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Receiving and Giving


I’m a novice when it comes to receiving.

Giving has become my expertise.

But giving alone without getting

Becomes soon a fatal disease




If the intake valve is not opened

There’s no way to maintain a supply.

There comes a point in the cycle of life

When the out-going stream runs dry.




Straining out love from a vacuum

Is like drinking from the heart of a stone.

Try as we may, at the end of the day,

We’re exhausted, frustrated, alone.




“Better to give than receive,” we are taught.

Yet another truth I’ve learned just by living:

Only the soul with the grace to receive,

Excels in the fine art of giving.



The Rev. Dr. James A. Forbes, Jr.

Senior Pastor, The Riverside Church, NYC
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Introduction



Twenty-six years ago the two of us initiated our own romance with a passionate discussion of the significance of “relationship.” We spent a good hour on our first date going back and forth about what Dostoevsky meant when he expressed the idea in The Brothers Karamazov that God could be more easily found in human love than in the human mind.1 Since we had just met, this was more a philosophical discussion than a personal one, but it did help us see from the very beginning that we shared a rather unusual interest. In between talk of our previous marriages and our four children, we both confessed that we were fascinated by how the ordinary experiences of attraction, love, and commitment can reveal profound truths about what it means to be human.

Twenty-six years later we’re still excited about the same subject. We’ve devoted our professional lives to probing the surprises and paradoxes of intimate relationships. Two people who are terribly flawed can create a splendid partnership, while two people who’ve been given every advantage can create an awful partnership. Why the difference? Since 1991 we’ve been exploring this question and others in a series of books that describe what we have called Imago Relationship Therapy. The first book, Getting the Love You Want2 showed couples the hidden dynamics operating in all marriages and presented tools for turning negative interactions into opportunities for loving connection. In 1992, Harville wrote Keeping the Love You Find3 for single people who wanted to experience personal growth through relationships outside of marriage, and in 1998, we wrote Giving the Love that Heals4 for parents who wanted to create conscious and nurturing relationships with their children. Our original insights into the patterns of attraction and marital happiness still hold, but we now know more about the hidden stumbling blocks that can sabotage all the good intentions partners bring to each other.

In this book our fascination with relationships has led us back again to the possibilities we see in marriage. Despite the 50 percent–plus divorce rate, we believe that marriage continues to exist as pure potential. We see the form of marriage evolving to accommodate a change from what’s best for the individuals to what’s best for the relationship itself.5 We don’t believe that marriage cannot work, but rather that our current, self-focused form of marriage isn’t working.

There is always hope for turning a relationship between two, isolated individuals into a true partnership. In every union, there is potential for two wounded people to heal and grow because of the quality of their connection. Ongoing interaction with a long-term partner can be an agent of transformation more powerful than any other. We have come to believe that it is the clearest way for transformation to occur. Marriage may look like a gamble, but the rewards—mental and spiritual wholeness—are very high. Our goal has been to figure out how to reduce the gamble and increase the probability of success.

We are more convinced than ever of the power that relationship has to create and recreate who we are throughout life. From the moment of birth, in a beautifully sensitive feedback loop, infants and their parents learn how to connect with each other to ensure that the infant will survive. The child absorbs these early lessons, and they become blueprints for future interpersonal connections. Although these foundational blueprints can certainly be changed, it’s not easy to erase those first lines and carefully redraw the improvements. Fortunately, all of us have the capacity to replace those first blueprints when necessary to become better companions and partners, if we want to work at it.

In addition to the importance of family relationships, each person’s link with himself or herself determines how relationships are formed with others. Whether a child learns self-acceptance or self-rejection has implications for every aspect of her relationship with those close to her, especially the intimate partners she will have as she gets older. She will approach her partner with acceptance or rejection depending upon the way she feels about herself. If she can use her relationships as a vehicle for self-caring and self-esteem, she will become a better partner to her husband. Positive changes within the relationship will effect positive changes within the self.

In our previous books we have focused on understanding and explaining human nature in relationship to intimate partnership. Our interest in human nature led us to consider a deeper and larger question: “What kind of universe do we live in that would account for the dynamics of intimate partnership that we can observe?” Our overall interest was in understanding more about where we as human beings fit into the larger tapestry of being. The question of the nature of reality, of what is, is essentially an ontological question.6 Our approach to this big question, though, was by way of an everyday observation that everyone makes. Couples fight. We wanted to know why couples fight and ended up developing a theory that describes the basic laws of attraction and de-attraction in marriage. As a result, we became very interested in how people could use psychological concepts to understand and change their behavior.

In this book we continue our psychological line of inquiry and broaden it to explore why people have trouble accepting compliments and positive feedback from their partners and others. But, in addition, we infuse our practical discussion of the role of receiving in intimate relationships with one more philosophical question: “How do we know what we know?” This is the central question in epistemology, a branch of philosophy that explores the origin, nature, methods, and limitations of human knowledge.7 Throughout the book we pay attention to how we absorb, integrate, and make use of what we “know.” Although questions about the fundamental “laws” of human behavior belong formally to psychology, and questions about knowing belong formally to the field of epistemology, we will turn these discussions into user-friendly tools that can help us better relate to our partners and change our behavior.

Finally, we are grateful to be writing this book now because new advances in the field of neurobiology are beginning to clarify the biological mechanisms that underlie psychological insights and observations. Many scientists agree that the human mind is the final frontier of knowledge. To follow the trails that are being blazed in brain research is truly exciting. Although the field is new, it is astounding how much we are learning about how significant relationships influence the creation of sensations, thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, and how these different functions are interconnected within the mind and body. In particular, we have been fascinated to learn that close relationships are the crucial variable in neuropsychological development.8 We will bring information from the frontier of neuroscience into our discussions whenever we feel it will clarify or expand your understanding of intimate partnerships.

