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Introduction

When I was thirteen, my best friend, Emily, paid a palm reader to tell her fortune at the county fair. The palm reader predicted Emily was going to marry twice—the first time would be just to upset her parents, and the second time would be real love.

After the reading, Emily and I laughed hysterically. We didn’t believe a word of what he said, but of course, I then wanted my palm read too. After viewing the lines on my hand for a minute, the palm reader said I was going to find true love and have a very happy life with the first person I married. Although I didn’t believe in fortune tellers, I secretly hoped he was right. My parents had been happily married since they were eighteen and nineteen—and I wanted a long-lasting love like they had.

As we walked away from the palm reader’s booth, as a joke, I said to Emily, “Let me read your palm.” I grabbed her hand and said, “Your first husband is going to be named Linc . . . Linc Framingham.” And we laughed some more at the idea of Emily getting married to someone just to anger her parents.

I didn’t think about the palm reader again until I was in college, when the girl who lived across the hall in my dorm room invited me to hang out with her and a friend she was meeting up with later that day. Her friend’s name was Lincoln.

I immediately called Emily and said, “I think I’m meeting your husband tonight!” We reminisced about that palm reading and laughed some more. I said, “I don’t think his last name is Framingham but he’s the only Linc I’ve ever heard of, so maybe I can read palms after all.”

But it turns out, I can’t read palms. She didn’t end up marrying Lincoln. I did.

From the moment we met, I was struck by how different he was—from me, and also from anyone else I’d ever met.

I was shy and avoided embarrassment at all costs. He was the life of the party and lived for good stories—especially the embarrassing ones.

I was the type of person who ended vacations two days early so I could get home in time to unpack, unwind, and get ready for work on Monday. He was the kind of person who vacationed until the last second, which meant he often stepped off the red-eye flight on Monday morning and went straight to the office.

While I was capable of making polite conversation with strangers, he could turn a stranger into a friend in the blink of an eye. Whether we were at a wedding or a retirement party, he made friends everywhere we went.

We were only twenty-one when we got married. But, that meant I got to have him by my side for some huge milestones: I graduated from graduate school, we bought a house, and I landed my first big job as a therapist. We became foster parents too—something I’d always wanted to do.

Not all milestones were good ones, though. My mom passed away unexpectedly when I was twenty-three. I was close to her and losing her was difficult, but I was grateful I had Lincoln there to help me work through my grief.

Life with Lincoln was amazing. And I was optimistic about the future I thought we were going to have together.

But life had other plans for us.

Just five years into our marriage, and exactly three years to the day that my mother died, Lincoln passed away. He had a heart attack at the age of twenty-six. In an instant, the great life I knew ended.

I plummeted into a dark hole of grief for several years. During a time when all my friends were getting married and talking about kids, I was a widow. And I missed Lincoln more than I could explain.

Every once in a while, people would ask me if I was going to date again. Sometimes they’d say things like, “Oh, you’re young. You’ll get remarried.” But I had no intentions of dating—and certainly no intentions of marriage.

I had squeezed a lot of life into my five years with Lincoln, and I was grateful for that. I didn’t think I would ever fall in love again. It just didn’t seem right.

That was, until I met Steve. We had been friends for a while, but our friendship eventually turned to romance.

I wasn’t sure how another relationship could work. I frequently gave Steve warnings like, “I spend holidays with Lincoln’s family.” But he was good with that. And he didn’t bat an eyelash when I said, “Oh, and by the way, Lincoln’s family and I go on weird adventures for his birthday every year.”

He wasn’t deterred by the fact that I was a foster parent either. In fact, he eventually decided to go through the process and become a foster parent too, so we could foster together.

Steve was very different from me as well. He’d done lots of cool things—like he knew how to sail, how to fly a plane, and how to build just about anything. But he never bragged about it. There was a quiet confidence about him that assured other people they could talk to him, and he gave everyone his undivided attention.

For the first time, I could picture myself getting remarried and having a different kind of life—different from the one I had once imagined, but still an incredible life.

We decided to get married, but I didn’t want a traditional wedding. While I knew my friends and family would be thrilled I was getting married—and they all loved Steve—there was no denying the fact that the only reason I was getting remarried was because Lincoln was gone. And I didn’t want anyone to feel sad on my wedding day.

A drive-through ceremony in Las Vegas with a rented ’57 Chevy Bel Air seemed like the perfect way to launch our new life together. We moved to a house in central Maine and I started working as a therapist in the new town where we were living. But just as we were getting settled, we got the news that Steve’s father had been diagnosed with terminal cancer. I couldn’t believe it—just as life felt good again, I was about to lose another loved one.

