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PRAISE FOR

The 15-Minute Relationship Fix

“Dr. Joel Block’s 15-Minute Relationship Fix is a practical means of enriching and strengthening intimate relationships. By giving themselves the 15-Minute Fix couples can make their intimate relationship complete and satisfying.”

—DR. DANIEL L. ARAOZ, board-certified psychologist and professor emeritus, Long Island University

“Dr. Block has transformed decades of psychological research into a brief, weekly practice with a huge return on investment. Busy, modern-day couples will find that the easy-to-follow guidelines of The 15-Minute Relationship Fix will not only increase intimacy and love satisfaction within their romantic relationships; the skills taught will improve emotional intelligence, and by extension one’s ability to lead a satisfying, effective life.”

—OMYDA ROUNDEZ, Ph.D., clinical psychologist 

“Dr. Block helps us to navigate through relationship issues that have confused us from the beginning of time. He defines the challenges all couples face and shows us how intimacy can strengthen and nourish ourselves as well as our partnership. He offers a wonderfully sophisticated blend of technique and psychological theory in understanding our human condition.”

—KAREN COOPER, Psy.D., clinical psychologist

“Dr. Joel Block’s 15 Minute Relationship Fix will be a boon to any couple who wishes to grow closer and more intimate. This book combines tried and true approaches with new research findings from the field of love and attachment. Couples who closely follow Dr. Block’s detailed prescriptions can expect to reap both immediate and long - term rewards for the time they spend following his program. Notwithstanding it’s title, this book requires effort and a willingness to take emotional risks. Those who do will be amply rewarded.”

—RON MURPHY, Ph.D., Clinical Psychologist

“In his typically clear concise style, Dr. Joel Block offers a useful quick guide for couples. The easy-to-read and digest tips about listening to each other and self-soothing can be easily put into action to perk up a relationship—and oneself.”

— DR. JUDY KURIANSKY, professor, therapist, author of The Complete Idiots Guide to A Healthy Relationship

“There are many self-help books that claim to offer help with your ‘love’ life.  Most are full of general observations and offer few, if any, suggestions about how to apply these in real life. Dr. Joel Block’s 15-Minute Relationship Fix is not one of these.  It is refreshingly candid, and offers practical strategies that anyone, in a relationship or hoping to be, can use to improve their lives. If you were expecting a dry, academic lecture, you won’t find it here.  Dr. Block focuses on the key reasons couples lose connection and intimacy, illustrates them with dialog taken from real conversations and provides a series of straightforward steps that couples can use to discover their authentic and loving selves. Run, don’t walk to your book seller and get a copy today, it will change your life.”

— DOUGLAS A. WEISS, author of Life, Love and Internet Dating 

“My husband and I had grown apart when we reached out to Dr. Block and were introduced to The 15-Minute Relationship Fix. Frankly, we were skeptical that our intimacy was going to be healed by a book. We were wrong! Following the guide brought us back to our early days of emotional intimacy.”

—JOAN AND ERIC, together 23 years

“We fought all the time and our fights never settled anything, leaving us alienated and living together like roommates. My wife convinced me that our 13-year marriage with two children was worth saving. Well, it worked! We followed the guidelines and after three months we were much closer and went the longest we had in recent years without a fight.”

—FRANK AND MICHELLE, married 13 years

“We were one of those couples that played it safe, speaking only about safe subjects. We went from cautious with each other to more relaxed and more open by following the guidelines in The 15-Minute Relationship Fix.”
 
—TIM AND ANDREA, married 16 years 
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INTRODUCTION

 
 
 
I’ve written The 15-Minute Relationship Fix because I am convinced, after decades of working with couples, that quiet acts of omission—keeping little shame-based secrets from each other—can damage a marriage. The 15-Minute Relationship Fix is for everyone who yearns for an intimate relationship and wonders why it seems so elusive.

It is for couples who are experiencing emptiness and loneliness in their relationship and dream of rediscovering the deep intimacy that existed in the early days. And it is for people (even if not currently in a relationship) who are interested in boosting their powers of relating—to anyone!

I make it a practice to avoid suggestions for couples that I have not tried in my own relationship. In this instance, my wife and I did the Emotional Conference you are about to learn about every week consistently for two years. It unequivocally strengthened our marriage and helped us grow as individuals as well.

The Emotional Conference may appear to be just another gimmick. Far from it! It is a powerful experience. When practiced over time, it is like going to a health club for your self-regard. It will build emotional muscle and self-confidence as your partner’s love grows.

In addition, if a couple does this to access issues between them instead of arguing (usually with futility), they will avoid one of the major researched pitfalls leading to separation—criticism. While some couples imperil their relationships with arguments, other couples sweep their issues under a lumpy rug and withdraw to the point of creating a wall of resentment that is impenetrable. The Emotional Conference is an excellent way to address emotional issues safely. Withdrawal in a relationship is also a research-proven kiss of death.

 
THE LONGING FOR LOVE

 
Each of us longs to be loved and accepted for the person we truly are. Love relationships, at their best, provide an opportunity to discover and nurture our authentic selves. Ironically, our need for validation—our desire for approval—is often so strong that we become guarded from the most important person in our lives: our love partner.

We become guarded from our mate because he or she is central to our lives, and the need for his or her approval is strongest. After all, spilling our secrets and revealing ourselves to a stranger is easy. Getting emotionally naked with your mate is different; you have to face each other the next day and the next.

Soul-baring intimacy and the willingness to know and be known made love’s beginning so passionate. We exit love when that passion is replaced with feelings of apprehension, loneliness, and alienation. At some point couples commonly wonder if it is possible to regain genuine connection. Can love be given CPR?

The question intrigued me. About this time, I was heavily reviewing the research on emotional intelligence, and it was impressive. 

Researchers were in search of predictors of marital divorce. Defensive reactions during discussions of relationship issues, as well as non-supportive reactions when discussing a personal issue, were the only elements identifying those who eventually divorced.

Displays of anger, contempt, or attempts to blame or invalidate a partner augured poorly, even when the partners felt their marriage was functioning well overall. Expressions of discouragement toward a partner talking about a personality feature he or she struggled with also forecast serious negative consequences, which the researchers reported in the Journal of Family Psychology (Anna Miller, April 2013, Vol 44, No. 4). 

In essence, the inability or unwillingness to bypass negative emotions in the heat of the moment eliminates the possibility of transforming to a broader perspective beyond one’s own. Eventually, the cumulative impact of negative reactivity brings the relationship down.

The research is unequivocal: Emotional intelligence (EQ) plays a very important part in our lives, at least as important as cognitive intelligence (IQ). Every area of our lives can be transformed, for better or worse, depending on the degree of EQ we bring to life’s challenges.

 
EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE (EQ)
 
Work and love, the two critical pillars of our lives, depend more on EQ than IQ for success. The source of most of our failures, in both love and work, is not a deficit in IQ but instead a deficit in EQ.

Would I be able to combine EQ elements and openness so that relationships thrive as EQ is boosted? Could I develop a procedure that included and strengthened the key elements of EQ, was straightforward and very doable, time-efficient, and at the same time served as a powerful immunity boost to love relationships?

That challenge is how the book you are reading began. I have long considered these questions in relation to the couples I work with in therapy and in relation to myself in my own marriage. I was moved to talk to high-EQ couples about their experiences with openness and put their thoughts together with mine.

 
BEING YOUR AUTHENTIC SELF
 
This book that grew out of that challenge, The 15-Minute Relationship Fix, centers on the experience we all long for from the beginning of our lives: We all want to be regarded and accepted as the person we truly are. In childhood this experience is often thwarted by the need for our parents’ approval. We lose a part of ourselves in our effort to fit their vision of how we should be. 

The 15-Minute Relationship Fix is the antidote to useless and destructive arguing and withdrawal, which closes down intimacy in favor of caution and resentment. This method prompts a supportive response to a love partner’s personal disclosures and fully excludes blame as well as defensiveness. 

The Fix involves the speaker teaching the listener about his or her own psychology, how he or she works emotionally—for better or worse—safely. Blame does not enter the discussion; consequently, the usual caution between love partners gradually evolves into passion.

An adult love relationship provides us with a second chance to discover and nurture our true selves. When it works, that is love at its best. Often, however, love relationships become something other than an opportunity to discover and foster our true selves. They become war zones where real feeling and true openness are replaced by deception, defensiveness and alienation.

The goal of The 15-Minute Relationship Fix, which should be referred to and reviewed periodically, is to put love relationships back where they belong—on the high and authentically open road—by providing a user-friendly, very effective procedure that promotes safe disclosure while boosting EQ in a manner that will serve you well in other important areas of your life.

All this in fifteen minutes a week. Follow the guidelines faithfully, stay with the process, and significant benefits await you. That’s a promise!

—JOEL BLOCK, PH.D.
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1. Test Your Openness

 
 
 
IT IS SO EASY to get caught up on being who others want you to be. Rationalization abounds; convincing yourself that what you believe and feel is somehow not acceptable to disclose comes naturally. Most of us have been brought up and surrounded with maxims like “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” “The best thing may be not to tell her,” “She doesn’t really need to know,” or “He has enough to worry about.”

It is tempting to play it safe. Nonetheless, choices that confronts us at every moment in a love relationship are these: How open are we going to be? How much of ourselves are we going to reveal?

For too many of us, past experience dictates caution. For some, having felt the piercing hurt of being judged by those closest to us, we don’t want to re-experience it. For others, we anticipate hurt because of the war between the most influential people in our lives—our parents. Some simply never learn what real openness is about. Being guarded becomes a natural state.

Others feel that in revealing themselves they will be found wanting. In all cases, whether we realize it or not, we camouflage our true selves as protection against criticism or rejection. The protection, however, comes at a steep price.
 
Those of us who do not reveal ourselves, especially to the person we are coupled with, tend to lose touch with our real selves. Oscar Combs, a forty-three-year-old journalist, knows this feeling well. Depressed for many months, out of desperation he decided to consult with a psychologist. Three months after a year-long therapy experience, he wrote me this letter about his struggle with being open:

 
At first the idea of psychological help seemed strange to me. I wondered, “How can this help me—just talking about things that are personal?” But I found that talking, having to voice my thoughts, forced me to deal with things I had been avoiding for a very long time. As we continued to meet, I spoke more easily of my relationship with my wife, Mary. In our conversations I became aware that all these years were spent avoiding involvement with her. I really had no intimacy; after seventeen years of marriage, I wasn’t close to her or to anyone else. If Mary was getting too close, I busied myself with work, limiting the amount of time I spent with her; even if I revealed a personal feeling, I did so in a controlled manner, making sure not to be too revealing. Basically, I had this feeling that if Mary, or anyone else for that matter, really got to know me, I would be a total disappointment. I guess I don’t have much value in myself as a person.

At one of my sessions I remarked that I haven’t let myself really be loved by anyone. The statement was true, and it was agonizing, but there was still a buffer between the words and my experience. It wasn’t quite real; it didn’t penetrate my armor. You asked me to repeat my statement slowly and, as I did so, focus on my feelings. I did it once and started to feel weak; I felt wobbly even though I was seated. You asked me to do it again, and I tried but I could barely speak. I felt more deeply disturbed than I could describe. I had reached a point far away from anything that I had ever known. Despair, fear, and grief all greater than I had felt before, were evoked by the thought of how insulated from love I had made myself. I was engulfed in emotion beyond anything I had ever experienced.

As soon as the session ended, I went home and forced myself to sleep. I was scared and unhappy when I woke up. I couldn’t rid myself of the thought that I had withdrawn from significant human contacts; I was not even intimate with myself. I would not allow myself to experience my feelings about myself, and I managed to avoid dealing with anything “real” with those closest to me, especially Mary. For the first time since childhood I felt real panic. Over time you encouraged me gently but persistently to risk being open, to let myself experience my feelings, and to expose them. Gradually, I was able to reveal more of my “true self” to Mary. That’s when my depression started to lift. It was as if a load had been removed from my back.


Not only does openness help lift depression and counter loneliness, it revitalizes intimacy. Couples who have cut off the most intimate areas of their relationship are all too apparent; they are the ones looking bored in the restaurant after the gossip and talk about the children has been spent. Are you one of those couples? Take the Openness Scale and find out.

 
MEASURING YOUR LEVEL OF SELF-DISCLOSURE
 
The Openness Scale is most helpful when you and your partner answer the questions separately and then compare your responses. It is designed to be a basis for discussion with your partner about your levels of self-disclosure. It is not a precise scientific instrument. (A brief scale can’t capture all of the nuances involved.)

To use the scale, read each statement and indicate how well it applies to your self-disclosure behavior. Then add up the numbers to get your total openness score and look at your overall pattern of responses. Compare this to your partner’s scores and pattern of responses. This will give you a picture of the overall level of openness in your relationship, as well as the areas in which it is strongest and weakest. (A discussion on interpreting your scores follows at the end of the scale.)

