in private practice for many years, I encounter these very questions on a daily basis—the couples I work with ask them repeatedly. Using her expertise as a columnist, author, and counselor, Sherry Amatenstein, LMSW, invites well-known authors, therapists, coaches, and counselors to answer them in this enlightening and informative book. As a result, the reader is treated to a very revealing glimpse into the private space of the counseling office, as well as the different approaches of the experts.

Most couples wait far too long before agreeing to go for counseling together. Sometimes, a judge has to mandate counseling or mediation before a couple will seek help. Because marital problems tend to get more entrenched with time, this delay means the couple’s habits and attitudes are more ingrained and harder to change, so counseling takes more time and money. The Complete Marriage Counselor can make an important difference to real couples by demystifying the advice of the experts and by demonstrating how reasonable and effective that advice can be. Hopefully, anyone reading it to search for answers about his or her relationship questions will be encouraged to seek counseling, if the answers here are not all he or she needs. Sherry includes guidelines for finding counseling at the end of the book.

The advice of the experts quoted here is wise and thoughtful, obviously the result of years of helping struggling couples communicate better, solve problems, create more functional partnerships, and increase the love and intimacy between them. Sherry offers her “take”—her astute recap and analysis of the experts’ varied responses to each question and her own advice for the particular situation. The sum total gives you, the reader, several points of view from which to assess the situation and a variety of solutions to apply in your own relationship.

In a couple’s counseling session, partners ask about fairness, frustration, sex, intimacy, chores, family dysfunction, betrayal, infidelity, monogamy, privacy, money, parenting, blended families, struggling, time, health, anger, separating, and starting over. Sherry covers all those topics and more. Because these are the major issues most couples struggle with, you’ll undoubtedly see snapshots of your own past and present relationships in these pages.

The experts’ suggestions clearly show that simple changes can make a very effective difference to a struggling, confused, or concerned couple. The advice here can also be useful to couples who are not struggling but who simply have questions they may not be comfortable sharing with friends and family, or even each other. I also believe it will be a great resource for stimulating conversation between you and your mate. If your mate doesn’t read much, try just reading one (carefully chosen) question aloud from this book. Presto! You’ll have instant conversation.

As you read, you’ll find that this book affords a priceless array of well-known and respected counselors, and reveals that even experts don’t always agree. When they don’t, Sherry is right there to sort out any confusion.

This book also is useful to me as a therapist, because I often find that backing up my own counsel with the advice of other experts helps my clients to understand the recommendations in a more well-rounded way. I am delighted to see the questions and answers here. I can picture myself pulling out this book when a client is resisting or confused, and reading the advice in these pages aloud, which will accomplish several things: It gives the clients several different points of view from which to view the problem, shows that the experts often agree on what’s most important, and helps partners understand the changes in attitude and habit that are necessary to create a relationship that works.

Every counselor in these pages has dedicated his or her life’s work to helping couples navigate the often rocky, winding pathways to marital success and satisfaction. Appendix B in the back lists brief bios, books, and the philosophy of each expert. It’s an astounding list. The sum total of wisdom, experience, and perspective you will find here will astonish and enlighten you, and definitely benefit your relationship.

—TINA B. TESSINA

Long Beach, California 

Tina B. Tessina, PhD, LMFT, also known as “Dr. Romance,” is a licensed psychotherapist and author of thirteen books in sixteen languages. Find her on the web at www.tinatessina.com and http://drromance.typepad.com.


INTRODUCTION

SOMETHING DIFFERENT 

• I hate his family. What can I do to get out of seeing them so often?

• Why does she always overspend? Why is he such a cheapskate?

• What are some sexual techniques we can incorporate into our admittedly limited repertoire?

• How can I forgive him for cheating on me? 

• Why is the death of our child making us feel more distant from each other?

