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Introduction

Seven Steps is a series of books offering straightforward advice for creating successful and fulfilling relationships. Getting the most out of love needs skills, and the good news is that these skills can be taught. Nowhere is this more important than in resolving disputes. Time and again, the most significant breakthrough in couple counselling is when both partners can talk about their feelings and know they will be given a fair hearing. 

No matter how ingrained a problem is or how many irritating little things come between you, good communication will smooth the way to a better future together.

In this book, I will help you take a fresh look at your relationship, unpick unhelpful styles of arguing, explain the rules for positive engagement, develop your assertiveness and learn how to post-mortem an argument so that problems are laid to rest. Throughout the book, there are exercises to try out these techniques. Don’t worry if your partner is sceptical as improving your problem-solving skills will lower the overall tension, make it easier to communicate and, by modelling positive argument techniques, you will be encouraging your partner to change his or hers.

In devising this programme, I have drawn on twenty-five years’ experience working as a marital therapist. However, I have changed names, details and sometimes merged two or three of my clients’ stories to protect their identity and confidentiality.



Andrew G. Marshall

www.andrewgmarshall.com





Step 1

Taking Stock







What is the best predictor of a long and happy relationship? Coming from similar backgrounds? Common interests, ambitions and attitudes? A healthy sex life? Support from family and friends? All of these are useful, but ultimately not decisive. Numerous research projects have come to the same conclusion. It doesn’t matter how many problems a couple face, or how difficult they are; the best predictor for happiness is how well they are handled.

It should be reasonably easy to disagree with our partner, put our point of view across, debate the differences and find a compromise. After all, we love each other and want the best for each other. But this is just one of the many paradoxes about love. The more that we love someone, the more it hurts if they are upset and the more we hurt if they reject us. So while a dispute with a colleague or a run-in with a stranger can be shrugged off fairly easily, one with a partner is doubly painful and therefore doubly difficult to resolve.

Worse still, there are no lessons at school on how to argue effectively and make up afterwards, and if you did not learn at home (because your parents set the negative example of sulking for days or tearing into each other), it is even harder to know where to start. That’s why I have designed my seven-step programme. It will help you foster attitudes that take the sting out of disagreements, recognise bad habits, put your case in an assertive but not aggressive way, listen to your partner respectfully, post-mortem a row and, ultimately, resolve your differences.

The first step in my programme is to take stock and understand how you and your partner settle disputes.

What’s Your Arguing Style?

This quiz puts the spotlight on your relationship’s strengths and weaknesses, and provides some targeted advice:



1. Your partner leaves his or her shoes where you can trip over them, or clothes where they don’t belong. What is your reaction? Do you:

a) Count to ten;

b) Think your partner is thoughtless, lazy or disrespectful;

c) Decide you really must speak to him or her?



2. Your partner needs to spend time away from home for his or her job or hobby. This leaves you looking after the kids – again. Do you:

a) Inwardly seethe and feel taken for granted – however, complain only to your mother, a friend or not at all;

b) Get your revenge by being uncooperative or by coming up with lots of obstacles;

c) Agree but ask him or her to cover a night out with your friends in return?



3. What is the unofficial motto of your relationship?

a) Don’t make waves.

b) When it’s good it’s very, very good and when it’s bad it’s horrid.

c) Together we can take on the world.



4. Your partner has an irritating habit – like slurping tea. What do you do about it?

a) Sigh. You’ve spoken about it before.

b) Make a sarcastic comment.

c) Ask him or her to wait until it’s not so hot.



5. You make an amorous advance in bed but your partner is not in the mood and would prefer a cuddle instead. How do you react? Do you:

a) Have a half-hearted cuddle but privately resolve not to risk rejection in the future;

b) Turn your back and make him or her feel guilty or know how it feels to be turned down;

c) Enjoy the cuddle but talk about it the next day and explain how upset you felt?



6. You are in the car together and you’re lost, late and tired. What happens next?

a) You sulk and finish the journey in silence.

b) Your partner complains about your map-reading and you blame him or her for taking the wrong turning. 

c) You ask for directions.



7. Your partner arranges for his or her parents, whom you can cope with only in small doses, to visit for a long weekend without asking. Do you:

a) Invite friends round to lessen the burden and help the weekend go smoothly;

b) Get angry and have it out;

c) Explain why the decision hurts and what would make it easier?