THE OPENNESS SCALE
 
Rate the likelihood of being open in your relationship for each of the following situations according to the point system below. Don’t take time to think about each response; just put down the first reaction that comes to mind. You will have a chance to review your responses after you complete the scale, and then you can compare and discuss your responses with your partner.

 
Zero points—not a chance

One point—possibly

Two points—likely

Three points—almost certainly

 
1.  There is a controversial issue on the news. It is not merely something abstract like your senator announcing increased funding for improving rural roadways. It is more personal, like the debate over abortion rights, the death penalty, or the decriminalization of drug use. Your views are different from your partner’s. Will you voice your views and explain why you feel as you do?

2.  You had a bad day. Nothing went right. The boss gave you a hard time, a lot of it justified, you almost had an accident on the way home because you weren’t paying attention, and you slipped outside the house and nearly broke your neck. When you come in, your partner asks you about your day. Do you give a full accounting?

3.  You and your partner get into a bitter argument. Later on, after you’ve cooled down, you acknowledge to yourself that some of the things your partner said to you had merit, and that some of what you said was defensive and mean. You can let the effects of the argument blow over, or you can confront the issues that you’ve acknowledged and share them with your partner. How likely is it that you will take the path of revisiting the disagreement to discuss your part in it?

4.  Recently, you had a complete physical. Your partner has been on your case to take better care of yourself, and your physician feels the same way. Your blood pressure was too high, as were your cholesterol and blood sugar levels. You were told that you have to exercise more, lose weight and manage stress more effectively. When you return home, your partner asks you how the physical went. How likely is it that you will report the results fully and accurately?

5.  You and your friend had a falling-out. This was a close friendship, and as you review the relationship you realize that you’ve made some mistakes. Part of the basis for the falling-out was your own unresolved issues getting in the way. Your partner has, on occasion, pointed out these same issues. Will you go into detail about what happened between you and your friend and acknowledge your part in it?

6.  Your partner does something without malice that nonetheless hurts your feelings deeply. Perhaps it was revealing something personal about you to a good friend, trading insults with you in the heat of anger, or giving you constructive criticism that touched something sensitive. Will you discuss your hurt feelings with your partner?

7.  Your thoughts turn to something that makes you feel ashamed and guilty. It might be about mistreating someone, lying, or perhaps some unethical behavior like stealing. Do you share your thoughts with your partner?

8.  You have been online glancing at pornographic websites and participating in chat room sex discussions. Your partner asks you what you’ve been up to. How likely is it that you will give a full accounting of your activities?

9.  Something has left you feeling really blue. You may have been passed over for a promotion, let down on something that you were counting on, or perhaps a comment someone made really hit home and cut into your self-regard. Will you address the basis of your feelings with your partner?

10.  You have an evaluation coming up at work and you are anxious about the outcome. Your partner has been somewhat critical about your on-the-job attitude. Your partner notices that you seem tense and asks you what’s going on. Will you tell your partner about the upcoming sit-down with your boss and why you are anxious about it?

11.  You are feeling the effects of a sexual slump with your partner. The basis may be boredom, it may be part of the natural fluctuation of interest that occurs in relationships, or perhaps it is more involved and sensitive. Will you share your thoughts and feelings on this issue with your partner?

12.  There are some things that bother you about your partner. You don’t want to go on the attack, but neither do you want to act like everything is fine. You are not sure how to approach the issues. One day your partner, who has sensed some undercurrent, asks you, “Are we okay?” How likely is it that you will begin a discussion about what’s been bothering you?

13.  On the way home from work you are thinking warmly about your partner. One particular incident stands out in your thoughts—a situation where your partner was especially supportive and sensitive when you felt very vulnerable. Your eyes fill with tears of gratitude as you review the kindness of your partner. When you arrive home, your partner greets you and asks you how you’re doing. How likely is it that you will share the moving experience you had?

14.  You got a call at work from an old friend that your partner dislikes. You and your partner have argued about this before. You defend your friend, but your partner feels your friend is a bad influence. After spending nearly an hour on the phone, you realize how much you miss your friend. Just after you hang up, your partner calls. “I’ve been trying to get through for nearly an hour,” he (she) says. “Who were you on the phone with for so long?” How likely is it that you will tell your partner who you were speaking with and how you felt about the call?

15.  You are enjoying the experience of making love and feel very close to your partner. However, as is often the case, you are enhancing the lovemaking with fantasy. Your partner looks you in the eye, notices a distant gaze, and asks you what you are thinking about. Do you reveal your fantasy?

 
INTERPRETATION
 
Now that you have completed the Openness Scale, add up your points. Your total score will range from zero to forty-five. If you are in the group of high scorers, you likely feel relatively free to be yourself with your partner. The lower your score, the more likely it is that you are cautious and guarded rather than open in your relationship. However, low scores should be viewed only as a signal that improvement is desirable, not as proof that the relationship is incurably dysfunctional. A more detailed interpretation of your  score is as follows:

 
 
Watch out! (0–15 Points)

It is highly likely that you and your partner are very cautious and guarded with each other. Whether your motives are unconscious or intentional, deception is part of your everyday love-life existence. It wears countless faces and takes on an endless array of forms and functions. Most often, you probably tell yourself that you are being less than open in the service of protecting your partner’s feelings. While there is no doubt that altruism may play a part in your caution, you are actually protecting yourself—not your partner. You have chosen peace at any price.

When you are silent or withholding, you may convince yourself that your failure to disclose is neutral and harmless. We would likely all agree that we don’t have to tell anyone everything. And that is true. Your life is not—nor should it be—a completely open book; however, the more intimate you want your most valued relationship to be, the more you will need to reveal about your feelings and beliefs, and the bigger the emotional consequences of being guarded.

This isn’t about privacy. We all need and value a degree of privacy. But your scores suggest a strong avoidance of openness that goes well beyond privacy. Privacy differs from deception. “Why start trouble?” obscures the full meaning and consequences of secrets and silence. Instead of intimacy, we live a life in hiding in which we fail to know our partner and to be known. We fail to challenge ourselves to seek new truths and revise old ones.

 

Still cautious after all these years. (16–30)

If you scored in the middle range, consider the following exchange:

 
She: “You never talk to me.”

He: “What’s on your mind?”

She: “It’s not what’s on my mind, it’s that I never know what’s on your mind.”

He: “What do you want to know?”

She: “Everything!”

He: “That’s ridiculous.”

She: (Angry) “I’ll bet you don’t think talking to that blond assistant of yours is ridiculous!”

He: “Aw, come on, cut it out.”

She: (On the verge of tears) “You never want to talk to me anymore the way you did when we were going together.”

He: (Rolling his eyes) “Here we go again.”

 
Does the exchange above, or some variation of it, sound familiar? Your scores suggest that you can easily slip into this type of futile conversation. You are not alone. Lots of couples have this kind of interaction. It is fashionable these days for love partners to complain about their communication. Husbands and wives accuse each other: “You never talk to me,” or “You never listen to me.”

Of course, the issue of real intimacy is larger than simply transmitting and receiving information. Real intimacy begins when your inner life is shared with your partner. This requires that you be in touch with your feelings and beliefs and that you make them explicit. The purpose of being open is to make the connection that achieves the we without damaging the you or me.

Your scores indicate that closeness is something that you desire but you also have serious reservations about revealing yourself. Perhaps consequences from being open in the past have discouraged you. Maybe you ended up in a messy conflict, or something you said was thrown back at you, or you feel that your partner will back off if she or he really knew you. Many of us worry that if we fully disclose who we are—if we are transparent—we will be cast off. The fear of abandonment is very strong in all of us and, if we allow it, it can paralyze us emotionally.

 
Intimacy is within sight. (31–45)

If you’ve been honest and scored fairly high, you’re on your way. You seem to sense that if you are too careful you can spend a good part of your life acting out roles and expectations rather than living joyously and freely. Whether or not you put it into words, at some level you are beginning to understand intimacy.

Intimacy is a history of shared experiences. It is having lunch together and feeling connected even if the conversation is sluggish. It is knowing that you and your love-partner share a concern about the important things. It is being at each other’s side when it matters. It is seeing each other at your worst and still being there.

Those are the obvious things, the everyday things that we commit to in a marriage or long-term love partnership. And they are not to be dismissed as routine. After all, they set the tone of the relationship; daily events determine the texture of a life together. But the ways in which a relationship becomes intimate on a daily basis are only part of the picture. While the daily stability is essential, it is the easier dimension.

The part that mightily awakens our fears is putting aside the mask we wear in so many aspects of our life. On the one hand, it is reassuring to be able to put aside the public image and be loved for who we truly are, including the darker side of our personality. But what if we are found not lovable? Is that powerful fear of abandonment once again haunting you?

All of us have such misgivings, and they are often not experienced consciously. We’re only aware that our discomfort has risen and we feel a need to get away or create a distance. We may find ourselves getting angry at the person who is not responding to the real me initially. But is it he or she who we are really angry with? Or are we upset with ourselves for putting our vulnerability on the line? Can it be about not being accepting of yourself?

Even though you have scored high, you have not necessarily resolved the issues of vulnerability and self-acceptance. Issues on a continuum from barely to essentially challenge us. There is no “We’ve arrived” moment when it comes to managing vulnerability and embracing ourselves—blemishes and all. There is only the journey, and high scorers have put themselves on the road to intimacy, but there is likely still a distance to go.

 
 
USING THE OPENNESS SCALE WITH YOUR PARTNER
 
If you would like to use the Openness Scale to enrich your relationship, discuss each item with your partner. You don’t even have to make him or her fill out the quiz. It’s not about keeping or comparing scores. Instead, view the questions as a set of focused talking points.

Use the questions in any order, and don’t feel you have to discuss all of them. Some people don’t like responding to a question-and-answer format; they prefer a free-form discussion. Use whatever structure feels best for you.
 
Lastly, take into account the differences in the way you and your partner respond to questions based on your background and past experiences with love relationships and gender.

 
BACKGROUND AND EXPERIENCE
 
Background and experience influences how willing you are to disclose feelings and thoughts. For example, you may be cautious about what you disclose if either you or your partner grew up in a household with a parent who was very reactive to anything that was viewed as criticism or contrary to what was deemed acceptable. Frequent and loud confrontations between parents could have frightened you as a child and may result in avoidance of confrontation in your present love relations for fear of recreating the early turmoil. In contrast, if your parents adopted a peace-at-any-price pattern, you may have learned to do the same.

Similarly, if either you or your partner grew up in an alcoholic household, you may have learned from the instability of your past to avoid rocking the boat. The same kind of reaction may occur after a bad experience, such as having a criticizing partner who used your personal disclosures against you, broke your confidence by talking to others about you, or lied to you. You may be understandably cautious.

If the ghosts of past relationships are spooking your present one, you need to take them into account.

 
MALE-FEMALE DIFFERENCES
 
Men and women often differ on a number of disclosure issues. These differences come into play when men and women enter into love relationships with each other. For example, on the issue of what’s private and what can be shared, women tend to be more liberal, thinking it’s fine to tell a close friend about the intimate details of one’s love life or conflict. By contrast, a man may consider those disclosures a privacy violation.

Men also tend to be more reticent to communicate intimately. They are generally more comfortable acting rather than talking, leading a woman to think he is withholding important information when he feels he is not. Conversely, a man may judge a woman’s attitudes toward something based on what she does, rather than what she says, since he is action-oriented. So, he may not take what she says seriously.

Men and women have different expectations about intimacy. A woman may be seeking more verbal sharing while a man may feel she is being too intrusive and needy. He may want more separation and space. Boundary questions like these need to be negotiated based on each partner’s expectations and needs.

Additionally, men and women may deal with resolving differences differently. Often men are less in touch with their emotions or don’t want to express strong feelings because they believe emotional expression isn’t manly, or they feel they could lose control, even become violent, if they unleash their emotions. But most women can handle intense feelings if they are expressed openly. It is withdrawal and underlying rage that disturbs them the most.

 
THE IMPORTANCE OF OPENNESS IN YOUR RELATIONSHIP
 
We talk about our relationships, think about them, worry about them and ask ourselves what we really want. We say we want companionship, respect, and loyalty. But even if we have these qualities in a relationship, something is missing. The missing ingredient goes beyond having a loyal companion with whom to share the daily grind. Even if a love relationship appears to be moving along smoothly, there is a yearning, sometimes vague and undefined, for more.

In my research, I found that the hunger for something more in a love relationship is profound and widespread. It’s there, all across the country, to be heard by anyone who listens carefully—and I listen to over two hundred couples. This hunger is about sharing our inner life and thoughts with a love partner, not out of fear, not out of a need to be cared for, but out of the wish to be fully known. Intimacy is the wish to know another’s inner life along with the ability to share one’s own. It is commonly desired and uncommonly achieved.

Far too many of us had to learn as children to suppress our feelings and needs in order to meet our parents’ expectations and win their love. Adult love partnerships offer the opportunity, once again, to find and reveal our true self. And that is what naked intimacy is about: mustering the courage and acquiring the ability to stand figuratively naked in front of a love partner.