I spent the next couple of days thinking about the unfairness of life. I had spent a decade grieving and I was about to face another big loss. Steve’s dad and I had become close. But I knew I couldn’t do anything to change the situation—instead, I had to find a way to cope with the pain. I wrote myself a letter about what mentally strong people don’t do. It was a list of 13 habits I wanted to avoid so I could work through the heartache—not just distract myself from it. I found that letter helpful so I decided to publish it online in hopes it might help someone else.

To my surprise, that list went viral. The article was read by more than 50 million people. It was a surreal time in my life as we celebrated the success of my article while privately dealing with the loss of Steve’s father (who passed away soon after I made my list public).

Within a month, I had a book deal and my first book, 13 Things Mentally Strong People Don’t Do, became an international bestseller that’s been translated into more than forty languages. That led to a series of books (this is the sixth) that have sold more than a million copies across the globe.

Steve supported my career shift every step of the way and once I began writing more books, we moved onto a sailboat in the Florida Keys. Steve had dreamed of living on a boat since he was a kid, so we decided to give it a shot. At first, we thought it might just be a six-month adventure, but that was seven years ago, and we have no plans to move again anytime soon.

If that palm reader had told me what my life would be like all those years ago, I would never have believed him. Not only were his predictions about my life wrong, but my predictions were also wrong. Everything is different from how I imagined it, and for so many reasons. But I’ve learned so much about love and life. I may not have the once-in-a-lifetime love that I dreamed about, but instead, I’m fortunate I found love twice. My personal experiences—from getting married, to being widowed, then getting remarried—have taught me a lot about the power and complexities of relationships.

THE FIRST TIME I ever saw a couple in my therapy office, I remember thinking, “I don’t want to do couples therapy.” It didn’t seem like either individual was there to create positive change—they just wanted my validation that the other person was wrong. As soon as the appointment was over, I walked straight to my boss’s office and said, “I feel more like a referee than a therapist. I don’t think I should be assigned couples.”

He smiled and said, “Don’t worry. Most couples who walk through our doors aren’t looking for help. They’re looking for permission to get divorced. But before they do, they want a therapist to let them know that it’s OK to go their separate ways.”

As a newly minted therapist, that was news to me. He was right, though—some couples seemed intent on divorce and merely wanted to check “tried therapy” off the list so they could feel confident they’d “tried everything” before signing their divorce papers.

But that wasn’t always the case. I saw plenty of couples who just wanted some reassurance that they were on the right track, or they wanted to address a few minor issues before they became major problems.

Despite my initial reluctance to do couples counseling, I quickly realized that almost everyone who walked into my therapy office was going to want to address their relationships in one way or another even when they were there for individual treatment.

In fact, no matter the reason people first enter my therapy office—depression, anxiety, or something else—relationships almost inevitably become a regular topic of discussion.

Some people want help healing from a broken relationship. Other people want to know how to support their partners or want their partners to learn how to support them. And many people struggle with specific relationship problems, like infidelity or ongoing feelings of loneliness. Sometimes the relationship issue is a side effect of another problem. At other times, relationship problems are the reason for a decline in mental health.

In many cases, getting a partner involved in therapy can make treatment go better. Someone’s depression might improve if their partner learns how to be supportive. Or someone’s anxiety might get better when their partner supports their efforts to take medication or to get a gym membership. And sometimes, one of the best ways to decrease someone’s mental health symptoms is by improving the quality of their relationship with their partner.

When relationships improve, so does each individual’s well-being. And when each individual’s well-being improves, so does their relationship.

In the twenty-plus years I’ve been a therapist, I’ve seen therapy become more widely accepted and more readily available. The stigma around couples counseling has also diminished. Going to couples therapy no longer seems to mean a couple has extreme problems or that they’re on the brink of divorce. Instead, more people are looking to proactively improve their relationships.

That’s why I wanted to write this book for couples. My other books focus on what individuals can do to build mental strength. But, if you are fortunate enough to have a partner in life, the two of you have the power to build strength as a team. And you can accomplish incredible things together.

Here’s what I believe:


	Not everyone should stay together. I don’t think everyone should insist on staying together at all costs. Some differences can’t be solved or some things shouldn’t be compromised. I also don’t believe in staying together for the kids. As a therapist, I see what happens to kids who grow up in homes where their parents fight a lot or where their parents don’t love each other.

	You have the power to change your relationship. Even if your partner has no desire to address problems or learn about building mental strength, changing your behavior can shift the relationship dynamics. Relationships are like a dance. When you change your steps, your partner will change theirs. You’ll see many of the clients I worked with to heal their relationship came to therapy on their own, not as a couple.

	You may need professional help. You might be able to make a lot of progress on your own. But if you get stuck, talking to a therapist might be the key to moving forward. Sometimes individual therapy is needed—you or your partner might need to work through past trauma or address a mental health problem. At other times, couples therapy could be the key to a better relationship. And if your partner won’t go to couples therapy, go by yourself.



