Couples Relationships

By: Janet Wellersdick, MA, MFT

Definition - For purposes of this writing, a couple will be defined as any two people in a committed relationship.  A couple may be married, domestic partners, heterosexual, gay, lesbian, living together or separate.  The individuals in the stated relationship are assumed to be of adult age.

Relationship struggles frequently stem from one or both partners feeling that the other has changed (usually for the worst).  “She is no longer the person I married”, “He was never like this when we were dating”, etc.  There is a loss of connectedness.  Intimacy is threatened or diminished.  Dr. Offra Gerstein encourages couples to view their relationship as an ocean with ebbs and flows.  “Relationships are fluid and forever changing, calm or stormy.  Unfortunately, when the tide is low, some couples erroneously despair and terminate an otherwise sound relationship. “  

It can be helpful for the couple to seek a better understanding of relationships in general.  Relationships that are troubled usually have a least one partner resisting change.  He or she may view change from a defensive standpoint, believing they are being blamed for everything that is wrong in the relationship.  If you believe you are the victim you can become entrenched in the belief that it is the other person who needs to change.  In reality, it is a choice to be a victim. It is a voluntary role!  If you don't like being the victim - quit.  Change your role.  Easier said than done.  It is human nature to resist change.  Fear of the unknown can make embracing change difficult.  It requires a willingness to risk the status quo.  Viewing change as growth vs. loss makes for a better starting point with couples.  Understanding that feelings are by-products of thoughts, which we have control over supports hope vs. hopelessness.  Ownership of our own role lesses the defensiveness and allows for the consideration of change.

Intimacy

It is hard to discuss couples without addressing intimacy.  It is the most cherished emotion for those in committed relationships or seeking a committed relationship.  Yet, it is typically avoided and feared.  Why?  In intimacy we are signing up/volunteering to be vulnerable – open to hurt.  If you think about it, you would have to be a little bit crazy to volunteer to risk being hurt; but people do it all the time!  

Intimacy becomes an extremely important ingredient in a couples relationship.  A therapist can help the couple find the balance between merging with one another, becoming a unit and the need to preserve autonomy.  How do you become one and not loose yourself?  It can be a delicate balance for most.  Hence, the ebb and flow of the ocean.  Relationships are not stagnant, they are in constant flux. Knowing how to adapt to the ebb and flow is in the relationship’s best interest.  To accomplish this, a couple must remain connected.  In remaining connected the couple enhances their relationship instead of getting lost in it.  Couples can loose sight of what first attracted them to each other.  Reminding them of this and focusing on the positives in the relationship and on their strengths supports being connected.

Some exercises that support staying connected.

1) Nightly uninterrupted check-in about how the day went.

2) Schedule dates – each partner taking a turn making the arrangement

3) Discuss potentially volatile topics while holding hands or        touching or in a different arena.

4) Discuss the following:

   a) Remember when we first met?

   b) What did we like to do together?

   c) Remember the first time you kissed, made love etc.

Stages couples experience: (Developed from writings by Dr. Hendrix and Offra Gerstein Ph.D., with comment by Janet Wellersdick, MA, MFT)

1) Infatuation phase – it is a new exciting, positive and exhilarating time.  Both partners are “in love”; each believes they have found the perfect mate.  One who will fulfill all their desired needs.  Connecting with ideal mate is magical.  Stories are told and created about their meeting.  What could be more ideal?  It is easy at this stage.  The ebb and flow meets with no resistance or criticism.  Everything is wonderful.  

2) Power struggle phase – the couple encounter life on earth.  Dreams of perfection evaporate and reality sets in.  The love dream is interrupted by the first recognition of the partner’s imperfections.  Disappointment sets in.  The sole reason for existing is no longer to provide undivided attention to pleasing the partner.  The union feels threatened.  “He is no longer there to please me”.  Therefore the partner must demand that his/her needs be met.  Thus the power struggle begins.  The fight for autonomy takes precedence over remaining connected.  Many harmful and erroneous beliefs are developed in this phase. Misperceptions are translated as truths.  Not feeling valued, cherished, heard or considered leads to anger.  The partner can become vindictive and/or ill tempered.  Interactions  can lead to “war”.  

Couples become overwhelmed with everyday life: work, schedules, the kids, school/education, finances, discipline issues, in-laws, household chores and responsibilities.

This is the time when one or both partners can believe the union is in trouble. They attribute the ill will in the relationship to other person’s unreasonable actions in the relationship.  Looking inward is not foremost in their minds.  Survival vs. connectedness is the focus.  This is when counseling can be helpful.  Becoming vulnerable feels way too risky at this stage.  Personal misery or happiness is the responsibility of the individual not the partner.  Taking ownership for their respective parts saves many relationships.

3) Conscious relating phase – This is the phase where couples have decided to work on their issues and struggles.  When conflicts are worked out, the level of maturity the couple has established leads to mutual respect and honor.  There is an awareness of their own contributions to the success or failure of the union.  Another factor in this stage has to do with life circumstances.  Many of their struggles are over with at this time (child rearing, financial, career etc.)  There is more time, energy and less conflict.  There is a realization that they need each other, cherish each other and an inter-dependence has developed.  Couples in this stage understand the concept of choosing their battles.  They have developed an understanding of the win-win concept.  It is easy to see that many couples do not reach this stage.