And what if your partner doesn’t buy it? What if your partner feels, “Thanks, but I’m happy with the way things are. I’ll pass on the openness!” Generally, if the desire to increase the openness in your relationship is approached in a nonthreatening, sensitive manner, you are likely to get cooperation—if not fully, at least partially. However, if your partner is resistant because of personal obstacles, or is unaware of the limitations you are experiencing in the relationship, begin working for improvement alone. It is better to proceed alone than to be mired in an impasse.

The way to begin is simple. Seek to model the kind of person you want your partner to become. Provide an example to follow. As a role model, you make the first move to reach out and be more open. You show more understanding and compassion when you are on the receiving end of openness.

There’s no guarantee that modeling the behavior you want will produce positive results. But you have a far greater chance of getting your partner to reciprocate than if you did nothing.

Think of it this way: You are creating an environment in which your partner is most likely to fulfill your needs; if nothing comes of it, at least you’ll know you did your part, and you will benefit by having revealed yourself.
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Mastering the Basics
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2. Emotional Conferencing

 
 
 
THE EMOTIONAL CONFERENCE has a return on time invested that is unequaled. It is an opportunity for a couple to be fully and accurately open by expressing how he or she was impacted by their partner’s behavior. Secondarily, it can reveal how either partner has been impacted by something or someone outside the relationship.

The Emotional Conference consists of a fifteen-minute meeting at the same time each week. The agenda is feelings—reflection on where the feelings have their roots, as well as taking responsibility for one’s feelings. Consider it a date night of a different sort.

The primary activity involves each partner spending five minutes talking about how the other’s actions have affected him or her emotionally. The actions may have occurred at any time during the course of the relationship, all the way back to the first date. There is no statute of limitations. Your partner’s behavior may have had a negative impact, but it may have had a positive one, too. Both are fair game. 

An intimate relationship is not about agreement; people are different and explain the world to themselves differently; love is about creating a deep understanding of each other. The Emotional Conference is about teaching each other about your own personal psychology, how you process the events between you and your partner, and the events in your life. In short, it involves being figuratively naked with each other. Consider the Emotional Conference to be Psych 101.

When the speaker is sharing during his or her five minutes, interruption is not permitted. Real intimacy is not about getting the response you want but handling the response you get. While one partner is speaking the other is listening. Each partner will mirror (reflect back) what the other has said when he or she is finished. The two or three minutes of mirroring accounts for the full fifteen minutes of the experience.

The listening partner, after summarizing the speaker’s sentiments, may ask something along these lines: “Did I get it? That is, did I understand your feelings and thoughts to your satisfaction?” If the answer is yes, the Emotional Conference moves on to the other speaker, and the process is repeated. After the second speaker finishes and his or her feelings are reflected back accurately, the Emotional Conference ends. 

Each partner checks on the feedback they provided. “Did I get it?” If the answer is no, “You didn’t quite get it,” the speaker repeats the part of his or her comments that were not accurately summarized, and the listener summarizes those sentiments.

It’s important that the speaker prepares by having a private conference before engaging the partner. This personal conference involves taking a few minutes to think through an incident and flesh out the emotional issues so that the presentation with your partner is succinct and covers all the important emotional points. Taking a few minutes to think through the incident, each partner enhances his or her emotional awareness, a key to improving EQ. The self-conference prep should not be done last-minute—it should be thought about during the week leading up to the actual conference. 

The actual conference between love partners should begin by the speaker briefly describing the incident and then describing how he or she was emotionally impacted. In effect, the speaker is answering the question about an incident. What about what happened is bothering me and why? What emotions were involved? This is a conference teaching your partner (and yourself) about your emotions. Further, it will enrich the experience if the speaker can relate his or her feelings to his or her upbringing. “I feel unsupported, just the way I felt growing up. My parents never had anything positive to say to me.” It may take some time to think through, but often there is a connection between your current feelings and past experiences. 

In addition, since every incident between couples involves two people, there is no pure black hat and pure white hat. The speaker would do well to include in the five minutes what he or she owns in the incident. In other words, every couple dynamic has two players, and while their parts may not be equal, each brings something to every interaction. 

Consequently, each partner should answer the question: What part is he or she responsible for in the incident that is being described? What’s more, most of us are very sensitive, especially in relation to our partner. In your five minutes of disclosure it is suggested that you acknowledge your sensitivity. It could be something like “I suspect you were only teasing me, but I am very sensitive to criticism, especially from you.”

 
IN SUMMARY:

1) The speaker has taken some time on his or her own to think through an incident and its emotional consequences. The speaker gives this forethought special attention in the week leading up to the partner conference. In effect, the speaker is answering the question about an incident: What bothered me about this interaction and why? 

The description of the incident should be brief, especially if the other partner was involved when it occurred. The main emphasis is on the emotions you experienced. This is done while preparing for the conference. 

2) The speaker should briefly describe the incident, focusing primarily on the emotions the incident provoked.

3) The speaker includes any links to unfinished emotional issues from his or her family of origin.

4) The speaker brings in an honest expression of his or her part in the incident, including any sensitivity that was involved on his or her part.

 
While an Emotional Conference focuses on an incident between two people in a relationship, it may also be used to disclose to your partner your feelings about an incident that involves someone else—a friend, a relative, a colleague—or something else, like a job incident, a disappointment, a struggle with self-regard, perhaps something that happened pre-relationship to your current partner.

 
DON’T GRIPE
 
It must be noted, this is not a gripe session. Far from it; it is an intimacy builder. The speaker is talking about his or her own feelings; the listener is getting to know how his or her partner responds emotionally, and more about his or her partner’s vulnerability as well as the origin of sensitivities.

It is an opportunity to share your inner life—the core of intimacy. It is like a very personal Psychology 101, where each partner is teaching the other about his or her psychology. Of course, preparing for the conference provides an opportunity for each partner to explore and consider his or her own psychology, thereby increasing self-awareness.

Which brings up a reminder about preparation. While the actual conference is brief, each partner would be wise to prepare by thinking about occurrences in the relationship or other areas of his or her life that are going to be the focus of the Emotional Conference.

Ask yourself what has moved you, either positively or negatively, and why. Simply put, pinpoint what bothers you about an event between you and your partner and explain it. Dig into the issue. Have these occurrences touched an old wound, perhaps a sensitivity brought into the relationship from your family of origin? For example, perhaps you were teased or criticized about your weight, and your partner is doing the same. In the process, he or she is poking at an old wound.

Most of what goes on between partners, or any two people, is not completely one-sided. What part of the incident that you are describing are you responsible for? Speaking to the part you own is one way to boost your maturity and gain the trust of your partner, who may believe you are defensive when it comes to your part in issues.

In sum, during the Emotional Conference we are not only expressing what we are feeling and thinking but also discovering how we have come to be particularly sensitive about certain things. What’s more, we are exploring the part we play in incidents with our partner. If you do a conference that focuses on issues separate from your partner, you do the same thing. Add a childhood factor, if you can identify one, and whatever part you play in the incident.

Once again, in order to do this, you would be wise to consider your five-minute agenda throughout the week. Planning ahead assures you that your feelings and perspective will be well communicated, and that time won’t be wasted with misunderstandings.

In addition, spending time reflecting on your feelings will heighten self-awareness, an invaluable component in business and personal life and the central factor of EQ. Further, being a team player is about managing emotions and translating them into effective communication. The Emotional Conference is an ideal tool for boosting impulse control, the master aptitude of emotional intelligence.

The Emotional Conference directs the focus back on you; it is about your feelings, not your partner’s perceived shortcomings. This does not mean, however, that we view ourselves as the lone cause of the problems, or that taking the focus off our partner implies that we withdraw or distance ourselves. Rather, we become better able to share our own perspective, to state clearly our own views and feelings and to reveal who we are underneath the protective armor.

As a listener your goal is understanding your partner—not challenging her or him. Listen carefully to your partner’s words, the emotions being described, and view your partner’s experience from her or his perspective.

 
 
FIX YOURSELF!
 
When couples enter therapy to work out issues in their relationships, they invariably focus on the other person being the problem, and they see the other person changing as the solution. What inevitably happens is that each person digs into a defensive posture and no change occurs. The irony is that the only way we can break an impasse is by working on ourselves, not only expressing what we are feeling and thinking but also discovering how we have become particularly sensitive about certain things.

The Emotional Conference is an opportunity to begin the self-exploration necessary for a deep and nourishing connection with a love partner. Of course, the goal is not just to move toward connectedness, meaning any kind of connectedness; rather, the challenge is to move toward a connectedness that preserves and appreciates the individuality of each partner, allowing for real intimacy on a deep level.

 
THE RULES FOR CONFERENCING
 
The Emotional Conference is most effective if completed in a particular manner. Each step of the Emotional Conference should be researched and discussed with several hundred couples. All of the guidelines have a rationale based in psychological theory and, consequently, are best followed accordingly. Here are a few simple rules of the Emotional Conference:

 
1.  Use “I” statements. You are talking about your feelings, not casting blame on the other person. The pronoun is I or Me—not You. Briefly describe what happened, and then express your feelings. Be brief when describing the incident, especially if it involves your partner directly. He or she was there, so limit yourself to two or three sentences maximum. The bulk of your time is spent on what you felt and why. Then reveal what you think you contributed to the incident. The incident might have been minor, or some major blowup. The incident or issue, which doesn’t have to stem from a particular incident or behavior, can also be something positive that has moved you; it doesn’t necessarily have to be negative. What is essential is that you spend time before the conference thinking about the feelings involved, how you contributed both emotionally and factually to the incident, and whether or not the feelings are familiar—feelings you experienced as a child.

2.  Absolutely no interruptions. One person speaks; the other listens. No exceptions. Turn off your internal dialogue and actually hear what the other person is saying. This may take a few months! Initially, you will hear your partner and find yourself being internally defensive. When you are convinced that simply listening without the internal response is safe, you will find quite a different and serene experience. Also pay attention to nonverbal messages like facial expressions and eye contact.

3.  After the speaker is done, the listener reflects what was said. He or she summarizes the major points, without editing, analyzing, interpreting, or judging. Since this is an Emotional Conference, it is essential for the listener to focus on the emotions expressed. When both partners have spoken and mirrored each other, the experience is completed. There is no further discussion.

After reflecting your partner’s sentiments, ask, “Did I get it?” or something to that effect. This gives you and your partner a chance to confirm that you understood. If your partner feels you left something out, or that you are mistaken about something, this provides an opportunity for clarification. The listener is to summarize just those points needing clarification until the speaker is satisfied.

4. Each person should have a separate agenda. The second partner doesn’t get to rebut what the first person said. Otherwise the conference degenerates into one asking, “How could you see it that way?” and the other countering, “Why don’t you see it the way I do?” And that is just what you want to avoid. Your agenda is set before the conference, and if you go second it should not be changed in relation to your partner’s agenda. Stick with your plan.

All too often, love partners insist that they must share the same point of view, and this is what leads them into fruitless argument. Being different people, it follows that we will sometimes have a different view of the same events. Insisting otherwise is a prescription for unhappiness. Real intimacy requires a profound respect for differences. Don’t make the mistake of confusing closeness with sameness and behaving as if you and your partner should share a common brain.

5. No talking about the experience afterwards. After each person has their five minutes and reflects on what they have heard, the experience is finished. It’s tempting to talk it out, but I want you to learn to accept your partner’s feelings rather than soothe yourself by attempting to clarify, explain, convince, or otherwise dilute your partner’s psychology and his or her unique form of processing emotional issues. This builds impulse control and the emotional muscle so essential to maturity.

6. The disclosures brought up in the Emotional Conference are never to be used against each other. There may be a temptation to use what you’ve heard in the conference against each other, especially in the midst of an argument. Statements like “But you said it was about taking work frustrations out on me” are off limits if they were part of the Emotional Conference. Trust is at stake and trust is like a vital organ in a relationship; wounding it threatens the entire system. One of the major benefits of the Emotional Conference is creating an atmosphere of emotional safety in the relationship; that must be respected and protected above all.
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3. Six Benefits Heading Your Way

 
 
 
WHAT IS THE point of the Emotional Conference? It is, after all, only fifteen minutes, a fraction of our waking hours. 

True, but, if done every week, it is a jet-fueled period that will give both partners the valuable opportunity to consider how their actions affect each other, learn to listen attentively and reveal themselves, as well as accept each other’s feelings without becoming defensive or dismissive. What’s more, the experience not only strengthens couples’ connections, it builds individual authenticity and maturity and increases EQ, as we shall see.