We’ve all read books by experts offering “solutions” for couples whose marriages are at or nearing crisis point. Many of those books are extremely valuable. However, The Complete Marriage Counselor offers something different. My philosophy in conceiving this project was simple. Why settle for advice from one sage or even two when you can glean the combined wisdom of the country’s top marriage counselors in one handy volume? The result is an essential compendium— one-stop shopping for anyone whose relationship could use a little or a lot of help.

There are several wonderful books featuring questions two people should ask themselves and each other before taking the plunge. This volume contains the most pressing post-plunge questions for which longtime couples desperately need down, dirty, and deeply effective answers. Those answers will come not from one or two sources but an assemblage of the most esteemed relationship counselors in the country. Imagine—receive the combined wisdom of sixty-seven experts for much less than the cost of a single therapy session!

Consider that when consulting a physician, most patients go for a second opinion. No matter how wonderful and sound one person’s advice is, another opinion can open a window and shed light on an equally valuable perspective. Couples seeking help should have that option, along with a discerning mediator (myself!) to sort through the occasionally conflicting perspectives to pinpoint the most salient answers. For each question, I offer my own two cents. Interspersed throughout the chapters are short, advice-laden profiles. These include Lasting Love, featuring interviews with couples happily married for at least twenty-five years; If I Had a Do-Over, highlighting hard-gained counsel from divorcees; and From the Files of. . . . The latter are case histories shared by counselors detailing how they saved a specific couple’s marriage. At the end of each chapter is a Field Report detailing how a couple worked through an impasse that was threatening the marriage.

The therapists participating in my book comprise a Who’s Who of the best in the business, including John Gray, PhD; Judy Kuriansky, PhD; Harville Hendrix, PhD; Cloé Madanes, PhD, FAPA; Warren Farrell, PhD; Sue Johnson, EdD; Bonnie Eaker Weil, PhD; Frank Pittman, MD; and Esther Perel. The experts cited here cull from a variety of therapeutic approaches that are based on years of research and practical application. Thus, their techniques work.

• Why doesn’t he ever initiate anything? Why do I have to be the one to do everything?

• Can monogamy work? 

• Why can’t she ever just let anything go—when I want to reconnect and make overtures to her?

• Why can’t he just open up and tell me what he’s thinking? 

Tolstoy famously said, “Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” The legendary Russian novelist had the equation reversed. In actuality it’s the behavior of dysfunctional pairs that can be depressingly similar and predictable. Couples often repeat patterns subconsciously inherited from their parents—for example, always needing to be right or to wrest control from the other person. Consequently, a relentless, repetitive conflict rather than healthy communication becomes many a pair’s North Star.

That’s not to say this book is meant only for duos that are trapped in seriously dysfunctional hammerlocks. The Complete Marriage Counselor can provide a service for those at varying levels of functionality. The communication skills and problem-solving techniques laid out by these pros to handle a multitude of dilemmas can help keep couples on track and/or put back on track those who have derailed.

Many couples exist in a sometimes barely tolerable status quo. Day to day, things seem passable, but come New Year’s Eve, the time of annual accounting, one or both secretly wishes, “Gee I wish things were more dynamic between us.” No growth, no pain—but no effort, no gain. Then there are the fortunate ones for whom the two words that best describe their marriage are “simply wonderful.” Well, wouldn’t it be wonderful to find game-saving tips before the game is even in jeopardy?

• My wife is undergoing chemotherapy and I’m frightened she won’t make it, but I’m trying to be strong. Should I tell her how scared I am?

• How can I handle her being the major breadwinner? 

• My husband has gone from saying he wants kids someday to not being sure if he ever wants them. I feel betrayed. What can I do to get him to change his mind?

Proviso: The Complete Marriage Counselor is not meant as a substitute for therapy. Rather, it is the opening of a dialogue.

And dialogue is essential. The number one complaint I hear is, “My spouse doesn’t understand or care about how I feel.” Husbands and wives yearn to connect, to feel “gotten.” But who couldn’t use advice on how to keep that connection vital, nurturing, and alive? On the following pages you get that advice over fifty-fold.