8. It’s a hot summer’s day and an attractive man or woman walks past wearing very little. What do you do? Do you:

a) Pretend not to notice as it avoids a nasty row;

b) Check your partner is not ogling them and get upset if he or she looks twice;

c) Tease each other or point out the beautiful stranger’s failings?



9. Your electricity bill is huge. What happens next?

a) Each of you makes pointed comments over the next few days about lights left on.

b) You accuse each other of being wasteful and bring up other bad habits.

c) You agree on a plan for saving energy and money.



10. Which of the following do your arguments most closely resemble?

a) An on/off switch. Either one or the other of you wants to talk or is annoyed, but seldom both at the same time.

b) Cat and dog fight. Lots of rough and tumble with both sides losing their temper.

c) A debating chamber. Although things can get heated, everybody gets their say.



Mostly a): Low conflict

The two of you get on well enough and life runs smoothly, but there is very little passion. Sometimes, it can seem that you are more brother and sister than husband and wife. Don’t panic, it is possible to get the passion back. The first step is to admit to the problem and the second is to stop side-stepping things that irritate you or pretending that they don’t matter. Contrary to popular opinion, arguing is good for your relationship. It sorts out what is truly important and creates a sense that something needs to change. Expressing anger, making up and finally sorting out a compromise is the most intimate thing a couple can do. Isn’t it time you showed your partner that you care? (You will find Chapter Two particularly helpful.)



Mostly b): High conflict

There is plenty of passion in your relationship, but is it always positive? Although you are not afraid to let rip, the rows just tend to push you and your partner into separate corners rather than solve anything. When you’re upset, the automatic response is to punish – either by withdrawing or criticising. Guess what? Your partner will sink down to your level and the relationship becomes trapped in a negative downward spiral. Why not lead by example and do something nice instead? Your partner might not immediately respond in kind, but before long he or she will feel better disposed and ready to return the favour. Miracle of miracles, you have set up a positive circle. It just takes somebody to make the first move. Why not you? Don’t expect your partner to change overnight; in fact, he or she will probably be suspicious, but be patient. After three or four weeks, you should see a difference. With your relationship on an even keel, you are ready to discuss what went wrong. (You will find Chapter Three particularly useful.)



Mostly c): Medium conflict 

You don’t overreact to problems and you don’t ignore them. Congratulations for finding the middle path. However, be wary, especially if you answered ‘a’ or ‘b’ to some questions, as certain topics or being tired and stressed can still overwhelm your arguing skills. Under these circumstances, the atmosphere at home can easily turn from happy into dissatisfied. Probably about 30 per cent of couples who seek my help have medium-conflict relationships. (You will find Chapter Five, ‘How to Argue Effectively’, particularly helpful, but please read the other chapters to understand how arguments can turn sour.)

The Paradox of Love

The more we love our partner, the more important his or her love becomes and the more frightened we are of losing it. So we worry that if we don’t do what our partner wants, then he or she will reject us. Conversely, if our partner does not go along with what we want or think is for the best, we can begin to question if she or he truly loves us. It is not surprising that small things can quickly escalate and the stakes become sky-high.

So how do we deal with different tastes, standards and attitudes? Every relationship faces this problem, partly because no two people are alike, but mainly because we are programmed to choose a partner who makes up for the qualities we lack. In the best-case scenario, these differences are catalysts for growth rather than conflict.

However, difference can become so threatening that each partner will adopt strategies to either side-step the problem or take charge and get their own way. Nobody sets out to be either a doormat or controlling – they just get frightened. Here comes the paradox: almost everything we do is to protect us from pain, but most of the pain we feel comes from this protective behaviour.



Here are five major patterns that couples adopt to deal with their differences:

Control/Compliance

One partner is in charge and the other falls in with their wishes. From traditional sitcoms, we would immediately recognise the overbearing wife and the timid husband. However, in real relationships, it is often more complex, with couples swapping control and capitulating over different issues. For example, with Martin, a thirty-two-year-old lorry driver, and his partner, Angie, a twenty-eight-year-old office manager, it was Martin who was in charge of their social life. He would decide where and with whom they spent their leisure time, would hold court with their group of friends, and decide how long they stayed. Angie would go along with his wishes. However, Angie controlled almost everything in the home: the budget, where everything was kept, what they ate, when and how they washed up; and Martin would fall in with these dictates. Some couples can rub along with these tight demarcations for years, until something breaks down the walls. In the case of Martin and Angie, it was the arrival of a baby. She found herself overwhelmed at home and he found the restrictions on their social life impossible.

