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What’s New and Exciting in This Updated Version?

About a dozen years have passed since I first wrote The 30 Secrets of Happily Married Couples. During that time, new research findings have changed the way many counselors conduct relationship therapy. Therapy today is much more active, and therapists have changed some of their ideas on what really makes a relationship work. For instance:


Old Myth: Shutting down and running away from an argument is never helpful.

New Finding: If agitation is high, a strategic timeout from an argument is essential—as long as the discussion continues when participants are calmer.


Old Myth: Happy couples show much more positive emotions when they interact (humor, affection, agreement, and so on) than do unhappy couples.

New Finding: In a study of newlyweds, couples who later divorced or felt miserable together showed only thirty seconds per day less positive emotion than their happier counterparts. 

But the happier couples used those extra thirty seconds like a precision laser beam in the service of de-escalating conflict.


Old Myth: Couples who avoid conflict are suppressing their real feelings and building resentments.

New Finding: Couples who try to avoid arguments at all costs can actually be very happy together. However, if a conflictavoider is paired with someone who is emotionally volatile, unhappiness will result.


Old Myth: If you cannot resolve your differences you are doing something wrong and the relationship is at risk for failure.

New Finding: Every couple has several permanently irresolvable differences because of personality styles and values. Happy couples learn to manage those differences, not eradicate them.
 

Old Myth: Major differences in personality account for why some couples are unhappy together.

New Finding: Personality differences do not predict marital success or failure. It is each partner’s perception and interpretation of those personality traits that make the most difference.


Old Myth: It is important to make “I” statements, not “You” statements, when communicating (“I felt hurt when you teased me in front of our friends” as opposed to “You were wrong to tease me in front of our friends”).

New Finding: “I” statements are unnatural and hard to do under stress. Happy couples find other ways to communicate effectively. 

As a result of those and other new findings, I eliminated over half of the original “secrets” and replaced them with brand new insights. All of the remaining chapters have been completely updated and expanded.

Part One reveals fifteen positive steps couples should take to increase marital quality. It lists the key actions and attitudes that couples need to do more of to improve marital joy. Part Two lists the fifteen negative behaviors and attitudes that must be reduced. Reducing negative interactions and increasing positive ones is vitally important in a marriage—but for different reasons. Negative behaviors and attitudes must be reduced because they are costly. One negative interaction—even a small argument or a misperception—costs between five and ten positive interactions. However, couples that break many of the new relationship rules will survive if their ratio of positive to negative interactions is at least 5:1 according to Dr. John Gottman at the University of Washington. If a couple manages to have few negative moments but few positive ones as well, the marriage may feel a little flat. Positive interactions give life to a relationship.

If you’ve already read the previous edition of this book I’m sure you’ll be pleased at the multitude of new tips and strategies you will now have at your disposal. To the new readers I say thanks for putting your faith in me. This book won’t let you down.

Paul Coleman, Psy.D.


Take the Happiness Test 

Have you ever been to a restaurant and noticed (perhaps with envy and a bit of nostalgia) that couple who seem just crazy about each other? Those romantics who devise ways to hold hands during the appetizer, lay bare their souls in intimate conversation over dinner, smile warmly and tenderly throughout the evening, and generally gaze upon one another with rapture?

Those were the days. Remember? You don’t have to be unhappy in your marriage to wish it could be happier. You can have a committed, caring relationship but still be weary of complacency, frustrated with your partner’s personality quirks, and secretly wondering, “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if he’d only . . .” 

You can have a good marriage but discover during times of stress and adversity that your relationship has its weak spots.

You can have a good marriage but as you lie next to your partner at night still sense a muted stirring of discontentment, a restlessness in your heart . . . a quiet realization that you’re not as happy as you need to be and that some relationship changes are in order.

When you get right down to it, better communication or more creative sex isn’t all you want. It’s ultimately marital happiness—marital joy—that you’re seeking. And most of us want more because we believe deep down that more joy is not only possible but necessary for a worthwhile life together.

