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“If you think your marriage will stay the same over time, think again! All marriages go through predictable and often trying transitional periods. This must-read book offers a step-by-step map for navigating life’s inevitable challenges and helping readers embrace rather than resist relationship change.”


—Michele Weiner-Davis, author of Divorce Busting





• Misconception:


Most marriages fail for more serious reasons than failing to change.


Reality:


Most of the commonly accepted causes of marital problems are really symptoms of a couple’s inability to grow and change as a team.


• Misconception:


A couple shouldn’t need to change; their love should surmount all  difficulties.


Reality:


Being in love isn’t enough. Staying in love means figuring out how to solve problems—together.


•Misconception:


Expecting your spouse to change is selfish. Change is impossible.


Reality:


Change is a normal part of maturing. When things aren’t working, spouses can and should help each other to change as much as necessary.





Filled with strategies, tips, and tools that will teach couples not just how to change but when and why, The 6 Husbands Every Wife Should Have is an essential guide to thriving within marriage at every stage of life.
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“You’re not the person I married—you’ve changed!”


“I’m not the one who changed, you did!”


Throughout his career as a marriage counselor, Dr. Steven Craig has heard those accusations repeated by couples over and over, reflecting a dangerous belief common to many strained relationships—the belief that change should be avoided at all costs. And yet the truth is as striking as it is straightforward: marriages don’t fail when people change; they fail when people don’t change.


In The 6 Husbands Every Wife Should Have, Dr. Craig divides the typical marriage into six stages, outlining the common misconceptions and opportunities for growth at each stage. From the earliest stage—becoming the right person for one’s spouse in the new marriage—to thinking and acting as a team and thereafter adjusting to the dynamics of parenthood, caring for older children and elderly parents, adapting to the empty nest, and, finally, growing into the golden years as a dependable companion, 6 Husbands shows how a successful marriage, far from being dependent on finding the right person, actually depends on the husband and wife becoming the right people. Using Dr. Craig’s communication tools, checklists, and assessments designed to inspire change, couples will learn who they need to become in order to support each other at every stage of their life together, and they will also learn how to create a road map for getting there.


As Dr. Craig says, “A marriage isn’t a marathon; it’s a decathlon. . . . Success in a marriage, as in a decathlon, is determined by how well one achieves in each individual event, not simply by getting to the finish line.” With flexibility and awareness as watchwords, The 6 Husbands Every Wife Should Have shows couples not only the skills they will need to succeed but how and when to apply those skills in order to win the race—together.
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Dr. Steven Craig is a therapist, corporate coach, and host of Therapy Thursday on Detroit’s 96.3 WDVD radio. He has appeared on ABC’s World News Tonight with Charles Gibson as well as in The New York Times, Newsweek, Good Housekeeping, and numerous other local, national, and international publications. He lives in West Bloomfield, Michigan.
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We are not the same persons this year as last; nor are
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This book is dedicated to Ronna, my wife and best friend. Through her I’ve learned that the more we each commit to growing and changing as a couple, the deeper our love becomes. For her, I would gladly change anything about me in any way I could. I consider it an honor, and I love her more than I can possibly explain.




The 6 Husbands
Every Wife Should Have





AUTHOR’S NOTE


As both a clinical psychologist who specializes in couples therapy and the author of a book on relationships, I find that people often expect that I am, or should be, an extraordinary husband. Well, let me set the record straight: I’m not. At any given time, I’m just as flawed, selfish, and ornery as the next guy. Sure, my knowledge of relationship dynamics and my training and professional experience working within those dynamics provide me with a specialized set of skills, but those skills and experiences only go so far. Unfortunately, they can’t magically transform me into a person who is above or beyond the basic human flaws we all have.


I make this point for two reasons. The first is that it concerns me when people elevate me or anyone else in that manner. Elevating people separates us from one another and implies that others have skills or abilities we can’t possibly match. That just isn’t true. I’ve worked with more couples than I can count, and I’ve seen people from all walks of life accomplish amazing things. I don’t want anyone to read this book and assume that the concepts and behaviors outlined here are only accessible to individuals who possess a unique set of skills, insights, or experiences. To assume that would be to sell yourself short, and I don’t want you to do that. Everything I describe in this book is attainable by anyone who puts his or her mind to it. Everything.


The second reason I make this point is because I want people to understand that, as humans, we are all flawed, even those of us who guide others. No one is superhuman. A case in point: While my marriage is the most meaningful and important relationship in my life, it is often the relationship I mishandle the most. And even though I have a wonderful wife and an outstanding marriage, both of us still struggle with our own baggage, poor coping skills, and occasional selfishness. We struggle not because we don’t love each other, but because, no matter how hard we try, we sometimes cannot help but pour our own flaws into our relationship.