We share the view of ancient traditions and popular wisdom in believing that everything is connected. We may not know we are connected or feel connected, but we cannot not be connected. That is our essence. We are One with the Universe. Writing this book has helped us see the complex network of connections in marriage. On the simplest level, two individuals form a connection when they commit to joining their lives together; each partner comes not only connected to the universe, but already connected to his or her past relationships and experiences; and together they create a system of giving and receiving love, which they share with their children if they have them. And this is just the beginning. We will discover many more circles, loops, and interconnected systems as we explore how to create a truly splendid, conscious relationship, where partners receive as well as give.

Imago Relationship Therapy 101

Whether you are well versed in Imago Relationship Therapy or are coming to it for the first time, it will be helpful to review a few basic principles.

Our choice of romantic partners is not random. Unconsciously we are drawn to people who share characteristics with one or both of our parents. When people first get this insight into the mystery of romantic attraction, they are surprised: “You mean I was attracted to my husband because he’s like my father?” This can come as a shock, especially when the relationship with dear old dad isn’t so great. But when they pause to think about it, they can definitely see the similarity between their partner and one or both of their parents, probably the one who was most problematic. They may come to see that their relationship offers a second chance to revisit the same issues they dealt with in childhood—only, this time, to get it right.

This insight—so fundamental to Imago Relationship Therapy—has led to a deeper understanding of the complexities of attraction and attachment. Sooner or later in every relationship, the initial attraction turns into a power struggle as couples find themselves facing in their spouse the same behaviors and attitudes that drove them crazy in their parents. If the relationship is to evolve from romantic attraction and the consequent power struggle into mature love, the task is to learn to love the difficult parts of your partner, especially those that mirror parts of yourself that you’ve rejected or hidden, or of which you’ve lost awareness. When you do begin to love your partner more fully, you begin to heal those places in yourself that were initially wounded in your relationship with your parents.

Although learning to love what bugs you the most is not easy, even distressed couples can learn to do it. After twelve years and the combined experience of more than two thousand Imago therapists, we know that any two people who are willing to look into their past and learn new ways of both containing and expressing their feelings can put their relationship on a better plane. People who make the effort discover a secret: It turns out that loving your partner is the best way to facilitate your own personal and spiritual growth.

Most relationships flourish under the influence of these ideas and the therapeutic techniques that accompany them. Couples who’ve absorbed the insights and made use of the tools we’ve offered have experienced an amazing renewal. But we became increasingly aware that the Imago Relationship Therapy model was not yet complete. Sometimes people can learn to love their partners, warts and all, but their partners can’t accept it. Their relationship is thrown out of balance when one or both of them put up barriers to the positive approaches of the other. Unless a positive flow of giving and receiving is established or re established, progress in improving the relationship grinds to a halt. It isn’t because these people refuse to do what will be helpful to the relationship; it’s that following the steps correctly doesn’t always result in a positive transformation.

We didn’t understand how important this last step, learning to receive love, was when we wrote Getting the Love You Want. We thought that once we taught people to give each other what they needed (which, as any committed couple knows, is challenging enough), we could release them with our blessing to live happily ever after. Who wouldn’t be eager to accept the gift of love freely given? We never thought about the fact that the ability to receive love isn’t natural and inborn for everyone.

We have since discovered that some lucky souls blossom and heal when they are offered what they need. But most of us have some trouble taking in affection, praise, support, compliments, or gifts from others. For some reason, we are not always able to swallow, digest, and use this food for the soul. We can taste these morsels of love, but we can’t digest them as nourishment. Like many people with food allergies, we are left craving the very thing we cannot digest.

Although a reluctance to receive is easy to see in intimate relationships, it’s more than a relationship problem. It’s an individual problem that shows up everywhere. Notice the next time you deflect a compliment, feel uncomfortable when someone gives you a gift, or feel embarrassed when you are praised. The impulse to step away from positive input is an indication that you have problems receiving. You can use the discussion in this book to help you become more open and receptive, whether you are in a committed relationship or are single.

If you are in a committed relationship, to realize the full potential that exists in your relationship, you will have to deal with this last barrier to getting the love you want. Our previous work has concentrated on the very real difficulties of giving. Now we’re going to complete the cycle and focus on the surprising difficulties of receiving.

When the Professional Becomes
the Personal

Our recognition that receiving love is a common relationship problem has come slowly through our professional work and our private lives. Over the last decade, Harville’s continuing clinical practice and Helen’s academic studies have allowed us to bring new insights to those couples who progressed just fine to a certain point in therapy, but then got stuck. They learned to ask for what they needed, and they learned to give what was required to meet each other’s needs. But still the quality of their interaction was the same as if they had never learned these skills. No amount of insight or coaching from the therapist helped them to move forward.

We also began to hear from other Imago therapists who felt that some of their couples would make wonderful progress for many months and then, unaccountably, stall out. These clients appeared stubbornly closed to the efforts of their partners and their therapists to draw them toward more positive interactions in the relationship. Gradually, we began to piece together a picture of what was happening. Many of the case examples in this book have been drawn from the extensive interviews Imago therapists have conducted with their clients in an effort to learn more about the resolution of this challenge and others through therapy.

