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Introduction

Help Your Partner Say ‘Yes’ is part of 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 learned. Nowhere is this more important than when you’re trying to get your partner to cooperate in some cherished plan or in making day-to-day living run more smoothly.

If you’ve picked up this book, you are probably frustrated about not being able to get through to your partner; maybe small issues about running the house have begun to accumulate, or perhaps your relationship is in crisis and you’re trying to persuade your partner to give it another try. Whatever the circumstances, this book will help you step back, understand why you’re making little or no progress, and learn alternative strategies which will enable you to persuade, rather than cajole, beg, manipulate or nag, your partner.

In devising this programme, I have drawn on the latest research about persuasion and twenty-five years’ experience working as a marital therapist. However, I have changed names and details, and sometimes merged two or three of my clients’ stories to protect their identity and confidentiality. In addition, I have used interviews with people not in counselling and letters written to my website. My thanks to everyone who has shared their experiences and made this book possible.



Andrew G. Marshall

www.andrewgmarshall.com





Step 1

Stop What Doesn’t Work







Wouldn’t it be wonderful if you could just ask nicely and your partner would go along with your request? Wouldn’t life be much simpler if the two of you could agree the best course of action and get on with it rather than getting bogged down in arguments, stonewalling or procrastination? If this sounds like an impossible dream, don’t worry, because my seven-step programme will help you identify the sticking points, communicate more effectively and change your relationship for the better. In a nutshell, you will learn how to persuade your partner to say ‘yes’.

But first, it is important to stress that my programme is not about manipulating or hoodwinking your partner, but about putting your thoughts across clearly and ensuring that your message is heard. I will also teach you how to read your partner better and build trust, so that he or she is favourably disposed to your suggestions. In many ways, the art of persuasion is as much about changing the way you come across as changing your partner. In fact, as the book progresses, you will discover your behaviour and that of your partner are inextricably linked.

Up to now, you have probably tried a variety of ways to get your partner to change, but with little success. Common sense would suggest that, if they haven’t worked, you should stop and try something else. Unfortunately, most people keep on with the same, failed strategy, in the hope that doing it bigger, louder or just one more time will provide the breakthrough. Sadly, they just dig themselves into a bigger hole.

So the first step is to stop digging and throw away the spade.

Seven Failed Strategies

None of these strategies is particularly effective – beyond the short term – but we keep on plugging away regardless. Which of the following have you used?

Lecturing

Definition: Assuming the position of an expert or all-seeing prophet (who can foresee all the pitfalls) and telling your partner the errors of his or her ways – over and over again.

In action: ‘I wouldn’t do it like that’ or ‘You’re not going to . . .?’ Although someone who lectures might think that they are being helpful, they really want to control their partner and ensure he or she performs the task their way.

‘My wife believes there is only one way to change a nappy – with at least three baby wipes pulled out in advance and wiping down rather than up – and she has a real go if I don’t follow her instructions to the letter,’ explained Richard. At the same time, his wife, Caroline, would complain that he didn’t help enough with the baby. ‘But you don’t want help, you want staff to order about,’ Richard countered.

How it backfires: Assuming that you know best invites rebellion either overtly or covertly.

What’s the alternative? Offer help and then step back; your partner will either learn from his or her mistakes or return and ask for advice. Richard soon discovered that some of his wife’s instructions were helpful and that if, for example, he didn’t fasten the straps properly, the nappy would sag. Caroline discovered she was much more relaxed and able to enjoy family time together, if she wasn’t monitoring the amount of baby powder Richard used.

Sarcasm

Definition: Using mocking or contemptuous put-downs which are designed to control by making the other person feel small or stupid.

In action: This strategy goes hand in hand with sniping (hidden or sly undermining) and snapping with impatience. When Martin brought home an espresso coffee machine that one of his mates had bought but changed his mind about, he was upset that Kimberly didn’t seem very grateful: ‘She was doing stuff online and beyond a cursory look didn’t come down to give me a hand setting up the machine. It took some of the shine off the surprise – and she’s the coffee drinker not me.’ So Martin shouted up the stairs: ‘If it’s not too much trouble, could you come down and try this?’

How it backfires: Nobody likes criticism and most people fight back with similar ammunition. Indeed Kimberly sniped back: ‘The milk isn’t very frothy. Did you read the instructions?’

What’s the alternative? However strong the temptation to respond to your partner’s barbed comments, don’t rise to the bait – but simply walk away. When your temper is more under control, explain how you feel and discuss the issues with your partner. When Martin and Kimberly both calmed down – after rowing all evening – Martin explained how he’d been looking forward to her reaction and Kimberly apologised.

Demanding

Definition: Issuing commands rather than requests. Someone using this strategy does not expect to be told ‘no’ or to be contradicted.