Control is also more complex than just ordering somebody about or physically intimidating them. Sometimes to the outside world, the half that seems the weaker is actually very controlling. Some of the techniques to take charge, without seeming to, include: angry tears, ‘poor me’ tears, illness, threats of leaving, guilt-inducing body language (like sighing or raised eyebrows), blame, accusations and lectures. Although this list makes control/compliance seem exhausting, in most cases the behaviour provides a superficial peaceful coexistence. However, the compliant partner will feel more relaxed and spontaneous when the controlling partner is not around. Martin felt he could truly relax at home only when Angie was not in. Meanwhile, Angie felt more herself – and certainly not watching every word for fear of upstaging Martin – on the rare occasions that she went out with her girl friends.

Indifference/Indifference

These relationships are deceptively calm, with few lows or highs. The two lives run side by side, in parallel, but the couple have given up wanting much from each other. These relationships were common in the first half of the twentieth century when the vast majority put most emphasis on survival of the marriage and considered their personal happiness less important. The modern equivalent of indifference – withdrawing both emotionally and physically – is the workaholic relationship. Here one partner might claim to want more couple time, but always has an excuse for a few more hours on the home computer. Rather than challenging this behaviour, their partner gets on with his or her life. Other distancing behaviour includes: watching television, getting drunk, sport and burying oneself in hobbies.

Generally with indifference/indifference there is little talk, no intimacy and plenty of boredom. These couples tell me: ‘We have little in common but the kids.’ Peter and Nancy had been married for twenty years, but Nancy complained, ‘I don’t feel I really know Peter, he seems withdrawn all the time.’ While Peter countered, ‘What’s the point in talking? All we ever discuss is work and other people.’ By avoiding conflict, they had never really opened up on the issues that would let them explore and understand each other. Although both ‘indifference’ partners will have strong separate identities, there is no couple identity. Especially after the children become less central in their lives, one half of these couples will find the loneliness unbearable. Remember, deep down nobody is truly indifferent. Someone might pretend, or give the appearance of not caring. However, everybody wants to be loved.

Compliance/Compliance

These are the relationships where both partners are so keen to make each other happy that they give up their individuality for a couple identity. Kate and David not only worked for the same company but also sat beside each other in the staff canteen at lunchtime. When I asked if they ever thought of sitting with their individual work colleagues for a change, they both admitted being bored with the current arrangement. ‘It would be nice to chat with other people,’ said Kate, ‘and then I’d have something to tell David in the evening.’ David put it slightly differently but came to the same conclusions. So why hadn’t he said anything? ‘I thought it was what Kate wanted,’ he explained.

Compliance might seem like the best way to run a relationship; after all, the ability to compromise is essential for a happy partnership. But these couples are so frightened of difference, and therefore so defensive, that they ignore any painful feelings. In other relationships the pain would turn to anger and a row. If Kate and David had argued, one of them would have blurted out: ‘Don’t crowd in on me at lunchtime.’

Control/Control 

Each half of the couple wants to change the other and even small issues become a power struggle. There are lots of threats and name-calling and ugly opinions pour out in the middle of an argument. Each partner believes that if only the other followed their path, everything in the garden would be rosy. When one or other partner is winning, he or she feels powerful and vindicated, but the other partner knows all their weak spots and it is not long before the roles are reversed.

Christina and Fabio had an explosive relationship. It had started as a passionate affair but day-to-day living – when their differences could no longer be ignored – became impossible. In counselling, they spent a whole session fighting about the best way to stack a dishwasher. When I asked what the argument was really about, Fabio replied: ‘She wants to control me.’ He had hardly finished the sentence before Christina leapt in: ‘What about you? You get upset if I wear anything even remotely sexy. I feel like a teenager having to pass a clothes check before I go out.’ They were immediately into another round of fighting.

Although the periods when these couples kiss and makeup provide a high, the periods when they are fighting are a terrible low. For this reason, control/control couples are forever splitting up and getting back together again – sometimes for years on end. It seems they can’t live together but can’t live without each other. To break this cycle, each partner has to understand the source of their anger, show their vulnerability – rather than masking it with anger – and learn ways of lowering the temperature in their rows.