In a neat but painful bit of synchronicity, a major source of insight for this book has turned out to be what was happening in our own marriage. During the years when we were becoming internationally known as relationship experts, we were privately stumbling up against our own difficulties. We knew that while our books and workshops were a lifeline for thousands of other intimate relationships, our own marriage was beginning to sputter and go out. Our hard-won knowledge of how to build a conscious partnership was not enough to protect us from the stresses and strains that were pulling us apart. Not only was this heartbreaking; it was humiliating.

We were finally at the point of divorce. With great sadness we concluded that we could not, in good conscience, tell other people what to do, nor could we present new material to Imago therapists until we had resolved our own problems. We attended the next conference of Imago therapists and told them our marriage was in trouble. They responded to our news with deep, loving support for us as individuals and with the hope that we could find a way to repair our marriage. We left feeling their love and understanding. Their response was a critical factor in our deciding to give our relationship one more year.

We committed to doing everything we could to find out what had gone wrong and how we could repair it. The most important commitments we made from the beginning were to end negativity and move toward amplifying the positive, even though we said many times that we didn’t know how to do that. We went back to our Imago Relationship Therapy primer and began to observe how we were interacting. We learned a lot from witnessing how we dealt with our individual issues from childhood and our personal needs. There is one particular moment from that time, however, that stands out as especially instrumental in having helped us understand the subject of this book. One morning, when we were most troubled, we were in our bedroom, and I, Helen, asked Harville, “Do you believe that I love you?”

Harville thought about that for a couple of seconds and said, “No, I don’t think you do.” I was distraught. I could only respond, “Given all that I do for you and our life together, how could you not know how much I love you?”

But all I, Harville, knew then was that I didn’t feel loved.

At the same time, there was a rational part of me that knew that my feelings didn’t make any sense. Helen had loved my children, she had loved our children, she had supported me, and she had supported my work. And here I was turning her generosity into something more self-serving. I was trying to convince myself that there were strings attached to what Helen gave me, that she only did those things because she wanted something back. It was hard for me to admit how much I devalued all of her gifts. Only with time and reflection did I realize that I was not able to recognize genuine love when it was offered.

That morning was our lowest point. How we turned this situation around is really at the heart of the recovery part of this book.

Learning to Know More Completely

As we began to work on our marriage, we realized that it would be helpful to reflect upon the premises and beliefs we had brought into our relationship. We began to feel that part of the stressful dynamic we had cocreated was the result of something we had not thought of before. It had to do with how we were relating to Imago Relationship Therapy and each other. We knew a lot about the Imago work. We wrote about it, and spoke about it to others, but we were not integrating it. It was staying at the intellectual level and not getting down to the heart. We were assuming that because we knew the Imago theories intellectually, we were living it. Unfortunately, that was not true.

In studying feminist psychology, Helen came across an idea that proved to be an awakening.9 It was about the different ways people can know things, and it was called the theory of separate and connected knowing.

The theory of separate and connected knowing states that there are two main ways we know and learn. Separate knowing has a long history in Western academia, starting with the Socratic method. Separate knowing is the kind of linear, goal-oriented knowing most often identified with scientific or empirical methods. In this tradition, the knower is presumed to be separate and detached from the object under consideration. The knower adopts a critical approach to the subject in order to understand it more clearly. His attitude is, “Okay. Prove it. Convince me.” When separate knowing is the primary method employed in any given situation, an adversarial and competitive approach toward understanding predominates. The assumption is that any group of randomly chosen people will be able to understand and describe reality in the same, objective way. In other words, what is real and true exists independently of who is doing the observation.

Connected knowing takes place when the knower is aware of employing intuition, emotion, and empathy during the knowing process. The connected knower is not detached and uninvolved. To participate in connected knowing, you must actively affirm the person you are attempting to understand. This affirmation is more than an attempt at sympathetic understanding or the absence of negative evaluation. It is a positive, effortful act that imagines the other person and his or her point of view as fully as possible. The connected knower’s attitude is, “Okay. Let me suspend my own critical judgment for a minute and see if I can enter your world and try to feel the truth of what you are saying.” An incomplete understanding of connected knowing would lead to the conclusion that connected knowers can’t discern the truth because they muddy the waters with personal feelings, memories, or perceptions. But this isn’t right. Connected knowing, when done well, uses the knower’s intuition, emotion, and empathy as part of the process leading to sound, independent judgments. Instead of observing the world from a detached, objective position and assuming this position results in an unbiased view of the truth, connected knowing views truth as a process that is evolving and cocreated by those who are participating in it.

Our culture trains us to be separate knowers. The language of objective, rational evaluation and logical thinking has been essential for the evolution of modern society. Science and technology depend upon it. But we haven’t had a common language for talking about the contribution made to our maturity and wisdom through what we can sense, feel, and perceive as insight. It’s true that connected knowing has always existed and made significant contributions, but it has always been a poor cousin to rational, logical thought. Fortunately, we are moving from the pejorative designation of connected knowing as “soft thinking” to the recognition that it is an equally valid way of knowing.

Obviously, we need both ways of knowing. People who can use both methods of knowing are open to new points of view and capable of reaching new levels of understanding. They are able to evaluate what they’ve come to understand, connect it to other things they know, engage in problem solving, and implement actions and solutions as a result. A balanced capacity for separate and connected knowing is directly related to the ability to receive love. To receive love, you have to cognitively know you are loved (as a separate knower), and you have to feel loved in your head, heart, and body (as a connected knower). Knowing it in your head isn’t enough.