In action: This normally happens when someone feels they are in the right and therefore that their partner is in the wrong (even though life is seldom this black and white). When Siobhan discovered that her husband, Declan, had had an affair, she demanded that he take her away for a second honeymoon: ‘You’ve spent enough on that woman, you can spend a little on me.’ However, she was so busy imposing her will on Declan that she was unable to hear his concerns: ‘How is going away going to change things between us?’ Rather than answering his question, Siobhan just restated her case but this time with tears: ‘He’s broken my heart but he won’t even do this little thing for me.’

How it backfires: Although people may give in to demands, they subvert in sneaky ways, like finding millions of excuses for never quite getting round to the task. Alternatively, like Declan, they just dig their heels in and refuse to budge – even an inch – fearing that their partner will steamroller them into submission.

What’s the alternative? Negotiating. In this way, your partner is allowed to express his or her opinions (which may or may not be valid), discuss the timescale for a project, and take joint ownership of it. When Declan and Siobhan finished counselling and resolved the underlying problems in their marriage, they did indeed choose and plan a weekend away together.

Nagging

Definition: The first time is asking, the second time reminding, but further repetition becomes nagging.

In action: Nothing polarises a couple more quickly than nagging. The person being nagged feels their partner is always finding fault (and therefore feels hard done by), while the person nagging – and it’s something of which both men and women are guilty – feels powerless and angry.

‘If she doesn’t like being nagged, she could put her shoes away,’ says James, twenty-eight, ‘but she kicks them off and leaves them for me to trip over. I’ve tried asking, I’ve tried explaining that I could easily damage them, I’ve tried throwing them over her side of the bedroom. I’ll talk until I’m blue in the face and, although she might remember for a few days, nothing really changes.’ Although James thought he’d been trying lots of different ways of communicating, he’d actually just been nagging. Unfortunately, his girlfriend, Michelle, just switched off. Worse still, she used his ‘unreasonable’ nagging to justify carrying on as before.

How it backfires: Nobody likes to nag and nobody likes to be nagged. It creates a slow poison that seeps through a relationship.

What’s the alternative? Bring all the hostility up to the surface by asking: ‘How can we resolve this problem?’ Be prepared to listen to your partner’s viewpoint and this will encourage him or her to listen to yours. James explained that he felt taken for granted – and not appreciated for what he did around the house – and Michelle explained what it felt like to be hounded. They were finally ready to cooperate.

Inducing guilt

Definition: Manipulating a partner by making him or her feel responsible for your upset or by convincing them that they have committed an offence.

In action: It normally starts with a prod to get sympathy or pity: ‘I never see my children’ or ‘my life is a mess’, and if someone else has a bad day, it’s ‘not as bad as mine’ – but really this strategy is a request for a free pass to get your own way. The next step up reminds your partner how much he or she is in debt: ‘After everything I’ve done for you’ or ‘I don’t like washing your games kit’. However, there is a more sinister twist. 

‘My girlfriend and I were at the supermarket and I ran into an old friend who is almost like a sister to me,’ explains Jake, twenty-nine. ‘She helped me through a bad patch and I did a lot of babysitting for her when her husband left. I hadn’t seen her for a while so I stopped and chatted. I could tell my girlfriend was getting more and more annoyed, so I made my apologies and got on with the shopping. Immediately, my girlfriend started having a go about how inconsiderate I’d been and how I’d ignored her – even though I’d introduced her and tried to involve her in our conversation. I was “disrespectful”. I “didn’t consider her feelings”. I “had no boundaries”. To be honest, I didn’t really understand, but I apologised for upsetting her – except that it didn’t make any difference. She was in such a mood that she drove out of the supermarket without looking and almost crashed into another car – and that was my fault too.’ In effect, Jake’s girlfriend was taking a minor or imaginary offence, winding herself up over it and then blaming Jake for upsetting her.

How it backfires: Although this strategy will often get the desired effect, any victory feels hollow, as nothing is freely given by their partner, and the guilt inducer, who already suffers from low self-esteem, feels even more worthless.

What’s the alternative? Instead of blaming your partner, and therefore giving him or her all the power to remedy the situation, look at your own part in the problem. Not only is it easier to change your behaviour than to force change on to your partner but also taking control is empowering.

Placating

Definition: Trying to appease, sweet-talk and pacify your partner and thereby take the edge off his or her bad mood.

In action: Martha and Greg had been married for fifteen years, but for much of that time Greg had suffered from depression. ‘Obviously, I’ve tried to be supportive and understanding,’ said Martha, ‘but sometimes I think I’ve spent my whole life tiptoeing round him, monitoring his mood and trying to keep everything nice. I know I want to grow old with him, but not this gloomy, insecure, sleeping-all-weekend version of him. But I don’t say any of this because I’m worried about making him feel worse.’ Unfortunately, she had built up a head of resentment: ‘What about me? It would be good not to be taken for granted.’