But that’s par for the course, and we’re not alone in this. No one can be close—truly intimate and vulnerable—to another person without feeling hurt by him or her from time to time and occasionally hurting their partner as well.


The simple truth is that no marriage exists over any significant length of time without the spouses facing one (and often all) of what I call the Three Big Hurts of Marriage:


 


1. Occasional painful periods of emotional distance (sometimes minor, sometimes severe)


2. Occasional feelings of discontent, resentment, regret, anger, and/or hurt (sometimes minor, sometimes severe)


3. Occasional threats of emotional or physical infidelity (sometimes minor, sometimes severe)


 


Whether you’re soon to be married or have been married for a number of years, it’s important to understand that all marriages at one time or another contend with some or all of these issues. The good news is that these problems don’t have to be deal breakers. When handled well, they often make relationships stronger. In healthy marriages, it’s the process of working through life’s issues that brings the couple together, not the absence of problems.


My wife and I have had to deal with each of the Three Big Hurts of Marriage in one way or another through the years and, as much as I don’t want to admit it, sometimes I’m the cause of the problems. At other times, the issues were on her end. Sadly, despite how much we love each other, there are times when we have both taken each other for granted, behaved selfishly, and been verbally hurtful to each other. The two of us have even been, to some degree, on both the giving and receiving ends of breaches in intimacy that were potential (and direct) threats to our marriage.


But, as a team, we’ve learned not to blame, point fingers, or hold grudges, no matter what happens. Instead, we’ve come to accept that no marriage is perfect and that problems only remain problems when we’re unable to solve them. As a result, our marriage thrives and remains healthy because of our ability to work continually through the hurts and pains caused by our issues—and fix them so they don’t keep causing problems.


In other words, our marriage is successful not because it’s devoid of problems, but because of all the terrific things our relationship provides to us and all the wonderful things we each bring to the party. This frees us up to see that for every difficult moment, there are hundreds of beautiful ones. Our positive experiences always manage to outweigh our occasional unhealthy behaviors, and this allows us to move forward even in tough times. We’ve learned that as long as we focus on handling things maturely and growing and changing whenever possible, we’re always rewarded with a deeper, more meaningful relationship.


So while my marriage (and I) aren’t without flaws, I wouldn’t want it any other way. Learning how to handle those flaws more and more successfully has allowed me to grow, and those changes always lead to my becoming a better partner and parent. This book is about how change makes us better. I should know, because I’ve been there; I’ve changed in all the ways depicted in this book and will likely change some more as time goes on.


My promise to you is that, if you focus on growth rather than stagnation, maturity rather than denial, and change rather than finding fault, you will discover new ways to love, greater depth in your feelings, and a life and marriage you never imagined.


Have faith in yourself. I do.


Steve





PART I


Change:
The Only Constant








Introduction:


My Wife’s Six Husbands


In a way, I’m my wife’s third husband. And if we keep doing everything correctly, I’ll be her fourth husband sometime very soon. After that, as long as I keep working on it, I will have the opportunity to be a couple more husbands in the years to come. In fact, if I try really hard, by the time she’s in her sixties, she will have had at least six husbands—and I will have been each one of them.


This may seem a surprising (if not disturbing) way to begin a book about marriage. But it’s really quite simple when you think about it. As people grow, they invariably change. And as they change, the things they need from life and from their relationships change as well. That means the person most spouses need their partner to be when they’re in their twenties is considerably different from the person they need their spouse to be when in their thirties, forties, fifties, and beyond.


That’s why my wife will need a new husband soon.


Sixteen years ago, when we got married, my wife needed me to be a certain kind of husband. I was fun, carefree, headstrong, and full of dreams and potential. I made her laugh and helped her feel good about herself and her future. She did the same for me. We loved each other and loved how we felt together. That’s why we got married.


Then life changed.


Time went by and we grew up. And what was important to us in the beginning was replaced by entirely different priorities. In our thirties, my wife no longer wanted me to be fun, carefree, and the life of the party. She now wanted a guy who was settling down to build a life together with her. She was looking for me to focus on establishing a stable career and to begin preparing for a family. In short, she needed me to grow up.


Then, when we had kids, I had to evolve once more. The husband she needed during the baby years was almost completely different from the husband she first married. This husband had tremendous humility and patience, whereas the one she married was cocky and in a hurry. This guy agreeably changed diapers, watched cartoons, and engaged in long conversations about the virtues of breast pumps. The husband she married couldn’t be bothered with those things. The new husband made it a point to be home as much as possible and scaled back on almost all his extracurricular activities. The guy she married spent most of his free time away from home.