Control/Rebellion

One half is valiantly trying to change the other; the other is valiantly trying to resist. Although the frustration is as great as for control/control couples, the atmosphere – at least on the surface – is much calmer. This is because the rebelling partner will agree to the plans of the controlling partner but then go out of their way to subvert them. Olivia wanted a new kitchen and as her husband, Ian, was a builder, it should have been reasonably straightforward. Although Ian agreed in principle, he had many private reservations. He did not want to spend his free time working. He thought his wife’s choice was too expensive and he saw nothing wrong with their existing kitchen (which was only three years old). Instead of being honest and giving his true opinions, he side-stepped a possible disagreement and agreed to start ‘soon’. Except each weekend, there was the Grand Prix or some important football fixture. Next, he spent some of their savings – without consultation – replacing his work van, and put off purchasing the kitchen units.

When Olivia’s frustration reached fever pitch, he made a start and bought himself some time, but did not follow through. ‘The kitchen looks like a bomb site,’ complained Olivia. ‘But everything’s still working,’ countered Ian. ‘I’ll get round to it – just give me time. It’s not as if I feel encouraged by the atmosphere in the house.’ Later, in counselling, he admitted he would sometimes pick an argument so he could storm out of the house and avoid the job.

At first glance, Ian might have seemed powerful but it was all negative power. He could thwart Olivia’s desires but he was so busy digging in his heels that he had lost sight of what he wanted himself. (This behaviour is called passive-aggressive and there is more about it in the next chapter.) To resolve this pattern, the rebelling partner needs to realise that although he or she might avoid a row in the short term, this strategy causes much more aggravation in the medium and long term. Meanwhile, the controlling partner has to learn to be more flexible. After many weeks’ discussion, Olivia agreed to some cheaper units – rather than her dream kitchen – and they negotiated a works schedule that suited both of them (not just Olivia).

The Alternative

In small doses, there is nothing wrong with any of these patterns for dealing with difference. Sometimes it is necessary for one half to make a decision and the other to go along with it (control/compliance) or to row about important issues (control/control). Likewise there are times when neither partner has the energy or inclination to get worked up over something (indifference/indifference). The problem is when a couple become stuck in one particular pattern or, worse still, retreat into more and more extreme versions. In the long term this behaviour will drain all the connection, all the understanding and, ultimately, all the love out of a relationship.

Fortunately, there is an alternative: open and honest communication – which leads to cooperation/cooperation.

Three Laws of Relationship Disputes

Before you can reach cooperation/cooperation, I need to lay out three fundamental ideas that will lower the stakes in your arguments, build bridges, and explain why seemingly small issues can become major sticking points.

Six of one and half a dozen of the other

This wisdom was always my mother’s response when my sister and I fell out and tried to get her to take sides. In twenty-five years of relationship counselling, I have yet to meet a couple that do not share equal responsibility for their problems. (The exception is violent and abusive relationships or when someone is an addict.) From time to time, I hear such a persuasive story that I’ve been tempted to believe I’ve finally found an exception. However, with a little digging, I always find that the story is not so black and white. Both sides have made an equal, if different, contribution to their unhappiness.

Unfortunately, our culture, and particularly the law, is determined to divide the innocent from the guilty. When we tell our friends, ‘You’ll never believe what he said to me’ or ‘Guess what she’s done now’, we edit the story for us to appear in the best possible light. We do not mention that we were two inches from our partner’s face, screaming at the top of our voice, or conveniently forget our own mean and inconsiderate acts. As we reconstruct the fight, either in our heads or to anyone who will listen, we become more in the right and our partner more in the wrong. This process might make it easier for us to live with ourselves, but harder to live with each other.

What about adultery? Is that also six of one and half a dozen of the other? Certainly after an affair, society likes to label the ‘guilty’ party who cheated and the ‘innocent’ party who was cheated on. Yet in my experience, even here the circumstances are always much murkier. When Donna had an affair at work and her husband Denis found out, she was deeply ashamed and they came into counselling. ‘What Denis won’t listen to is the reasons why I felt tempted,’ explained Donna. ‘He had been so busy that it seemed he paid me no attention whatsoever. When this man at work noticed me, it was very tempting. He even seemed interested in what I was saying.’ Before anything happened, Donna tried to talk to Denis and to plan more activities together, but Denis’s most important contract was up for renewal. Tied up with his work, Denis did not even notice that she had embarked on an affair. Donna found this particularly upsetting: ‘I’d make this extra special effort whenever I went out, and, of course, I was going out more often. My moods were all over the place – excited one minute, horrified with myself the next. Yet still Denis didn’t twig.’ Eventually she confessed to the affair and it ended. What Donna did was wrong, but Denis’s behaviour was a contributing factor. Innocent? Guilty? Can anyone truly apportion blame? And ultimately, does it matter?