How it backfires: Whether you are using smiles (that are put on), too-ready agreement or forced humour, you are still trying to control. Worse still, this strategy often makes the other person even more annoyed.

What’s the alternative? It is much better to address the issues – however unpleasant – rather than side-step a row.

Dropping hints

Definition: Hoping your partner will guess or know what is needed, rather than asking outright for it.

In action: Sometimes this strategy can be quite aggressive – ‘If you loved me, you’d know’ – but generally it comes from a position of weakness. Certainly Martha didn’t expect anyone to be interested in her needs, so even if she felt down and wanted a hug, she wouldn’t say anything: ‘I’ve always got my satisfaction from looking after other people; the children and Greg have always come first.’

‘What would happen if you did ask?’ I enquired.

Martha was silent for a while. ‘If you don’t really ask, then you don’t have to deal with the rejection when you don’t get.’

How it backfires: Clues can be misinterpreted and hints can be so subtle that they are missed altogether.

What’s the alternative? Value yourself and accept that it is OK to have needs and to express them.

Why Do I Adopt This Strategy?

One of the best ways of breaking out of unhelpful behaviour is by identifying why you do it.



1. Understand the roots. Our first experiences of being persuasive come when we are only two or three years old. Our language skills are not very well developed and we are too young to understand concepts such as negotiation or compromise. Worse still, our parents hold all the cards. It is not surprising that as children we learn to wheedle, demand or throw tantrums. In many ways, the seven failed strategies are more sophisticated versions of toddler behaviour.



2. Understand the patterns. We discover how relationships work from watching our parents and siblings interact. How would your mother get her way? How would your father impose his will? What would your brothers and sisters do? Who was in charge? How did they maintain their top-dog status? What are the links between how your family behaved and how you try to influence your partner?



3. Understand the danger points. Look back at the last three times you had a row or were left frustrated at not being able to influence your partner’s behaviour. What were the common themes? Were you tired or stressed? Had problems from work seeped into your personal life? Were you feeling unappreciated and therefore particularly vulnerable? By knowing the signs, you can be extra vigilant next time and think twice before behaving in the same old way.

The Three Keys to Successful Persuasion

Once you have stopped wasting energy and goodwill on strategies that don’t work, there is space to look at what does.

Equality 

The failed strategies have one thing in common: a power imbalance. In the first three, the more powerful partner tries to bludgeon the other into submission and in the last three, the less powerful partner tries to manipulate the more powerful one. (With nagging, there is a twisted version of equality as two matched partners try to force and resist each other.) So what’s the alternative? In true equality, as opposed to nagging, there is a benefit for each partner from the solution. Sometimes each partner has separate spheres of control – for example, one will be in charge of money, the other in charge of their social life – but each will consult the other and major decisions are made jointly. All in all, each partner will control about 50 per cent of their life together.

Martin and Kimberly, whom we met earlier in the chapter, arrived into counselling in crisis. Their fights were so destructive that even a minor disagreement would spiral out of control and ruin their whole week.

A typical example was when Martin came home and found Kimberly cleaning the saucepan they used to cook their pet ferrets’ food. ‘She was about to tip the soapy water all over the garden. I asked her to stop because it would ruin the plants,’ said Martin, ‘but she just looked at me and poured it anyway.’ He had hardly finished explaining when Kimberly jumped in: ‘You didn’t ask, you shouted. If you’d stopped and asked, I’d have told you that it wasn’t soapy water but the last rinse.’ Martin gave her a black look and went straight back on the attack: ‘So why not put it down the drain?’ Kimberly was so angry that I thought she was about to walk out of my counselling room: ‘How could I with all your junk lying around?’ They both felt the problem was the other’s unreasonable behaviour and if only he or she would change, everything would be fine.

When we looked back at this argument, towards the end of their counselling, they were not only able to laugh, but were also able to identify that the breakthrough had been when both of them started changing – equally. ‘When I didn’t lose my temper, Martin didn’t close in on himself and shut me out,’ said Kimberly. ‘When I didn’t retreat and keep my feelings and thoughts to myself, Kimberly stopped blowing her top,’ said Martin.

Putting yourself in your partner’s shoes

From where we stand, our solution makes complete sense. We understand the thought process that helped us reach this conclusion. If our preferred option seems a little one-sided, there is a good reason or a good excuse. Meanwhile, our partner has been through a parallel process – but while we expect him or her to listen to us, we are not quite so ready to offer the same courtesy. All too often, we half listen, throw in a bit of our own interpretation, and jump to the wrong conclusion. So while we put our actions down to the best possible motives, we can easily put our partner’s down to the worst ones. But what would happen if you understood your partner’s position as well as your own?

When Martin and Kimberly stopped countering each other’s arguments and started listening or asking for further explanation, they began to understand each other better. ‘We both come from families where nobody listened to us,’ said Kimberly. ‘And now, instead of making assumptions – often the wrong ones – we’ve started to check it out first,’ added Martin.