So how do you transform a troubled relationship into a satisfying one? And how do you make a satisfactory marriage even happier? Answering those questions is what this book is all about.

Just How Happy Are We in Our Marriages?

Conventional wisdom goofed.

As the divorce rate rose in the eighties and nineties, it was commonly predicted that the average level of satisfaction for intact marriages would automatically improve—the “unhappiest” couples had divorced and were no longer bringing down the overall average.

In the past twenty years, measures of “happiness” in marriages have remained unchanged—and in some studies, declined slightly—despite the fact that the most unhappy couples have (presumably) divorced. What is going on in marriages with this thing called “happiness”?

One of the best-designed studies of marital happiness, conducted by the Gallup organization, reported that about 60 percent of the respondents rated their marriage as “very happy.

Yet of those “very happy” people, only 66 percent reported that their spouse respected their opinion. Only 64 percent of the “very happy” said their spouse made them feel important. 

Only 51 percent felt their spouse was romantic. When you add to these numbers the fact that almost 35 percent of couples rated their marriage as just “pretty happy,” and that 37 percent of all women polled admitted there was a time when they were prepared to leave their husband, it becomes obvious that in the typical marriage, genuine happiness seems . . . blunted.

But so what? Is subdued marital happiness such a big deal? 

Absolutely. Dozens of research studies have concluded that the best predictor of overall happiness in life is marital happiness. (A happy marriage predicts overall happiness better than does job satisfaction, family life, friendships, finances, or good health.) 

Happily married people live longer, have better-adjusted children, and are healthier psychologically and physically. In one analysis of more than 18,000 people from thirty-nine countries, women were happier than men, and married women were the happiest of all (followed by married men, unmarried women, and unmarried men).

Do people strive and hope for more happiness in their marriage? Most couples report regular efforts to sustain and improve marital satisfaction. When asked in a Gallup survey, “If you had to do it all over again, would you marry the same person?” 88 percent said “yes.” But astoundingly, 26 percent of those “mostly dissatisfied” in their marriage also answered “yes,” as did 23 percent of those “completely dissatisfied” (as reported in the book Rebuilding the Nest). It is unclear why, but many Americans (die-hard romantics?) don’t want to give up when it comes to their marriage—even if the marriage is making them unhappy.

Does one’s level of marital happiness predict who will eventually divorce? Not quite. It appears that those who are most happy are very unlikely to divorce, but many unhappy couples do remain together. Thus, a clear benefit to improving marital happiness is to reduce the risk of divorce in some cases and to improve the quality of family life for those couples that might remain together anyway.

Age and Happiness 

Researcher Lynn White at the University of Nebraska showed that because of fewer social barriers to divorce, as well as more alternatives to current partners (especially available when you are younger), youthful couples don’t have to be miserable before they seek out divorce. In other words, for today’s couples, especially younger ones, higher levels of marital satisfaction are required to keep the couple together. This is consistent with the decades-long findings that half of all divorces will occur within the first seven years of marriage. Young couples in particular need help in strengthening their marriages during their earliest years so they can weather the storms (adjusting to a new extended family; climbing a career ladder; raising children; investing in property; and so forth) most common among newlyweds.

What Makes a Happy Marriage Happy?

Is your spouse kind, trustworthy, gentle, a skilled lover, good with the kids, and helpful around the house? Having a spouse who fits that bill may seem ideal to some, yet these factors account for only 50 percent of happiness in a marriage.

Happiness is elusive. It is not a goal you can directly attain.

 Rather, it appears to be a by-product of living a caring, loving, moral, and accomplished life—and even then you can be unhappy from time to time. Certain events can make you feel happy (a birth of a child, a romantic anniversary gift, the bigger and better house or car) but it really is true that day-to-day happiness fluctuates.

How Happy Are You, Really?