CHAPTER ONE

CHORE WARS 

H
ousework consistently ranks as one of the top argument-provokers among married couples. These disagreements often expose more than the surface dirt festering in a relationship. The spouse who feels he or she is doing the lion’s share of chores might feel disrespected, while the one earning the lion’s share of the money can feel his or her contributions are not given proper value. And with a recent survey conducted by the Pew Research Center pinpointing that people associate “sharing household chores” as a factor intricately tied to successful marriages, it’s crucial that couples get a handle on eliminating if not the mess in the house, then the mess it causes between them.

The experts recruited for this chapter have potentially marriage-saving solutions concerning pivotal issues such as achieving détente between a neat freak and slob and how to create more parity on the housework front when both partners have full-time jobs.

Is it possible for a slob and a neat freak to live 
 together without killing one another?

LESLIEBETH WISH, EDD:

Yes. The problem crops up when couples are at extreme frontiers like Felix and Oscar. It’s easy to tell a couple to compromise. But what does that mean in concrete, operational terms?

The neat freak has to ask himself or herself, “Of all the areas that make me crazy, where can I let up and slowly begin to build tolerance?” It’s helpful to be selective when figuring out which changes to implement. For instance, perhaps you can designate an area in the kitchen where all the shoes and boots can go.

The most important thing is not to enable each other. The neat freak shouldn’t chastise, “Oh, how can you stand to live in this pigsty,” then clean it. And the slob shouldn’t expect his or her partner to do all the cleaning just because that person is very into order.

The partners need to come up with a list of things they’re not willing to do. For instance, the wife says, “I won’t do your laundry anymore.” Her husband will care when he starts running out of clothes. If she’s neat and must have everything just so, perhaps she can stop nagging and relax the standards. For instance, every night her husband sits in a chair and cracks walnuts, leaving the shells under the chair. She can hand him a DustBuster and say, “Honey, before we go to sleep can you take care of this?”

Last, lighten up. At any point in a marriage some little thing can lead to an escalation. There’s always an opportunity to get whacked out about something your mate does. Pull back for a second and imagine it’s you who committed some action that angers your spouse. Would you want him or her to attack you? We all have stupid habits. Make sure you treat your spouse at all times in such a way that he or she still knows you care.

SUSAN HEITLER, PHD:

It’s never a good idea to use pejorative terms like “slob” and “neat freak.” Get rid of the negative language and use terms that are respectful of one another. Maybe one of you is “casual” about cleanup and the other “likes things organized.” This means treating the dilemma as a situation in which “his way” and “her way” leads to “our way.”

In a respectful manner, talk over your concerns. One might say, “I don’t like picking up after you; I’d prefer if each of us did our own pickup.” The more person more oriented to dropping things on the floor might comment, “I’m comfortable with chaos. I’ve always thrived on clutter.”

Just telling your mate, “Clean up your act” won’t fly. If he’s saying, “Don’t be so uptight,” that won’t fly either. Instead, the one who is more casual can suggest, “How about once a day I make a clean sweep and pick up everything I’ve dropped around the house?” The other could offer, “What I can do is appreciate your clean sweep rather than criticizing you for things that you dropped during the day.” This is part of a turnaround in the relationship—going from criticizing each other, a negative dynamic, to offering solutions and enjoying one another.

To reach the positive, it’s often helpful to look at the sources of the “his way” and “her way” mindsets. In one of my cases the husband became much more eager to be responsive to his wife’s needs once she explained that her father, who was verbally abusive, went into tirades if she left anything sitting around. The result—anything out of place still brings up in her a panic reaction. The husband explained that in his family everyone’s domestic attitude was somewhere between casual and chaotic; there was much laughter and informality. No one worried about messes because the maid came every other day and picked things up. Sharing these stories and seeing the differences in backgrounds, the couple was able to relax, and both of them became more creative and generous with each other about finding solutions.