When all the ‘but’s, ‘if ’s and ‘extenuating circumstances’ have been stripped away, the responsibility in every relationship dispute is pretty much fifty/fifty. Maybe someone could claim forty-eight/fifty-two, but a generosity of spirit – a very good asset in a relationship – would suggest that it is pointless to quibble.

Once ‘six of one and half a dozen of the other’ has been taken on board, couples are much less likely to fall into the trap of blaming during a nasty argument. After all, both halves have contributed to the problem.

Exercise: Six of One and Half a Dozen of the Other

It is easier to spot when other couples are equally to blame than to accept equal responsibility in our own relationship. So while getting the hang of this idea, take a break from examining your life and look at a couple from a TV show, book or movie.

For example, Jane Austen created a timeless couple with Mr Darcy and Elizabeth Bennet. She even helped us spot their respective weaknesses by calling the book Pride and Prejudice. Austen carefully balanced her characters so that the misunderstandings and the obstacles to their happiness can be laid equally at both their feet. What about Jane Eyre and Mr Rochester, or Rhett Butler and Scarlett O’Hara? From the sitcom Friends, examine the responsibility of Rachel and Ross.

After a while, spotting the ‘six of one and half a dozen of the other’ for famous couples becomes easy; when this is the case, start applying the same test to your own relationship.

Emotional equals attract

When I trained as a relationship counsellor, I had found this idea of emotional equals attract hard to accept. Surely, in every relationship, one person is better at talking about their feelings, and doesn’t that make them potentially better skilled with emotions? It is a widespread belief that one half of a partnership – normally a woman – is better at relationships. On many occasions one partner will bring the other to the counselling room with the implicit message: ‘I’m fine, it’s him/her who needs sorting out’ (however, twenty-five years as a marital therapist has taught me to know better). It it soon becomes clear that both partners need the sessions – equally.

To explain the second law, it is important to understand what makes up an emotionally healthy individual. The first factor is an ability to be honest about and engage with feelings. Every family has its own problem topics handed down from one generation to the next – subjects that the family are so uncomfortable about that each member pretends they don’t exist. Common examples would be sex, anger, money, competitiveness, sibling rivalry, jealousy – but the list is endless.

‘When I was growing up, my mother would get all flustered whenever there was kissing on the TV,’ said Terry, a twenty-nine-year-old plumber, ‘and although I’d tease her about it, I’ve never really felt comfortable talking about sex, and, unlike mates at work, would never brag about conquests or make dirty jokes. It just doesn’t feel right.’

Obviously, it is impossible for us to cut ourselves off from complicated emotions, so we ignore them. I think of it as like putting a screen up to hide an unpleasant view. As a rule of thumb, the fewer emotions hidden behind the screen, the more emotionally healthy the individual. Some people have low screens and find it easier to look behind at the difficult emotions; others have such high and thick screens that they are totally unaware of their off-limits subjects.

The second factor for emotional health is well-balanced boundaries. In some families, everybody is so in and out of each other’s business that it becomes hard to know what problems or emotions belong to which family member. These low boundaries can be a problem as the children can grow into adults who do not respect their partner’s need for privacy or grasp that he or she might have different viewpoints. Conversely, there are some families where the boundaries are so high that the members share virtually nothing; and these children grow into adults who shut their partners out.

On many occasions, someone who appears very good at talking about relationships turns out to be happy with only a narrow range of emotions. Meanwhile, their partner – who talks less but thinks deeper – may find it easier to delve into the difficult topics hidden behind the screen. Alternatively, the silent partner might be better at listening. 

Whatever the different skills, screens and boundaries each half of the couple brings to the relationship, each, in fact, has a matching level of emotional maturity. Often the skills are complementary and the secret of relationship counselling is to get a couple pulling in the same direction.