As our sons grew, I changed even more. Eventually, I became the kind of husband who enjoyed staying at home on Saturday nights wrestling with the kids and doing horribly messy and pointless kindergarten art projects. I also began to look forward to spending Sunday afternoons (time previously reserved for watching hours of football on television) chasing children through germ-infested habitrails at our local Chuck E. Cheese. During those years, my wife needed me to be more focused on the kids than I was on her because she longed for a guy who loved them just as much as she loved them and who thought of them first—just like she did. Those were years when she needed me to be “daddy” more than she needed me to be “honey.” The husband I was at that stage of our marriage believed his family came first, no matter what. The one she married put himself first.


It was a lot of work, but I was up to the challenge. Of course, by the time I had this husband mastered, our lives changed again and she needed me to be somebody else. As the years went by and our relationship continued to mature and our children continued to grow, I needed to keep pace. When our children were very young, I needed to be a hovering dad who kept an extremely close eye on the kids. Eventually, as they continued to grow up, I needed to morph into a dad who trusted them to make good decisions and supported them as they ventured further into the world of school, friends, and gradual independence.


As our marriage and our family grew, my relationship with my wife grew as well. Through the years, she became a more confident, assertive woman who had progressively less need for a strong-but-silent man she could lean on. Instead, she wanted a vulnerable and sensitive man who could lean on her at times and value her as an equal.


As she matured, I did the same.


I also began to realize, much to my chagrin, that many of the characteristics she initially loved about me—things of which I was very proud—were slowly becoming the very things she no longer liked! In other words, as we were growing and changing, the reasons she loved me were changing as well. When we first met, she used to look warmly and lovingly at me whenever I said or did something she thought was funny or smart. In those days I knew I could always win her over with a smile, a joke, or a thoughtful gesture. But after a few years of marriage, I started getting those same looks for different reasons. Whenever I would connect with her parents or grandparents, or when I demonstrated how responsible and trustworthy I could be with her feelings and our marriage, I could feel her beaming at me. Then, when we had children, I would catch her looking lovingly at me when I was playing with the kids or changing diapers. Eventually it became clear to me that that’s what turned her on in those days, not that I was cool, fun, or smart!


That’s why I like to think of myself as a stock on the stock market. When my wife said, “I do,” she wasn’t really marrying me; she was marrying my potential. She bought low and counted on me to mature through the years (and to pay a handsome dividend). She was investing in my future gains, not in who I was at that particular moment. And who would keep a stock around that didn’t improve, mature, and grow through the years?


Of course, I’m not a stock and this isn’t about financial paybacks. It is about interpersonal paybacks. Marriage is about forming a lifelong relationship that continues to feed your emotional needs as your needs change. The hard part of relationships isn’t all the arguments about dirty socks and unbalanced checkbooks; it’s having the courage and maturity to change yourself as your marriage dictates.


Soon, my wife will need me to be a husband completely different from the one I am today, and I am eagerly looking forward to it. By the time we’re in our sixties, if I’m lucky, I will have been all the different people she needed me to be, when she needed me to be them.


My job as a partner is to constantly reinvent myself, maturely and without resentment or regret. Doing so not only makes my marriage better, it makes my life fuller and it makes me a better person as well as a better husband. If I didn’t face and make these transitions, my wife wouldn’t want me. Not because I wasn’t a good guy, but because I didn’t grow up.


I LOVE YOU, YOU’RE PERFECT, NOW CHANGE


When they marry, most people say things like, “I love you just the way you are; don’t ever change!”—and they really mean it. The notion that their spouse might change is scary and nonsensical to most newlyweds. Furthermore, popular opinion supports this idea, dictating that marriages fail because people change. But of course people change! All healthy people grow and change as they mature. It’s those who don’t change who find themselves trapped in unhealthy marriages. The truth is, most marriages don’t fail because people change, they fail because people don’t change.


Couples need to change and grow in order to invigorate and rejuvenate their relationship. Despite all we’ve been told about the power of love to surmount all odds, successful marriages don’t happen because two people fall in love; they happen when two people fall in love over and over again with each other. That can only happen when two people change together in whatever ways their lives and their marriage require.


If you accept this basic premise, a lot of the seemingly contradictory pressures of modern marriage make a lot more sense. As a marriage counselor and psychologist with more than fifteen years of experience, I often see men and women who feel like they just can’t win. It’s as if they’re living a life filled with relentless pressure: pressure to stay home with the kids and, at the same time, pressure to go to work and make more money; pressure to drop some of their old friends and old habits and develop new friends and new habits. They also feel pressure to be tough and in charge, but also to be sensitive and vulnerable. They think that if they could just eliminate these pressures, their life and their marriage would be okay again.


Women often say things like, “He knew what I was like when he married me, and now he wants me to be different. He knew that I had a lot of hobbies and interests and that I didn’t like spending weekends at home being a couch potato.”


“It sounds like he wants a different wife,” I usually comment.