“MY TAKE”

Both experts contend that many couples routinely fling a lot of dirt at one another when embroiled in a round of the “you’re too messy,” “well, you’re too anal” competition. Dr. Wish and Dr. Heitler exhort couples to realize that beneath their spouse’s aggravating sloppy or neatnik exteriors lays a sensitive soul who deserves to be treated with respect and care. At the end of the day, who wouldn’t rather cuddle than brood over a dust bunny?

Dr. Wish’s suggestion to make a list of chores you will no longer do is a solid one, provided there is follow-through. To threaten to stop doing laundry and then bring out the detergent the first time the hamper overflows undermines your message.

The commitment to follow through is forged through taking Dr. Heitler’s advice and sharing the reasons behind your seemingly intransigent issues. Once you can empathize, anger fades, replaced by the desire to work together to find creative solutions.

In the spirit of creativity a couple mired in this situation should try this simple but potent exercise: Spend a day in each other’s personas. The neat person should force himself or herself to willy-nilly drop a few papers on the floor and instead of picking them up, throw down a few more. The one who is more comfortable with clutter should in turn become a cleaning machine impassioned to zap dirt no matter how minuscule the speck. At the end of the allotted time for the exercise, come together to debrief. How difficult was it to venture outside the box? And be honest—was there something satisfying about unbending from that usually rigid position? Yes, even clinging to chaos is a rigid position.

Afterward the couple can scurry back to their old habits with the knowledge that it’s not the only way to live. Getting a glimpse of how the other half dusts or doesn’t dust is another way to bridge the distance and alienation to reach that all-important empathy.

We both have jobs. Why do I have to do all the work 
 around the house?

ELL A LASKY, PHD:

A study of housework trends conducted by the University of Michigan found that a husband creates an extra seven hours a week of housework for his partner. On the other hand, having a wife saves men from about an hour of housework a week. The load increases dramatically when children are involved.

The husband probably has a different perception than his wife about how much he does around the house. He may do more than his dad did, but not as much as his wife wishes. I would encourage couples to outline exactly what chores each performs. Perhaps she doesn’t notice how long it takes him to pick up leaves from the yard. Maybe he doesn’t realize how often she does basic tasks like laundry and buying milk. The point is to move from a blaming situation where she says he doesn’t do anything to each seeing what the other actually does and then collaborating on shifting things around.

Next the couple should ask the question, “Is everything we’re doing necessary?” Perhaps one is more of a perfectionist; for example, washing an item even if it’s only been worn once. Not everything has to immediately be thrown in the washing machine. Or maybe some of the tasks don’t need to be done at all, such as preparing full-course meals nightly.

A useful technique is to make a list of recurring household tasks. Each partner then decides which tasks he or she is willing to do and which he or she really hates. Ideally each takes on a task that displeases the other. Then they divvy up the rest. This schedule is followed for a week, a month, whatever is decided. Then the couple checks back to see how it’s working out, and makes readjustments as needed.

For husbands who don’t understand why their spouse feels the division of labor is unfair, I ask them, “Is it fair that your wife comes home from work and while you’re relaxing she’s putting in X amount of hours working? Shouldn’t you both have time to relax?” If a man says, “No, she’s the woman. That’s what she’s supposed to do,” then I say, “She’s not going to have much energy left over for you.” I try to work through each of his objections, maintaining curiosity about which parts of the arrangement are working and which aren’t, and not being judgmental.

The wife won’t get far by merely venting. She has to step back and have a respectful conversation, being descriptive, not judgmental: “Okay, John. You want me to do all this and when I do it makes me feel such and such.” She is stating how she feels but not blaming her husband.

The resentment she feels often feeds into her being too tired to have sex. That will get her husband’s attention!

KATHRYN JANUS:

This is an issue for 75 percent of couples. Let’s say he leaves his socks on the floor or his glass on the table. The wife interprets this behavior as disrespectful and feels taken for granted. Over time her anger builds until it becomes rage. This turns into her nagging her mate. The result—he does less instead of more, especially if her actions trigger memories of being raised by an invasive mother. If this dynamic continues between the couple—the wife nagging, her husband retreating—her chronic anger will lead to her shutting down sexually.