An example of a relationship which seemed, on the surface, to be emotionally unbalanced is that of Carrie and Jay – in their fifties with two grown-up children. Carrie did most of the talking and whenever I asked Jay a question he would either shrug or tell me: ‘I don’t know.’ That would be Carrie’s cue for a long discussion on Jay’s mother, his childhood and what he was feeling. Jay would sit there nodding. Carrie was certainly fluent in the language of feelings but became increasingly uncomfortable when the spotlight was turned on to her. Out of her mouth would come a barrage of words but afterwards, when I looked at my notes, it seemed that she had said nothing concrete. So, instead, I asked Jay to talk about Carrie’s background and a few facts emerged. ‘Carrie’s mother was ill for much of her childhood and she used to lie on a divan in the living room,’ he explained. ‘I became her eyes and ears,’ Carrie chipped in. Slowly they painted a picture of a little girl who would listen for hours to her mother’s complaints and be her permanently on-call agony aunt. Carrie would bring her snippets of news from the family and neighbourhood and they would pore over the details together. ‘It made me feel important, OK,’ explained a more subdued Carrie.

Conversely, Jay came from a family where nobody ever talked about feelings. No wonder Carrie and Jay were attracted to each other. Jay found someone to discuss those forbidden feelings and Carrie found a partner for her ventriloquism act. This relationship had worked well at the beginning but Carrie had become more expressive and Jay quieter until – as is often the case – both started hating the other for the very quality that had first attracted them.

Finally, it was a question from Jay that provided the breakthrough: ‘Did you and your mother ever talk about your relationship?’ Carrie blustered. I kept quiet. ‘It can’t have been fun stuck inside with your mother when the other girls were out playing,’ Jay added thoughtfully. Carrie had often analysed the family, but there were unspoken limits. Her own relationship with her mother, and the restraints it placed on Carrie, were completely taboo. Although Jay might have been more detached from his family, the distance had sharpened his perception. Both Carrie and Jay had their emotional strengths and weaknesses – in effect, equals had attracted.

‘Emotional equals attract’ is a very difficult philosophy to accept. I remember explaining it to a journalist who became very thoughtful. ‘So what does it say about me that I’ve just had a short relationship with someone needy and paranoid?’ she asked. I wished I had kept quiet. However, she decided to answer her own question: ‘After my divorce, I suppose needy and paranoid just about summed me up.’ Many people would have found it easier to blame the ex-partner than to look at themselves. Yet blaming our partner makes us disrespectful and cruel towards them, and ultimately produces destructive arguments.

Understanding that emotional equals attract makes people less likely to belittle each other. After all, each partner has just as many failings – and strengths – as the other.

Exercise: Emotional Equals Attract

When something is hard to take on trust, it is a good idea to find evidence from your life experience. This exercise will help you explore the concept and provide a launch pad for thinking about your own relationship.




	Choose a couple that you know very well and have a chance to watch regularly. If your parents are still together, that would be ideal, but your partner’s parents, a sibling and their partner, or a pair of friends will work equally well.

	Take a piece of paper, divide it in half and at the top of each half write the name of one of the partners.

	Think of the qualities that make for good relationships: expressive of feelings; keeps things in proportion; good listener; open to change; well-maintained boundaries; insightful; brave; forgiving; thoughtful; assertive; willing to compromise; affectionate; curious; self-aware; kind; ambitious; outgoing; reliable in a crisis.

	Allocate each quality above – and any more you come up with – under each partner’s name. If both partners demonstrate the quality, put it down for both of them.

	If you wish, you can add character defects too – but this is not essential.

	Compare both halves. How well balanced are the couple? Does the partner who seems to have less on their list have any hidden qualities that are harder to spot?



The eighty/twenty rule

The stubborn issues that are really hard to resolve are nearly always 80 per cent about the past and only 20 per cent about today. This is because patterns set up in our childhood have a knock-on effect on our adult relationships. When Kitty passed her driving test in her mid-twenties, she couldn’t understand why her partner’s inability to drive became such a big issue. ‘It had never bothered me before,’ she said. However, when she was introduced to the idea that arguments can have roots back to childhood, Kitty began to make connections. ‘My dad started losing his sight when I was about three; in fact, my earliest memory was of his car being towed away after a nasty accident. From then onwards, my mother did all the driving and there were times when naturally she resented always being the one on soft drinks at parties.’ For Kitty, her partner automatically leaping into the passenger seat had triggered past associations. Once she understood her feelings and explained them to her partner, driving became less of a flash point.