Most people, however, are not balanced separate and connected knowers. As we were, they are overly reliant on one way of knowing at the expense of the other. Their ability to take in the outside input that could make them whole is limited, so they remain partial selves instead of whole selves. Separate knowers, with few connected knowing skills, tend to be objective, detached, and unable to participate in the experience of other people. Separate knowers have rigid boundaries. Connected knowers, with few separate knowing skills, have diffuse boundaries and fuse with the experience of others. Connected knowers cannot distinguish their experience from others, and find it difficult to back off and reflect on their situation. Since separate and connected knowers are attracted to each other, when they relate it’s like trying to wire two cables together with half of the connecting wires missing. You get a lot of sparks, but the connection just isn’t made.

That was certainly true in our case. Helen identified herself as a connected knower, especially when it came to our marriage. She was so embedded in her feelings that she was unable to see our problems clearly, and unable to distance herself enough to take effective action to address them. I, on the other hand, was a separate knower who distanced myself through analysis, and therefore didn’t connect to what was happening in my own relationship. Every time Helen approached me as a connected knower, I retreated behind my skills as a separate knower. I distanced myself through analysis, and therefore didn’t fully connect to our relationship. The wall between the overly emotional, nonanalytical partner and the emotionally distant, evaluating partner seemed impenetrable.

Fortunately, our commitment to each other was stronger than the wall we had built. Separate and connected knowing proved to be our opening. It gave us a language for understanding what each of us had suppressed. It was the insight we needed to identify and integrate the inner voice of emotion with the outer voice of logic and reason. We now think we were so receptive to the richness of this concept because, in many ways, Imago Relationship Therapy reflects the same insights. Imago Dialogue, in particular, stretches each partner to experience and strengthen his or her joint capacities for both separate and connected knowing.

Once we had the idea of separate and connected knowing, we used Imago Dialogue to explore and integrate separate and connected knowing into our relationship. We worked at balancing the tension between the two and solidifying their complementary natures. After more than twenty years of marriage, we began to “know” things about each other that changed the way we connected. “Knowing” became both a feeling and a thinking process that allowed us to meet each other in the middle of the emotional-cognitive continuum. We helped each other back from the edges of the extreme. I (Helen) became more of a problem solver, and Harville became more attuned to emotional content. We were able to integrate capacities we had lost. This led to greater congruence between our inner and outer lives, and movement toward wholeness and integrity. We moved toward a reconciliation of thought, word, and deed that invited us into an expanded consciousness.

It didn’t take long before we saw our personal struggles with separate and connected knowing reflected in the world around us. We began to explore how our private “Aha!” discovery could be made useful to Imago therapists and clients as they labored to improve the quality of their relationships. Imago therapists readily appreciated its power. They saw how they could monitor their own impulses toward separate and connected knowing, and help their clients expand their capacity to be more receptive.10 Clients could be coached on how to recognize when they were out of balance. Our exploration into these and other applications for separate and connected knowing is just beginning.

Making Our Way Back

During our year of repair and healing, we made a steady “three steps forward and one step back” kind of progress. We refreshed our stagnating spiritual lives, became more conscious in our interactions, and spent time listening and talking to each other on a deeper level than we had before. Instead of keeping our Imago Relationship Therapy knowledge at the cognitive level of separate knowing, we worked hard to make it an integral part of our everyday lives. We now have the loving partnership that we have talked about in all of our writings on Imago Relationship Therapy. To paraphrase Gandhi’s famous pronouncement on change, we have become the kind of partnership we would like to see in the world.

This book is our way of fulfilling our promise to share what we have learned through our own odyssey, as well as through our clinical observation of other couples in crisis. There will be times when we speak openly in the book about our own experience. But, more often, when we draw directly from our own relationship, we will disguise it to protect our privacy (as we always do when we use biographical information from others). Under all our insights, conclusions, and suggestions, however, there is the conviction that comes from having seen it and done it ourselves.

The book is organized into three parts. Part I explores the problem; Part II explores the solution; Part III offers exercises to help couples move through the problem to the solution. Throughout, you’ll have the benefit of learning how other couples have struggled, like you, to open their hearts to love. And you’ll hear from them directly about the gifts they’ve received as a result.

Special Note

The couples used in this book are composites drawn from many different individuals. The quotations and psychological dynamics are real, but some of the details of their lives have been changed to protect their identities.








Part I: Understanding the
        Problem









Chapter 1

Nothing’s Ever Good Enough

You’re never happy with anything I do. I feel like giving up.





When it comes to love relationships, things are often not what they seem. The common wisdom is that romantic relationships would stay happy if people did a better job of giving to each other. But that’s not what we’ve discovered. We’ve found that many people need to do a better job of receiving the gifts their partners are already offering. It’s surprising how often the compliments, appreciations, and encouragements of a well-intentioned partner make no dent in the armor of an unhappy partner. The compliments are brushed off, the votes of confidence are discounted, and the words of encouragement fall on deaf ears. Why does this happen? And why does this universal but unexplored quirk of human nature carry with it implications for the health of marriage as an institution and the quality of our lives in community with others?

Let’s begin with the couple who first inspired our odyssey into the hidden complications of receiving love. After we had been working with George and Mary for several months, George finally understood that Mary wanted more affection. He learned to listen to how she wanted it expressed: gentle tone of voice, looking into her eyes, light kisses on the lips, and a hug twice a day. He worked on it until he got it just right, and then he started giving her these expressions of affection every day as a gift.

What was Mary’s reaction? She rejected him. As a separate knower, she had taken in the information that George loved her, but she didn’t feel it.

“It’s perfect, but you’re only doing it because Harville is guiding you.” Or, “You never did it before, so I don’t believe that you mean it when you do it now.” To some degree these objections make sense. Yes, the therapist did help, so maybe it doesn’t feel completely genuine. The behavior is new so there may be some distrust.