“Absolutely!” is the common response.


Men often say things like, “She knew what I was like when she married me, and now she wants me to be different. She knew that I liked to drink and hang out with my buddies and that I wasn’t particularly interested in talking about my feelings and stuff like that.”


To this, I usually respond, “It sounds like she wants a different husband.”


“Absolutely!” is the common response.


“So what am I supposed to do?” they both want to know.


My advice is usually the same. “It sounds like it’s time for a change,” I say. “It’s time for you to become the new spouse he (or she) is looking for—the one you both deserve.”


PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER


This book is based upon a simple but extremely important fact of life: since healthy people’s needs are always growing and changing, the things spouses need from each other repeatedly grow and change as well. With that in mind, in the pages that follow, you’ll learn something that usually seems both fundamental and fascinating to people once they’ve heard it: over time, most marriages actually need both spouses to become six different people in order for their relationship to survive and grow.


First we need to prepare you a bit for making whatever changes you decide you need to make. Therefore, in part 1 we will look at why many men and women either resist change, fail to change altogether, or believe that change has a negative effect on relationships. Explaining these misconceptions—and how to overcome them—will help prepare you for developing a productive way of thinking about your own marital evolution.


In part 2, we’ll describe how most marriages go through six different major stages and outline each of the six different spouses most successful partners become as they transition through these stages. I will include specific guidelines for how effective spouses can modify their communication, transform their identities, change their activities, and produce new ways of achieving intimacy through the years. By the end of this section, both spouses will understand what it takes to become a great partner and enjoy a long and healthy marriage.


In part 3, you’ll learn specific tips for dealing with reluctant spouses, and you’ll learn how to customize the information covered in the six stages to fit your unique situation. I’ll provide a short quiz to help you identify your readiness for making these changes yourself. Then you’ll learn step by step how to create a climate in your home and your relationship that is conducive to healthy change by learning exactly what steps to take. In the appendix, you’ll find a Change Worksheet to help you and your spouse work together to identify the specific change(s) you want to make and make the process as smooth as possible.


Throughout, here’s my promise to you: I promise not to provide you with superficial platitudes like “communicate better” or “treat each other better,” nor will I provide trendy quick fix tools like the “Top Ten Romantic Things to Say to Your Spouse” or the “Five Ways to Get What You Want in Your Marriage.”


We all know that tools are only as effective as the person using them. That’s precisely why my expensive new golf clubs continue to produce the same dreadful shots as my previous set. It’s also why, even when I spend top dollar on paint and brushes, every picture I paint still looks like it was done by a seven-year-old. Tools don’t fix problems; people do, and life’s most successful people are the ones who best know how to use the tools they’re given. I want you to be the best when it comes to using your relationship tools.


I’ve found that when couples learn better ways to communicate, it’s kind of like having a brand-new tool: at first they feel better equipped and newly energized to work on their relationship. But if they have no idea what to do about the underlying problems in their relationship, many end up using their newfound communication skills to express their dislike for each other in a more sophisticated manner than before, ultimately giving up on the new technique altogether.


I don’t want that to happen to you. I will show you how mature spouses approach their marriage, and, with some specific tried-and-true methods, how they (and you) can keep love interesting, active, and alive even after many years of marriage.


To achieve these goals, only one thing is needed, but it’s an important thing. You will have to be prepared to change yourself, sometimes even when you don’t want to.


So open your mind to gaining some insight. When you do that, every tool you use will produce a miracle.





EMBRACING CHANGE:


Growing Together Instead of Growing Apart


Day after day clients come into my office and insist that the reason their marriage is failing is because their spouse changed. From men, it usually sounds something like this: “She’s the one to blame for all this. She’s the one who’s changed, not me. She’s completely different from the woman I married, and now she wants me to be someone I’m not. It’s bullshit! I am who I am, and that’s not going to change. She should know that you can’t change people, and you shouldn’t try.”


From women, it usually sounds something like this: “He’s changed from the guy I married. We don’t talk anymore, we don’t hang out anymore, and we just don’t seem to have anything in common. I hate to say it, but I don’t look forward to him coming home. Sometimes I wonder why I even married him. I’m not sure why I need him other than for the income he provides.”


These men and women are demonstrating two crucial misconceptions. First, they fail to see that everyone changes—at least, we all should change. Every healthy person grows and matures over time. Earlier this year I counseled a man who hated the fact that his wife was advancing in her career because it meant she was out entertaining clients several times a month instead of being home with him. For the first ten years of their marriage, she’d been home every night, cooking meals and taking care of his needs and their children’s. But over the past few years, she’d taken advantage of an opportunity to pursue professional achievements she had always dreamed of. So, in exchange for only a few extra hours a month, she accepted a promotion and started taking care of herself a little more (and her husband a little less). This change, he asserted, was “destroying their marriage.” She was, he said, “becoming a completely different person,” someone who “didn’t care about the rest of her family” and who “cared more about having dinner with other people than she cared about having dinner with me.” Instead of applauding his wife’s decision to challenge herself, he treated her as if her desire to grow her talents was catastrophic. You can imagine the emotionally damaging effects that this perspective would have on their marriage and their family.