The following quiz will give you some idea of where your relationship stands when it comes to achieving happiness. Check the answer that seems closest to how you feel.

1. When we’re apart I think fondly about my partner. 
Mostly True ____ Sometimes True ____ Mostly False ____ 

2. Arguments with my partner tend to escalate with no satisfying resolution. 
Mostly True ____ Sometimes True ____ Mostly False ____ 

3. I admire my partner. 
Mostly True ____ Sometimes True ____ Mostly False_____ 

4. At least one of us has a problem with addiction(s) (alcohol, drugs, gambling, pornography). 
Mostly True ____ Sometimes True ____ Mostly False_____ 

5. If my partner says or does something I don’t like, I don’t view him or her as having a serious flaw. 
Mostly True ____ Sometimes True ____ Mostly False_____ 

6. My partner frequently says or does mean and hurtful things.
Mostly True ____ Sometimes True ____ Mostly False_____ 

7. We have at least twenty minutes a day of quality “couple time.” 
Mostly True ____ Sometimes True ____ Mostly False_____ 

8. Much of the time, things have to go my partner’s way.
Mostly True ____ Sometimes True ____ Mostly False_____ 

9. Each of us can admit it when we’re wrong. 
Mostly True ____ Sometimes True ____ Mostly False_____ 

10. I’m dissatisfied with our sexual relationship. 
Mostly True ____ Sometimes True ____ Mostly False_____ 

11. We show affection regularly.
Mostly True ____ Sometimes True ____ Mostly False_____ 

12. I fantasize about leaving my partner for someone else. 
Mostly True ____ Sometimes True ____ Mostly False_____ 

For odd-numbered statements, score five points for “Mostly True”; three points for “Sometimes True”; and score one point for “Mostly False.” For even-numbered statements, score one point for “Mostly True”; three points for “Sometimes True”; and score five points for “Mostly False.”

50–60: Your relationship is probably very happy and satisfying with perhaps one or two areas in need of mild improvement.

40–49: Your relationship is probably happy or somewhat happy. However, you need to make improvements in several areas.

28–39: Your relationship is probably “comfortable” at best with some moderate happiness experienced occasionally. Time to upgrade your marriage.

20–27: Your relationship is not very satisfying. You may have moments of contentment but mostly you are not happy and are probably depressed. Make improvements now before it’s too late. 

19 or below: You are very unhappy in your relationship. 

Improvements are unlikely without professional help.

How to Use This Book 

The recommended exercises you’ll find in this book are not complicated. They are designed to bring about rapid change (from a few hours to a few weeks). While many are designed for partners to perform together, most can be done without the knowledge of your spouse, although cooperation is very helpful. Some interventions will be more useful to your particular needs than other interventions. If you find the exercises or techniques aren’t as effective as you’d hoped, consider the following:

Have you applied the techniques properly and consistently? Some people give up too quickly on exercises. Most are intended to be tried numerous times over many weeks.

Are your expectations for change realistic? Most changes in behavior will be punctuated by backslides once in a while. And once positive changes do occur, developing them into habit requires additional effort. Marriages with very serious problems (alcoholism or other addictions, abusiveness, etc.) require specialized treatment in addition to marital therapy.

Have you identified the real problem? For example, sometimes a sexual problem is really a communication problem; or sometimes stubbornness derives from a belief that one’s feelings haven’t been taken seriously in the past.

Have you or your partner sought the services of a divorce lawyer? If so, the marital problems are serious and commitment to the marriage is half hearted at best. Talking with a qualified marital therapist will be a necessary step.

? Did You Know?

A happy marriage can profoundly affect your physical health. In one study, 10,000 Israeli men were evaluated to see who would develop angina pectoris—a condition wherein the blood supply to the heart is reduced. Amazingly, men who answered yes to the question, “Does your wife show you her love?” were two times less likely to develop angina than men who responded no.