We are all at least somewhat conditioned to seek the approval of others; the Emotional Conference brings that issue into a healthy perspective. The experience is much larger than a weekly reminder that no two people, even the long and happily married, view incidents and actions the same. It provides:

 
1. A trigger reminding you to attend to your inner life. Preparing for the Emotional Conference appointment requires reflection throughout the week and is an excellent method for cultivating self-awareness, the foundation of EQ. Indeed, Edward McCracken, former CEO of Silicon Graphics, is one of several leaders quoted in a Fortune article, “Leaders Learn to Heed the Voice Within,” in support of getting in touch with our deeper, quieter voice of feeling. Self-awareness is your guide in fine-tuning on-the-job and relationship performance of every kind. Lacking that ability, we are vulnerable to being sidetracked when dealing with sensitive matters.

2. A safe format for expression. Expressing feelings with sensitivity has salutary effects. Consider one example: When sixty-three managers participating in a study at Southern Methodist University were laid off, they were understandably distressed. Half were instructed to keep a journal monitoring their feelings and reflections. Those who had an avenue of expression found new jobs faster than those who didn’t. Volumes of research support this type of finding and provide an invaluable tool for personal relationships: The more we monitor and have an outlet for appropriate expression of our emotions, the sooner we can recover and move forward.

3. An opportunity to take responsibility for your feelings and avoid a destructive blaming pattern that it is easy to fall into. The Emotional Conference will also assist you to reflect on how your feelings link to experiences with the family you came from. It should be noted that even those of us who were fortunate to come from healthy households move into adulthood with unfinished emotional business from childhood. It is the nature of childhood, a stage of life where we are basically powerless, to create issues to be resolved in our adult love relationships.

4. Practice in active listening, a valued competence. Listening well is one of the keys to love and even workplace success. The US Department of Labor estimates that of the total time we spend in communication, the majority involves listening. In personal relationships, listening skill is essential. After all, an intimate relationship is the sharing of hearts. One signal that you’ve achieved attentive listening, which takes time and practice, occurs when you hear only one voice, that of the speaker, instead of two voices, the speaker’s and your inner voice responding. I call this quiet listening. It is a form of attentive listening that is highly valued in the relational world.

5. A forum for building emotional muscle by remaining calm in the face of provocative feelings. There may be times that the speaker’s words are difficult to hear. Emotional muscle involves the ability to listen deeply, accurately tuning in to your partner and creating an environment that is emotionally safe—an environment that promotes trust and openness. As noted earlier, the Emotional Conference builds impulse control, the master aptitude in emotional intelligence. Adequate impulse control is the difference between being responsive and being reactive, as noted below.

6. Practice at being yourself under pressure. Couples in unproductive disputes often find that they are reactive with each other. People are the most reactive when they feel emotionally threatened or provoked. Frequently, the feelings that rise are far out of proportion to the events that evoked them. When you are reactive, you say things such as “Every time my wife (husband) offers one of her (his) suggestions I can feel the anger erupting in me”; “She (he) really knows how to get to me. Sometimes just being around her (him) gets me tense”; “I can’t believe that nothing I do ever gets a positive response. I don’t know why it still upsets me.”

The opposite of being reactive is being responsive. When you are responsive, you are aware of your feelings but don’t let them run you. This is extremely empowering. Responsiveness allows you to maintain some control in the face of the competing thoughts and feelings of your partner. You will open all sorts of new options and choices in dealing with each other, because your perspective and your sense of reason aren’t blurred by emotion. Feeling more in control, you will be in a better position to take control of your love life.

Of course, becoming responsive is easier said than done; it requires you to identify what you want, believe, or feel—and stay your course. It also involves being open to views that are in conflict with yours rather than getting defensive.

In talking to your partner, for example, instead of arguing ferociously or explaining yourself frantically—a dead giveaway that you are being reactive—you might simply listen carefully without interrupting and say something like “I understand what you are saying, your view is credible, but I see it differently.” Or, rather than react emotionally, you might say, “I am viewing things differently; let me think about it a bit and then we’ll discuss it.”
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4. The Conference Illustrated

 
 
 
LET’S LOOK AT an example of a couple going through the conference experience. Frank, 39, and June, 34, had been in a relationship for eight years and found that they were fighting nearly every time they were together. Their fights were instigated by things that barely made sense to them. The fights involved June’s complaints about the lack of time spent together and included Frank’s not calling when promised, working too late, reading at the kitchen table, and not answering her texts.

Frank’s gripes involved his contempt for June’s complaints about him, especially her infringement on his time and independence. He took every opportunity to point out to June that she has become dependent and unable to take care of herself. He often became infuriated at her for minor infractions, like driving the car low on gas and forgetting to buy something at the market.

June countered that she simply wanted to spend more time with him and that had nothing to do with an inability to take care of herself. “You act like you don’t like me,” she told him with tears in her eyes. “I can’t remember the last time you had something nice to say to me. All I hear is you being defensive and never admitting to anything. It seems I am always wrong in your eyes.”

“And you have made me too important in your life,” Frank snapped. “I feel smothered by you. I never get any time for myself. I am either working or with you, getting blamed for the time I am not with you. I can’t stand it anymore. Get a life!”

Like most of their adversarial exchanges, the words they threw back and forth at each other became increasingly harsh until they both felt demoralized about the prospects of ever recapturing the happiness they once shared.

Here is a glimpse at the backgrounds:

Frank’s mother struggled with depression all during his childhood. Every problem his mother had somehow became his father’s fault. His mother seemed to dislike his father and, consequently, she often confided in Frank and turned to him for comfort. The pressure he felt from his mother to “fill in” for his father caused him to be resentful and influenced him to keep busy as a way to escape from her. He felt the responsibility for his mother’s feelings had fallen from his father to him.

June recalled her parents being so disorganized and so heavily embroiled in conflict with each other that they had little time or energy to pay attention to her. She rarely had any special time with her parents, especially her father, an aspiring inventor. Her father spent futile months huddled in the basement with each new project that he dreamed was going to bring him fame and fortune. June never felt important to him. While she acknowledged that her childhood household had many positive elements, she most sharply remembered the pain of rejection.

 
THE EMOTIONAL CONFERENCE
 
Frank and June began their first experience with the Emotional Conference hopefully, but it was not long before they regressed to their familiar pattern. Each of them contended that the other was at fault for the conference not going well. Frank was convinced June had misunderstood the directions; June was absolutely certain she was correct and that he was wrong. Furthermore, she felt she had taken responsibility for the conference. She resented Frank for putting it off until the last minute, not giving priority to it—and her. 

“Typical of him,” she blurted.

In the early weeks of the Emotional Conference, they continually interrupted each other, challenged each other’s “inaccuracies,” and began discussions afterward that erupted into arguments. Both of them were discouraged, and they wanted to discontinue doing the conference. This is not uncommon. It is practically the rule rather than the exception. 

For the majority of couples, breaking the old problematic routine does not occur easily. 

Couples who have been struggling with their relationship often begin the Emotional Conference on shaky ground, finding fault with each other, just as they do in other parts of their lives. In my view, this couple fumbling in an Emotional Conference occurs not because the instructions are unclear or the process is somehow complicated. On the contrary, the instructions are straightforward and the process simple. 

The difficulty arises when we resist being emotionally close. There is a substantial degree of vulnerability in being intimate, and we find what appear to be plausible excuses for avoiding the experience. What’s more, resistance is tricky. We feel that our finger pointing, “forgetting” to show up, or other copouts are justified. They are not. It is about resistance; we want love, but giving your heart is scary.

For June and Frank, something kept them at it—perhaps the desperate feelings they struggled with. As June said at one point, “If we could only stick to the guidelines, it would go better and help us heal the emotional pain both of us feel.” And that is what happened, several months later, in my office. Frank went first, looking directly at June.

“When you took a car trip out West a few years ago, the thought occurred to me that I wished you would have a fatal accident so I would be free. I wouldn’t be the ‘shit’ who abandoned you; I would be the poor guy who lost his love. A dark seed took root in my mind at that time. As irrational as it is, a profoundly disturbing idea haunts me. On the day that thought blinked to life in my head, I had turned bad. I was tested and found wanting. My rational mind tells me lots of couples struggling with each other have such thoughts. The thoughts come out of desperation, not out of evil. But my heart says otherwise. Since that day, I have been troubled by a primitive suspicion that in some cosmic account book, in some dusty ledger of karmic debts and credits, your unhappiness is being charged to my account. I feel guilty and have often found myself barely able to look you in the eye. Every opportunity I have to avoid you, I take. It is not because I dislike you or that I don’t love you. It’s because of my own feelings of not feeling that I live up to what you want me to be. I feel guilty because I know you are a good person despite the differences between us. And now I realize that I bring to our differences my own issues with my mother’s dependence on me, and I have taken out my anger on you, instead of placing it where it belongs.”

June sat quietly and listened. She had tears running down her face, and Frank looked as if he were straining to avoid becoming teary as well. She was apparently very moved by what Frank had said, but she neither offered comfort nor editorialized. She took a deep breath and went on for about two minutes or so to summarize what Frank said to demonstrate her understanding.

In essence, she told Frank that she heard him say that inherent in his anger was the demand he felt was made on him as a child by his mother: “Take care of me; I am your responsibility. Your view of me leaves you feeling helpless, just like you felt with your mother. You have felt so helpless that you wished I would not be around anymore and that you were not responsible for that, and you felt like a bad person for having that wish. In fact, you have felt responsible and guilty that you were not making me happy and you avoided me because being around me made you feel bad.”

June asked him if she understood correctly. Frank nodded in acknowledgement, and then June took her turn.

“If I were to reduce all my feelings and their painful conflicts to a single name, I can think of no other word but shame. It was shame, shame and insecurity that I felt in all those hours in pursuit of my father for the simplest recognition. Getting a ‘Hello’ when he came in the door would have been a start. I felt ashamed by my neediness, shamed by the hunger in my soul that I considered forbidden and weak. I thought that I had gotten over that by the time I met you, and I believed you were different and it would be different between us. I am not happy about how I’ve acted with you. My hunger triggered the same pattern of chasing after you that I had done with my father. And the rejection I felt was the same experience I had with my father, making it all the more painful. I don’t think it is fair for me to expect you to make up for the neglect of my father. I realize that the more I wanted from you and the more intense I became about it, the more it pushed you away. Rather than stepping back and seeing that, I became angry and more aggressive. That was a mistake for me as well as for you, and I regret it.”

As June had done, Frank sat quietly, kept his eyes on her and listened carefully. The images that floated before his and June’s eyes were not comforting, particularly the emotional wounds of their childhood that had been playing out in their marriage. Rather than thinking his own thoughts while June spoke, as he had done for the first few months of doing the conference, he did his best to focus on her words and their meaning to her. When her statement was completed, he mirrored back what she said, as she had done for him.

He told her, “You feel ashamed about feeling needy—feeling that helplessness you felt as a child chasing your father for attention. You don’t like how that feels. Buried in your criticism of me is your wound from childhood. You have been saying to me, in a variety of ways, ‘Why can’t you make me feel as if I count? The way you view me makes me feel invisible and I want to be seen.’ You regret feeling so insignificant in relation to me and don’t want to continue giving me responsibility for how you feel.”

Frank asked June if he summarized her thoughts and feelings to her satisfaction, and she agreed that he had.

Although that particular conference was a turning point, Frank said, “It didn’t occur until after we had been doing the conference for some time. It took us awhile before we felt safe enough with each other to really be deeply open. In fact, while we were driving one day, after we had done the conference a few times, I was thinking about really being honest about my feelings. I turned to June and asked her to promise not to bring up anything I say in the conference and use it against me. She readily agreed and then asked me to promise the same. I did.

“Despite the promises, we were both pretty frazzled some evenings after the conference. It wasn’t easy hearing what the other person said and not reacting. I confess that there were some nights I was talking to June for a few hours about what she said—talking to her in my head, not directly to her. Now all that inner chatter has quieted down. I am happy to say that we now look forward to Wednesday evening, the night we do the conference.”

“The conferences didn’t have an immediate impact on our relationship,” June said, “but slowly it brought us closer. Our bickering eventually just decreased and then it stopped. Both of us became more relaxed, more open and secure about our commitment. For a long time, I experienced a sense of relief as a result of being able to talk openly without fear of fighting or reprisal, but I was also frightened and embarrassed. We both felt a little foolish that in all these years we’ve been together, the issues were uncovered—about the unfinished business of our childhood. They should have been obvious, but neither of us made the connection before.

“Initially, we both found ways to discuss what was said so that we could have the opportunity to influence the other’s viewpoint. We eventually stopped doing that. Now we hear each other and mirror, but we don’t discuss what was said at all. It provides a good opportunity to contain the other’s feelings without diluting them. We have finally come to understand that a love relationship is not about agreement; that’s optional. A love relationship is about understanding and being understood; that’s not optional, it’s critical.”

 
 
GETTING IT!
 
June and Frank finally got that the heart of a love relationship is about having the courage and the ability to create an emotional culture of safety so that you can be fully known. We all want to be understood and accepted by someone central to our life. The Emotional Conference, done precisely as it has been presented, is the most effective way of achieving that goal I have seen in many years of clinical practice!

