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Why Marriages Fail (Part 2)

In every marriage more than a week old, there are grounds for divorce. The trick is to find, and continue to find, the grounds for marriage. – Robert Anderson

Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? – Bible

Basically there are four risk factors that may threaten a healthy marriage (or any relationship). Last week we zoomed in on two of them, “escalation” and “invalidation.” Simply these two factors involve 1) making a mountain out of a molehill and 2) giving the impression that one partner doesn’t value the other. This week we continue our exploration with the last two.

The third risk factor is “negative interpretations:”

** Suspecting the partner’s motives. Negative interpretations occur when one partner consistently believes that the motives of the other are more negative than is really the case.  For example: Susan wants to travel to her parents for Thanksgiving. Sam responds with concerns about travel costs and limited vacation time. Susan may accept Sam’s reasons or choose to think that Sam really doesn’t like or want to be with her parents.

** Mind reading, assuming without clarifying. Often we want to believe the worst rather than the best.  We all have been guilty of finishing someone else’s sentence for them. If we don’t ask for clarification, we can easily put a negative spin on a comment meant as neutral or even positive. 

Negative interpretations are difficult to eliminate but we can do so simply by choosing to believe the positive and by giving feedback or asking questions. In a marriage this is vital. 

The last risk factor involves: “withdrawal and avoidance.” The previous three risk factors cannot be addressed if these occur.

** Withdrawal from the partner’s concerns: Unwilling to take part in or stay in a discussion that might appear threatening. This seems to be more of a problem for men. We all know the phrase, “macho man” and the misguided notion that they are strong, silent types. Real men are not macho men. Real men communicate, especially with their wives and families.

Withdrawal examples: During an argument, the partner leaves the room, simply “turns off” or “shuts down.” They often become quiet during an argument, look away, or agree quickly to a partner's suggestion just to end the conversation, with no real intention of following through.

** Avoidance of the partner’s concerns: “I don’t want to talk about it.” is a common refrain. Avoidance partners want to turn off the conversation on certain subjects --- before they start. They prefer the topic not come up at all. If it does, they may decide to not participate – withdraw.

Why does a person avoid or withdraw from discussing certain topics? Macho men, or not, there may be insecurity, a fear of conflict, or feelings of inadequacy. My sister faced this problem at its worst when her former husband decided he was not as capable as she was. She had a college education and he was an auto mechanic (a good one, by the way). No amount of encouragement from her had any effect, and he chose divorce as his way of withdrawing. A tragedy. Yet it happens all the time.

How can we eliminate or minimize the impact of these risk factors on our marriage and other relationships? If we treat the other person with open, honest communication, forgiveness, and unconditional love, we’ve done all we can do. 

Do we get angry sometimes? Yes. However, “don’t let the sun go down on your anger.” We will explore the topic of anger later.
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