Introduction to Relationship Counseling

Changing your relationship can be one of the most challenging things you try to do.  It’s not just you; there are some good reasons why this is true and there are some things you can do to be more successful.  Let’s talk about why it’s so darned hard first.

In the first place, people usually wait quite a while before doing anything about a faltering relationship other than what they have been doing, much of which has been ineffective.  Many of us take a “wait and see” attitude and hope that it’s not as bad as it seems.  And often this is true that things improve a bit for awhile, followed by going downhill again.  Since improvement often follows the downhill plunge, we may feel optimistic about the future but don’t really change anything.  Unfortunately, eventually there are more bad periods than good periods if nothing really changes, which eventually leads to you and/or your partner getting discouraged.  During all this up and down we generally keep doing the same things in the relationship, and so habits that are ineffective become engrained and really resistant to change.  So, while waiting is understandable, simply waiting without doing anything different is usually not helpful.
Another reason it is hard to improve our relationships is that over many years of the same ups and downs, people develop negative and hardened beliefs and attitudes about their partner and about the relationship.  These hardened beliefs (just like the behavior habits I mentioned earlier) usually include beliefs about how insensitive, selfish, etc. their partner is and about how hopeless things are unless he or she changes.  These beliefs and attitudes are not necessarily all wrong (usually there is at least a kernel of truth in our complaints), but they are just not helpful in terms of improving the relationship.  And, once hardened it is a challenge to shift these beliefs and attitudes without pretty significant practice.  Of course while developing our hardened beliefs and attitudes,  we may be criticizing and judging our partner rather than treating him or her in the way most likely to be effective,  so their beliefs and attitudes toward us may be hardening into a very negative view of us as well, making change doubly hard.   
A third reason this is so hard relates to the previous one.   Most of us overestimate our partner’s faults and underestimate our own.  While this is understandable, the effect of that is to conclude that they need to change more than we do, so we spend more time trying to convince them of their need to change than figuring out what we might do differently.  A good example of this involves criticism.  When a relationship is going badly, criticism is almost always present and usually a lot of it.    Most people don’t like to be criticized or judged; and much of the time we believe the criticism is not fair.  So, often the effect of getting criticized is to return the criticism, sometimes by being critical of our partner’s criticism.  As they say, two wrongs don’t make a right.  Our criticism of our partner is not received any better than their criticism of us.  It is rare to find a relationship in which one partner is responsible and at fault for most of the problems in the relationship.  Usually both are responsible, and chances are good that each is just as ineffective as the other in getting what he or she wants in the relationship.
An additional challenge that we face when trying to improve our relationship is that most people simply don’t appreciate how much influence they could have over the way they are treated by their partner. What I mean by this is that most of us fail to treat our partner in the ways that are more likely to be successful.  This is not intentional, of course; most of us believe we are trying to be a good partner but really we aren’t treating our partner any better than they are treating us.  It is a challenge of course to treat our partner well when they are being rude, critical, insensitive, selfish, or just downright mean (at least in our opinion).  Nevertheless, we know that people who can respond effectively to the less than desirable behaviors of their partners end up in more successful relationships.  Additionally much of what we may label as inappropriate behaviors on their part may not be seen that way by them.  
Perhaps the most challenging thing for any of us when things are not going well is how to respond when we get reactive:  meaning our buttons are pushed, we have high emotions, our heart is racing.  It is REALLY HARD to do anything other than react in the tried and true ineffective ways we always have, whether that reaction is to explode or to shut down.  How many times have we said to ourselves “Gosh, I did it again; if I just had stayed calm instead of reacting or if I had stayed present rather than withdrawing?”  Many of us when our buttons are pushed react rather than chill.  There is a good reason for this that has a lot to do with how our brains are wired and with just plain habit.  So, it’s a challenge to do something different when as far as you’re concerned your partner is a saber tooth tiger and you are just trying to defend yourself.  But ‘doing something different’ when reactive is exactly what we must learn to do.  It is possible but it does take some hard work. 
So, if it’s so hard, why bother and why not just move on and start all over?  Well, starting over can certainly be appealing.  And a fresh start can make us feel more hopeful and optimistic.  It is true that sometimes it can seem like more trouble than it’s worth to salvage something that seems damaged beyond repair.   However, people who start over without learning how to handle the inevitable challenges of a relationship will generally re-create the same or similar problems in a new relationship and will be even more tempted to end the relationship if it’s no better than the previous one.  We are likely to end up in a relationship with someone who has about the same skill level as we do, so unless we educate ourselves and work on the skills needed to be a good partner, we are likely to end up with someone who also doesn’t manage relationship difficulties any better than we do.  Before leaving the relationship you’re in, remember that few people exit a relationship without a sense of failure.  Also, when there are children involved, you never are totally divorced unless you also leave our children, which you hopefully do not want to do.  It is also expensive financially and emotionally to leave a relationship, so you have everything to gain to work on the one you committed to in the first place.  Many people weather some pretty tough times in their marriage and are glad they did.  You could be one of those people if you want to be.  
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