Win/Win solutions

When you and your partner see each other as adversaries, the goal is outright victory or to win concessions. Therefore, the strategy becomes to dig in to your position, mislead or use tricks to get your own way. The result is either a Win/Lose situation where only one side sees the outcome as positive (and the other is less likely to accept the solution voluntarily) or a Lose/Lose situation where both parties end up worse off.

The alternative is a Win/Win solution where both parties benefit and therefore the solutions stick. So how do you achieve this goal? The secret is to understand that behind every bargaining position there are not only needs and desires but also concerns and fears too. Our natural inclination is to close down debate, as we fear that the more competing interests come to the surface, the harder it will be to find a solution. However, Win/Win depends on identifying as many interests as possible. In fact, the more we know about both our own true needs and those of our partner, the easier it becomes to find a solution that benefits everyone.

With the focus on interests – rather than positions – and by considering multiple criteria rather than looking for one answer, we can begin to use reason and yield to principles rather than pressure. This process not only reduces our fears but also, once all the needs are in the open, it is easier to help each other. Before too long, we have become a team, rather than adversaries, and a Win/Win solution is almost inevitable. So how does it work in practice?

When Martin and Kimberly discussed their finances – each had a separate bank account – they shared their needs, desires, concerns and fears. Their need was to find a simpler way to run their household accounts rather than forever debating whose turn it was to pay. Kimberly desired a joint account, so that she wouldn’t feel like a small girl asking Daddy for money. Martin’s concern was that the bills got paid on time. ‘I’m not frightened that she will blow the budget – although I’ve had girlfriends before who were hopeless with money – because she’s really quite good with finances,’ he said. ‘Actually, my job involves keeping an eye on costs,’ Kimberly added. So they decided to keep their individual accounts but to set up a joint one for household bills. It was a classic Win/Win solution. Kimberly became more involved in their finances; Martin had some of the pressure of balancing the budget taken off him.

Turn it round

Next time a contentious issue comes up between you and your partner, put it to this test:




	Do I really want it? Sometimes being denied something or your partner telling you what to do can put your back up and launch a fight. Instead of acting on automatic pilot, stop and check whether this is something you truly want rather than something you just think you want.

	Is it really fair? What would an independent arbitrator say? Do you have a reasonable case? If you strip away all your self-justifications – probably drawn from a different part of your life – how fair is this particular request?

	Is it really important? Lots of bitter arguments are over matters of principle rather than over a particular issue. When the matters of principle are removed, arguments like Martin and Kimberly’s over how to clean the ferrets’ saucepan are neither that contentious nor worth the amount of upset caused.

	Think past the moment. Although using one of your old strategies to win an advantage might feel good, think past your moment of triumph to the mood in the house over the next few days and then on to the impact on your relationship.



Summing Up

We think that we’ve used a variety of strategies to gain our partner’s cooperation but really we’ve used the same failed ones over and over again. These include lecturing, sarcasm, demanding (trying to be more powerful than your partner), inducing guilt, placating and dropping hints (imagining your partner has all the power). The other strategy is nagging, which sets up a classic Lose/Lose situation where nothing is achieved and both parties feel powerless. The alternative is to place yourself in your partner’s shoes, look for solutions that are equal and allow both of you to win.



In a Nutshell:




	When you stop trying to force change, your partner will stop resisting change.

	Goodwill can return to your relationship.

	Your partner is finally open to being persuaded.







Step 2

Do Less







Whenever long-married couples are asked the secret of their success, they invariably reply: you have to work at things. But shouldn’t our relationships be a source of joy rather than something to knuckle down under? The other problem with working on a relationship is that it suggests making big changes – such as setting up a weekly ‘date’ night, going on a second honeymoon or making big sacrifices (for example, giving up a friend whom your partner dislikes or cutting back on a hobby that eats into family time). Twenty-five years’ experience as a marital therapist has shown me that these big changes seldom deliver the big benefits that couples desire. Date night might work a few times but problems getting babysitters soon undermine good intentions, the glow of the second honeymoon quickly wears off, and people soon resent their sacrifices. Worse still, when the big effort changes very little, couples begin to believe their relationship is doomed.

So if ‘working’ on your relationship can so easily backfire, what about the other extreme: doing nothing? With this strategy, however, there’s a real danger of slipping into taking each other for granted, and nobody wants that either.

Fortunately, there is an alternative to these extremes: the middle way.

The Lazy Guide to Working on Your Relationship

All the ideas given below are fun, simple and don’t take much effort. However, taken together, they can overhaul your relationship and turn time together from dull into desirable.

