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Why Marriages Fail

Marriage is one long conversation, checkered with dispute - Robert Louis Stevenson

For a marriage to have any chance, every day at least six things should go unsaid - Unknown

Before we look at why marriages (and any meaningful relationships) fail, an encouraging news flash: Planning to marry? Or, know someone else who is?

To promote better premarital training and education the South Carolina General Assembly recently passed a bill entitled “Issuance of a Marriage License, Premarital Preparation Course.” Governor Sanford signed the bill on May 31, 2006. This law provides a $50 tax credit for couples who complete a qualifying premarital preparation course and submit proof when applying for their marriage license.

What causes a relationship between two people to fail or, at the least, become unhealthy? We have previously discussed how important communication is to a good relationship. Many times, one negative comment from a loved one can ruin our day. How many positive comments do you need to hear to overcome one negative? Numerous studies indicate that we need to hear ten to twenty good things to counterbalance one disparaging note. So if we can eliminate some of the negative factors, we improve the health of our relationship.

Scott Stanley, author of “A Lasting Promise: A Christian Guide to Fighting for Your Marriage,” identifies four main risk factors that threaten a healthy marriage. The first risk factor is called “escalation.” Have you ever noticed that when conflict occurs, we have a strong tendency to bring increasingly more powerful ammunition to the battle? Escalation occurs when partners negatively respond to each other, continually upping the ante and the discussion grows increasingly hostile. The anger and frustration levels mount and soon a small disagreement blows up into a major fight.

Simple differences like putting the lid back on the tooth paste or placing toilet paper on the roller “my way” can escalate to the condemning statement that “you never do anything right!” Conflicts over taking out the garbage, running errands while muttering to oneself, rolling your eyes, or throwing up your hands are examples which may lead to escalation. So what are the keys to keeping escalation in check?
** Keeping our emotions under control
** Sticking to the issue at hand 

Speaking of “rolling your eyes,” the second risk factor is called “invalidation.”  Previously we have noted the importance of ascribing worth or value to the other person. When one partner subtly or directly puts down the thoughts, feelings, or character of the other, they are basically making them feel worthless. Oftentimes “rolling your eyes” at someone is a not-so-subtle indication that we think their action or remark is ridiculous.

Some forms of invalidation:
** Direct, caustic remarks: One partner attacks the other person verbally. You can hear and feel the contempt one partner has for the other. Sarcastic phrases like "Well, I'm sorry I'm not perfect like you!" or "I forgot how lucky I am to be married to you!" can cut like a knife.  
** Subtle, even more hurtful remarks: Snide or sly little comments and gestures that give the other person the feeling that their input is not beneficial or useful. This is especially harmful when done in front of others. 
** Meaningless remarks: A trite cliché like "It's not so bad." While the statement may be true, it invalidates the other partner’s pain or discomfort. They may feel their fears or frustrations are inappropriate. When one partner is hurting, the other should support them with encouraging words that do not invalidate their pain or concerns.

The key to keeping invalidation in check: remembering that the other person does have value, and the goal is not destruction, but resolution. Once again we come back to the importance of unconditional love – even in the midst of a fight. Next week we will discuss the other two risk factors that threaten a healthy marriage
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