Researcher Janice Kiecolt-Glaser at Ohio State University School of Medicine measured the immune-system functioning of married women. Immune functioning was better for women in satisfying marriages than for women in unsatisfying marriages (or for women recently separated or divorced.)

No doubt about it, marital dissatisfaction increases one’s odds of becoming physically ill.

 Are other extramarital difficulties affecting you? If you or your mate is currently coping with a health, family, or career problem, the ability to deal effectively with the marriage may be compromised. 

This book is designed so that you can begin at any chapter you wish. You don’t have to read through earlier chapters in order to better understand the later ones. The chapter titles that catch your eye are probably good indicators of where your relationship needs improving (and remember: No one has a perfect relationship).

I believe it is very possible to dramatically boost the quality and satisfaction of your relationship. Most of the material in this book is based on state-of-the-art research and the remainder is based upon my twenty-plus years of experience as a relationship therapist.

It’s your marriage, your future, your happiness, and your family’s happiness, at stake when you commit to a marriage. 

You and your family deserve to make your marriage the best it can be.


PART ONE 
Increasing 
the 
Positives 


Secret #1 

Tap into the Hurricane-Force 
Power of Small Talk 

The evening was drawing to a close. Bill sat in his favorite chair flipping through the cable channels. Jane was preparing for bed. “Oh, how did your meeting with the finance team go today,” Jane said. “I forgot to ask you earlier.”

“Same-old, same-old,” Bill said.

“But I thought this meeting was crucial,” Jane persisted.

“I never said it was crucial. It was just a meeting. No big deal.” Bill turned the volume up on the TV.

“My mistake, I guess.” Jane looked at him quizzically. “Are you all right?”

When Bill didn’t respond, Jane said, “I asked if you were— Oh, never mind.”

She left the room, annoyed and rightly so. She wasn’t interested in a long discussion. She just wanted to chat briefly and to show interest in Bill’s life! Sure, Bill had the right to not want to talk. Perhaps he was tired. Still, it wouldn’t have taken much to answer her questions with a little more enthusiasm.

The next day, the couple received a wedding invitation. It was from one of Bill’s high school friends. The wedding date was the day before they were to leave for their summer vacation. Jane wanted to skip the wedding because they would be too busy preparing for their trip. Bill wanted to attend the wedding. Within a minute their discussion became heated and then turned into an argument.

Neither Jane nor Bill realized that their argument had a lot to do with the failed attempt at small talk the night before.

The Magic of Chitchat 

One of the more fascinating research findings of the past decade is that couples who have regular, pleasant conversations about ordinary, uncontroversial issues are less likely to turn a small disagreement later on into a big fight. In contrast, when one partner displays negativity during everyday chitchat, the stage is set for a bigger argument later. Pleasant chitchat can act as a buffer against future relationship problems. Just like Vitamin C might protect you from a cold virus, small talk with your partner protects you from unnecessary arguments.

Small talk does not require intimate self-disclosure— although it might. Small talk is often simply chatting about your day, the kids, your weekend plans, the weather, minor aggravations at work, neighborhood gossip, and so on. Couples have these conversations practically every day, but happy couples take full advantage of those moments. In particular, they make sure to have a reasonably pleasant, cooperative attitude and display some kind of warmth toward each other. Less than happy couples have these chats but one partner is in a cranky mood, mumbles uncooperatively, or generally seems impatient. The key difference is the pleasant, cooperative demeanor inherent in happy couples’ small talk.

It makes sense that these small, routine conversations pack a wallop. Because the talks are short and about uncontroversial topics, partners can expect cooperation. When a partner doesn’t get it, he may feel dismissed or not cared about. A partner might think, “Gee, if we can’t even talk about the small stuff how can we ever talk about the bigger things?”

Couples these days are busier than ever. Small talk is often the only chance during the week to connect with each other. 

When small talk doesn’t happen, partners will get crankier. 