Spend ten minutes chatting over your day

Instead of big dramatic gestures – which are hard to repeat – try to set up good relationship habits. The most important one is checking in with each other when you return home – instead of, for example, starting supper or checking emails. A few moments sharing the highs and the lows of the day prevents misunderstandings – such as believing your partner’s bad mood is down to you rather than his or her demanding boss – which can ruin a whole evening together. The more details in your daily chat, the more involved you become in each other’s triumphs and disasters. Some couples find it hard to share – after years of broad brush- strokes of ‘fine’ or ‘same old thing’. So remember small anecdotes and snippets of gossip about friends and save them up for the evening. A good tip is to sit down and eat together – without the television on – as this gives enough time together for the natural rhythms of conversation to kick in.

Watch each other’s favourite television show

Instead of catching up on chores, watching another channel in a different room, or going online, commit to sitting through each other’s must-see show. This will provide something new to discuss and demonstrate that you are truly interested in each other – even the inconvenient bits, such as an obsession with axle grease or a passion for fashion. What’s more, we have a real animal need to be close to another human being, and snuggling up together on the sofa is not only a good way to unwind but also shows that you can be intimate without it necessarily leading to sex.

Kiss with your eyes open

Actually looking at each other when you kiss is incredibly intimate and can also be the gateway to more erotic lovemaking. Perhaps that’s why this is the most controversial of my ideas. Some couples find the idea silly or feel uncomfortable looking at each other. They believe it is more ‘romantic’ to keep their eyes closed, but this makes us concentrate on the sensation rather than the person.

When couples arrive in my office with one partner complaining ‘You’re not the person I thought you were’, I can almost guarantee that they have been kissing with their eyes closed and getting lost in their own fantasies. So persevere, overcome the awkwardness, and become more aware of both your partner and yourself and take lovemaking to a whole new level.

Another associated idea is to mix up your kissing style: try butterfly kisses (very light and not just on the mouth but all over your partner’s face), nibbling kisses (gentle bites on the lips or other sensual areas like the ears), or breathy, languid kisses, tasting and smelling each other’s body.

Buy something small but fun

It could be her favourite bar of chocolate or a novelty key ring for him, but a present shows that you’re thinking about your partner even when apart. Unlike birthdays and Christmas, when it is tempting to buy presents your partner ‘needs’ – such as clothes you think make her look sexy or tools for jobs you’d like him to do around the house – these gifts are pure fun or indulgence. There is a second advantage: by demonstrating the sort of spontaneous appreciation that you’d like – where flowers are not just for birthdays but ‘because I saw these and thought of you’ and saying ‘thank you’ is not just for completing major projects but everyday chores too – you are encouraging your partner to adopt the same behaviour.

Share a bath

There are few better ways of unwinding after a long, hard day than by having a soak in the bath, but instead of making it a solitary pursuit, invite your partner along. I counselled one couple who bathed together every day – as somewhere to talk without the kids interrupting. A twist on this idea, which is always popular with my clients, is to bring along a large bowl of ice cream and one spoon. It is very sensual to feed each other something cold in a hot bath. Sharing a bath, and washing each other’s hair, will also help you and your partner to feel comfortable being naked together and it improves overall intimacy.

Go to bed at the same time or enjoy a lie-in together

If you and your partner’s body clocks are on different time zones, and you’re seldom awake in bed together, the chances of making love are close to zero. So make a conscious choice to communicate better over bedtimes. Instead of saying, ‘I’m going up now’ and hoping that your partner will follow, invite him or her. Instead of watching any old rubbish on television until you’re tired enough to sleep, come upstairs for a cuddle and drift off in each other’s arms. Skip jobs such as loading the washing machine or checking emails before going upstairs, or you’ll miss the window when your partner is still awake. If you have radically different bedtimes, try finding a compromise where, for example, your partner goes up a little earlier and you stay up a little longer, and meet in the middle. Conversely, give yourself a treat, let the children look after themselves next Sunday morning, and enjoy a lie-in together.

Give in with good grace

Living with someone inevitably means having to compromise and do things that you’d rather not do. Next time you have to attend her miserable work do or hold a piece of wood that he’s sawing through, don’t just grit your teeth, but look for the hidden pleasures. Even if you have to ‘act as if ’ you’re enjoying yourself, after a while you will probably start to believe it. Not only will your partner be grateful but he or she will also go the extra mile for you in return.

Look at each other more

When they’re talking, couples in love spend 75 per cent of their time looking at each other. Most settled couples are too busy buttoning up their children’s coats or buttering sandwiches to make eye contact – even when communicating something important. In fact, they only look at each other for 30 to 60 per cent of the time and therefore miss the subtleties of body language and misinterpret each other’s tone of voice.

While good eye contact makes you seem attentive and sincere, poor eye contact makes your partner think you are talking at them rather than to them. So at the very least, make a commitment to be in the same room rather than shouting up the stairs.