Men with this attitude fail to see that their own lack of growth is part of the problem. Typically, they become chronically disconnected from their partner and feel increasingly disrespected by the rest of the world. In most cases, unless they learn to view change as a necessary part of relationships, their marriage is destined either to end in divorce or to exist in a perpetual state of conflict and despair.


Women have just as much responsibility to grow and change as men. Many women focus so much on trying to get their husband to change that they fail to see the areas in which they need to evolve. I counseled a woman once who freely admitted to being something of a control freak. Still, the only areas she felt needed to be addressed in her marriage centered on her husband’s failings. In her mind, her controlling behaviors were actually virtues that helped her be extremely productive; therefore, they didn’t need fixing. It wasn’t until her husband filed for divorce that she realized how truly difficult she was to live with, but by that time it was too late.


But, if the secret to a happy marriage is embracing change, why do so many people resist it? The answer is that society fosters many misconceptions about change that encourage people to resist or refuse it altogether, inhibiting many couples’ ability to mature and evolve.


Although both genders share the seven common misconceptions about change, as you’ll see below, some tend to be more prevalent in one gender or the other.


THE SEVEN COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT CHANGE




    Misconception 1:
Adults don’t need to change.


    

    Many people operate from the assumption that they’re already grown up by the time they get married. The thought pattern goes like this: you grow up, get married, and raise a family—in that order (well, mostly).


But growing up is a continuous process. People who seem to have magically stopped maturing at age twenty-two tend to be pretty boring. They’re the folks who effectively stifle every meaningful conversation among friends by rehashing the same tired stories and plot lines from the past. Sometimes it’s a thirty- or forty-something guy who always seems to turn lively discussions about current events into rambling reminiscences of his college days when he and his buddies drank too much and did inappropriate things. At other times it’s the perpetually stuck woman who agonizes over the same hopeless dating issues in every conversation. These people are difficult to have a relationship with because they rarely contribute new ideas that might give the relationship life.


Emotional maturity is closely tied to one’s ability to navigate the important developmental changes of life. For example, many experienced substance abuse counselors can determine the age at which a patient started frequently abusing drugs or alcohol because that person remains stuck at that particular emotional age, regardless of their chronological age. When these people turned to substances as their method for coping, they stopped maturing along a normal, healthy path. When emotional growth is impeded, whether by mind-altering substances or any other successful avoidance technique, the result is a failure to mature. And it’s no fun to be in a relationship with an immature person.


When people stop growing, their relationships do the same. It’s pretty safe to say that if you or your spouse are basically the same person you were ten years ago, or when you got married, then something is not going well.


 




  

REALITY: Those who recognize the need to continue developing at every stage of life are the ones who build successful marriages.


    




Misconception 2:
A spouse who makes changes now won’t need to make changes in the future in order to still be a good partner.


    

    On the outskirts of Detroit there’s a company that’s been an award-winning manufacturer of automotive fuel pumps for more than twenty years. Its fuel pump design consistently receives the highest rating in the automotive world, and its success has historically been phenomenal. These fuel pumps have operated in vehicles made by almost every major automotive company in the world. But over the last five years something happened. Customers started returning vehicles by the thousands to their dealerships because the pump was too loud. In response to the complaints, all the major automotive companies demanded that this company completely reengineer its pump or risk losing their contracts.


So, in a very short period of time, without doing anything other than continuing to produce a fantastic product, this company found itself in highly conflictual relationships with all its major clients. Today, this company is on the verge of losing most of its business.


How did an award-winning design that received accolades and operated successfully for twenty years suddenly become undesirable?


The problem is not that the award-winning product changed. The problem is that the rest of the world changed. Through the years, the other engine-parts manufacturers developed quieter products. As a result, the previously subtle noise of this company’s pump now stands out—and that means, despite its excellence over time, this company’s product is no longer desirable.


In the business world, this phenomenon is known as “legacy disease,” the commonly held belief that what made a company great in the past is what will make it great in the future. Unfortunately in business, in relationships, and in marriages, this just isn’t true. Businesses must constantly reinvent themselves in order to remain relevant, and so must people. It’s not how good we were in the past that predicts our future success; it’s how well we adapt to the present to fit the changing needs of those who matter to us most.


 




    

    REALITY: Don’t assume that the strategies that were successful yesterday will be successful today.