Another example of the eighty/twenty rule are Brian and Andy – a gay couple for whom taste and design caused rifts. They were most likely to fight over purchasing something for their house. The 20 per cent was about a natural-fibres rug for the living room, but the 80 per cent was about their backgrounds and their families’ attitudes to money. Andy had been brought up in a middle-class family where money was plentiful, until his father’s drinking got out of control and the business failed. From this experience, Andy learned to enjoy money while it was around. Meanwhile, Brian had come from a working-class family – with six brothers and sisters – where, although his father had a steady job, money was always tight. One of his strongest childhood memories was finding money on the beach, the pleasure of being able to give it to his mother, and the extra food it bought that week. Brian’s lesson from his childhood was that money is scarce and should be hoarded. Although understanding the eighty/twenty rule did not settle whether Brian and Andy should have bought the rug, it did stop the dispute getting out of control or going round in circles.

Understanding the eighty/twenty rule will stop the same issues repeatedly coming up and an argument descending into bitterness.

Exercise: The Eighty/Twenty Rule

This concept is easier to come to grips with than the other exercises, so we will start closer to home.




	Make a list of the petty things about your partner that irritate you. For example: hanging around the house without getting dressed on their day off or leaving bills lying around the hallway.

	Now turn Sherlock Holmes on yourself and discover why these issues get your goat. What does each bad habit mean to you? What memories does each bring back? What would your mother or father say about these things? What would your previous boyfriends, girlfriends or partners have said?

	Next, think back to your childhood and come up with your earliest memory. How many details can you remember? Where were you standing; who else was there; what colours; what smells; any tastes; what about touching something; how did you feel? Once the memory is as vivid as possible, look for other childhood moments that might link in.

	Still playing detective, start to put together a case. Remember how detectives first try out a theory, mentally exploring the possibilities and then looking for evidence either to support the theory or knock it down. Take the same approach with the influences of your parents on your personality and your relationship issues. For example, Kitty – whose father lost his sight – could discover how frightening her first memory had been. At three, we are very dependent on our parents. She could then ask what impact this had on her choice of partners. Does she play safe with a very reliable man? Conversely, she might need to keep confronting her fears and choose the excitement of a dangerous man. Do not close down any line of enquiry without thinking it through and testing your gut reaction. This is hard, because we are naturally loyal to our parents, but the aim is to understand ourselves, not to blame them.

	Finally, think back to your parents’ favourite sayings. They might be philosophical, for example: ‘Life’s not fair’, ‘Do as you would be done by’ or ‘There’s no such word as can’t’. Or, they might be personal: ‘Why can’t you be more like your brother?’, ‘Big boys don’t cry’, or ‘Don’t worry, you’re the . . . [fill in the gap: pretty, clever, etc.] one’. Look at how much the drip, drip, drip of these sayings has marked your personality or view of the world. How many of the contentious issues with your partner are built on these opinions? Are they still true?





These questions will help you pinpoint the hidden 80 per cent of a current issue with your partner to which you might previously have been oblivious.

Where You Argue and What it Says About Your Relationship

After a row, when couples have a post-mortem, they pore over what was said and how they feel. The last thing they analyse is where the argument happened. Once when I got stuck with a couple and could not find a way to break through their bickering, I decided to take a different approach. I stopped asking what happened and asked where. The effect was miraculous. Instead of rehashing the issues, they took a step back and became more analytical. So I did some research with my other clients in order to discover where they argued and what the location said about their relationship.

The three most productive places for arguments

1. Car 

It’s not just back-seat driving, traffic jams and poor map-reading that make the car the place you are most likely to have a row. In our busy twenty-first-century lives, it is one of the few extended times that we spend with our partners. Unlike at home, it is hard to storm off when arguments get heated. Plus, with the driver’s attention fixed on the road, we think a controversial issue might be easier to slip into general conversation. Certainly our partner will find it harder to spot if we are anxious, blushing or being devious. However, without direct eye contact, our body language and intentions are more likely to be misunderstood.



What it says about your relationship: With a driver and a passenger, nowhere are the issues of control and power more out in the open. Arguments in the car are really about who is in charge. Modern couples like to feel they are equal, but underneath the surface one half often feels powerless.



Solve it: In successful relationships control is divided. For example, one will be in charge of major spending decisions while the other organises the children. Draw up a list of activities, areas of the house and responsibilities and put down who has the final say by each. If the balance is uneven, discuss which areas can be passed over. Always consult your partner in your areas and be careful not to belittle their opinions.