Report your negative feelings rather than show them

In modern Britain, we are forever being told to express our feelings. But, when it comes to anger, getting things off your chest can often pump up your emotions rather than reduce them. Worse still, having a rant will either encourage your partner to fight back – and escalate matters further – or to sulk, switch off or walk away (which means nothing gets sorted). So instead of showing your feelings, try reporting them. By this I mean: ‘I felt angry when you didn’t answer me’ or ‘I was disappointed when you were late’, rather than snapping, sniping or shouting. Your partner will probably apologise or offer an explanation and the two of you can have a civilised discussion about how to do things differently.

Echo each other

This is the simplest and most effective way of improving communication. When your partner has finished telling you something, repeat back the last thing said. For example: ‘So you just stood there.’ This might seem weird, but it shows your partner that he or she has your full attention. It also encourages him or her to open up and tell you more. The final benefit of echoing back is that it takes the pressure off you to think up a searching question. Although this strategy might feel a little artificial at first, persevere and it will soon become second nature. There is more advice about improving communication in the next exercise.

How Good a Listener Are You?

The best way of influencing someone is to understand their thought processes and their line of reasoning. To achieve this goal, we imagine that we need to ask clever or searching questions, but the truth is our partner is telling us all we need to know in their everyday conversation. The problem is that much of the time we’re not listening. The following quiz tests if you are a good listener or not:



1. When your partner is having trouble finding the words to express themselves, what are you most likely to do?

a) Finish off his or her sentence.

b) Nod encouragingly.



2. When your partner needs help with a problem at work, what is most likely to happen?

a) I will offer advice or come up with a way forward.

b) I will ask for more information, so that I really understand the situation and check that all possible avenues are explored.



3. How often does your partner complain that you interrupt?

a) Quite often, he or she will say, ‘If you’ll just let me finish’.

b) We generally hear each other out.



4. When your partner is recounting a story about something that happened during the day, which of the following are you most likely to be doing?

a) Going through a difficult problem at work, keeping an eye on the children, or ticking off which jobs have been done and which have yet to be done.

b) Picturing what your partner is talking about or making encouraging noises like ‘yes’, ‘really’ or ‘tell me more’.



5. When your partner is moaning or complaining about something you’ve done, what are you thinking about?

a) Ways to refute the complaint or about his or her equally irritating failings.

b) Does he or she have a fair case?



6. Which of the following do you naturally prefer?

a) Talking.

b) Listening.



Mostly a) 

Although you hear what is being said to you – and can repeat chunks of information back – you are not really listening. There are probably tapes playing in your brain and other forms of intrusive thinking that are stopping you from paying your partner the level of attention that you’d like yourself. Next time your mind wanders mentally push the thought out of your head – you can attend to it later – and concentrate on what is being said.

Mostly b)

Congratulations. You are a good listener. However, look back at the areas where you answered a) rather than b). Actively listening – i.e., asking questions and really trying to understand your partner without jumping to conclusions – is really difficult. How could you improve?

Think Small

Change is unsettling. It makes us anxious and frightened. Worse still, we are programmed to respond to fear in one of two ways: fight or flight. But don’t worry, there’s a way round this problem. It’s called Kaizen, from the Japanese for ‘change’ (kai) and ‘good’ (zen), and stresses the importance of continuous improvement. Instead of trying for big changes, Kaizen aims to bypass our fears and our natural inclination to stick with the familiar by taking small steps.

In a famous study, Southern Californian householders were asked to put up a small ‘Be a safe driver’ sign in their windows. Most people agreed to do so. Two weeks later, the team returned and this time asked the volunteers to put up a huge sign – bearing the same message – on their front lawns. They were shown pictures, so there could be no mistake that these signs would dwarf their homes. To make the billboards even less attractive, the lettering was poorly executed. At the same time, the team visited another neighbourhood, which matched the profile of the first but where the residents had not previously agreed to take the small sign. Not surprisingly, only 17 per cent of these householders agreed to display the safe driver billboard. In contrast, 76 per cent of the homes with a small sign opted for the large sign. The small step had made them four times as likely to take the big step.

When couples are stuck and unable to find a way forward, I find Kaizen can break the deadlock. This is how it can work for you:

Ask small questions

Our brain actually likes small questions; this is why we do quizzes and puzzles or enjoy explaining to friends the best way to cook a ham. We feel good when we know the answer and, with little at stake, don’t feel a fool if we get something wrong.

Jane and Christopher, in their late thirties, had a big problem. He was fed up with his work, bored with everyday life, and felt that all the passion had drained out of their relationship: ‘We have nothing whatsoever in common. When I have free time, I’d much rather be out shooting with the dogs than at home with Jane. Surely, that’s wrong.’ He hadn’t quite gone as far as saying he didn’t love her any more but Jane worried that their relationship had no future. ‘I wish I hadn’t told you and had just pretended that everything was OK,’ said Christopher. Jane countered: ‘What good is that going to do? We’ve got to get this sorted. I can’t hang around waiting for you to decide if you want me or not.’ Before arriving in counselling, they had used only big solutions and Jane had asked Christopher to sleep at his parents’ for a week.