    




Misconception 3:
Change weakens a couple’s bond.


    

    Strong marriages are built on the loving things people do in the present, not on the memories of the things they did in the past. That doesn’t mean you should stop being the wonderful person your spouse married; it means you should focus on continually changing and growing in order to make sure you are someone your spouse would still choose today. That’s what you’re doing when you make it a point to meet your partner’s needs at every stage of life.


And that’s where the magic comes in. The biggest difference between happy couples and unhappy ones is that healthy spouses are always creating new bonds and experiences that help the couple stay in love, whereas unhealthy spouses spend most of their time clinging to outmoded identities and behaviors that no longer serve the relationship well.


Most of us have seen adorable elderly couples who still seem madly in love after many years together. Many people think those couples got to that wonderful place because they were somehow lucky enough to avoid having to endure great change. But that’s not the case. It couldn’t be. No one gets through life without facing significant problems from time to time. Whether it’s the challenges of raising children, the pressures of work, or even unexpected calamities like illness and death, no couple can live a long and fulfilling life together without experiencing some degree of turmoil from time to time.


Research bears this out: While one might assume that life traumas such as deaths and severe illnesses would often lead to divorce, most research shows the opposite is true. In the majority of cases, couples who experience a traumatic event report that, while the event itself was awful, its impact on their marriage was ultimately positive. Not coincidentally, they also report a heightened sensitivity to others, closer relationships with friends and family, and a commitment to living life more fully following their tragedy. In fact, happy couples who experience a trauma actually fare better than unhappy couples who are in marital therapy. This phenomenon is likely due to the fact that these couples have developed the ability to cope with change, maturely addressing the problems life throws at them.


In my many years as a therapist and in my personal life, I’ve polled countless couples about this issue. When pressed, they all say the same thing: they faced numerous crisis periods in their relationship, but the problems they faced, and how they dealt with them, made them stronger. They didn’t survive and thrive because they were able to avoid change; they got there precisely because they did change.


Change enables a relationship to refuel itself, whereas love, without a certain amount of tension to keep it interesting, eventually burns out or fades away.


 




    

    REALITY: Successful couples don’t escape difficult times; they change and adapt, forging a stronger relationship.


    




Misconception 4:
A couple won’t need to change because their love will surmount all difficulties.


    

    As a marriage counselor, when I meet young people who are planning to get married, I always politely ask them how they reached their decision. Invariably, the answer is, “Because we’re in love.” When I ask how they plan to handle all the difficulties that are inevitable, they look at me as if I’m an idiot and simply reassert that they’re getting married “because we’re in love.”


Their response demonstrates an important misconception: many people think that as long as they’re in love, everything will work out fine. That’s simply not true, and here’s why: although being in love is a wonderful thing, it’s actually the easiest part of the relationship because it’s the piece that occurs on its own—it’s beyond anyone’s control. Emotions are like that; they just happen whether people like it or not, hence the expression “falling in love.” The truth is that our emotions are usually in charge and our rational mind is just along for the ride.


So, falling in love is easy. Staying in love is hard. As the years pass and your mate does stupid or selfish things, parents the kids differently from you, or becomes glued to the chair in front of the television set, how do you stay in love with him then? When you have new babies and he sees you, like it or not, as someone who looks haggard, makes no money, and complains incessantly about diapers and sleepless nights, how does he stay in love with you? That’s when the going gets tough, and that’s the stuff most of us, despite loving each other, never seem to know how to handle.


That’s why couples who have spent many years together will tell you the secret isn’t being in love, it’s figuring out how to handle everything that happens after you fall in love. I always tell young couples that being in love is like being on second base: when you’re in love, you’re only halfway home. Sure, finding love is hard—you have to find a good person, get to know him or her, and reveal your dark little secrets—but marriage is much more than that. A marriage is a lifelong commitment. And isn’t the goal not just falling in love, but having a lifelong love affair?


So once you get married, you can’t stop there. You have to plan for the fact that your relationship will continually evolve. That means some of your best traits—even attributes that were initially appealing and useful in your marriage—may ultimately become annoying or even detrimental as years go by. In other words, in order to keep your love alive, you will have to reinvent yourself continually.


That’s why those who rely on the power of love rather than the power of change to fuel their relationship risk becoming a burden in their marriage.


 




    

    REALITY: Being in love isn’t enough. Staying in love happens when you and your spouse work out how to embrace change, solve problems, and treat each other when the going gets tough.


    




Misconception 5:
Most marriages fail for much more serious reasons than failing to change.


    

    Many people believe marriages fail mainly because of infidelity, emotional abuse, incessant arguing, and irreconcilable differences. As long as they’re not experiencing any of those, they figure they’re doing fine. I thought this very thing myself for many years, but after fifteen years as a marriage counselor, I’ve learned that none of those seemingly more serious issues are the primary reasons marriages fail.