2. Kitchen

This is mission control in any house and the place that couples are most likely to meet at stressful times – like first thing in the morning. The kitchen also throws up plenty of fuel for a row: washing-up left lying around, clothes not taken out of the tumble drier or using the last of the milk. If you have children, it often provides somewhere where you can hiss at each other away from prying ears – while they are busy watching TV in the living room or finishing their homework in their bedrooms.



What it says about your relationship: Do you really feel appreciated? At the bottom of many domestic arguments one or both partners feel taken for granted. However, rather than focus on the causes, many couples unwittingly concentrate on the small surface issues and beat themselves up because they believe the rows are out of all proportion.

Solve it: Compliments and ‘thank you’s are really important. Nobody can ever have enough praise. When first courting, we leave each other notes and buy surprise bars of chocolate – don’t stop just because the relationship is established. Next time you tell your partner you love her or him, add on one of the reasons why. It might seem like a joke – ‘because you make a great lasagne’ – but it makes your love declaration seem less of a reflex and more grounded.

3. Out and about

Many couples deliberately discuss controversial subjects in coffee shops and restaurants. They feel it is harder to lose their tempers in public and hope witnesses will keep them both rational. Other couples row at parties after alcohol has loosened their tongues or because secretly each hopes friends or family will take their side. Finally, shopping with your partner is another opportunity for conflict.



What it says about your relationship: In these relationships, an argument is often seen as a failure. You try and be rational and many times convince yourself there is really nothing major to be angry about – so why upset the apple cart? However, a lot of feelings are being repressed.



Solve it: Understand that rows are part of a healthy relationship. Letting off steam can be the first step to solving a dispute. If you are going out to discuss issues so as to be away from the kids, think again. Hearing their parents bring up issues and solve them is the best way for children to learn how to do it themselves.

The three least productive places for arguments

1. Living room

The television is often the focus in the living room and an ever-present excuse not to engage: ‘Could we talk about this later? I’m watching my programme.’ Although generally a pacifier, TV can occasionally be the source of conflict. The jealous partner monitors whether the other is too interested in semi-clothed actresses or actors. Plot lines can also stand in for submerged issues: ‘That’s just the sort of thing you’d do.’



What it says about your relationship: Are you depersonalising any conflict, afraid that it will get out of hand? However, talking about issues second hand – through the soaps – takes the argument out of your hands into the scriptwriters’.



Solve it: Instead of backing up your case with other people’s opinions – what your friends or family think – own the opinions. ‘I don’t like it when you put your feet on the sofa’ rather than: ‘My friend was disgusted when she saw you slobbing out.’ This will stop your partner becoming defensive and make him or her more likely to hear what you have to say.



2. Bedroom

Couples are more likely to kiss and make up than row in the bedroom. Although different levels of desire can cause tension, sex in general is such a difficult subject couples repress rather than talk over the issues. If the relationship is in crisis, one partner will often go up earlier and pretend to be asleep when the other comes to bed.



What it says about your relationship: Arguing in the bedroom is a sure sign that you are overtired. Tension at bedtimes will make sleep more difficult and further exacerbate the problem. How good is your love life? Has an OK sex life drifted into something boring and unfulfilling?



Solve it: Look at your priorities. Are you taking on too much? How can you change your evenings to give more time to talk and solve problems? Don’t be afraid to also set aside time for lovemaking – so sex is no longer the last effort of an exhausted mind and body.



3. Garden

It is not the soothing effect of nature that makes this the place couples are least likely to fight. Arguing in public is embarrassing enough without having to face witnesses the next day and, unlike family, neighbours are particularly unforgiving and prone to gossiping.



What it says about your relationship: These arguments are out of control and a sign that a couple can’t live together but can’t let go. They promise that next time round everything will be better, but soon fall into the same old pattern.



Solve it: Agreeing to try harder is not enough. Step back and really understand what drives your arguments and why they have become so destructive.





Summing Up

Every relationship has problems; it is how you deal with them that is important. Misunderstandings, problems and rows are ‘six of one and half a dozen of the other’; by taking this on board couples will stop blaming each other. The second law of relationship disputes – emotional equals attract – shows that not only do both halves of a couple have equal skills to draw on to solve a row, but that these skills are normally complementary. If a dispute seems insoluble, look at how the 80 per cent from the past is driving the 20 per cent from today.



In a Nutshell:


	Take stock: what drives your arguments?

	Identify your good and unhelpful habits. What would you like to change?

	Find a middle way. Having no rows can be just as harmful as having too many.







End of sample
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