‘What did that achieve, beyond making me get up earlier and get even more tired?’ he complained.

‘I thought it would give you space to think,’ said Jane.

‘By the time we’d put the children to bed and I’d driven round to their house, I had enough time to make a cup of tea and go to bed.’

Using the Kaizen way, I didn’t ask big questions like: Why do you feel this way? (As Christopher probably would have answered: ‘I don’t know. If I knew, do you think I’d be putting myself through all this?’) Instead, I asked the couple to consider: ‘What small step could you take towards improving your relationship?’ and ‘What one special thing about you and your partner could you build on?’

Breakthrough tip: Frame your question as a positive. Instead of ‘Why don’t you fancy me?’ turn it into ‘How could we improve our sex life?’

Solve small problems

Many people find it hard to think of any small problems in their relationship, especially when the large ones are staring them in the face. However, it is just these minor irritations that slowly undermine a relationship. By ignoring small problems – because we’re too busy with day-to-day life or it doesn’t seem worth rocking the boat – we redefine them as ‘normal’ and lose sight of them altogether.

So if you’re unable to come up with any small problems, close your eyes and picture what happens on a normal day between you and your partner – moment by moment. Start with getting up in the morning and end with going to bed. Every time there is something that makes you wince – however small – stop your imaginary movie and write down the ‘normal’ problem. Before too long, you will have a list of small issues to consider.

When Jane did this exercise, during a solo session, she stopped in the middle of describing preparing breakfast for the children. (Christopher had a long commute but would get up at the last minute and hardly have enough time to drink a mug of coffee.) ‘From time to time, he’ll complain that I haven’t put on the coffee machine and he’s got to drink instant, but he doesn’t understand that Lola is a fussy eater and Jack won’t sit at the table. I’ve got my hands full. If he cares that much, he should get up five minutes earlier.’

‘What message does that give Christopher?’ I asked.

Jane thought for a while. ‘That I put the children first.’

A small problem – making coffee in the morning – had been categorised as ‘normal’ and therefore ignored. So instead of trying to deal with big issues – such as bringing the passion back into their relationship – Jane made a pot of fresh coffee in the morning. At their next joint session, their mood had lightened. We still had a long way to go but the sense of stuckness – that nothing could ever change – had gone.

Breakthrough tip: Be as specific as possible about the problem. Don’t go for global issues such as ‘Show some respect’ or ‘Help more around the house’, but make them specific: ‘Don’t interrupt me when I’m trying to tell you something’ or ‘Transfer the clothes from the washing machine to the drier when you get home.’

Take small steps

Small questions throw the spotlight on small problems which need to be solved by small steps. It is also helpful if you can find something that comes up fairly often, so that you can check your progress. Kaizen also works best when the solutions can be implemented straight away.

As their counselling progressed, Jane began to agree with Christopher’s diagnosis of their relationship: ‘He’s right. We don’t do enough together. Before the kids were born, when we were courting, I’d go off with him and the dog on their shooting expeditions, but after a while there seemed better things to do.’ So she decided to ask her mother to take the children one Sunday and, as an experiment, go with Christopher to one of his club shoots. ‘I told myself to have an open mind – because it can be cold and boring – but I found myself really enjoying it. There had been a light dusting of snow and the countryside looked wonderful. I was out in the fresh air and it was really nice watching how Christopher and the dog worked as a team. There were other wives to talk to and we had lunch in a pub with an open fire.’

Christopher was equally pleased: ‘It was great to be able to share with you.’

‘And you touched my knee – by the fire.’

‘It felt right.’

Jane was not going to attend every shoot but they had taken a small step in the right direction.

Breakthrough tip: Double-check that the changes are truly small. If your goal is, for example, to improve your diet, giving up chocolate might seem a small step but actually it could be hard to follow through. However, if your small step is to throw away the first square of every bar, this would be reasonably easy. Over the coming weeks, you could throw away more and more chocolate. Next, you could leave half of your dessert in a restaurant and so on.

The Kaizen way stresses that it is better to build on small success than make a big gesture that is likely to fail. If you’re looking for inspiration for a small step to change your relationship, try the following exercise:

Remembering the Magic of the First Meeting

For five years, I did a series of magazine profiles of celebrities and their partners. I would always start by asking for the story of how the couple first met. Within seconds the atmosphere in the room would change – any nerves or apprehension would disappear – and I would feel real warmth as people remembered. The secret is in the detail I asked for: Where were you? What were you wearing? What did you eat? What did your partner look like? What did she say? What did he do? Normally, people have boiled their ‘how we met’ story into one or two sentences but this reflex story does not provide enough material to trigger proper memories. Over and over again, the celebrities – normally on tight time schedules – would stretch the time allocated for my interview. I was taking them back to the magic of their first meeting and everybody enjoyed lingering on these passionate memories a while longer.