But after weeks of this we confessed that her continuing resistance puzzled us. Wasn’t George doing exactly what Mary said she wanted? She answered, “Yes, but it doesn’t feel right.”

We asked Mary to pause and go inside her body for a moment and pay attention to her sensations and feelings: “Take your time and re-create what happens when George shows you affection just the way you want it.”

She closed her eyes and waited. Then she said, “I get anxious.”

Although there’s nothing very startling about this scenario, it was our entrée into a whole new way of understanding why some relationships are stubbornly resistant to healing. At first we didn’t realize we were seeing the tip of a problem that had deep roots in the ground of personal identity and relationships. After working with several more couples in crisis, however, we began to wonder whether praise-resistant behaviors in partnerships might be both more common and more significant than we thought.

A Broken “Receiver”

Inside very different relationships we began to notice that the same puzzling barrier to receiving love was leading to frustration and in some cases toward divorce. What is happening when a willing partner is able (sometimes after much coaching) to express caring and admiration, and it isn’t received? When one partner is finally able to say and do the right things, why doesn’t the relationship always get better and the other partner always get stronger? Answering these questions will take us deep into the heart of the power that close relationships have to shape and reshape those traits and characteristics that make us distinctly who we are.

In each of the three marriages discussed below, one partner learned how to give appreciation and encouragement to the other, but still ran into resistance. Apparently there was some sort of invisible wall surrounding the intended recipient that made it difficult for gestures of love to penetrate.

Stan and Suzanne

Stan and Suzanne live in the same neighborhood they both grew up in, surrounded by old houses that are occupied by friends, in-laws, and cousins. Stan’s quietness and his wiry physique give him an air of competence. It’s easy to imagine him managing details and solving problems in his job as a building and grounds supervisor. His capacity to hold facts and figures in his head and coolly analyze problems is matched by Suzanne’s capacity to feel the emotions of every single person involved with the problem. When they work together on an issue, they balance each other out. But when they’re at odds, Stan’s need to stay with the facts and Suzanne’s need to stay with the emotions add up to a lot of miscommunication.

Suzanne is short and slight, but her personality is outgoing. She was a stay-at-home mom until their twin sons entered first grade, and then she became an insurance clerk. With all the creative housekeeping she put into it, Suzanne loved staying home. Cooking from scratch, sewing curtains, canning her own vegetables—even though these tasks didn’t really need to be done the way she did them, she felt good maintaining the domestic standards she’d been raised with.

After twelve years of marriage, Stan and Suzanne entered therapy because she was sure that he was having an affair. Infidelity was the only way she could explain her husband’s gradual but steady retreat from their marriage. Despite Stan’s heartfelt denials that he was not involved with anyone else, Suzanne could not be convinced. After a difficult year and what Suzanne described as “a mini-breakdown in the supermarket,” they decided to get some help.

Suzanne told the therapist: “When we were first dating, Stan followed me around like a puppy…. But the truth is that we’ve had problems ever since we married. We’re so different. And we don’t know how to talk about what’s bothering us. Now, we either fight or avoid each other as much as possible. Stan comes home late during the week, and on the weekend he goes fishing with his brother and his buddies whenever he can. Recently, one of our sons asked me if I was a single mother.”

Stan winced when he heard Suzanne say this. It was painful for him to hear how absent he was from his sons’ lives. He loved his family. He said he was willing to put in the effort to make things better, but surprisingly, he also said he wasn’t sure anything would help. His wife was hard to please. In fact, he confessed that he secretly thought of her as “not good enough” Suzanne. He didn’t like thinking that way, but twelve years of marriage had taught him to expect Suzanne’s general dissatisfaction with the way everybody did everything. Suzanne was a perfectionist, which was okay, but she was also controlling, which was hard to take. Even though he was considered a master at fixing things at work, he learned not to offer his services around the house. He didn’t want to be criticized for choosing this color over that or for using one particular material when he should have used another.

Unfortunately, Suzanne was also critical of the gifts people gave her. In the early years of their marriage, Stan would sometimes pick out small presents to bring home. But after a while, he began to tense up for her inevitable response: “The thing wrong with this is…” And then she would explain about the wrong color, the wrong size, the extravagance, or some other flaw he hadn’t noticed. They would have to find the receipt and return the items to the store where Suzanne usually chose something more to her liking. When she told him, “You shouldn’t have,” she meant it. And, eventually, he no longer did.

Despite his discouragement, though, Stan was willing to work with the therapist and Suzanne in exploring these issues. Both of them said they wanted to make things better. Over the next few months, they were able to follow the suggestions that are part of Imago Relationship Therapy for creating a conscious partnership. They learned to tell each other what they wanted and needed. They learned how to talk and listen to each other in a way that made them both feel heard and validated. They even took that last, difficult step of trying to fulfill each other’s requests.

The most significant request came from Suzanne. She said she needed Stan to be more involved in their marriage and parenting their sons. When she told him how lonely she felt, he agreed to make some changes. He told her he would keep his Saturdays free so he could spend time with the boys. And he asked her if she wanted to set aside one evening a week as a date night for the two of them alone. When he made the offer, she was thrilled. This was exactly what she wanted!

She eagerly anticipated Stan’s first at-home Saturday with the boys. As the days passed, though, she got more and more grouchy. By Saturday morning, she was downright anxious. She couldn’t pinpoint the problem exactly, but it looked like the closer she got to having her desires fulfilled, the edgier she got.

After a month on Stan’s new schedule, the boys were happy, but Suzanne was full of complaints, and Stan was exasperated. She acted as if he still wasn’t doing enough or wasn’t doing the right thing, and he felt truly burned by her lack of appreciation.