Crankiness leads to avoidance of one another, and avoidance leads to emotional eruptions later on. When small talk happens fairly regularly and tends to go well, each partner feels more connected and cared for. The relationship has a cozier feel, like a pair of warm slippers. Those feelings linger long after the chitchat has ended and make it more likely that a disagreement later on will remain small and nondisruptive.

Small-Talk Rules for Nontalkers 

Small talk can still be about important topics. However, the topics shouldn’t be controversial or “hot.” That means anything that could potentially result in one partner getting upset, angry, or confrontational is off-limits.

It’s always valuable when you open up about how you feel. 

There is a huge difference between saying, “I’m in charge of a new project at work,” and, “I’m in charge of a new project at work and I’m really excited about it.” People who have a hard time self-disclosing or who just don’t talk much will often keep 

“feeling” words to themselves. They might convey the facts about their day or some issues, but they won’t convey their feelings about those facts.

If you are not one for small talk or you tend to keep your feelings about things to yourself during conversations, tossing in a few “feeling” words can turn the small talk into something more magical. Your partner wants to continue to know you. When you omit how you feel, you are shutting yourself off from people who care about you. That will kill intimacy over time. Participate effectively in chitchat by injecting some “feeling” words into your everyday conversations. You don’t have to elaborate much at all, and the conversation can be brief.

As for responses to your partner’s small talk, even the occasional “That’s nice” or “Uh-huh” or “Sounds interesting” phrases are better than no response at all.

When you’re not usually the one to make small talk, try following these guidelines.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0025_001] Aim for at least twenty minutes a day of pleasant chitchat. Fifteen of those minutes should come in one sitting: dinnertime, right before bedtime, first thing upon awakening, and so on.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0025_002] Don’t roll your eyes, show impatience, or mumble incoherently as a way to end the discussion.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0025_003] Try to physically touch at various points during the small talk. Keep it tender.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0025_004] Don’t make sexual advances during this time. If you must make advances, wait until the small talk is finished.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0026_001] Give compliments during this time.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0026_002] Use “feeling words” once in a while.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0026_003] Don’t feel pressured to have a constant discussion. Pauses with little to say are okay as long as the two of you are still connecting in some way.

Small-Talk Rules for Big Talkers 

If you have an easy time chatting and expressing your feelings, making small talk will seem like a breeze—but be careful. 

Big talkers can have a way of turning pleasant small talk into cumbersome conversations. Your goal is to connect with your mate with light conversation, not dominate. If you talk more than your mate, follow these guidelines to keep your chitchat charming.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0026_004] Don’t turn small talk into “bitching” sessions. You have a right to complain about whatever you need to, but allow time during the day for small talk to be light and pleasant. 

[image: Il_9781593374891_0026_005] Don’t ask questions that require yes or no or one-word responses. Instead, make open-ended comments. “How was your day?” is not as effective as “Tell me about your day,” or, “Tell me what your mother said when she called.”

[image: Il_9781593374891_0026_006] Occasionally, let your partner know how much these small talks mean to you.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0026_007] Try to make small talk while sitting or lying down, preferably together. If one of you is standing up or walking around, this increases the odds of a premature exit.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0027_001] Small talk can be nonverbal. Cuddling while relaxing on a couch or listening to music, interspersed with occasional chitchat is quite fine.

What to Do 

[image: Il_9781593374891_0027_002]Keep it informal. Don’t feel obligated to have small talks that are serious and proper. A great way to have chitchats that don’t make either one of you feel self-conscious is to talk while one of you is giving the other a back rub, foot rub, or body massage. The one doing the rubbing can be the main talker, perhaps chatting about your day. Then switch places.

Or, go for a stroll while chatting. This will allow you opportunity to make pleasant commentary about the weather, neighborhood, etc. Again, talking need not be continuous because there may not be much to talk about on any given day.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0027_003]Discover the usefulness of “pitching back.” When your partner is speaking but you don’t have much to say, use pitch-backs.