How to Use This Book

You don’t necessarily have to read this book in order. You might skip ahead to the chapter you think you need the most. It’ll still make sense. But I encourage you to eventually read each chapter—you might find something is more of a problem for you than you think, or you might discover you’re doing better in some areas than you give yourself credit for.

If you picked up this book, you are probably in one of three scenarios:


	I want to read this book and my partner has no desire to hear about it. Don’t insist your partner answer questions from the chapter and don’t point out their shortcomings based on what you’re reading. Instead, work on changing yourself (something we’ll cover throughout the book), and you might see that the changes you make help you, your partner, and your relationship.

	My partner requested I read this book. Maybe you aren’t really into reading relationship books, or you don’t think you have any of the issues raised in the book. Good for you for picking the book up anyway. If you’ve already read this far, your eagerness to be a team player speaks volumes. I appreciate your willingness to keep reading—you might find you can make some changes that will inspire confidence in your partner so that you won’t need to read any more relationship books down the road. And if you don’t think your relationship has any problems, that doesn’t mean there aren’t any. If your partner thinks there are issues, there are things that can be addressed regardless of whether you agree.

	My partner and I are both reading this book. If you and your partner are tackling this book together, that’s great. The two of you may learn and grow with each chapter as you discover more about yourselves, one another, and your relationship. Keep in mind you might not agree on a lot of things—and that’s OK. Hopefully, this book will be an opportunity to safely discuss your disagreements.



Who This Book Isn’t For

If you’re in a relationship that isn’t safe, this book isn’t for you.

The truth is, no matter how much inner strength you build, an unsafe environment will hold you back from being your best. And I don’t want you to blame yourself if you aren’t able to create change.

Aside from that, asking your partner tough questions isn’t a good idea if you’re not in a safe relationship.

If you’re in a relationship that is emotionally or physically abusive, there are resources available. From hotlines to local domestic violence programs, please reach out to an appropriate source.

Working Through the Book

As you read each chapter, you might recognize some of the unhealthy habits that play a role in your relationship. You’ll then develop one of these four conclusions:


	I struggle with this: If you struggle with a bad habit, look at it as an opportunity to change. The book provides exercises that can help you grow stronger so you can stop doing the things that likely hurt you and your relationship.

	My partner struggles with this: If your partner struggles with something and they’re open to change, you can support their efforts. If they disagree with you that they have a particular problem, don’t give up. You can make changes in your behavior that can inspire change. I’ll show you how.

	My partner thinks I struggle with this: Your partner might see things differently than you do. If they think you have a problem, be open to change. Remember, even if you don’t think you have a problem, there’s a problem if your partner thinks there is one.

	We both struggle with this: If you both struggle with the same problem, you can work on it together. Avoid the tendency to declare which one of you is the biggest offender—instead get proactive about creating positive change.



In each chapter, you’ll find quizzes, exercises, and conversation starters. If you’re reading this book on your own, you can answer the questions yourself to see what areas you struggle in and to identify strategies that can help. You might also recognize some shortcomings your partner has, but there’s no need to announce what you’ve discovered if they aren’t interested in the book or building mental strength. Saying things like “I’m reading a book written by a therapist who says you aren’t supposed to do that!” won’t help your relationship—nor will it inspire your partner to change. Instead, work on creating change for yourself and that can improve the relationship even if your partner isn’t on board.

You’ll also find interviews with some of my favorite relationship experts. At the end of each chapter, they weigh in on what their research has uncovered or how they treat specific issues in their therapy offices. Their perspectives may give you more insight into how you want to address your relationship.

Mental Strength and Relationships

My other books are focused on building mental strength for yourself. Learning skills to manage your thoughts, feelings, and behavior can help you become the best version of yourself.

Growing mentally stronger can help you become a better partner. Your growth can also bring out the best in your partner and improve your relationship. As a therapist, I’ve seen many couples challenge one another, support each other, and inspire each other as they take steps to grow stronger and become better.

I conducted an independent survey that I named “Couples by the Numbers” to gain some insight into the struggles couples across the United States are experiencing in today’s world. I wanted to see if the relationship issues I had seen as a therapist in Maine during the past decade and the relationship issues I’m seeing in South Florida today are the same problems other couples are experiencing across the country.

I hired an independent research company in February 2023 that surveyed 1,032 married people in the United States. Four hundred ninety-three respondents were men and 539 were women. They were spread out fairly evenly across the regions of the United States and they ranged in age from 18 to over 60 but the bulk of the respondents were in the middle. Thirty-seven percent of the individuals who took part were between the ages of 30 and 44 and 31 percent were between 45 and 60. Their incomes varied from below $10,000 to over $200,000, but 18 percent earned between $50,000 and $74,999, and another 18 percent earned between $75,000 and $99,999. I asked a total of 16 questions, including how often people engaged in each of the 13 unhealthy habits that can hold couples back from growing stronger together.