To see why he felt that way, we have to hear what happened when Stan started giving Suzanne what she’d asked for. This conversation took place in the therapist’s office:


Therapist: So, let’s get into a dialogue. Who would like to go first? How did your first week with the new behaviors work out?

Stan: I would like to go first. (He turns toward the therapist.) I don’t know what to say. I did what I said I would do, and I can’t see that it made any difference. (The therapist redirects him to Suzanne, whom he addresses.) You’re still…I don’t know…unhappy. On Saturday, I didn’t go to the game with Bud so I could take the boys to practice.

Suzanne: (She repeats what Stan has just said to show him that she has heard and understood.) So you think I’m still unhappy, even though you canceled your own game so you could be with the boys. Did I get it? (Stan confirms Suzanne heard him correctly. Then she continues.) Yes, you made that sacrifice, but you didn’t get home from the store in time to check their equipment lists before you took them. I had to interrupt what I was doing and check them at the last minute.

Stan: (He repeats what Suzanne has just said. When she confirms he heard her correctly, Stan continues.) You told me we had to leave at one o’clock and I was home at one.

Suzanne: Well, sort of. But if you’d ever done this before, you’d know that I meant all the preparation had to be done before one.

Stan: Oh, brother!

Therapist: (Looks at both of them.) What about your date together on Wednesday evening?

Stan: Well, we went.

Therapist: How was it? What did you do?

Stan: (Turns to his wife.) Why don’t you tell him.

Suzanne: I appreciated the effort, I really did.

Stan: But?

Suzanne: I had suggested that we go to Mario’s. It’s quiet there and I thought we could talk and relax. But Stan made reservations at that seafood place down on First. It turned out to be crowded and noisy. Frankly, it was irritating. We’re not teenagers. I don’t know why…we go out so seldom…why do you have to choose such a scabby place?

Therapist: (Turns toward Suzanne.) It sounds like you were disappointed with the choices Stan made. Is that right?

Suzanne: Yes.

Therapist: Is there more about that? About the effort he made to make the evening special?

Suzanne: I could tell that he tried, but I wished he’d thought about it more.

Stan: And I wish you’d appreciate it more! What’s the point of even trying?



It doesn’t take professional training to hear that Suzanne couldn’t absorb the positive efforts her husband was making. She could tell, as a separate knower, that Stan was doing things that showed he cared about her and the boys and wanted to be more loving. But she didn’t connect to his loving actions in a way that made her feel loved. For his part, Stan heard her say she appreciated his efforts, but it didn’t feel as if she did. It felt as if her disapproval canceled out her appreciation. His attempts to make her happy met with a wall of resistance. In this case, it looked as if doing what the dissatisfied partner requested wasn’t enough to change the underlying negativity in the relationship.

Stan did not want to live with a critic. None of us wants to. We’re usually plenty good at criticizing ourselves without a lot of outside help. In the face of an intimate’s continual judgment, frustration boils over into anger. Some partners turn the anger inward and assume their spouse is right: they are incompetent and inadequate. Others turn it outward and attack their spouse for being impossible to please. Thus begins a cycle of attack and counterattack, or attack and withdrawal. Without some deeper understanding of what is fueling this adversarial mentality, the battles get worse. At some point, to make the simplest suggestion seems like taking your life in your hands.

After months of effort, their therapist began to think that Stan and Suzanne simply fell into the category of “difficult” couples whose hidden resistance remains a mystery. But because we’d had similar experiences with other couples, we began to see an underlying pattern.

Al and Rena

When you meet Rena, you are struck by her beauty. She is tall, dark, and exotic, with her handcrafted garments and her unique jewelry. After working as a graphic artist for several years, Rena had gone back to school as a student in conceptual art. Her husband Al is the same height, good-looking, and inclined toward the tailored look his university job demands. Anyone seeing them together would have speculated that this match was going to be either a surprising reconciliation of opposites or a contest of opposing wills. Al’s career in higher education had trained him to be an expert in separate knowing, and Rena’s artistic personality naturally led her to develop her capacity for connected knowing, sometimes at the expense of her analytic skills.

After four years together, it looked as though what had begun as a grand passion was becoming a grand contest. Both Al and Rena had complaints. Rena felt as if she was being stifled in the marriage: “Al knew who I was when he married me. My art is very important to me. I thought he loved that about me.” Then she quoted the Swedish filmmaker, Ingmar Bergman, “I don’t create to live; I live to create.”

Al acknowledged that he loved his wife’s creativity and free spirit, but he needed her to be more “normal,” as he put it. In one early session, he turned to her in exasperation to ask, “Why can’t we eat dinner together more often? Why does the house have to be such a mess? Why can’t you sit down and plan things with me?”

Establishing some order and predictability was especially important to Al because he needed to coordinate visits with the two young children he had from his first marriage. He accused Rena of being uncooperative when it came to accommodating them. If she couldn’t welcome his kids with her whole heart, at least she could be around more and act like she cared.

After months in therapy, Al and Rena were able to do more verbal negotiation in their relationship. Rena was sympathetic when it came to Al’s desire for more organization and predictability in his life. To please him, she told him she would make an effort to be more involved in activities with his kids. And she let him know specifically when and where she would help with the household chores. To fill the cleaning gap, she hired a high school girl to come in and do the heavy housework once a week. Her biggest concession, though, was to cook dinner at home for the two of them more often. When Rena thought about how she had responded to her husband’s requests, she gave herself an A+.