Offer a short phrase or sentence that shows interest on your part, without your having to carry on your side of the conversation. Simple—and sincere!—phrases such as “That’s interesting . . . Uh-huh . . . Tell me more . . . How did that make you feel?” and so forth are very helpful. Cue in to any emotion-packed word that your partner uses. Once you hear it, pitch back your understanding of what your partner was feeling, such as “That must have made you angry,” “You must have been thrilled,”

“You sound excited.”

[image: Il_9781593374891_0028_001]Have thirty-second “power” conversations. A power conversation adds a jolt of intimacy and caring into a small segment of time. For example, asking what’s for dinner is a neutral comment. But showing some affection while asking the same question and continuing with a follow-up comment or two—“Oh, that’s my favorite!”—adds a little spice and coziness to what ordinarily would have been a throw-away moment.

Keep in Mind 

[image: Il_9781593374891_0028_002] Twenty minutes a day of pleasant small talk with your partner adds intimacy to your relationship and protects it from unnecessary arguments later on.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0028_003] Small talk should not be about controversial topics. Keep it light.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0028_004] If you can make small talk into a ritual, all the better.

[image: Il_9781593374891_0028_005] Small talk isn’t mostly about conveying information—it’s about connecting.


Secret #2 

Give the Benefit of the Doubt 

Rick came back into the house, clearly in a bad mood, “Where’s the phonebook?” When he couldn’t locate it immediately he complained further, “Why isn’t it always kept in the same place?

“What’s wrong?” Denise said.

“The riding mower won’t start. It’s hardly a month old! And where is the phonebook! I have to call that garden equipment place and find out what they intend to do about this.”

“I’ll find it,” Denise said. “It’s around here somewhere.”

“Nothing’s ever where it should be in this house.”

“Take it easy. I’ll find the book.”

Denise didn’t get angry at Rick’s outburst but she could have. After all, it wasn’t her fault the mower wasn’t working and his tone was on the nasty side.

And his remark about things not being in their place was an unfair jab. Still, Denise kept her cool. It was a small incident but it spoke volumes as to why their relationship was a happy one.

Denise gave Rick the benefit of the doubt when he was in an angry mood.

And that’s what made all the difference.

Imagine that you and your mate arranged to meet for an hour-long lunch. You don’t have an opportunity to do that often, so it will be a special day. Your partner calls your cell phone to say he’ll be about ten minutes late because he was delayed with a client. You’re annoyed that lunch will be cut short. But the real question is this: Will you view his lateness as a result of some character flaw and lack of consideration; or will you view it as due to extenuating circumstances? Will you give your partner the benefit of the doubt or doubt the benefits of your partner? 

Esteemed researcher John Gottman, at the University of Washington, refers to this as “positive sentiment override,” whereby your positive feelings about your partner override his negative actions. It doesn’t mean you will tolerate abusive behaviors or pretend that obnoxious behaviors are perfectly acceptable. Positive sentiment override, or giving the benefit of the doubt, is a willingness to cut your partner some slack when he’s not being very nice or sensitive. When you give the benefit of the doubt, you recognize that your partner’s attitude or behavior isn’t ideal and is perhaps hurtful. And you may even tell him to stop. But you are also able to look past his actions and tell yourself that he is still a pretty good person.

“Negative sentiment override” is the opposite: Your negative feelings about a partner override his neutral (neither good nor bad) actions. Usually this happens in relationships where one person is insecure and mistrusting to begin with, or where the couple has drifted apart and ill will outweighs goodwill. 

When this occurs, even a somewhat positive action by a partner can be interpreted negatively. For example, when Jill discovered that her husband, Frank, had washed and vacuumed her car without being asked, she was not happy or grateful. She and Frank had not been getting along for many months. Her first thought when she saw her shining, clean car was “He only did that so I’d have sex with him tonight.” She may have been right. But he still washed her car and did her a favor, for which she should feel appreciation.
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