“Containing” the other’s feelings, as June puts it, gives each partner the opportunity to accept that he or she does not and cannot control how other people think about you. Since most of us have not fully grown out of the childhood state of needing the approval of others in order to feel good about ourselves, taking in another’s view of our behavior without seeking to correct it is a valuable experience. The result is the building of emotional muscle that will pay off in other areas of life. We are strengthening our sense of I.

Having a stable sense of I is based primarily on self-validation rather than other validation. It allows love partners to navigate the delicate balance between separateness and connectedness. In effect, if each partner has a solid sense of I, it is easier to form the we in a relationship.

At the simplest level, having a solid sense of I means that we can be who we are in a relationship rather than what others wish, need, and expect us to be. It also means that we can allow others to do the same.
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Boosting Your Ability to Relate
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5. The Unfinished Business of Your Childhood

 
 
 
ARE THERE TIMES when you struggle with your love relationship? Are you thinking that your childhood is no longer relevant to your adult relationships? Wrong! 

We are all shaped by our early experiences, even when we feel we have moved a great distance from our families, whether in time or geographically. When we move away from our family or key people who influenced us are dead, we may still be unable to disconnect from their message. In fact, the pattern we developed to cope with our childhood often comes back to haunt our adult relationships.

FAMILY-OF-ORIGIN BLUEPRINT
 
Wherever we are, whoever we have become, we still carry with us the blueprint we developed as a child about who we are and how we are supposed to interact with others. For example, if you had untrustworthy parents, you have likely decided, “I can’t trust anyone.” If your parents didn’t show you sufficient attention, for whatever reason, you may decide: “I’m not worth caring about, so it is dangerous to give myself to love, because no one will love me back.”

Although the patterns of our life are determined by many forces, we live today by what we learned as children. Whatever solutions we found as children to cope with our family dynamics may be reshaped and elaborated upon as adults. In some form or other, childhood experiences continue to influence us. The particular strategies may differ from person to person, and the tactics may vary from situation to situation, but the basic dynamics are the same. Consider these examples:

Laura is afraid to get married. Each time her lover of many years talks about wanting to get closer and marry, she brushes him off. She is still defending herself against a mother who repeatedly violated her privacy in various ways, from listening in on her telephone calls to reading her personal diary. The thought of someone else invading her space like her snooping mother makes her cringe, shut down, and push him away.

Then, there’s Eric, who is afraid to express his real hopes and feelings to his wife. He holds back and retreats into a passive shell because as a child he lived with unhappy, depressed parents. Whenever he tried to speak to them about things that bothered him, his parents grew even more despondent and ill. Before long, Eric shut down and withdrew, fearful that his assertiveness would injure or destroy the people he loved. 

And then there’s Alison, who is very independent yet unfulfilled because she is afraid to become dependent on anyone. Her father habitually failed to live up to his promises, whether it involved taking her on a trip or just coming home from the office before she went to bed. As a result, she grew up afraid of being dependent on any man in her life; she feared they would disappoint her as well. She dated—even married—but remained distant. Her marriage ended in divorce. She concluded that the inevitable occurred: she was let down once again.

 
NATURE COMBINES WITH NURTURE
 
There are, of course, differences in the way people react to their family experiences. Not everyone will respond to particular influences in the same way, nor will the link of a present behavior to an earlier pattern always be readily apparent. 

Given these differences in reactive patterns, people sharing very similar family backgrounds may emerge in various ways, just as adults struggling with similar relationship issues may have contrasting backgrounds. There are no simple recipes for how a particular mix of ingredients from childhood will influence an adult. Each of us are affected not only by nurture but also by nature. We have a genetic component that influences us along with the experiences from our environment.

The genetic component gives us different tendencies or propensities, which both shape and are shaped by our experiences. As studies from the National Institutes of Health and other researchers have shown, from birth onward, children exhibit clear-cut temperamental differences. As they develop into adults, they continue to act in a similar fashion.

Usually, for example, the child who is inhibited, shy, and reticent around people will continue to display those traits as an adult, while an energetic, assertive child is more likely to become an energetic and assertive adult.

Temperamental differences act to color perception and shape responses to family conflicts. For instance, an inhibited child who is naturally very sensitive may feel that even a mild show of anger between his parents means they are enraged at each other. This overreaction may set the stage for him to be more anxious when he perceives the signs of an argument breaking out, especially as an adult in his own relationship. In contrast, a youngster with a hardier, more outgoing personality may be less aware of and affected by family disruptions and consequently not shy away from adult confrontations.

 
AWARENESS
 
Being aware of the issue is paramount. Did your parents argue and frighten you, and now are you avoidant of confrontation? Did you get a flood of attention when you were ill as a child and now use illness to get attention from your loved ones? Whatever the childhood pattern, identify the adult version of that behavior in your current love relationship.

What you are looking for is a series of repeated behaviors that have negative consequences. Ask yourself, What am I doing habitually that leaves my partner dissatisfied? If you are not sure how to identify the pattern, ask your partner, “What do I do that you think forms a pattern and interferes with our intimacy?” If your partner’s response leaves you feeling vulnerable or defensive, it is likely on target. Most of us are protective of our childhood patterns.
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6. Avoiding the Blame Game

 
 
 
TAKING RESPONSIBILITY FOR your part in an incident with your partner is another component of the Emotional Conference that is difficult for most couples. Not only is it difficult, but sometimes it is so camouflaged that even the blamer does not recognize the dynamic. Let’s review some of the blame patterns that are not always obvious.

Blame is epidemic in love relationships. In fact, in some relationships blame becomes the predominant theme. As any couple therapist can testify, the aggrieved partner in a troubled relationship knows who the culprit is. All that remains is enlightenment—making the other person see his or her fault, thereby taking responsibility off oneself and becoming the victim, free of fault.

It is comforting to feel free of fault. It feels empowering to firmly put oneself in the one- up position while assigning the other person the one-down position. However, it is a false and dishonest victory. I have rarely seen a couple whose conflict was completely one-sided, where one person is the villain wearing the black hat and the other person is wearing the pure white hat of innocence. One thing is certain: Pointing the finger at the other person allows you to avoid your own issues and your responsibility in the conflict.

Witness the following:

A couple has a fight. It begins because the wife feels irritated with her husband about something. They go to bed that evening without saying a word to each other. She is no longer angry and would like her husband to make contact with her, to talk to her, reach out to her, caress her. He, not knowing that her mood has passed and fearing that she is still upset, does nothing of the sort, deciding to wait until she gives him some indication that she will respond more kindly. She is not willing to reach out and make contact herself, although she would love to do so. Lying there, she begins to blame him for not making a move, for not doing something she herself is unwilling to do.

Why doesn’t she reach out to her husband? She fears being rejected. While she blames him for not reaching out, she is not taking responsibility for her own fear. What’s more, whatever they fought about earlier was not one-sided. Either partner could go back to that conflict and simply state their part without pointing the finger at the other partner.

 
SHIFTING BLAME 
 
A husband is a very poor manager of money. His debts pile up unpaid. His one major avenue to recovery is to file for a substantial federal income tax refund dating back several years. He procrastinates despite his wife’s pleading. The bills continue to pile up, adding more pressure to the couple’s tensions. Finally, the husband files for the refund and receives a prompt reply from the Internal Revenue Service stating that his request exceeded the cutoff date and was no longer valid.

He immediately blames his wife, saying she should have “kept after him.” When she grows angry and tells him that his broken promise to get things done has hurt her, he continues to deny responsibility and escalates the blame to a new level. “If it was that important to you,” he said, “why didn’t you lock me out of the house or something until I filed the return?”

I suppose the wife could have taken the kind of dramatic action her husband proposed; however, that wasn’t the intention of his suggestion. His intention was to blame her for the dilemma, to shift responsibility to her and away from himself.

In the above example, the blamer has the attitude “I’m not responsible, you are!” From this follows “If you are responsible for my (our) discomfort, distress, or unhappiness, only you can alter it.” In all of these instances the blamer is being dishonest in an effort to avoid responsibility for his or her behavior. What’s more, there is an inherent assumption that the blamer is powerless and therefore at the mercy of the other partner. Unless the circumstance is very unusual, like being held at gunpoint, adults are rarely powerless.

 
BLAME VOIDS OPENNESS
 
When couples relate in a blame-oriented way, they create a major obstacle to being open and real with each other. When pointing their finger outward rather than looking inward and acknowledging their part in their difference, nothing is resolved. The focus instead is on screaming or silently sulking about who is to blame. Resolution is unlikely unless one partner—preferably both—takes the initiative. Both must drop the victim role. Neither are powerless; they are just acting that way, and by pointing outward they are avoiding a confrontation with their own issues. That’s basically dishonest.

Not only are love partners dishonestly avoiding their part in a dispute by resorting to blame, but also, typical of the blame-counter-blame pattern, both partners issue their complaints after the unwanted behavior has occurred while doing nothing when it takes place. It is like playing a game of “Gotcha!”

A husband may accuse his wife of being inconsiderate because she repeatedly interrupts him. He will nag, complain, sulk, and admonish, but rarely will he take a firm stand while the behavior is actually happening. He could take a stand while being interrupted by stating, “You’re interrupting me. Please let me finish what I’m saying.” If this didn’t work, he might simply get up and leave the room, saying, “It seems, by your constant interruptions, that you are not interested in what I am saying. When you feel more like listening, let me know.”

Although this behavior may seem harsh, it is honest and direct, and more effective than repeated and empty complaints. It is a matter of giving credibility to what is being said.

 
BLAME WEARS MANY MASKS
 
Susan harbors resentment toward Bill because he doesn’t pay attention to her at social gatherings. Yet, Bill has continued this behavior for a long time. So it is likely that Susan has been blaming and antagonizing him rather than taking responsibility for getting what she wants—more attention. Perhaps she goes off in a corner at parties to sulk or becomes nasty and sarcastic about Bill’s social adroitness. Later, when they are alone, she may withdraw or explode and tell Bill his behavior made her furious. Her comments will then escalate their conflict into a fight or mutual withdrawal.

If Susan took responsibility for her shyness, envy of her husband’s social popularity, or desire for more attention, instead of waiting for him to “save” her, she would be approaching her own issues honestly rather than hiding behind her complaints. This might involve a total cessation of blame, working to overcome her social shyness, and making a concerted effort to be part of her husband’s conversations instead of withdrawing from them and stewing. In fact, if she did nothing to work on her social shyness but simply declared it rather than blaming her husband, it would restore honesty around this issue.

How do you know when blame is coming your way? Contrast the following statements:

You don’t love me. I wish I could feel loved by you.

You make me nervous. I am afraid.

You make me mad. I am angry at you.

You are too busy. I hate when you tell me what to do.

You statements are actually I statements in disguise. If an individual is upset, it is easy for him or her to avoid ownership of his or her feelings by indicating “It’s your fault!” You statements are essential to the blame game. When sentences begin with you, the speaker’s part in a difference or dissension is omitted. When the sentence begins with I, there is an acknowledgement of personal responsibility; it is harder to put all the blame on the listener, and it is a more honest statement.

 
WHAT IS IT YOU’RE REALLY SAYING?
 
Just as pointing a finger at a love partner, hiding behind blame, and playing the victim rather than being open about your own issues is a form of deception, so is indirect communication. Communication may be straightforward and factual. “I want to eat,” or “I put gas in the car,” or “It is cold.” However, sometimes indirectness and subtlety play a major role in a relationship. In these instances, something is wanted—be it change, clarification, reassurance, companionship or support. But it is approached manipulatively rather than directly. Here’s an example:

Doreen and Ralph have been married for twelve years. They were both married before. When Ralph was still married to his first wife, he was arrested for selling marijuana. He still smokes on occasion, and Doreen even joins him. Lately, he has had a lot of extra cash. Being in the restaurant business, he simply explained to Doreen that things have been going well. However, she has been getting hang-up calls and his cell phone bills have skyrocketed.

Doreen has not questioned him about this, but she suspects that he has gone back to dealing. She has stopped at the restaurant and it has been quiet rather than very busy as Ralph maintains. The more she looks into this, the more he seems to cover up, but she has not come out and made an accusation. She is simply investigating. Consequently, their discussions about his longer-than-usual absences from home, his business issues, and mysterious phone calls are filled with misunderstanding.

 
Doreen: “You know what? I think I’ll come into the restaurant and start helping out there.”

Ralph: “That’s okay, Doreen. I’m doing well with the way things are managed. I don’t really need you there.”

Doreen: “Oh, then I can keep you company.”

Ralph: “Doreen, it’s nice of you to want to be with me, but my schedule keeps me busy from nine in the morning to very late. I would hardly have time for you. Besides, it would take time away from the kids.”

Doreen: “I think I’d like to help out anyway.”

Ralph: “Listen, I don’t need you, the other employees may resent you, and I would hardly see you, so there’s no point. Let’s leave it at that.”

Doreen: “Let’s not leave it at that. I’m coming in!”