Al, however, was not so pleased. He focused on what was still missing. He told the story in terms of what was wrong rather than right. Talking about the three dinners she’d cooked for them last week, he complained that Rena “didn’t put her heart into it. She just did it because it was an assignment in therapy.” And he was not impressed when she arranged to have the house cleaned: “It feels like she’s buying a solution, one that allows her to spend just as much time in her studio as ever.” He couldn’t shake the feeling that she was going through the motions instead of really shifting her priorities.

When Rena heard this, she threw up her hands and exclaimed, “I give up! What do you want from me? Do you want the blood in my veins?” Although Rena wasn’t able to fulfill all of Al’s requests, she had moved quite a distance in his direction. His negative reaction was exasperating.

Although Al had a point—it would have been terrific if Rena had offered to make these changes without so much prompting—he was refusing to welcome the improvements she was making. Both Al and Rena found out what many spouses already know: a flesh and blood partner is not as satisfying as a fantasy lover who anticipates and perfectly meets every desire and every need. Living with the reality that your one-and-only has to creak and stretch to make you happy isn’t nearly as gratifying as the dream of a romantic twin. Nevertheless, Rena had been willing to do more of what Al wanted by assuming a more conventional role as helpmate. In return, she expected Al to appreciate the effort she was making and respond by easing up on the criticism.

At some point, we realized we were seeing another example of the same puzzling pattern we had noticed with Stan and Suzanne. Neither Suzanne nor Al responded to their partners’ positive efforts as we thought they would. What were we missing? Why were these hard-to-please partners so resistant to positive change? We had to become acquainted with one more couple before we began to get the full picture.

Joshua and Anna

Their family and friends at church considered Joshua and Anna a model couple. Joshua was a good breadwinner, a dedicated father, and a big, take-charge kind of person. He was a lay leader in his congregation and had a special place in his heart for the summer camp they ran for disadvantaged children. During the summer he would take whatever time he could from his home remodeling business, drive his own kids up to the lake, and volunteer as a camp counselor. Anna, too, was devoted to home, family, and her religion. She was a little on the quiet side, but you could always count on her to get things done. Both of them were highly emotional and inclined to see the world through their feelings first. Fundamentally, they were connected knowers. Through time, though, they learned to develop their problem-solving skills—Joshua through his work, and Anna when she eventually returned to nursing school.

Joshua was raised by older parents, part of a small religious community in the Deep South. They brought him up to believe that he had a special role to play in God’s plan. When he was seven years old, he fell down some stairs at a construction site, and wasn’t expected to recover the use of his legs. When he did, the community called a meeting for praise and thanksgiving and treated him as a special child. Shortly after that, his revered father died, leaving his mother to raise him alone. Joshua’s dearest wish was to become as good a man as his father.

Like Joshua, Anna was raised in a devout home; she was also reared by a single mother, but the tenor of her life was entirely different. Instead of being considered special, Anna was brought up with shame. Her mother never got over the guilt she carried from having gotten pregnant out of wedlock. And she never stopped blaming Anna for being the living reminder of her sin and the reason she was ostracized by her family.

Joshua had loved Anna deeply when they married, and he continued to love her fifteen years later. Now, though, he had to admit that his feelings were tinged with exhaustion. He did his best to protect and shelter her, “as a man should.” And he did everything he could to convince her that she was a good wife, a loving mother, and a fine person. But he felt he was butting his head against a brick wall.

Anna undercut herself constantly. Several times a week she would say, “I’m no good at that,” or “My opinion isn’t worth very much,” or “Not that I’d know anything about it…” But what really drove him crazy was the way she put herself down physically. It was painful to hear how often she referred to herself as fat and homely.

Joshua was more patient than most husbands in his position. He understood that underneath Anna’s take-charge persona was an insecure little girl. He wanted her to know how much he loved her, how beautiful she was, and how valuable she was. So he praised her. He encouraged her and told her she was wonderful. He could not believe that his rain of love wouldn’t give Anna the nourishment she needed to grow beyond her low self-esteem. When these tactics didn’t work, Joshua was at a loss. What else could he do?

Sometimes Anna’s sense that things were not going to be okay spilled over onto others. She was often short-tempered with the children and conveyed to them a pessimistic view of the future. He wanted her to be more like his mother: good-natured, confident, and certain that everything happens for the best. Unfortunately, Anna’s experiences had not confirmed that rosy view of life. He knew when she was really stressed because she lashed out at him and found fault with whatever he was doing.

The truth is that Anna did not criticize Joshua any more than she criticized herself. Take her garden. Whenever she looked at it, she wanted to cry. Other people told her how gifted she was with growing plants, but when she surveyed her efforts, she despaired. She had a vision in her mind that was always out of reach. When her friends complimented her, she warmed a little because it was pleasant. But mostly, she ignored or disparaged their efforts to compliment her. What did they know?

Anna thought of herself as someone who gave more and worked harder than anyone else. And it was true. She had constructed her life so that it had more demands than any one person could possibly meet. Raising three children while actively volunteering at school and church, plus trying to keep a good house for her husband and doing the payroll for his business kept her stretched emotionally and physically.

Whenever the phone rang, she thought to herself, “Who wants what from me now?” She knew it wasn’t very generous, but in the privacy of her own mind, she thought of herself as a martyr to the needs of others—while (and this is the point) not getting very much in return. It felt as if giving was the right thing to do, but instead of feeling fulfilled, she felt depleted. Although she would never say it out loud, she secretly thought of herself as Poor Me.