The truth, however, is that rarely is the husband being disrespectful or taking his wife for granted. The chore disparity is about a difference in perception. The messy partner truly doesn’t see his mess as mess. The towel hanging on the door doesn’t bother him. The solution is for couples to discuss the impasse calmly. The wife must express how deeply hurt she is by the man’s behavior. The husband in turn needs to assert he means no disrespect.

I tell a male client he should view pitching in as foreplay. If he willingly helps out around the house it will lead to a happier relationship. If he remains completely disinterested in chores, the couple must find money for a housekeeper. If this option is impossible, I suggest the wife make a list of all household chores. “I need more help around the house” is vague. She must show her spouse exactly what she wants him to do. He is not a mind reader. Direction is needed. And—here’s where it gets dicey—she must let go of having the chore done exactly the way she wishes. Instead, the wife should relinquish control; let him do the task as he sees fit, then thank him for his effort.

“MY TAKE”

The experts do their best to clean up the mess caused by fights centered on housework disparities. Dr. Lasky’s suggestion that the couple detail exactly what each does to keep the joint humming is a sound one. The majority of husbands may not do as much as their mate, but they also rarely receive as much credit for tasks they do perform. I also like the therapist’s suggestion about divvying up chores, each leaving to the other the most hated tasks. A potential wrinkle here is that if each spouse were willing to commit to taking on regular tasks in the first place, they wouldn’t be fighting.

Janus’s main point is a perceptive one. What’s merely a glass sitting on a table to one person is a symbol of chaos to the other. This glaring difference in discernment means the couple needs to communicate their feelings, viewpoints, and desires clearly and sans rancor. Her suggestion to lessen the standards by which said tasks are performed may be tough in the short term, but over the long haul could be a sanity saver.

Both experts are of the animal trainer mode—promise the husband a treat (i.e., the prospect of sex) and he’ll heel and fetch on command.

Spinning off Dr. Lasky’s suggestion of telling a spouse which chores feel only slightly less enjoyable than dental surgery, the reverse strategy can be helpful as well. Ask what jobs hold most appeal. He’s a budding chef? Let him take over more of the shopping, cooking, and meal planning. And take a time-out. Stop holding marathon housework sessions over the weekend. Instead, spread mopping, sweeping, and dusting detail over the week. Maybe Wednesday could be laundry night. That way a chore-free Saturday is possible.

While we’re on the subject of time-outs, a couple should take one together. Put the tension over housework on hold (worry not; it won’t go away) and put energy into reconnecting. Revisit the scene of the storied first date. Take a walk hand in hand on the beach. Laugh together. When a return is made to the bargaining table the couple will be more in the spirit of détente than standoff.

Why does he want a medal for taking out the trash?

SCOTT HALTZMAN, MD :

When a man returns from war he expects his wife to hurl herself into his arms and give him a kiss. Inwardly all guys want to be heroes and rewarded when they do something small. This sounds silly to women. They tell me, “I don’t need to be thanked every time I fold a shirt!”

That’s just how men are. Not automatically remembering to do a household chore isn’t meant as a slight to you. Their intention is good but the task isn’t stored in their memory. In fact, studies show men feel underappreciated for tasks they do—like fixing broken chairs, yard work. . . .

In a just world a man would take out the trash without prompting. In our non-just world, a wife must use positive reinforcement. Say, “I’ll be in bed waiting after you empty the dishwasher.” Or try humor: Get him a T-shirt emblazoned with “I’m the guy who takes the trash out.” Or prompt him: Schedule his cell phone so it beeps around the time the trash needs taking out. A great way to prod him into action is to do it yourself. If I see my wife pulling the trash bag out from under the sink, I’ll say, “What are you doing? That’s my job.” Or if you time it well, he’ll be pulling into the driveway just as you’re dragging a heavy garbage can to the curb for pickup the next morning. This will trigger his hero instinct and he’ll pull over and perform a “rescue.”