Either write a short story about your memories of how you met your partner or bring the topic up in general conversation – perhaps over a meal. It normally takes three or four questions to get someone in the mood. To give you an idea, here is the first part of my interview with Twiggy and her husband, Leigh Lawson (an actor best known for his role as Alec D’Urberville in Polanski’s film Tess). See how many facts I extracted:



Twiggy started: ‘In 1985, I went out for dinner at Caprice in London with three friends. At another table I spotted Jonathan Pryce – whom I’d been working with – so I went over to say hello. Immediately this handsome man stood up. It was Leigh, who reminded me that we’d met ten years earlier at a John Denver concert. Even back then I’d thought him really dishy, but we’d both been married then so nothing romantic crossed my mind. This time the chemistry must have been obvious because I remember telling my friends to stop trying to pair me off. But I must have been curious because I bought a magazine with a big interview with Leigh. I learned he had been alone for two years and after the trauma of the break-up was not interested in seeing anyone seriously for the next ten years! Three days later Robert Powell and his wife, Babs, who used to be in Pan’s People, invited me to a restaurant in Chelsea. By a string of amazing coincidences, Leigh was invited too. We chatted and laughed but on paper he was trouble. Who in their right mind would trust a gorgeous actor? I was no longer an eighteen-year-old about to jump in head first. So I let him slip away again. Fate had other ideas.’

At this point, Leigh takes up the story: ‘I thought Twiggy was absolutely gorgeous – but as she was one of the most beautiful women in the world I knew everybody would be after her phone number. Despite fate throwing the two of us into the same restaurant twice in one week, I said good night and let her walk away. Perhaps I lacked confidence; perhaps my heart had just got out of intensive care; perhaps she wasn’t giving the green light – although, these days, Twigs claims she was disappointed that I didn’t ask for her number, but she’s got to say that! Anyway, five days later I went to the newsagent’s for my morning paper and this big blue Jag – with an exquisite blonde inside – pulled up by the kerb. It was Twiggy. She wound down the window and said: ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ Even I knew this was the green light!’



Every story of how two people met and fell in love is interesting, so give yourself permission to enjoy your own. With luck, there will be things to tease each other about (notice how Leigh does it over asking for the telephone number and Twiggy over the magazine interview) which in turn can develop into general, affectionate everyday banter between the two of you.

Start Asking in a Clear and Effective Way

Once the atmosphere between you and your partner has improved, try a small step towards better cooperation by asking for something directly. Although this might be a risky step, your chances of success are greater than you imagine.

Francis Flynn is the Associate Professor of Organisational Behaviour at Stanford University in California; he did three studies where people were asked to estimate the likelihood that others would agree to a direct request for help. These included people asking strangers if they could borrow a mobile phone, if they could escort them to a specific nearby destination and if they would make donations to a charity. He discovered that we underestimate our chances of success by a staggering 50 per cent.

The following tips will help boost the likelihood of getting a pleasant surprise to your request for help:



1. Make it something small. Remember, the aim is to tiptoe past your partner’s fears.

2. Keep the stakes low. For the first request, make it a one-off: Could you pass me the newspaper? Could you cut some mint from the garden for me? Avoid something that you want desperately and would be upset about if your partner refused.

3. Double-check. Is it a fair request? Is it easy for my partner to achieve?

4. Choose your time. If your partner is about to rush out of the door or is deep into some task, he or she will be less likely to stop and help. So don’t sabotage the request before you’ve even begun by asking at the wrong moment.

5. Don’t dress it up. Forget the preambles like ‘I don’t often ask, but . . .’ or ‘I know you’re busy, but . . .’ or explanations about why you need help: ‘I’m really behind with this recipe and you know they’re always early . . .’ The danger is that your partner will have switched off before the request is made, have heard the preamble as an attack, or been unwittingly handed an excuse for not cooperating. So keep it simple: ‘Please could you . . .?’

6. Be prepared to try again. Persuasive people don’t let one mishap stop them. It often takes one or two attempts to ask in a clear and effective way.

Summing Up

When we are unhappy, we think the answer is to make big changes. Unfortunately, this sort of revolution is frightening for our partners who will either fight back or bury themselves in work, hobbies and looking after the children. Many people think the only alternative is to do nothing, but this leads to a feeling of hopelessness – fatal in the long term – or resentment. The answer, however, is to find a middle way: do less. Small steps allow a relationship to evolve and grow because they are unthreatening and therefore bypass our natural fear of change.



In a Nutshell:


	If a journey of a thousand miles must begin with the first step, what small step could you make towards changing your relationship?

	Slow change is better than no change at all.

	Be interested in the small details of your partner’s life and create a positive atmosphere where trust can flourish.







End of sample
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