Although most couples have a variety of trouble spots (some big, some small) when they marry, often these seem tolerable to people basking in the glow of newlywed love. However, as couples travel along, they face hurdle after hurdle, each of which requires them to adapt, adjust, and compromise. Making these changes takes maturity, respect, and willingness on the part of both spouses. While all of us are slow to change from time to time, repeatedly failing to do so breeds a lack of trust, a decline in respect, and an erosion of intimacy that threatens the core of any relationship. Both spouses start to feel resentful, bitter, and hopeless—which ultimately leads to the more outwardly obvious problems of constant arguing, disrespect, infidelity, and worse.


 




    

    REALITY: Most of the commonly accepted causes of marital problems are typically symptoms of a greater problem: a couple’s inability to grow and change.


    




Misconception 6 (predominantly female):
Expecting your spouse to change is selfish—and besides, it’s impossible for men to change.


    

    The most common misconceptions women hold about change in marriage stem from one of two core beliefs: that it is their job to change (since men won’t—and can’t), or that women who attempt to change their mates are being foolish and selfish.


Before women’s liberation really took hold in the 1970s, women were taught in many high school home economics classes (and in other ways throughout society) that it was their duty to cater to all the needs of their husband when he got home from work. In fact, to burden him with anything other than his slippers and a cool drink was both selfish and inconsiderate. After all, he’d had a hard day, and a wife shouldn’t tax him with her problems, her needs, or even the irritant of conversation.


Although this sort of poison is no longer formally taught, there are still mutant remnants of this rubbish floating around in our culture, and thus in the minds of many women. Women end up tolerating outlandish and immature behavior from their spouse because they feel that requesting almost anything from their spouse is selfish—so imagine how they feel about asking him to change!


That is completely absurd. Marriages are a fifty-fifty proposition, which means each spouse’s needs must be equally addressed. If you ask me, men’s common arguments refuting this position (such as “I make more money,” “I have a stressful job,” or “That’s how I was raised”) are really what ought to be evaluated for selfishness. Amazingly, many women accept these arguments unchallenged!


Our society still expects women to play many different roles and teaches them that the more changes they make, the better things will be. As a result, many women embrace and incorporate changes so well that they risk losing themselves in their many roles. However, as they work tirelessly over the years to change from student to businesswoman, to sex kitten, to wife, to mother, to soccer mom, and then sometimes back to businesswoman, many women devote so much energy to meeting others’ needs that they lose focus on who they are and what they want from life. When this happens, they also lose focus on feeding their marriage—and marriages need just as much food and attention as children.


If you or your spouse feel that one person’s feelings and needs should take a backseat in your marriage, I urge you to reevaluate your relationship (and your self-esteem). When there is a significant power imbalance within the relationship, the powerless person inevitably feels left out, depressed, and lonely. That is where the marital problems come from.


Often when I’m discussing this point I’m asked if I am really saying that a woman should try to change her spouse. And, actually, I am. I realize that goes against conventional wisdom, but I believe we have to look at that notion from a different perspective. Both people in a marriage will change (or should change) throughout their years together, and each should expect that he or she will have some influence on the changes that occur in the other. The problem comes when we expect our spouse to make a fundamental personality shift. It’s highly unlikely that the meek, introverted guy will become the life of the party, or that the unfeeling boor will develop a heart. One shouldn’t expect great change in those people, and those who expect those traits to change usually end up supremely disappointed. But the immature guy who wants to go fishing every weekend or the workaholic who spends every evening working instead of hanging out with his family are both in need of, and capable of, a little change. Unfortunately, it’s usually his wife who has to nudge him in the direction of growing up if he doesn’t do it himself. In a perfect world, we would change by ourselves, but in reality, many of us need a little coaxing. That’s often where therapy plays an important role. Skilled therapists not only help couples resolve conflicts, they help them build reasonable expectations regarding change.


I should mention here that a few women use this misconception in an unhealthy and manipulative manner. These women use this predicament to passively get attention and comfort from their friends by positioning themselves as the trapped and helpless victim of a selfish and ignorant spouse. While it appears on the surface that these women resent their husbands for getting everything their way, they actually derive a benefit out of the situation through their continued stories of woe. This game can be painfully limiting for women. Whereas they should be seeking a more mutually respectful relationship with their husband and working to fix things, find common ground, or move on, these women find solace in martyrdom and remain stuck in their ways, continually believing that misery is a cross women have to bear.


 




    

    REALITY: You can and should seek to change many things about your spouse. Each spouse can be instrumental in helping the other grow and change in a variety of ways.


    




Misconception 7 (predominantly male):
Change is selling out.