The bottom line: You can either get angry about his forgetfulness or roll with it. And that’s not trash talk.

WARREN FARRELL , PHD:

What he’s thinking is that he’ll never get a medal or even recognition for all the contributions that he makes. Arlie Russell Hochschild’s housework study documented in The Second Shift didn’t include tasks done as needed, such as researching online which new computer to buy, double-checking the price at Radio Shack, and buying and hooking it up; remodeling the kids’ room; dealing with a roof leak; and shoveling snow.

He doesn’t keep track or discuss the chores he routinely performs. Men know that in the home the woman has control. Wives can’t hear what husbands can’t say. When I told a group of married men that I write books on male and female relationships one of them laughed and said: “Oh, you mean ‘Say yes or die.’” His friends laughed in agreement.

Statistically when a woman is the major breadwinner her husband will do the bulk of the housework and childcare. This is not true if the woman works more hours but makes a lower salary. A man views the job of supporting the household as a responsibility, a burden. In his eyes it’s a forfeiting, not a flexing of power to have employment that causes him to give up free time to do things he’d enjoy more, such as relaxing with his family, exercising, or being with friends. If he’s the primary breadwinner he’s thinking on some level but would never have the guts to tell his wife, “I don’t ask you to come to my workplace and pitch in. Why should I go to yours?”

Still, if a woman shows by her tone and body language that she’s grateful when he takes out the trash, he’ll do it. All a man wants is to be acknowledged and appreciated. Then he might even do the chore without being asked. But if the request is made in a longsuffering tone, odds are the wife will continue to suffer.

“MY TAKE”

Dr. Haltzman and Dr. Farrell both sound the trumpet call to appreciate the household contributions of one’s mate no matter how ill-justified uttering such thanks for performing mundane chores may seem. This may appear illogical given that men’s style of communication is typically predicated on logical versus emotional reasoning. They can’t understand why their wives need so much reassurance and praise: “Of course you look thin in those jeans, honey!”

Women are bewildered and pained by men’s more distant way of relating. They wish their men would share every thought, take every opportunity to compliment their wives on their accomplishments, both bring romance to the table and wipe off the crumbs. Yet the experts state that the need of these logical creatures to please the women in their lives is so enormous it makes them ripe for manipulation.

The advice here is to give the lug what he craves in order to get what you perceive he should be doing automatically. This point is valid, though I’m a little wary of Dr. Haltzman’s “empty the dishwasher and I’ll make your toes curl” pandering unless you’re really in the mood to make his toes curl. Making sex—indeed doing any favor for your mate a quid pro quo—sets a false and sad foundation for a loving, caring, mature marriage.

The look into the crevices of the male mind is an invaluable aid in the sometimes uphill and always essential task of understanding the opposite sex. A wife might passionately believe that a husband doesn’t pull his weight when it comes to keeping the house running smoothly. He harbors an equally passionate belief that not only does he do his fair share, his wife has no appreciation for his manly labors. The likelihood is that neither is 100 percent right nor 100 percent wrong. However, a wife refusing to acknowledge her husband’s right to feel differently is a double-fault—he feels invalidated and she still has to lug out the trash.

If it’s difficult to wrap one’s mouth around the word “thanks” when the recipient is a spouse, pretend the expression of gratitude is being voiced to a stranger or acquaintance. It’s a human tendency to treat one’s nearest and dearest the most carelessly. View a mate as a person, not a pet that is constantly soiling the carpet.

Bestow thanks grudgingly and the sarcasm and/or secret derision will be noticed. To help muster sincere gratitude, think about his contributions. Few wives want to venture onto the roof to repair a leak.

Thank him for doing something small; he’ll keep doing it and perhaps move on to larger things. Today the trash, tomorrow toilet scrubbing!