Ralph: “Shit! Doreen, for Christ’s sake, when you get so damned unreasonable, I feel as if I don’t know you anymore. You’re not the woman I married.”

Doreen: “That’s it! You’re hiding something. I knew it!”

 
Conversations based on indirectness such as Doreen’s and Ralph’s are frequently disastrous. In this instance, Ralph assumes Doreen is merely being pigheaded. Doreen, of course, assumes that Ralph, cornered, is purposely evasive. Had she directly stated her concern—or had Ralph asked her why working at the restaurant was so important—the outcome might have been very different. 

Such patterns of behavior are somewhat present in almost all relationships. There is an argument whose source is camouflaged; the result, after many futile bouts, is of the you-hurt-me-so-I’ll-hurt-you variety. In many instances, vindictiveness becomes the major force in the gradual weakening of the relationship.

As the negativity created by indirectness escalates, it spills over into other areas of the relationship; once a negative, destructive atmosphere of misunderstanding has been established, more indirectness and misunderstandings are likely to follow. Ralph may get off-hand questions about his whereabouts or his finances or his phone bills and start covering his tracks, which will lead to more suspicion. Doreen is fearful of confronting Ralph; instead she is caught in a series of deceptive, relationship-defeating attempts to allay her anxiety while avoiding a straightforward and honest discussion of her concern.

In couple therapy, as Dr. Watzlawick and his associates describe in their book, Change, one frequently sees both partners caught in a futile push-pull based on indirectly expressed statements. For instance, a wife may have the impression that her husband is not open enough for her to know where she stands with him, what is going on in his head, what he is doing when he is away from home, and so on.

Quite naturally, she will therefore attempt to make herself more secure by asking him questions, watching his behavior, and checking on him in a variety of ways. He is likely to consider her behavior intrusive and react by withholding information. Just to teach her that I am not a child in need of checking. That in and of itself would be quite harmless and irrelevant. 

Rather than making her back down, her husband’s reaction increases her insecurity and further fuels her worries. If he does not talk to me about even these little things, he must be hiding something. The less information he gives her, the more persistently she will seek it; and the more she seeks it, the less he will give her. It is not long before the drama evolves to a point that Dr. Watzlawick views as reminiscent of two sailors hanging off either side of a sailboat in order to steady it. The more the one leans overboard, the more the other has to compensate for the instability created by the one’s attempts at stabilizing the boat, while the boat itself would be quite steady if not for the insecurities of its passengers.

Unless something changes in this situation, such as the couple discussing their issues openly and explicitly, the occupants of the love boat might be under constant unnecessary strain or, worse yet, end up in the water. A direct and pointed statement by one of the partners may not necessarily resolve a relationship issue; however, it may clarify the underlying issue rather than worsen it. The couple may even conclude that they are at a temporary impasse; they may at least agree that they disagree on some issue.

This recognition, though limited, is a start. It is preferable to the undercurrent of torment and nagging uncertainty that accompanies deceptive obfuscation.

Many requests are not expressed openly and directly. Often, we don’t want to take responsibility for our requests, so we hide and disguise them in questions, hints, obscure suggestions, and countless other manipulations, all in an effort to satisfy our desires without the risk of being rejected.

 
THE RISK OF AGREEMENTS
 
Open requests require an awareness of our desires and involve several risks: 

 
1) An acknowledgement that the other person has something to offer that is of value. This recognition poses a particular threat to couples engaged in a power struggle. By asking in a disguised form, the asker “discounts” the partner’s power.

2) Being asked to reciprocate. Doubting one’s willingness or capacity to satisfy the other’s requests, one may prefer to stay self-contained rather than being reciprocal.

3) Rejection. Many of us fear the word no and, by being vague, we hope to temper the pain of refusal.

 
The problem with requests that are camouflaged, as with all indirect messages, is that requests that are not understood are less likely to be satisfied. What’s more, resentment often accompanies the unmet desire and is expressed in disguised form through nagging, criticism, and other kinds of annoyances and frustrations. Ultimately, the opportunity for a deeper understanding, whether it be of a refusal or the basis of a request, is lost and, along with it, the intimacy is diminished.

Practically all social relationships involve agreements—whether official or unofficial, tacit or explicit. Agreements govern the ways people behave toward each other. In couple relationships, where contact is frequent and covers a wide variety of behaviors, agreements are particularly important. Ironically, some of those that are most potent are those that are hidden. They are made with little or no conscious awareness.

Witness the coupling of a very shy and a very outgoing person. When these two joined, they made an implicit agreement. The shy person found someone who would carry the social interaction and the outgoing person found someone who seemed to be the strong, silent type that offset his or her chattering. Another hidden agreement is formed between the emotionally expressive and the more cognitive person. It is a wedding of the heart and mind.

Each feels the other brings a balance to the relationship. However, somewhere down the marital road, one or the other is inevitably going to want to modify the agreement. Usually, one or both are disillusioned with the original “deal.” This could present difficulties since the agreement was never acknowledged in the first place. Each partner feels wronged and somehow cheated; typically, neither is willing to take a look at the deal they entered. They are too invested in announcing that they got the short end.

Some types of relationship “contracts,” as agreements are often called, are drawn up with no intention of carrying them out. One type that wreaks havoc on the emotional security of a couple and inhibits openness involves making a nominal effort that is withdrawn when the partner accepts. For example, one partner may feel pressured by the other to spend more time together, so he or she may reluctantly suggest that he or she will take a day off from work. The initiating partner is hoping that the offer will be appreciated but declined. However, the other partner, pleased by the offer, readily accepts. Acceptance is then met with an unspoken accusation conveyed by moodiness. “How could you be so unconcerned with my career as to encourage my absence from work?” Or, in a variation on this, one partner may offer an agreement only to negotiate it after the other has accepted it. The experience is not unlike purchasing an item only to find, after reading the small print, that the item isn’t what was represented.

Yet another deceptive ploy casts a long-lasting negative spell on the couple. In this instance, one person suggests that cooperation can be expected. But somehow the cooperation never occurs, or it occurs in a different and unacceptable form. That is, the partner behaves inconsiderately while appearing to be considerate and collaborative. This creates a growing expectation that can slowly drive the expectant partner to distraction:

 
Kathy: “I need help tonight getting the room ready for my book discussion group.”

Frank: “No problem. Let me know what you want and I’ll take care of it.”

Kathy: “I just need you to move some of the heavy furniture so I can arrange for us to sit in a circle.”

Frank: “Okay, I’ll do that. Now, what’s for lunch?”

 
Frank is busy all day and Kathy worries that he will forget. When it comes time for her group, Frank helps put out the food and takes an interest in the book they are going to discuss, and then he disappears without moving the furniture. Later, when he is questioned by Kathy, he maintains that he did help; he brought out the food and even took interest in the book to be discussed. Frank feels he is being nagged and Kathy feels confused. A dull ache is beginning between her shoulder blades and moving toward the back of her neck. 

How could these unsettled feelings relate to such a sweet, caring partner? Kathy is likely to conclude, There is something wrong with me. In reality, the experience at home was not unlike reaching into a fog. Her husband responded, but not to the issue that Kathy needed.

 
CONCEALMENT IS NOT PRIVACY
 
Deception, as we have seen, is more than outright lies. There is blame, in various guises; a variety of ways to camouflage real feelings and requests by indirect statements; and agreements that are not really agreements. All are dishonest. And then there is what is withheld. We do not ask an essential question or make a remark that clarifies an issue. Rather than be open, we play it safe and do not express how we really feel and what we think. We withhold pertinent information from our partner.

We do not say “There are some things about this I am not comfortable talking about.” Rather, we give the impression that we have been completely forthcoming. In fact, many of us rationalize our withholding by calling it privacy when in actuality there is more to it. Privacy is a right to separateness that all of us have; withholding pertinent information from a love partner is not privacy—it is deliberate concealment.

Withholding most often occurs gradually and is the result of an interactive process. John doesn’t bring up issues for discussion because he finds Mary too critical of him. Mary is then critical of John’s silence. John then concludes that he was right about Mary all along: she is too judgmental.

Sometimes a partner will encourage openness and then discourage it by frequent interruption or critically challenging remarks, prompting the speaker to think, Anything I say may—and will—be used against me. Oftentimes, even the statement “We need to talk” takes on an emotional tone and is interpreted ominously: Uh oh, this isn’t good; he (she) wants to complain about me again.

 
THE BOTTOM LINE 
 
What we see with the above ways of avoiding responsibility is that couple issues are a dynamic, with both partners involved—perhaps not equally, but still involved—and sometimes the part each plays can be quite well masked, even from themselves.

That’s the point. Your responsibility for an issue with another person exists. If you can’t find it, keep looking. I have treated couples where one partner had schizophrenia, a serious illness, and couples where one partner was an active alcoholic, definitely a relationship crippler. Even in these more extreme cases, while the responsibility for their conflicts was not fifty-fifty, it wasn’t a hundred-zero either. The moral here is that when doing your Emotional Conference, if you can’t find your part in an incident, you aren’t looking hard enough.
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7. Advanced Listening/Responding Strategies

 
 
 
SEVERAL COUPLES HAVE told me that reflecting back (mirroring) what the speaker says is not enough. “What about a more empathetic response, one that goes deeper than simply summarizing the speaker’s sentiments?” they have suggested.

My response is that, for most people, simply being assured that the message being sent is the message received is a great start and an improvement over the usual. It is common between love partners that one or both don’t even feel that the other person listened. What’s more, simply reflecting back in summary form prevents things from getting interpreted and analyzed, the kind of thing that can easily lead to disagreement.

Having said that, I love the idea of empathetically responding to your partner’s feelings. Empathy is the process of viewing your partner’s concerns through his or her eyes and responding with understanding. It is not as easy to do as it may appear.

My suggestion is that you do the Emotional Conference using reflection for a few months (yes, that long!), and then, when goodwill and comfort with the practice have been established, begin responding more empathetically.

What exactly is empathetic listening? It is a form of effective listening that involves a commitment to fully attend to the speaker’s message, particularly the emotional component behind the words, and to relay this to the speaker in such a way that he or she feels accepted, validated and deeply understood. You simply put yourself in the speaker’s shoes and convey your emotional understanding of the speaker from his or her point of view.

There is a dire shortage of empathy among couples. It is easy to misread or overlook feelings. This difference starts in childhood, when many of us learn to hide our feelings. Later, when we go to school, we learn about math, geography, and grammar, but feelings are rarely part of the curriculum. As adults, we are busy, we have goals to reach, achievements to attain; and days pass quickly without much attention to feelings.

 

ATTENDING TO YOUR FEELINGS
 
Your job may be shaky, one of your children may be sick, and you may have a cold coming on, but if a casual friend asks in passing how you feel, you will probably reply, “I’m fine.” This kind of superficial exchange is merely a sign of friendliness, not an expression of feelings. Life is full of such rituals, of harmless small talk. The trouble is that over the years these shallow, habitual responses become so ingrained that we devalue the importance of our own feelings and those of the significant people in our lives.

A lifetime of inattentiveness to feelings is strikingly demonstrated by Martin, a musician, and Gloria, his wife of twenty years. Two months before this conversation, Gloria had discovered Martin’s long-standing infidelity.

 
Martin: “I don’t think we’ve ever been a team intimately. I’ve never felt close to you. I’ve always felt you were my doll. You were my gracious hostess, my lovely lady, my bride. But I don’t think I ever made total love to you. I loved you with reservation. As though you were a piece of art and would surely break if I were to release my passion on you and in you. So, throughout the years, I’ve sought to release this passion with other women. Gloria, how did you feel about the relationship all these years?”

Gloria: “How did I feel? Well, I suppose lonely. I wanted to be more passionate with you, less reserved, but I always felt you would reject me. I always felt you wanted me up on a pedestal. I stayed there to keep you.”

Martin: “I never knew that! Why didn’t you tell me how you felt? Why didn’t you say something?”

Gloria: “Afraid, I guess. You never asked. I thought that was the way you wanted things. Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

Martin: “For the same reasons, I suppose. I took it for granted that you were happy with the status quo. I didn’t want to hurt you or be hurt. God, I wish I had known how you felt back then. Gloria! I didn’t really want to see other women. I wanted intimacy. Closeness. We could have given that to each other.”

 
The waste of time, energy, and potential happiness through the years of Martin and Gloria’s marriage is appalling when you consider that what they both really wanted was so much more similar than what they each supposed the other wanted. Yet, this same kind of waste characterizes millions of relationships. A main cause is the failure of men and women to be attuned to each other’s feelings.

To understand another person’s thoughts and feelings and to be understood thoroughly by that person in return is among the most rewarding of human experiences. Unfortunately, this understanding is all too rare. Using empathy and listening skills is critical to good relationships and emotional intimacy. Feeling understood in a relationship is akin to receiving a psychological hug.