    

    Men in general resist change, believing they shouldn’t be expected to grow and change because their wife married them for the many good traits they already possess. The idea that they should drop some of their old traits and behaviors feels like an insult to their identity and makes changing seem both unhealthy and unwarranted. To these men, changing means giving in (selling out) or turning themselves into a completely different and subservient person (like a gutless wimp who is “whipped” and can’t make a decision on his own). But that just isn’t the case. The majority of people who make mature, responsible changes in their lives remain at their core the same people they always were. They keep many of their interests, maintain many of the same beliefs—and even make decisions on their own! All that really changes is how maturely they approach problems and how defensive they become when life thrusts changes upon them.


These men need to understand that changing isn’t about giving up old traits; it’s about developing new ones. Just because someone settles down doesn’t mean he has to give up all the things he used to enjoy.


It’s not that men are inherently afraid of or incapable of change; it’s that throughout most of their lives, most men endure an unbelievable amount of peer pressure and receive bad advice (presented as sage wisdom), all encouraging them to avoid change. For example:


 


• She’s trying to control you. “Whatever you do, man, don’t give in to your wife. If you do, it’s all downhill from there. She’s just trying to control you.”


• Women are nags. “Women just like to complain. There’s nothing you can do about it, and it’ll never change so just ignore it.”


• Real men do whatever they want. When a friend is calling to check in with his wife: “Cut it out, man! I thought you ran your own life. Does she tell you when to go to the bathroom, too?”


• Don’t be a wimp. “Look at you! You’re turning into a woman! You don’t have to change; you’re better than that!”


• It’s better to ask for forgiveness than to ask for permission. “Just do what you want and then ask for forgiveness later. That’s what I do, and it’s working just fine.”


• She’ll never be satisfied, so you might as well do what you want. “Women are impossible to please. There’s nothing you can do to make them happy, so just do whatever you want. If you’re going to be in the doghouse anyway, you might as well have done what you wanted to do in the first place.”


 


Virtually none of this “wisdom” is true or wise. Nonetheless, these immature and destructive messages abound, constantly discouraging men from growing up and building mutually respectful relationships.


Many of my male clients have told me that even agreeing to see a marriage counselor felt like selling out or was a sign of weakness and incompetence. However, after spending a little time in a therapist’s office, they typically come away with the opposite impression; the skills they learn with me actually make them stronger and more capable of dealing with problems on their own.


Those who think change is selling out often secretly believe that their best days are behind them. Operating out of the hidden fear that they won’t measure up to the challenges ahead, they hang on to the old times, insisting that change will somehow strip them of their identity.


I sometimes suggest to my male clients that they think of change as branching out. Literally. And just as growing new branches doesn’t destroy a tree, but makes it bigger, stronger, and more enduring, so growing and changing makes us stronger, more capable, and more balanced.


 




    

    REALITY: Change is a normal part of maturing, and it certainly doesn’t mean one has to become an entirely different person.


    




GETTING PAST THE MISCONCEPTIONS


The take-home lesson from all this is that purposeful, continual change by both spouses is vital to marital success. While love, respect, and shared interests and values are important components of an excellent relationship, those traits only go so far. So how can we assess our own and our partner’s potential for change?


When I counsel couples who are contemplating marriage, I suggest each partner take the following quiz to determine how strong the core attributes of openness, maturity, and a willingness to change are in their relationship, themselves, and their partner. Usually I instruct each partner to take the quiz on his or her own and then get together to discuss the answers. That conversation should include more than just a review of the results; it should include a discussion about how and why each person’s perceptions of his or her partner may be different from that partner’s perception of self.




Change Readiness Quiz


1. How good are your and your partner’s coping skills?


 














	You:


	 

	 

	 






	a. Very good


	b. Above average


	c. Below average


	d. Poor







	 






	Your partner:


	 

	 

	 






	a. Very good


	b. Above average


	c. Below average


	d. Poor








2. How flexible are you and your partner in new situations, especially when those situations are beyond your control or preference?


 














	You:


	 

	 

	 






	a. Very good


	b. Somewhat good


	c. Not good


	d. Terrible







	 






	Your partner:


	 

	 

	 






	a. Very good


	b. Somewhat good


	c. Not good


	d. Terrible








3. How well does your relationship tolerate the stress that occurs as a result of these new situations?


    

    a. Wonderfully, with little conflict


b. Good, but some small conflicts occur


c. Difficult, with a lot of resistance and conflict


d. Poorly, with anger and avoidance


4. List examples of times when you or your partner were not flexible in a new situation and how that inflexibility affected your relationship, both emotionally and behaviorally:


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


5. List examples of times when you or your partner were flexible in a new situation and how that flexibility affected your relationship, both emotionally and behaviorally:


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


_________________________________________________


6. How likely are you and your partner to become more flexible in the future?
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