I also asked about mental strength and the desire to strengthen their relationship. Here’s what I discovered:


	74 percent of people said their relationship would get better if they worked on building mental strength.

	74 percent of people said their relationship would likely get better if their partner worked on building mental strength.

	86 percent of people want to strengthen their relationship with their partner.



I was excited to see that so many people believed they had the power to improve their relationships by building mental strength. And an equal number of people wanted their partners to grow stronger. That’s incredible—because not only do you have the power to build mental strength, but you also have the power to help your partner grow stronger too.

I’m thrilled that so many people want to strengthen their relationship. I’m guessing that if you’re reading this book right now, you’re one of those people. The good news is, you’ve come to the right place. This book is filled with strategies that can help you grow stronger, help you support your partner in growing stronger (even if they aren’t on board quite yet), and help you strengthen your relationship.

Why the Focus Is on What Not to Do

Just like in my other books, I keep the focus of this one on what not to do. Plenty of couples have great habits—but those habits won’t be effective if they continue to engage in behavior that tears them apart.

There’s a lot of advice out there about all the things you should be doing to create a healthy relationship. And while weekly date nights and using one another’s “love language” might be good for your relationship, nothing will work as long as you are engaging in counterproductive bad habits.

I’ve had many couples walk into my therapy office saying things like, “We do all the things we’re supposed to do. We hold hands, eat dinner as a family, and share household responsibilities. Why is our relationship falling apart?” Well, the answer is that they’re engaging in a counterproductive bad habit or two that holds them back.

Your weekly date isn’t going to do your relationship much good if you’re disrespectful to one another while you’re on that date or if you neglect your partnership the rest of the week. And your family dinners might be nice, but if you refuse to set healthy boundaries, those meals aren’t going to save your relationship.

This book is all about how to eliminate the common but unhealthy habits that will undermine your mental strength—both from an individual standpoint as well as a relationship standpoint. Eliminating them from your life can help you and your partner become the strongest and best versions of yourselves.

So, in this book, I share what not to do. Then, you can work smarter, not just harder, because the good habits you already employ will be much more effective. Keep in mind that progress isn’t always linear, and it’s not as if people either do or do not have bad habits. If we’re honest, we all engage in these unhelpful patterns sometimes. But as you grow stronger and become better, you’ll find it’s easier to avoid these habits and turn to habits that can strengthen your relationship.




Chapter 1

They Don’t Ignore Their Problems

47 percent of people don’t bring up problems with their partner because they fear they’ll make things worse.

—Couples by the Numbers Survey

Angela arrived at her first appointment an hour early. The receptionist feared she’d gotten the appointment time wrong. I overheard her say, “Oh no, your appointment with Amy isn’t until eleven.”

But Angela said, “I know. I just wanted to make sure I got here in plenty of time. I brought a book to read in the waiting room.”

When I went to the waiting room to greet my ten o’clock appointment, I saw a woman I later learned was Angela, trying to converse with people waiting for their therapists. By the time I went to retrieve her for her appointment, she was reading her book and I got the impression she hadn’t been successful striking up conversation with anyone. When I called her name, she smiled and jumped out of her seat, looking eager to get started. As soon as she stepped into my office she said, “I think I have empty nest syndrome.” She acknowledged that she’d arrived early for her appointment because she felt lonely and just wanted to be around people.

After being a stay-at-home parent for the past twenty-five years for her three sons, Angela wasn’t sure what to do with herself now that they had all moved out. She said, “I did my job well and that means I raised them to be independent young men who can do things on their own. I don’t want to be the kind of parent who pesters.” Her older sons had jobs and her youngest son was in college. She felt like no one needed her anymore and she could no longer ignore her relationship problems.

She’d been married to her husband, Carl, for over thirty years. “His job was to earn the money and my job was to manage the home,” she said. “We ran our lives like two separate businesses.” Now, he still had a job and she felt like she lacked a sense of purpose.

“We just don’t have much in common outside of the kids,” she said. They had spent the last two decades attending their sons’ sporting events and after-school activities, but they never did anything that didn’t involve their sons.

When I asked Angela what she wanted to gain from therapy, she said, “I want an emotional connection with Carl. I wouldn’t be experiencing empty nest syndrome if he and I had a better relationship.” When I asked if Carl shared her concerns, she said, “I have no idea. We’ve never talked about this.” She explained that he wasn’t the type to hold deep, serious conversations. And she thought if she sat down and told him he felt distant, he might roll his eyes and minimize the situation.