Considered one of the most influential voices of the twentieth century, the late psychologist Dr. Carl Rogers said, “When . . . someone really hears you without passing judgment on you, without trying to take responsibility for you, without trying to mold you, it feels damn good . . . When I have been listened to and when I have been heard, I am able to perceive my world in a new way and go on. It is astonishing how elements which seem insoluble become soluble when someone listens.”

In the example that follows, we will see how a couple interacts ineffectively and how the same issues can be discussed more sensitively.

 
JUDY AND JERRY GETTING IT WRONG
 
Judy and Jerry have been married for eight years. They have two children, ages five and six. Jerry is an executive in a large electronics firm. He has a good job, and they live very comfortably. Jerry drives home from work on a summer evening and is greeted at the door by an exuberant Judy.

 
Judy: “Hi, sweetheart. I’ve got great news.”

Jerry: “Terrific! What’s up?”

Judy: “I could hardly wait until tonight to tell you. Remember how I’ve mentioned my boredom and feelings of uselessness in the past? Well, today I did something about them. I went over to the college, filled out an application form, and had an interview for the nursing program. I was told my chances for acceptance are very good, and it is likely I’ll be starting in September. I’m so excited!”

Jerry: “What about the kids? What about your responsibilities here? How the hell can you start school with all that? Nothing doing! We don’t need extra expenses and more chaos!”

Judy: “Who the hell do you think you are? You can’t live my life for me. I’m bored; I want something meaningful to do, and I’m going back to school.”

Jerry: “Oh no you aren’t!”

Judy: “Oh yes I am!”

Jerry: “I won’t let you. I’m not going to give you the money.”

Judy: “That won’t stop me. You bastard! I’ll borrow the money. I’m tired of being bored, depressed, and burdened. No one’s going to stop me from taking care of myself.”

Jerry: “Is that all you think you are, a housewife?”

Judy: “No, I’m much more. I’m a babysitter, cook, window washer, waxer, cleaner, and clerk and I’ve had it. I start school next month, and that’s all there is to it!”

Jerry: “You can’t!”

Judy: “I can and I am. That’s final.”

Jerry: “You’re not and that’s final.”

 
JUDY AND JERRY GETTING IT RIGHT
 
Here’s a replay of this couple’s conversation, this time with each recognizing and respecting the other’s feelings.

Judy: “Hi, sweetheart. I’ve got great news.”

Jerry: “You really seem excited. What’s up?”

Judy: “I’m excited. I could hardly wait until tonight to tell you. Today I finally did something to counter the boredom and sense of uselessness I’ve been experiencing. I went over to the college, filled out the application form, and had an interview for the nursing program. I was told my chance for acceptance is very good, and it’s likely I’ll be starting in September.”

Jerry: “Gee, you really seem high about this and it’s obvious that it means a lot to you. I wish I could share your enthusiasm about going back to school, but I have mixed feelings about it.”

Judy: “Mixed feelings? I don’t understand. Why are your feelings mixed?”

Jerry: “I’m not sure. It’s so sudden. I haven’t had a chance to think about it . . . On the one hand, I’m glad you’re enthused about something. I know you’ve been down in the dumps for a while. But there’s something frightening to me about this. I also feel funny that something as important to you as going back to school wasn’t discussed with me until now.”

Judy: “It sounds as if you are really thrown by this. It really is kind of sudden. I’ve been thinking about it for a few days, and when I decided to do it, I wanted to surprise you. It seems I shocked you instead.”

Jerry: “You did. That’s for sure. There are a lot of things that scare me about this, but I appreciate your wanting to surprise me. I realize you thought it would be a happier conversation.”

Judy: “Yes, and I am sorry I have shocked you instead. What scares you?”

Jerry: “What about the kids? Are they going to be shortchanged?”

Judy: “Well, both of them are going to be in school in the fall. I met with a counselor today and planned a tentative course schedule that doesn’t conflict with their school hours. I’ll be able to make it home substantially before them in the afternoon.”

Jerry: “Boy, you’ve really planned this thing out. It must mean a great deal to you.”

Judy: “It does. It is vitally important to me. And so are you and the children. But I recognize that I have been restless and out of sorts for a long time now. I have been inattentive to myself and my own needs. I’ve been bored. There is no challenge in my life.”

Jerry: “You aren’t satisfied with the loving feelings we all have for you?”

Judy: “I am. But it isn’t enough. We all have strong feelings for you. Would you be satisfied to stop work, stay home, and be a ‘housefather’?”

Jerry: “You’re right. That wouldn’t be enough for me.”

Judy: “I feel the same way. It’s not that these other things aren’t important, but I miss the stimulation of the world outside this house.”

Jerry: “I have to say this—I’m also worried that you’ll be less available to me when you start school.”

Judy: “It’s true that I’ll probably be busier and have less time for you, Jerry. But I’ll have a renewed zest for life. I think this will be communicated to you and the children. I believe I can be a better person and, consequently, a better mother by not ignoring my own development.”

Jerry: “You present a pretty convincing case, Judy. While I can’t say that I’m totally comfortable with the idea, I appreciate how important this venture is to you and I respect your right to pursue it. I realize that if I were in your place, I would do the same thing. You need to define yourself and nurture yourself with challenges that go beyond being a homemaker and mom.”

Judy: “Yes, that is very important to me. I understand this will be a transition for you as well as for me, Jerry, and there may be some difficulties that will have to be worked out. But I’m confident things will fall into place.”

 
COMPARING WRONG AND RIGHT
 
In this couple’s first conversation, they quickly became adversaries. Their dialogue was primarily authoritarian and judgmental, threatening and counter-threatening. Such hostility rarely produces a resolution, and both parties are likely to storm off bitter and resentful. The all-too-familiar result of this kind of exchange—which may be yelled, signaled by angry glances, or telegraphed by hurt silence—is “Everything would have worked out fine if you hadn’t upset me,” or “You just don’t give a damn about my feelings.” 

Building trust and resolving important personal issues satisfactorily require recognition of and respect for a partner’s feelings and point of view. These qualities were conspicuously lacking in the first dialogue.

In the replay dialogue, although Judy and Jerry were not in total agreement about the issue (“I can’t say that I’m comfortable with the idea”), several times they communicated an understanding of each other’s position and feelings (e.g., “It must mean a great deal to you,” and “This will be a transition for you as well as for me, Jerry”).

It was as if they were silently asking, How does he (she) see it? How does he (she) feel? How would I feel if this were said to me? This is empathy, a critical ingredient in mutually satisfying relationships. It is an effort to understand another’s beliefs, practices, and feelings without necessarily sharing or agreeing with them.

 
EMPATHY IS NOT OPTIONAL
 
Research demonstrates that the development of your listening skills is crucial to the overall success and fulfillment you will experience throughout your career and life. Listening can dramatically improve your ability to relate to and connect with others. The good news is that any skill that can be practiced can be improved.

Is it difficult? The only difficulty lies in learning to apply the skills consistently. In order to truly appreciate the significance of proficient listening skills, you must first recognize that verbal communication is a two-part process comprised of both listening and talking. We’ve established that listening is the part that most people leave underdeveloped. And the type of listening we’re focusing on, especially when it comes to establishing and maintaining intimacy, involves understanding both the content and the emotions of another person.

We’re talking about responding to another person with emotional identification, compassion, feeling, and insight. Research suggests that those who habitually employ empathetic communication techniques experience more satisfaction in their daily interactions with those close to them.

Empathetic listening is a leap beyond what psychologists refer to as active listening, whereby you simply repeat back to the person what you think she or he said to make certain you understand. As we have seen, empathetic listening is characterized by a genuine desire to understand the words and the emotions behind the words communicated by others. 

When these messages are insufficiently received, there are usually several factors preventing it. The most common factor is thinking about what you are going to say in response to what someone just said rather than thinking about what they are saying.

What causes us to think so much while we are communicating with someone, especially if the issue involves emotions and contrary views? The main factor seems to be insistence that the other person see things from our perspective—it is our defensiveness. This is especially the case when an issue involves hot emotions. The listener is more likely to erect defensive filters, which impact his or her ability to engage in empathetic listening. Of course, if a person is naturally cynical, oppositional, negative, critical, insecure, close-minded, pessimistic, or self-absorbed, the empathy factor will suffer regardless of the message being conveyed.

 
HOW TO BE AN EMPATHETIC LISTENER
 
Empathy, as we’ve seen, is an action taken by a person to understand, be aware of and be sensitive to the feelings, thoughts, and experiences of another. Here are some steps to help you become an empathetic listener.

 
1. Empathetic listeners project their own personality into the personality of the speaker so that they can better understand the speaker. They put themselves into the shoes of the speaker so they may fully understand where the speaker is coming from. It is easiest to understand when one person has experienced the same or a similar situation. That does not always happen, though. It takes work for the listener to imagine what it would be like for the speaker to have gone through their situation.

2. Empathetic listeners try to adopt the emotions and feelings of the speaker. They listen for the meanings rather than just the words. Nonverbal communication is sometimes clearer than verbal. The pitch of the voice, look on the face, posture, foot-tapping, and more all play a part in the communication process. This also gives the speaker an opportunity to open up to the listener and process the feelings they have. Nonverbal cues are important because many people do not always say the words they are truly feeling when they are upset, for fear of the consequences.

In order to unlock the key for empathetic listening, find common ground in the conversation. Doing so enables you to go from spectator to participant without cutting off the person who is speaking. By actually encouraging the speaker to talk more, you allow a natural flow, which will inevitably take the conversation in different directions, giving you the chance to gain deeper understanding.

3. Empathetic listeners summarize the main theme and feelings of the speaker after a long period of conversation. This shows empathetic listening and helps the speaker sort out all that has been said.

Bear in mind that the reason we have two ears and one mouth is because we are supposed to do more listening than talking. Genuine concern in your listening efforts will go a long way and pay big dividends in all of your relationships, especially in your most intimate one—the relationship with your life partner.
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8. Seven Experiences to Share with Your Partner

 
 
 
Doing the Emotional Conference regularly, and in exact accordance with the guidelines outlined, will help you develop a solid sense of self. It will also assist you to do the following with your partner:

 
1.  Present a balanced view of your strengths and vulnerabilities as well as what you’ve noticed yourself doing to avoid facing yourself.

2.  Make clear and honest statements that reflect your beliefs and experiences, past and present. This means that you are willing and able to reflect on how your upbringing has impacted your current relationship.

3.  Stay emotionally connected with your significant other, even (and especially) when things become emotionally intense.

4.  Address real (and perhaps painful) issues with your partner, not the pseudo issues (Does it really matter who takes out the garbage?) that sometimes are used to camouflage what really matters.

5.  Find that you are becoming your own person, asking what you want from other people (and from yourself) rather than the more other-oriented question of a child: “What do they want from me?” You will gradually acquire the Popeye position, “I Yam What I Yam!” In other words, you will become more comfortable with who you are—one of life’s major challenges.

6.  Strengthen your sense of self; find yourself becoming much less defensive, not only with your love partner but in general. In other words, regular use of the Emotional Conference will be like going to a gym and building self-regard and acceptance of who you are. You are developing and solidifying a vision of yourself.

7.  Lead to forgiveness. The philosopher Jean Hampton has written thoughtfully about forgiveness. She suggests that forgiveness means giving up that dark feeling and transcending resentment. Secondly, she suggests viewing the wrongdoer (in this case, your partner) through a more positive lens. When your partner is open and honest about his or her behavior, you may still disapprove of the behavior but no longer disapprove of the person. 

The Emotional Conference, as previously stated, is a powerful tool that can contribute to the process of strengthening your I and repairing your sense of We. It is deceptively straightforward in that there is more to it than meets the eye. The more will take some time to become clear. Real change—as contrasted with gimmicks that are, at best, short-lived—takes time.

If it is done conscientiously and regularly over a considerable period of time—as I did with my wife, consistently for two years—it will prompt you to take time from a busy day to focus on your feelings, the emotional patterns in your relationship and the patterns that you bring to your coupling from your family of origin. What’s more, it will very powerfully enrich you as an individual in your own right. In short, it will help you become comfortable in your own skin and develop an enviable love life.

Some couples find it especially helpful to keep a journal of the feelings expressed in the Emotional Conference for review. Further, bear in mind that while the priority is to focus on your love relationship, the conference can also be focused on your own issues, separate from your partner, that have occurred with someone or something else, such as disappointments at work or a falling-out with a friend.

Imagine reaching the point where new habits are developed. Reflecting on and speaking about your feelings, listening deeply and non-defensively, and avoiding blame and the like take extensive practice.

The emotional brain changes its habits over weeks and months, not days. Practicing a new approach far beyond the point when you can do it well—overlearning—greatly reduces the likelihood that you’ll revert to the old approach under stress. In fact, when it comes to emotional issues, overlearning is essential. The emotional brain can be stubborn, as most of us know all too well.
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9. Seven Tips for Self-Soothing

 
 
 
BEING OPEN AND vulnerable, not only through what you say but in what you hear your partner say, is not easy. Over time, doing the Emotional Conference will provide you with a more accurate picture of yourself and your love relationship. What’s more, you will discover a theme.

