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Most people, when they come to me for counseling, express 
problems in these four areas:

1. Communication: A Speaking & 
Listening Problem
Unhappy couples say, “We can’t communicate,” and  research shows that 
poor communication is both a speaking and a listening problem.

Speaking. The truth is, how we speak, how we approach our partner, 
and even how we feel about them before the words leave our mouth set 

the tone for how the conversation will go and how it will end. More 
importantly, the way we speak is a predictor of whether or not the 
relationship will last. 

Try this: The next time you approach your partner to discuss a sensitive 
topic (a complaint), remember that your partner is, at his or her core, a 
good person and the person you chose. 

Begin by tenderly expressing a positive need: “I need your help with 
something. Are you available?”
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Listening. I lived in the Dominican Republic for a few years, and 
learning Spanish was difficult. Responding to a local’s question required 
a sequence of hearing, repeating what I thought I had heard, watching 
for non-verbal cues, decoding, translating in my head, and then, finally, 
responding aloud.

I had to make sure I clearly understood before responding. Too often 
in marriage, we make assumptions and do not truly understand before 
rushing ahead with our response.

Try this: When your partner discusses a concern with you, set aside 
your initial, reactionary response. Instead, repeat back to your partner 
what you hear him or her saying to make sure you understand. 

Take notes so you can understand the essence of your partner’s message 
and stay focused. Jot down your own thoughts so you can share them 
when your turn to speak has come. Watch for body language and facial 
expressions.
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2. Sex
Another common area of struggle for couples is their sexuality. The 
reasons include gender differences, inaccurate education and poor 
role modeling. The topic of sex is often treated in an unhelpful bipolar 
way. Society treats sex as either taboo (never discussed) or unbridled 
(anything goes). 

Couples have not learned how to appropriately talk about their bodies, 
desires, orgasms, and fantasies. Our sexuality is intimately personal, 
making people feel too vulnerable and scared to discuss it. Left 
unspoken, our sexual expectations cannot be met, setting us up for 
frustration and disappointment. 

Try this: Create a safe way to talk about your sexual needs. Start 
by writing down your thoughts about your own sexuality:  what you 
know and have learned about your body. Share this with your partner. 
Invite your partner to do the same. This may start a long overdue 
conversation and lead to greater intimacy and sexual fulfillment.
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3. Managing Conflict
Individuals come into a relationship with different histories, visions, 
ideas, dreams and expectations. Such differences make conflicts inevita-
ble. One of the common mistakes people make in trying to manage con-
flict is to jump too quickly to compromise or problem-solving, skipping 
the essential process of wrestling with the problem together. 

Or, they choose avoidance behavior. One, or both partners, avoids speak-
ing up to “keep the peace,” and, instead, the couple experiences further 
tension, distance and, ultimately, a blow-up fight.

Try this: Realize that conflict is not inherently bad. It’s a means to 
sharpen our skills of loving and being loved. Value all emotions, honor 
your partner’s viewpoint as equally valid as your own, and seek to un-
derstand your partner.
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4. Drift & Disconnect
Research shows the #1 reason couples divorce is due to “drift.” 
Disconnecting with your partner is all too easy. Many couples feel like 
they can sit back and not work as hard. Before long, the busy-ness of life 
– career, families, friends, health, community or church service – can 
shuffle our relationship to the back burner. 

A Gottman Institute study, for example, found couples who were still 
happy, connected, and intimate three years after the birth of their first 
child were the ones who made their relationship a priority in spite of the 
extra demands on their time.

Try this: Each week, spend at least two hours on a date together.

You’ve probably done date night before. This time, unplug from 
distractions and devices. This time, dedicate yourself to your partner, 
talking about your dreams, hopes, aspiration and even your fears.
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THE REAL, UNDERLYING PROBLEM

As I help couples overcome problems relating to communication, sex, 
managing conflict, and disconnect, I’ve witnessed this:

The underlying source of unhappiness in a relationship 
is failed bids for connection.

Gottman researchers proved that bids and responses, even in their 
simplest forms, predicted whether or not the relationship would end 
in divorce. They found that the simple act of a person “turning 
towards” his or her partner was a significant variable in determining if a 
couple remained happily married.

Couples who physically turned towards their partner when the partner 
entered the room also showed a greater propensity to turn towards their 
partner emotionally, mentally, and sexually.

A failed bid occurs when a person seeks a connection from his or her 
partner, and the partner ignores or turns against it with harshness.
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Some examples of failed bids: 
Your partner returns home from work and you do not say hello or seem 
happy to see her. 

• You reach out to touch or kiss your partner and he moves away or 
says “not now.”

• Your partner asks you to pick up the dry cleaning on the way home 
from work and it’s forgotten — again.

• You are flirty and playful with your partner, and he goes to bed early.

The way a couple responds to bids is a predictor of divorce.

A failed bid leads you to wonder: 
“Will you be there for me when I need you most?”

Dismissing overtures for connection are tied to many marital problems. 
Its negative consequences seep into couples’ communication, sex life, 
and moments of conflict, and eventually lead to disconnect.

“Turning towards” is the basis of emotional connection, romance, and a 
good sex life. 

Remember to turn towards your partner’s bids for attention, 
affection, humor and support. 
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AN EFFECTIVE SOLUTION

If you are interested in learning more about relationship skills in 
a detailed, comprehensive, safe, hands-on environment, I highly 
recommend you attend The Art and Science of Love, a weekend couples 
workshop created by The Gottman Institute. 

REGISTER
principleskills.com
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IS A COUPLES WORKSHOP
RIGHT FOR YOU?
The Art and Science of Love teaches valuable relationship skills 
that can be used by everyone. Who attends?

• Couples in a happy relationship and want to take their relationship 
to the next level.

• Couples in a troubled relationship and want to replace bad 
behaviors, but are not sure how.

• Couples who feel they are drifting apart.

• Couples in transition: birth of a child, a blended family, reuniting, 
grieving a loss, moving to a new home or new job, empty-nesters. 

• Couples in private therapy who feel “stuck” in their progress.

• Couples considering private therapy and want to “test the waters.”

• Couples who completed private therapy and want to continue to 
move forward, rather than fall back.



BONUS: A QUICK ASSESSMENT
How would you describe your relationship?
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Do you feel you are a roommate living a 
separate life? 

Do you feel you are best friends and share 
intimate moments every day?

Do you sense your partner does not find you 
attractive?

Do you feel adored and attractive to your 
partner?

Do you feel imprisoned? Do you look forward to spending time 
together?

Is your partner clueless about your dreams, 
fears, aspirations?

Do you know each others’ lifelong dreams 
and do you talk about your future together?

Do you feel attacked or blamed whenever 
you share your thoughts?

Do you feel respected and honored when you 
share you ideas and desires?

Do you nag your partner, trying to change 
him or her?

Do you each feel free to be yourselves and 
know that you are accepted and loved 

unconditionally?

Is your sex life mundane and obligatory? Is your sexual relationship fulfilling, fun and 
exciting?

Are you stuck in a place of bitterness and 
resentment?

Have you learned to forgive and be forgiven?

Do you feel “not good enough” for your 
partner?

Do you feel cherished and appreciated for 
your differences?

Do you feel your future together is shaky 
and full of faults?

Do you see a future of extraordinary value 
and potential?



PRINCIPLESKILLS.COM

LEARN MORE 
principleskills.com

QUESTIONS? 
caralee@principleskills.com