She said, “If I told him we were going to go on date nights, he’d probably think I was being corny or that I’d just read that suggestion in some women’s magazine.” She was confident Carl would never want to attend couples therapy with her.

She said, “I want to enjoy this next phase of my life. The best way to do that is probably to start putting my energy into making the best marriage I can.”

Angela had felt lonely for decades, but in the past, her kids distracted her from her pain. She had some friends and extended family but felt a close connection with Carl was missing. She didn’t want to bring it up because Carl might think she was being “dramatic”—something he occasionally accused her of. She also tried to convince herself that their marriage was good enough. They didn’t fight. They’d raised great kids. And they were financially secure. But as time passed, she said she and Carl seemed to connect less often, and now she was ready to tackle their emotional distance head-on.

I’ve worked with many people who ignored a problem in their relationship. Sometimes, one individual looked the other way despite an obvious problem affecting their partner. At other times, there was a single traumatic event that was never discussed. Other couples, like Angela and Carl, can’t pinpoint a single issue or moment in time but instead, they ignored something that was building a little more each day.

I’ll share what happened with Angela and Carl a little later in the chapter. But before we get to that, think about the problems you or your partner might ignore in your relationship.

Quiz

Read over the following statements and think about how many of them describe your relationship.

❑We rarely discuss big issues in our relationship.

❑We argue over small things, but don’t discuss the underlying problem.

❑We talk to people outside of the relationship about our problems but not to one another.

❑Our problems are evident to our friends and family, but we don’t discuss them with one another.

❑We’d rather look the other way than acknowledge what’s happening between us.

❑We don’t work together to address our individual problems with one another (like a health problem).

❑We share some individual bad habits and we never talk about them (like we both eat unhealthily or we’re both bad with money).

❑We’re more likely to address a problem in a roundabout way—like leaving a bill on the table for one another to see without talking about it.

❑We make it one person’s responsibility to address specific difficulties (like the finances or day care issues), so we don’t have to talk about problems.

Starting Point

Some problems are sudden—like when your partner unexpectedly gets laid off from work. But other issues evolve slowly, and it’s challenging to find the “right” moment to address the issue. This was the situation with Angela and Carl.

Angela had tried to convince herself that they were doing the right thing by making the boys’ activities the focal point of their lives. She said, “I knew the kids would only be home for a short period in our lives so it never occurred to me that Carl and I should go to dinner by ourselves sometimes or go anywhere without them.” But on the nights when the boys were at friends’ homes, she said she and Carl barely had anything to talk about and they often retreated to separate rooms in the house. She said, “Deep down, I knew that was a bad sign but I didn’t want to do anything about it.”

I’ve seen plenty of couples dance around their problems, skirt the real issues, and ignore the crisis before it reaches a boiling point and the problem can’t be ignored any longer. That’s when things implode.

Everyone has problems. That’s life. When you enter into a relationship, you share problems. Even your individual issues impact one another. Your work-related stress will affect your partner and your partner’s student loans will impact you.

There will be some problems that are yours to solve, and your partner doesn’t necessarily bear any responsibility—other than to offer emotional support. If you have an issue at work, you wouldn’t expect your partner to call your coworker on your behalf to solve the problem.

Other problems have a clearer shared sense of responsibility. Unresolved differences in parenting styles or a home that has gone into foreclosure is a shared problem. But that doesn’t mean anyone will discuss the problem. I’ve seen some people attempt to handle a shared situation on their own—where one partner tries to save everything. And I’ve seen other couples devise separate plans to fix the same problem.

In general, you don’t want to ignore problems. But there’s a balance to be made. You don’t need to bring up every minor issue all the time. If you hold a sit-down meeting because your partner left their socks in the middle of the floor, you won’t have the energy to tackle bigger problems. You should address hurt feelings, problems that are likely to grow bigger, and those that will take a toll on the relationship if ignored.

Here are some examples of common problems couples ignore:


	Being in debt or struggling to pay bills

	Disagreements about parenting issues

	In-law issues

	Disliking the other person’s friends

	Sexual problems

	Division of labor issues

	Mental health issues

	Not spending enough quality time together

	One partner working long hours



Spend a minute thinking about the following questions:

❍Do I avoid addressing problems with my partner?

❍Does my partner avoid addressing problems with me?

❍Do we both ignore problems?

Why We Ignore Our Problems

For years, Angela didn’t want to admit that she and Carl had a problem. There were times when she worried that they didn’t have much in common and she wondered what life would be like when the boys moved out. But she pushed those nagging concerns away by promising herself there was plenty of time to figure those things out later.




If you avoid difficult conversations, you’ll have a difficult relationship. The good news is, by acknowledging the situation now (even if it’s just to yourself), you can develop a plan for addressing problems moving forward.




