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How to Get the Most Out of Your Marriage
Anne K. Effron, MSW, LCSW, BCD

A

number of years ago, I attended a workshop on couples therapy
taught by two distinguished therapists who also happened to be
married to one another, Dr. Norman and Betty Paul. While many
of the details of that workshop have long since faded from my mind, one
statement they made stands out: “In the course of our 30 plus years together,” Dr. Paul said, “We’ve actually lived in many different marriages.”
They were attributing the success of their life together to the fact that
as they’ve both evolved as individual, so has the nature of their relationship changed. Just as resilience is key to
a healthy individual personality development, so are flexibility and openness to
change critical to a flourishing and mature
couple relationship.

Further, Debbie was becoming increasingly depressed as she began to
feel that Jim was unavailable to her.
In some ways, Jim and Debbie were the perfect match. As the second
oldest and most responsible daughter in a family of four, Debbie seemed
to be the one chosen to fill in where her alcoholic mother left off. Deprived of her childhood, she became prematurely managerial and overlyresponsible. Somewhere in her early 30s, Jim entered her life. Jim was
the youngest of three adopted children. His
father was a professional, and both parents were active civically and were well-respected in their community. In many ways,
Jim lived a charmed and comfortable life
- Dr. Norman Paul
until the age of 13, when his beloved father
developed a rare and degenerative illness.
He died when Jim was 15, and family life
unraveled in response to his tragic loss. Jim’s response to his grief was
to begin drinking and drugging - which he did from the age of 15 until
his early 30s. Jim was in the early stages of sobriety and recovery when
he met Debbie. Jim described himself, in AA parlance, as the “family
mascot” or clown. His mother and older sister both doted on him, and
his grief for his father expressed itself as a seeming inability to make a
commitment to anything or to anybody.

“We’ve actually lived in
many different marriages.”

We’re all familiar with the axiom that opposites attract. But do they last? The answer
to that question is “It depends.” The theory is that we are attracted to
and marry “our emptiness” or “our unfinished selves.” The problem is
that those qualities that attracted us to our partner in the beginning are
the very same qualities that lead to conflict down the road. I’ll give you
an example of a couple I worked with:
Debbie, 38, an insurance executive, and Jim, 41, a teacher, had been
married about 8 years when they came to see me. Debbie had been

In many ways, their relationship was a classic attraction of opposites:
Debbie, the highly responsible and serious over-achiever is drawn to
Jim, the easy-going and a self-described “under-acheiver.” The fantasy,
in the early stages of romance, is a “merger fantasy.” Debbie’s dream is
that by marrying Jim, she will retrieve her own lost childhood. She will reclaim her ability to play and have fun and thereby become whole. Jim’s
dream was the opposite - that by marrying Debbie, he would re-claim
the maturity he had eschewed for years.
What actually occurred in the 8 years following their marriage was very
different. By the time they entered treatment, their positions polarized,
and they had become entrenched in their own camps: Debbie, representing the voice of responsibility and Jim defensively standing by his
right to enjoy life and live spontaneously. Debbie was becoming increasingly depressed and withdrawn, and Jim had become resentful of Debbie’s anger and disengagement from him.

feeling physically and emotionally exhausted and chronically angry and
resentful of Jim because she was doing the lion’s share of tasks at home.

One of the first things I asked Jim and Debbie to do was to stop blaming each other. Instead of blaming, I then suggested that they each ask
themselves the following critical question: “What do I have to do differently to try to get what I need from my partner?” This question leads
each partner to look inwardly toward self-understanding rather than outwardly leading blame. This is hard work, but once each partner is on the
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path toward self-awareness, real growth and change can occur.
While Debbie was self-reliant and competent, she never learned to ask
for support for herself. Commenting sadly, Debbie spoke of her alcoholic
mother, “I don’t like to say this, but it’s almost as if I had no mother. I had
nothing stable to bond with.” Jim, on his own journey inward, realized he
had been so traumatized by his father’s tragic loss that he didn’t allow
himself to be vulnerable. Further, he developed a habit of pushing away
painful feelings. “It was hard for me to be open, hard for me to be there
in a dynamic sense. I realized I had not had to make a commitment for
a very long time. Certainly, though, Debbie was worth it. I realized what
my being there for her meant.”
Through the course of therapy, Jim began to tune in and really listed to
what Debbie was saying. Once his allowed himself to be vulnerable and
acknowledge what she meant to him, he was able to hear her loneliness
and depression. For her part, Debbie was for the first time able to ask
for support for herself. She learned to trust that Jim could respond to her
needs in a way her own parents never could.
This case illustrates how each partner in the couple needs to become
“whole again” - before they can really begin marital work. Jim needed to
retrieve the courage to be vulnerable despite his fear of loss, and Debbie
needed to re-claim the power to ask despite her fear of disappointment.
One interesting phenomenon is that by repairing disappointments in the
marriage, one also heals the hurts sustained much earlier in one’s growing-up family.
In my work with couples over the past 25 years, I have isolated a number
of key attributes and skills that are essential to building a healthy emotionally intimate relationship:
Trust and Respect
Every healthy relationship needs at its core, trust and respect. These key
attributes provide the fertile ground from which many other good things
flow - friendship, playfulness, and passion.
Relationship Mindfulness
This skill involves empathy and an understanding of one’s partner.
Marital therapist and researcher, Jon Gottman talks about “love maps”,

which are internal road maps of your partner’s inner life. Developing “love
maps” requires the third essential skill.
Enhanced Listening
Enhanced listening requires putting aside one’s own agenda in order to
really understand your partner. One of the most important things you
can do in any couple negotiation is to postpone the desire to persuade
until you feel you understand and can almost express your partner’s
point of view. This skill is a tough one and involves discipline and grace,
but the rewards are manifold. It means asking open-ended questions to
regularly update oneself about what’s going on in one’s partner’s life and
mind. The impact of such questioning is strong and positive - when you
feel like your partner has an interest in you, love is re-evoked and the
courtship renewed.
Openness to Repair
Marital therapist, Terry Real, states that all marriages go through multiple
cycles of “harmony, disharmony, and repair”. In an open relationship, hurt
is inevitable, yet each hurt also offers and opportunity to repair the hurt
and heal the wound. In his research into why marriages succeed and fail,
Gottman found that the one characteristic that leads overwhelmingly to
failed marriages is “the inability to accept influence” - a rigid style on one
partner’s part that does allow information in. Defensiveness, contempt,
control, and withdrawal are surefire signs of marital failure. The antidotes
to these toxic characteristics are talking openly about the problem,
scanning for the positive, soothing hurt, and supporting your partner’s
needs. Most of us crave connections to others, and in marriages, it’s the
juncture of truth and love that leads to closeness and intimacy.
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