FIELD REPORT 

I have been married to my college sweetheart for fifteen years. We used to fight about stupid stuff like housework, but at the bottom of those issues were things like, “I don’t get to spend enough time with you, and when you are home, I don’t feel like I am a priority.” This is how the trash or laundry becomes a deal-breaking issue with people—they think they are talking about taking out the garbage, but they are really talking about being afraid of the future, about security, about getting their needs met. Once we realized most of our fights could be dealt with if we concentrated on trying to solve the problem, not magically fix our fatally flawed and imperfect partner, and realized that many times our fights were more about “Miss you” than “You are inconsiderate,” life became much, much better.

~ Whitney Hoffman, 45, Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania 


CHAPTER TWO

MONEY FIGHTS CAN 
BANKRUPT YOUR 
RELATIONSHIP 

It has been said (often and loudly) that money is the number one thing couples fight about. Money hits at the core of who we are. Our money personalities are formed early and often lead to couples having conflicting spending and saving styles and incessant power struggles as they cling to outdated perceptions of what money roles should be in a relationship. The tribulations tackled by the team of top-tier marriage experts assembled for this chapter include issues that arise when the couple is in debt, the wife is the major breadwinner, or the couple experiences what Freud phrased “the last taboo”—being unable to talk about money, even with the person with whom one shares both a bed and bank statement!

How can we keep the pressure of being in debt from 
 crushing our relationship?

SUSAN HEITLER, PHD:

First identify a specific element of your situation that has been divisive. Then look at what your response has been. For instance, is one of you blaming the other for debts? Perhaps one of you made an investment or a large purchase that caused the debt. Turn lemons into lemonade by moving from combative, backwards-looking, “whose fault is it” arguing to collaborative, forward-looking problem solving.

How can you solve problems collaboratively when one of you wants Plan X and the other Plan Y? Switch from arguing about who’s going to be the winner to looking at the underlying concerns, and then find a solution responsive to both of your concerns. For instance, say your spouse wants a new car and you don’t want to spend so much money. Share your concerns. He might feel it’s important for his career that he look established, while you don’t want to go further into debt. A win-win solution might be to lease a car.

Is worrying making it hard for you to handle being in debt? Then the task becomes how to move from worrying to problem solving. If you’re worried the two of you won’t be able to pay the mortgage, face that fear squarely, and again, figure out a plan of action. Maybe as much as you love your house you may need to sell it and rent for the next two years.

In sum, avoid pointing the finger of blame or dissolving in a whirl of worries. Instead, remember that problems are for solving. And above all, especially in hard economic times, remember that at least you have each other. Loving is free. Give lots.

OLIVIA MELLAN:

It’s necessary to establish a climate of safety and trust.

Find a time when neither of you feels stressed, and the kids aren’t around, to practice empathetic communication. This is done by doing active listening—mirroring, validating, and empathizing. Start by saying something nice to each other, one quick sentence: “I appreciate that you made me breakfast this morning” or “I appreciate that you do so many errands.”

Then take turns speaking about your concerns. For example, the wife says, “I am worried about money.” The husband mirrors, “I hear that you are worried about money.” The couple goes back and forth until all of the wife’s worries are voiced. Then the husband validates, “It makes sense you are nervous about the debt because. . . .” There is no attacking. Then it is the husband’s turn to voice his worries and to feel fully heard and validated.

Once you are empathetic with one another it becomes easier to create a plan together to get out of debt. Both of you should keep what I call an Emotional Spending Diary. Each person writes down every penny spent during the week and how he or she felt at the time of the purchase. For example, “I was bored when I bought this. It was a waste.” At the end of the week put the purchases into categories. Identify the places you get into trouble. See where you can tweak things to create a “spending plan,” a term I like better than “budget.” If you’re totally into electronic equipment, are you buying things you don’t need? Where there is debt there is usually a spender. How judgmental is the non-spender? Again it comes back to the empathetic communication and not attacking.

The two of you should also compose a list of money goals. Separately write down short-term, medium-term, and long-term goals after agreeing on what exactly those terms mean. Many of those goals will involve money: I want to get out of debt; I want to redecorate; I want to send the kids to college. You should compare the lists, then redo them several times to see which goals emerge as most important for both of you.
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