But now that “later” had finally arrived, and she was faced with the problem head-on, she felt uncomfortable suddenly pointing out that she and Carl had grown apart. She feared the conversation would potentially make things worse.

Perhaps you can relate to Angela’s situation. Maybe you avoided addressing problems with your partner because it just leads to arguments. Or maybe, when you bring up issues, your partner dismisses your concerns and you regret bringing them up.

You might also have found yourself on the other end of this. Perhaps your partner ruminates on problems or insists on rehashing things you can’t solve. And the last thing you want to do is keep revisiting problems from the past or perseverate on potential issues that haven’t even happened yet.

Ignoring problems makes sense in the short-term. You can keep the peace and status quo for one more day if you don’t bring them up.

Addressing a problem is risky. Your partner might get upset. They might refuse to address the problem—even after it’s brought to light. And there’s always the chance things won’t get better.

It’s common for both partners to experience the same individual problem—like both individuals might have a substance abuse problem. They may avoid expressing concern for one another because bringing the problem to light will mean they’ll likely have to address their issues. The idea is, “If I say you have a problem, you’re going to point out my problem and I don’t want to hear that.”

Before you start thinking about how to address some of your problems, take a few minutes to think about why you’ve ignored them in the past or are ignoring a problem right now. Do any of these statements sound true?

❍Our problems crept up on us so slowly that we didn’t ever have a moment when we needed to address them.

❍Our problems can’t be solved.

❍Discussing a problem leads to a massive blowout.

❍We’d rather keep the peace than stir up issues.

❍My partner refuses to talk.

❍Our problems are vague (like we just don’t have fun together) and aren’t something we can quickly pinpoint.

❍I don’t want to make things worse.

❍We aren’t good problem solvers.

❍I am afraid my partner won’t want to address the problem and then I’ll feel rejected.

❍I don’t want to bring it to my partner’s attention because they might not know the problem exists.

❍I don’t have the energy to deal with it.

❍I’d rather just solve a problem on my own than get my partner involved.

❍I don’t dare to bring up the issue.

Spend a few minutes thinking about why you avoid addressing problems. When you understand your reasoning more clearly, it’s easier to move forward and create change.

Mental Strength Exercises

Angela knew she wanted to address the problem, but didn’t want to directly say, “Hey, we have a huge problem here.”

So I worked with her to find ways she could tackle the problem without announcing her concern. She thought saying, “We don’t spend quality time together” was too direct. She didn’t want Carl to feel like she was blaming him and didn’t want him to get defensive. So rather than focus on the problem, she encouraged a solution. She started suggesting they spend time together doing various activities.

Carl wasn’t much of a planner—Angela knew if she asked him to plan something fun for them, she’d end up sitting home all weekend watching sports, which meant they wouldn’t talk. So she took charge and bought tickets to a play. The only other play they’d ever been to together was their son’s seventh-grade school play. When Angela initially told Carl about the plan, he wasn’t overly excited, but she suggested they go to his favorite restaurant before the play and he agreed. They ended up having more fun than they thought they would.

Bolstered by the first outing’s success, Angela asked Carl if he would be interested in a weekend getaway to the mountains, and he said yes. She took charge of the planning and asked for his input on various activities. He expressed interest in hiking and taking a bike tour, to her delight.

During their weekend getaway, Angela made a point to say how much she enjoyed their time together. She said, “I love that we are doing things together, just the two of us.” And Carl agreed.

At Angela’s first therapy session after their weekend away, she said, “I discovered that I love hiking. And when Carl and I hike, it seems easier to talk. Carl started talking about things, like how much he missed having the kids home and sometimes wonders if he was a good enough father. He’s never really talked to me about that stuff before.”

So we developed a plan for how she could continue to grow her relationship with Carl. She said, “I want to keep finding fun things for us to explore and do together. My hope is, if we keep having fun together, we’ll naturally grow closer without ever having to discuss the distance that’s come between us.” Angela was determined to focus on the solution and together, they could work on their relationship. After a few months of therapy, Angela said, “I don’t think of myself as a lonely empty-nester anymore. Instead, I think of myself as someone who has more time to do fun things with her husband.”

Like Angela, you may be able to address a problem without ever directly talking about it. But that’s not always possible. Some issues need to be tackled with a conversation.

Define the Problem

Before you can address the problem, define what the problem actually is. For example, you might say the problem is that your partner is a slob. But your partner might say the problem is that you’re a “neat freak.” Pointing fingers at the other person won’t solve anything.

The real problem might be that you have differing views about how clean the house should be. Or it might be that you disagree about who should do the cleaning. Until you identify the problem, you aren’t likely to arrive at a solution—at least not one you can agree on.