Most couples think they have arguments about a range of issues when in fact their differences are variations on a theme. The theme is central to your relationship and it will become clear through the Emotional Conference. Listen to yourself and to your partner and the theme will become apparent.

If you are bringing in the links to your family of origin, you will also become increasingly aware of how your family instilled in you the relationship blueprint being played out with your partner. You are becoming sensitized to your part of the relationship issues. Your heightened awareness may be accompanied with strong emotions that need to be soothed.

 
TRIGGERING VULNERABILITY
 
Confronting yourself through your own reflection and expression as well as through the eyes of your love partner will almost certainly call on you to draw from your inner resources. No one is without vulnerability and at least some degree of insecurity.

The most important principle of growing, and this applies whether or not the relationship is supportive, is self-empowerment. Each of us is in charge of our growth. Taking charge involves turning inward and accessing your own resources to steady your emotional balance. This is called self-soothing—your ability to be in control of and regulate your emotions, to comfort and care for yourself without excessive indulgences, such as drinking, eating, drug use or even shopping. Self-soothing is the process of putting what is going on with you—the change and growth, which can be frightening—into perspective.

Indeed, managing our emotions is something of a full-time job. Much of what we do, from reading fiction or watching TV to the friends we choose, is in the service of making ourselves feel better. The ability to soothe ourselves is a fundamental life skill; most of us in the psychological profession view self-soothing as one of the most essential of psychic tools. It is difficult to envision surviving without the ability to withstand the emotional storms that are part of a deep love relationship.

 
SELF-SOOTHING
 
Self-soothing is self-care but not self-indulgence. It does not involve emotional regression, or food or substance bingeing. It does involve taking care of yourself while you’re stretching the boundaries of openness and honesty with your partner. Self-soothing permits you to quiet and calm yourself. The process requires that you not give up or tell yourself it is too hard to settle your emotions down. You have to stick with yourself, just as you would with a friend going through a difficult time. You are that friend—to yourself.

Some specific suggestions for soothing yourself:

 
1.  Do your best to stop the negative mental tapes. Stop awfulizing the situation and/or telling yourself, How could he (or she) feel this way! Accept the present reality; quiet yourself instead of exacerbating your very emotional state and losing perspective.

2.  To help regulate your emotions, review your history and recall challenges that you faced successfully. Remind yourself that you are resilient; all of us have survived tough times, even if we brought the aggravation on ourselves. We are tougher than we give ourselves credit for.

3.  Once again, try to regain some perspective; reactions and situations don’t last forever. Behave in a productive manner that you’ll respect afterwards, even if your emotions suggest otherwise. In other words, ask yourself, If I felt better, how would I handle this? Then, do your best to at least approximate that behavior. In contrast, when you start thinking Maybe I shouldn’t do that or Maybe I shouldn’t say that, take your own advice.

4.  Write about it, if doing the Emotional Conference brings up a lot of family issues, as it did for June and Frank. Writing it down is one of the most effective things you can do to release your emotional pain. Set aside some time and write letters to everyone in your family who you feel hurt you or let you down. No one needs to see these letters, so don’t hold back, censor yourself, or worry about how well the letter is written. Just put all the hurt and rage that’s been festering inside and contaminating your system on the page.

5.  Stop punishing yourself for past mistakes. This is an important aspect of self-soothing. Instead, write a letter of forgiveness to yourself. Look back at regrettable actions; recall who you were at the time. Remind yourself that you are a work in progress, ever evolving, always learning and fallible.

6.  Create a peaceful place inside of you. This is a safe and effective medium for expressing yourself by using the Emotional Conference. If you can tap that source, you can stop distress from building up, allowing your mind to clear and focus more sharply. There are numerous ways to create calm: yoga, meditation, a walk in nature, a hot aromatic bath, a good massage, soothing music, prayer, deep breathing, pleasant memories, and so on.

7.  Lastly, keep in mind that the Emotional Conference is a growth and connective strategy. If you are finding it difficult, you are experiencing something positive: growing pains.
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10. FAQs

 
 
 
COUPLES THAT HAVE included the Emotional Conference in their relationship preservation toolbox have raised a number of thoughtful questions about the process. Here are the most relevant queries:

 
Q: What about actually resolving a problem rather than, or in addition to, just talking about it?
 
A: It’s been my experience that most people are more concerned and more touched by feeling understood rather than getting an answer to their concerns. What’s more, for couples, hearing your partner speaking from the heart about how your behavior impacts him or her is quite powerful.

If, for example, your partner is talking about how an aspect of your behavior is hurting him, and he is talking about his hurt in emotional terms—without using blame tactics—do you really need a problem-solving discussion to figure out what to do?

I suppose on those occasions when you actually do need a solution-focused discussion, the Emotional Conference will have set the tone. Love relationships are built on emotion. Once the emotions involved have been clarified and finger-pointing ends, solutions are less difficult to come by.

 
Q: Is touching during this experience allowed?

 
A: Touching and eye contact are more than allowed; both are strongly encouraged. When speaking of your emotions and feeling vulnerable, being touched by your love partner is very reassuring and supportive. Position yourself close enough to reach out.

 
Q: Are you sure we cannot talk about an issue after the Emotional Conference?

 
A: Yes, unless the issue being presented is not about a couple issue but rather focuses on an intrapersonal issue, such as a personal disappointment, and you ask afterwards, “Is this something you’d like to discuss further?” and the answer is “Yes.” The proscription against carrying the discussion further than the Emotional Conference applies to issues that are couple-centered, and that is carved in stone.

 
Q: What about issues that are very controversial and potentially provocative? Should we avoid those, even in the Emotional Conference?

 
A: Typically, couples doing the Emotional Conference wade in gradually. They begin by talking about issues that are less important to test the waters and their courage. They intuitively realize that it takes time to build trust. This gradual approach makes sense. However, there needs to be a progression.

Playing it safe is not the point. Breaking barriers to openness is the point. There isn’t a particular time schedule that fits all people; my suggestion is to compare your five minutes of openness to going to the gym. Don’t stress at the beginning; gradually increase your openness over time. If you are perfectly comfortable, you are not pushing the limit enough—just as would apply to an exercise regimen in the gym.

 
Q: What about an issue that has been brought up? May we bring it up again?

 
A: Absolutely. What is likely to occur is that each time you bring up the same issue you will explore it a bit more deeply as more elements occur to you. Sometimes it may take bringing up a similar issue several times in order for you to fully flesh it out. And, of course, there is your partner, the listener. It may take a few repeats for the issue to digest for him or her as well.

 
Q: What if I don’t believe I had a responsibility in an issue between us? In other words, I believe it was entirely my partner’s fault.
 
A: Recall, I have treated couples where one partner was schizophrenic, a very serious mental illness. And couples where one partner was an active alcoholic as well. Even in these extreme instances, the dynamic of responsibility driving the issues between them was not 100 percent for one persona and 0 for the other.

There is not a clear white hat and a clear black hat, a full-fledged villain and a full-fledged victim. Of course, the spread of responsibility wasn’t fifty-fifty, but there was still a degree of shared responsibility for the issue being discussed. My reminder: If you can’t come up with your part in an issue that you are presenting, you aren’t looking hard enough! Are there exceptions? Yes: physical and emotional abuse, or a more powerful person taking advantage of a less advantaged person. 

 
Q: Why do we only have five minutes to express our feelings?

  
A: If you have taken some time to explore your feelings and to organize your thoughts, five minutes is enough. Besides, if you are talking about emotional issues, I want your listener (your partner) to contain your feelings. If it goes longer, he or she may get overloaded, and the impact may actually diminish. This is one of those instances where less is more.

 
Q: What if something comes up before our Emotional Conference and one or both of us want to get into it? 

  
A: You have several options. You can get into it the way you usually do and create ill-will between you and your partner. Not a good choice. You can request an additional Emotional Conference around this issue where one or both of you discuss the feelings going on using the conference format. Or you can wait until the next conference.

If you do that, you can spend the waiting time brooding and thinking bad thoughts about your partner, or you can give your partner the benefit of the doubt and think about the issue from his or her point of view and with forgiveness. Obviously, if you are going to wait, I strongly favor the latter option, which is considering the other person’s point of view and forgiveness.

 
Q: What if one of us can’t keep our regular appointment due to a prior commitment or travel?

A: It’s preferable that you stay with a weekly Emotional Conference. So, rather than skip, do it another day or even on the phone if one of you is unavailable. In other words, do your best to avoid breaking the momentum.

 
Q: What if I am speaking second and after hearing my partner’s Emotional Conference I want to ditch the issue I prepared and address the issue he or she talked about?

 A: Don’t do that. The trust-faith issue here is that you stick with your agenda. Part of the deal is impulse control. If you are unsettled by your partner’s talk, I strongly suggest that you work out your feelings on your own or wait until the next Emotional Conference. Once again, stick with your agenda. If you are really unsettled, you also have the option of calling for an additional Emotional Conference.

 
Q: Is it okay to take notes when the partner is talking? Or would that take away from the experience?

  
A: I prefer that you summarize your partner’s sentiments rather than having to practically repeat every word in your summary. Consequently, my preference is that you listen carefully without notes. Your listening should be fully in the service of understanding your partner’s emotional processing—how your partner works emotionally. It’s about demonstrating your understanding; it’s not about repeating every word.

Still feel notes would help you? Okay, give it a try
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EPILOGUE

 
 
 
ONE DAY SEVERAL years ago, I was rifling through the book reviews in The New York Times. Something caught my eye. It was a work of fiction, a fascinating account of openness between a man and a woman.

Here’s the story: A married man spots a woman, who is also married, at a party. He writes her a letter proposing an affair. It is not to be the usual affair, in that they will never meet nor have any contact outside of correspondence. They will not even hear each other’s voices because, as the man states in his letter, “even a voice is too real for the hallucination I want to have with you.”

Their written contact will also be quite out of the norm. The relationship he suggests is one that will be fully and uninhibitedly open. His letter states, “We could be like two people who inject themselves with truth serum and at long last have to tell it, the truth. I want to be able to say to myself, ‘I bled truth with her,’ yes, that’s what I want. Be a knife for me, and I, I swear, will be a knife for you.”

I haven’t read the book, just the review. However, as unusual as it seems, it occurs to me that it would be extraordinary if the man had proposed the truth serum approach to his wife. Now there’s an idea that sounds very exciting and, for some people, terrifying.

I suspect that practically all of us have, somewhere in our psyche, the hunger to be fully known and accepted, especially those of us who hold up our hand in protest. Our secret wish is to have one more chance to be like that small child who puts it all out there without self-consciousness—to have nothing significant to defend, no secrets to hide, no tension about being found out. It would be wonderful to feel secure enough to shout, “This is who I am, and I can embrace all of me!”

This desire is probably a hidden basis for going into psychotherapy for many people. The obvious reason is to deal with a presenting problem. The less obvious reason is to be known, by oneself and by another, and to be understood.

Of course, seeing a psychologist is relatively safe. It is like the affair proposed above. The disclosures occur between two people whose lives do not intersect outside of a limited context, although in the case of psychotherapy it is mostly one-way.

To even the most casual observer of couples, it is apparent that the kind of experience occurring in the affair described above is not one that most married people have with each other—not even close. We’ve all heard of the man or woman who spills their guts to an anonymous stranger on a plane or in some other situation where the contact is temporary and the listener is not part of the discloser’s daily life.

That is the point; after giving the other person a glimpse into your soul, you don’t have to see them or worry about some lasting judgment they made. In the fantasy account, the man is taking special precautions to make the experience as impersonal as possible while he shares the most personal aspects of himself.

Loving without reservation, letting someone who you have to face the next day and every day view you emotionally naked, takes a degree of faith, self-awareness, and—perhaps more than anything—courage.

It is the courage to believe in yourself enough to self-reveal and tolerate how naked and unsettled the intensity of the experience leaves you feeling. It requires that you accept yourself, your humanness, including shortcomings. It is knowing that even with your imperfections you are still worthwhile. You have to take responsibility for your feelings and regard yourself well enough to express them. It is the courage to confront your self-deceptions and to face your deepest truths. Doing this with your love partner is like walking a razor’s edge. It is not for the faint of heart, and it doesn’t make life easier or painless. It just makes life sweeter and the pain more meaningful.

Do you dare to look into yourself and, without reservation, share what you find with the person you sleep with regularly? Are you willing to face yourself and your lover each day? Like anything that is worthwhile, it is not without risks.

Nowhere is more gained or lost, more lessons learned or energy squandered, than in love relationships. And nothing teaches us so much about others and ourselves as living authentically with another person. Do you have the courage to discover who you are and reveal it to your loved one? 

If so . . . 

Discuss your availability with your partner and arrange a standing weekly appointment time for the Emotional Conference. If you have children, schedule a time when they will not be a factor and there won’t be other distractions. It is preferable that you find a time when your energy is at least at moderate levels.

Do it today!
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