Over time, Joshua became disillusioned with his marriage, and Anna wasn’t happy either. As committed Christians, divorce was not an option, so they had to find other ways to fill the void in their marriage. Joshua started consoling himself with extra hours at his business, and Anna became obsessed with returning to school to finish her degree. By the time they entered therapy, he was a workaholic, and she had developed a separate life. When their therapist mused out loud about the possible connection between their marriage problems and their addictive behaviors, they were surprised. They hadn’t made the connection.

The Pattern

When we cast a sympathetic eye on people like Suzanne, Al, and Anna, who have trouble accepting the good things they are offered, what do we see? We see that they have partners who are willing to reach out to them, but they are not able to accept and profit from these loving gestures. Apparently, they have a “receiving deficiency.”1 But they probably would not volunteer that receiving love is a problem for them. Not only would they not use those words, they wouldn’t be able to guess the degree of responsibility they carry for the frustrations they feel in their relationships. This isn’t because they are self-centered or dense; it’s because they don’t know they are putting up barriers that shut out the help and positive feedback they need.2

All three of these people felt as if they were running deficits. They believed they were giving more than they were getting. They were unable to see that they were receiving a lot more than they could acknowledge. Although they didn’t realize it, their predisposition to be critical of everyone else was just a reflection of how harsh they were with themselves. Their self-criticism manifested itself as criticism of others and made it difficult to be fed by any surrounding goodwill and good opinion.

Yes…But

You can tell when people are having trouble receiving love because they say essentially, “Yes (I acknowledge what you just said or did)…but (I can’t accept it, I deny it, I trivialize it, I discount it, I don’t really need it, or it wasn’t good enough). These exact words may not be spoken every time, but this is the underlying sense of what is being said.

The following examples are quite different from each other, but see if you can hear the underlying similarity. It turns out there are a lot of ways to say, “Yes, but…”

Robert and Rory have been in a couples support group for several years. Although this has allowed them to explore many aspects of their relationship, they are just beginning to think about their resistance toward fully receiving love from each other. Rory says, “I don’t know if I can be completely articulate about this yet, but Robert is a partner who exceeds my expectations. I’ve never been in a relationship that is as nurturing or loving. But I have a very hard time receiving that. During the day, I have conversations in my mind about what a wonderful husband and father he is, and then he comes home. He walks through the door and something happens. I feel a physical shift happen inside of me, and I either get quiet or I sometimes get irritable or angry or distant.” Rory wants to know why she reacts to the man she loves with anxiety and irritability when he comes home at the end of the day.

Dennis and his partner Debra are social workers. But their professional training and experience have not made them immune from the problems we’ve been discussing. Dennis says: “When Debra acknowledges me in a positive way, such as thanking me for helping around the house or bringing her a cup of tea in the morning, I don’t respond. Finally, she started asking me to acknowledge that she had acknowledged me so she could know that I heard her. What I’m finding out is that by not responding, I minimize the impact I have on Debra at some level. It’s like I don’t want to have that much impact on her. If I don’t respond to the positive things Debra says, then I don’t have to come to grips with the fact that I’m a person who affects others.”

Dennis was able to go further and speculate on why he has a “deflection of receiving.” He says, “I don’t feel I’m lovable or valuable enough to receive what Debra is giving me. Now I have to figure out why I feel this way.”

Debra adds, “Yes, Dennis is very generous at giving and offering to me what he doesn’t allow himself. If he says something positive to me, such as how well I interact with his mother or how beautiful I look when we go out, I will accept it because it’s wonderful. Then I think, ‘Wow, but he never gives that to himself.’ ”

Christine says she became aware that she has trouble receiving love when she was leading a workshop for single people. She says, “I’d never thought about the possibility that I might have trouble receiving love. But I could see it in the workshop participants—how much they rejected that part of themselves that they were told is needy. They couldn’t give credit for the little things their previous partners did for them because they couldn’t admit they needed those little gifts. Slowly, over the course of the workshop, I began to realize how much I identified with their difficulty in accepting all those positive gestures.”

Christine had another insight, too: “I also became aware of how hard it is to give up deflecting love when there is a part of me that needs to be a victim. You know, when I demand from my partner what I don’t have inside myself—like I don’t really believe that I’m a generous person—and my partner can’t really give that to me. So then I get to be the victim again because he can’t give it to me. I find that it’s hard for me to give that up.” Christine said that once she became aware of the idea that she has trouble receiving as well as giving love, her eyes were opened to a lot of behavior patterns in her life that she hadn’t seen before.

These examples, along with the three marriages we’ve just introduced, give you an idea of how many ways there are to defend yourself against someone else’s desire to encourage, help, or love you. But the dynamics underlying this counterproductive impulse are not obvious. Without help, most partners reach a level of awareness that allows them to see their mate’s dissatisfaction and their defensiveness. But that’s all. They don’t know why their partner is so touchy, and so judgmental or so self-deprecating. All they know is that it can’t have anything to do with them. After a while they don’t even care what the reason might be. They stop giving.

Unfortunately, this pattern—of rejecting the love your partner is offering until he or she stops offering it—is not uncommon. In fact, for reasons we shall soon see, we believe that barriers to receiving love are developed by us as a result of our early experiences, experiences that are so widespread that they are a part of the human condition. It is not an overstatement to say that every one of us has had firsthand experience in either rejecting the love of others or being rejected when we try to give love to others. And someone who has trouble receiving will also have trouble giving. You can’t give back what you haven’t taken in. The difficulties are compounded in marriage and other committed relationships because irregularities in one partner will set up reactions in the other.

Couples develop problems with giving and receiving love in tandem. As we shall see in the next chapter, the three couples we’ve just met have been affected by many complex factors that have worked together to bring them to their present difficulties.
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