After all, if you think your partner is too messy, your solution might be that they should clean more. But if they believe the problem is that you’re too obsessive about having a clean house, they might think the solution is for you to relax a bit.

Disagreements often aren’t about the problem—they’re about a symptom of a much bigger problem. Here are some examples of when the problem on the surface is actually a symptom of an underlying issue:


	Frequent arguments about money might not be a financial conflict. Instead, you might have different priorities.

	While you might argue about your partner’s irresponsibility, the real problem might be that they have a substance use issue.

	Your arguments about your partner going out with friends might be a sign that you feel like your partner doesn’t spend enough quality time with you.



Of course, these are just some examples. There are many other potential underlying problems you might be experiencing.

Sometimes, the underlying problem might be one person’s issues—like an untreated mental health condition—but it affects the relationship. At other times the underlying problem might be a relationship issue—like distrust stemming from a past betrayal.

But it’s important to consider whether the problem you argue about is really the problem or if it’s simply the symptom of a much bigger issue you haven’t addressed yet.

In the case of Angela, she came into my office saying the problem was that she was struggling with being an “empty nester.” And while her children moving out did exacerbate her loneliness, that wasn’t really the problem. The problem was that she and Carl hadn’t spent quality time together emotionally connecting over the years. Now that she didn’t have children at home to distract her, their lack of emotional intimacy felt amplified.

Before diving into trying to fix the problem, spend a little time reflecting on the real problem. Ask yourself whether the issue you’re concerned about is the problem or just a symptom of an underlying issue. Think about how your partner might define the problem from their perspective as well. You don’t need to talk to your partner about it right now; instead, try to make sense of it to yourself first.

Differentiate Between Problems That Can Be Solved and Problems That Can’t

You don’t need to address every problem in your relationship. Research shows addressing every single issue might make things worse.

A 2019 study published in Family Process found that the happiest couples tend to only address problems that can be solved. Researchers found the couples with the most relationship satisfaction rarely argued about problems that were more difficult (or impossible) to resolve.

The researchers hypothesized that happier couples focused on building one another’s confidence in resolving issues that could be solved, like disagreements over the division of labor. And they were less likely to bring up issues that couldn’t be easily resolved, like differences in religious beliefs.

Addressing problems in a healthy way doesn’t mean you’ll always agree on the solution. But it does mean you’ll separate the problems that can be solved from the ones that can’t.

Not all problems have a solution. If your partner smoked for twenty years and developed lung disease, saying, “I told you that was bad for you!” isn’t addressing the problem. They can’t change the past. The problem you need to tackle now is how you can support their efforts to care for their health moving forward.

Talking longer about a problem that can’t be resolved won’t help you find a solution. If you want three kids and your partner wants one, begging them to change their mind won’t help. Talking about it every night over dinner also won’t resolve your differences. And while you might be tempted to say, “Let’s compromise and have two kids,” meeting in the middle might mean neither of you is happy with the result.

Addressing your disagreement over how many children you will have might not be about coming to a firm agreement. Instead, you might work on solving the issues that you think could crop up if you don’t have the number of children you want.

Relationships get better when you get better at answering this question: Do I need to solve the problem, or do I need to solve how I feel about the problem?

Too often, we focus on the wrong thing. We work hard to minimize our stress rather than fix the problem that’s creating our stress. Or we try to tackle a problem that isn’t within our ability to solve.

If you and your partner have different values, you aren’t going to convince one another to change—and you shouldn’t. Don’t try to talk your partner into valuing something they don’t value. That’s not to say they won’t ever change but if they do change, it’s unlikely a lecture from you will have inspired that change. (In Chapter 6, you’ll learn more about how to support change in a healthy way.)




Relationships get better when you get better at answering this question: Do I need to solve the problem, or do I need to solve how I feel about the problem?




Identify and accept the things within your relationship that aren’t going to change. Then, work on how you respond to those things.

For example, if your partner developed a serious health condition that limited their ability to do something you loved to do—like climb mountains—you probably wouldn’t try to convince them to keep climbing mountains. You’d accept they can’t do it any longer and then you’d decide what you are going to do—climb alone, find someone else to climb with, or give up mountain climbing altogether.

But too often, we fight against the problems that aren’t solvable—or aren’t our job to solve. And everyone is left feeling frustrated in the end.

That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t address problems that you can’t solve. It just means you should handle them differently. Talk with your partner about how you feel, rather than how things need to change. Or you might work on navigating your distress together, rather than tackling the issue alone.

Create a Plan to Tackle the Problem

You know your partner and your situation better than anyone. So it’s up to you to decide if you need a sit-down conversation to address the problem or whether you want to take the approach Angela did—and work on a solution without necessarily announcing how you see the problem.

You can address solvable problems with a conversation or a series of discussions. Asking, “How can we work together to develop a plan we’re both comfortable with?” is a question that can help you start solving the problem together. It can work for issues related to money, parenting, household responsibilities, and boundaries with extended family.

As you saw with Angela, however, you don’t always have to talk about a problem to address it. You might decide to change your behavior—which can address the problem without your ever saying a single word about it.

Angela, for example, wanted to be in a relationship with someone who spent time with her doing fun things. So she got the ball rolling and made it happen. Then, during their quality time together, conversations about their relationship and feelings naturally unfolded.

Keep in mind that just because a problem isn’t your fault, doesn’t mean it isn’t your responsibility. Sometimes, the best solutions involve both partners working together even if it’s an individual problem.

One such issue involves medication. When one partner requires medication—whether it’s for bipolar disorder or high blood pressure—getting both individuals involved can increase compliance. In therapy, I often work with couples on how they might do this. Sometimes, this means one partner gets a glass of water and hands the pills to the person who takes the medicine at breakfast every day. The chances that a person will comply with their medication routine increases dramatically when their partner gets involved in a loving way. By sharing the responsibility, the person taking the medication is less likely to forget or find excuses for why they should skip a dose.

Your effort doesn’t have to be 50/50. One person might put in more effort or take more responsibility. The joy of being partners is that you can work together. Keep your plan flexible though as you’ll have weeks when you can do more or times when you need to step back. Revisit your plan and re-evaluate it as necessary to see what changes you want.

Who’s Motivated?

Take a minute to consider who thinks there’s a problem and who is motivated to create change. Then decide how to approach your situation best.

1. You want to stop ignoring problems.

You may need to work up your courage to tackle a problem you’ve ignored for a long time—or a problem you know will likely lead to heartache or conflict.

One of the best ways to build courage is by writing a list of reasons why you should address the problem. And on the back of that piece of paper, list the reasons why you shouldn’t ignore it any longer.

Here’s an example of how someone’s list might look if they were thinking about addressing some financial problems.







	Why I should address it:

	Why I shouldn’t ignore it:




	We will feel more secure when we are out of debt

	Our debt will keep growing bigger




	If we talk about it we can develop a plan

	I’ll continue to feel resentful




	When we work together, we can pay off our bills faster

	We will get more calls from debt collectors





Looking over that logical list of reasons might help you push through the anxiety you have about finally addressing a problem.

If you’re tempted to keep ignoring the problem for “one more day,” write a list of reasons why you should address it today. That might bolster your courage and give you the motivation you need to tackle the issue.

2. You want your partner to stop ignoring problems.

If you’ve tried to address a problem but your partner doesn’t respond well, change your approach. Use “I statements” and keep things as positive as possible.

Instead of saying, “You never spend time with me,” try saying, “I’d love for us to spend more time together.” You’ll get a lot further when you don’t place blame on the other person.

You’ll get even further when you accept some responsibility for your role in the problem. Say something like, “I know I haven’t been around much on the weekends,” or “I know I get tired early in the evenings.” You might even accept responsibility for how you’ve handled the problem by saying, “I know I nag you a lot about your drinking. I’m going to work on changing that.”

Stick to the facts and your feelings. Say, “I feel overwhelmed lately. I look at our bills and see that we’re falling behind. I want to work on a plan to address it.” Remember, your partner can’t argue about how you feel. They’re your feelings.

3. Your partner thinks you should stop ignoring problems.

If your partner says you have a problem, you don’t have to agree on the problem to tackle a solution together. Your partner might think you’re overly critical. You, on the other hand, might think your partner is excessively sensitive, but you can still agree to stop teasing your partner if they don’t like it.

If your partner comes to you with a problem, thank them for bringing up the issue, regardless of how you feel about it. This is tough because your first response might be to become defensive or argue about it. But if you respond negatively, you’ll discourage them from talking about their concerns in the future. So while it’s hard to say, “Thanks for bringing that to my attention,” saying it sincerely can go a long way toward opening the door to a respectful conversation.

Validate your partner’s feelings even if you disagree. If your partner says you hurt their feelings, acknowledge their pain—don’t say they’re being sensitive or dramatic.

4. You both want to stop ignoring problems.

There may be times when you both know there’s a problem but you’ve chosen to look the other way. For example, if you haven’t had sex in a decade, both of you are aware even if it’s never been discussed. Or maybe you’ve both been irritable since your brother-in-law moved in so he could “get back on his feet,” but you haven’t talked to each other about it yet.

It’s going to take courage to address the elephant in the room. But don’t wait for your partner to bring it up first. Instead, sit down and invite them to share how they’re feeling. Listening is one of the best places to start.

How Addressing Your Problems Helps You Grow Stronger

Angela may have been able to continue to have an OK relationship with Carl if she ignored the fact that she felt distant from him.
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