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A Note to Readers

Each of the 100 entries presented here is based on the research conclusions of scientists studying relationships. Each entry contains a key research finding complemented by advice and an example following from the finding. The research conclusions presented in each entry are based on a meta-analysis of research on relationships, which means that each conclusion is derived from the work of multiple researchers studying the same topic. To enable the reader to find further information on each topic, a reference to a supporting study is included in each entry, and a bibliography of recent work on relationships has also been provided.





Introduction

I was speaking to a group of senior citizens gathered in a community recreation center in Delray Beach, Florida. In the audience there must have been at least two dozen people who had been married for three decades or more. They had seen the full spectrum of relationshipsand heard the full spectrum of relationship advice. After my talk they asked what I was currently working on, and I mentioned I was studying research conclusions on relationships. Now the comments were flying in.

The seniors disagreed about a number of points, but they all nodded yes when one man said, Theres no topic out there with more bad advice. Well, maybe the stock market, but its up there. Top two, definitely. Stories came forward from couples married forty and fifty years about having been told by friends their marriage wouldnt last six months. Another said her mother told her on her wedding day she didnt think she would be married six weeks later.

There arent any songs about young people being encouraged by their friends and family to spend their lives togethertheyre all about warnings, one woman said. Its all how hard and terrible it will be. It will never last. Thats because relationships are the one thing everyone is a naysayer about when it comes to everybody elses situation.

Now, there wouldnt be any relationships if people applied this thinking to themselves. Personally, they have to be optimists. Of course things will work out. But with somebody else, its always, I dont know it will be tough. Are you sure youre ready?

While they shared a skepticism about bad adviceadvice that comes from people who are angry at the world or who want someone to commiserate withthey admitted they were apt to share their own views with their children, grandchildren, and sometimes just about anyone.

But their comments were generally spoken with an air of optimism and promise regarding their own relationshipsan optimism that was in stark contrast to the negative words they heard as younger men and women. Among the points they told me I should include in my book were


	Find a happy medium, which includes some time together and some time alone.

	Have patience, communication, and compromise.

	Talk out any problems that arise.

	Be unselfish.

	Have a strong work ethic, a sense of humor, and a love of family.

	Say Im sorry, thank you, and I forgot.

	Have mutual respect.

	Enjoy each others company.

	Work together for the true, the good, and the beautiful.

	Respect each others integrity, and understand differences.

	Show your appreciation for each other.

	Say, in sickness and in health, but never for lunch.

	Always say good night even if you are still upset about something.



While I explained that I would be working from the findings of scientific studies on relationships, the seniors told me I could come back anytime for more of their advice.

The 100 Simple Secrets of Great Relationships presents the conclusions of scientists who have studied the relationships, dating habits, and marriages of millions of people. Each entry presents the core scientific finding, a real-world example of the principle, and the basic advice you should follow to increase satisfaction with your personal life.

As I conducted the research for this book, combing through thousands of reports on relationships, I saw studies confirming many of the ideas the folks at the senior center had shared with me. And while the world around us has changed in innumerable ways since they were married, the core realities of human need for relationships and what humans need from relationships remain. And, in a great comfort to my friends at the senior center, these findings are not pessimistic. The great thrust of the research that has been done, and that I write about here, is completely in keeping with the wisdom of one of the gentlemen at the senior center, who said, It takes effort. It isnt easy. But anyone can do it. I mean, look at me, for example.





1

The Mundane Is Heroic

Some tasks we think of as difficult and their achievement noteworthy. Others we think of as boring and their achievement insignificant. Of course, the tasks that are noteworthy are often built on a foundation of the mundane. Firefighters study lifesaving techniques and firefighting protocols for years on end, and then one day they are called on to use their skills and knowledge to save a building and the people in it. Without the years of mundane commitment, there would be no moment of great achievement. We recognize that having a long-standing healthy relationship is an achievement. If you are married long enough, the local newspaper will take your picture and write up your story. But that achievement is built on a nearly infinite series of actions, including a daily, hourly, moment-to-moment commitment to each other. It is certainly not always easy, and the rewards are not always immediately apparent, but sacrificing your immediate preferences and being committed to sharing, caring, and listening are mundane but heroic steps toward your lifetime relationship goal.



Even before they dated, Kathy and William began working out together. Later, after they married, their interest and success in running led them to set a goal of running together in the Boston Marathon. After training for three years together working toward that goal, Kathys best time qualified her for the race and Williams did not.

William could have reacted in a variety of ways, all of them perfectly normal, given human nature. He could have wallowed in self-pity, dragging both himself and his wife down and making her feel somehow guilty for his exclusion. He could have asked Kathy to wait until they could run together. He could have resented his wifes ability to achieve and tried to sabotage her.

A big part of me wished I was out there running the marathon, of course, admitted William. So what did I do on race day? I went out to five or six locations and cheered her on. William chose to encourage rather than discourage. I lived vicariously through her. Her success is my success.

William says that in working out together, as in life together, jealousy, envy, and other unpleasant emotions can visit relationships, but the most important thing to remember is that were a team every dayrace day, too. We have to be able to give each other the freedom to be able to develop our own talents. To not stand in each others way, but to stand with each other, helping if we can, watching if we cant.



The ability to maintain open, healthy communication in a relationship is associated with strong levels of such highly regarded personal qualities as self-restraint, courage, generosity, commitment to justice, and good judgment.

Fowers 2001
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See Possibilities Where Others See Obstacles

In any relationship, it is possible to find evidence that suggests the relationship will thrive or evidence that predicts it just wont work. Even the strongest, best relationships experience problems that suggest it might not last. And even in the most tenuous relationships, there are reasons to think it just might work well. The real question is which evidence you pay more attention to. Constant attention to the weaknesses of any relationship will weaken it. Constant attention to the strengths of any relationship will strengthen it.



It is perhaps the ultimate example of love and devotion trumping religious differences and the associated political differences: Pam is Jewish, Adil is Muslim, and they have been happily married for more than a decade.

Adil explains the effort it takes to keep his world in order: When I am with my mother I say we about the Muslims, and when I am here with my wife I say we about the Jews. Sometimes I stop and dont know what to saywe, they.

The political issues can go on and on, Pam sighed. But I always like to take things back to our lives, to here and now.

When they met, Adil was interested in asking Pam out on a date but worried she might not want to be involved with a Muslim. I remember this tension, thinking if I should tell her right away that I am a Muslim, he recalled.

I wasnt oblivious and I was well aware of the differences, she said. But I thought I had the courage to manage. While both sets of parents were ultimately supportive, the society Adil and Pam chose to inhabit wasnt.

People are so intense, said Pam. Everywhere you go it is Jew, Arab, Arab, Jew. You cant just be. There have been many double takes, criticisms, and insults. Too many to count.

Determined and in love, Adil and Pam have worked to straddle the distance between Jewish and Muslim cultures, to exist in the open. In the meantime, symbols and sounds of coexistence permeate their home. Their dining room armoire displays a Koran next to a menorah. The family celebrates Jewish holidays alongside Muslim ones.

It is possible for this to work, Pamela said. A committed couple can survive. If we had considered only the difficulties, we would have nothing. But we saw past them, and now we have everything that matters.

If there is anything our relationship might suggest about how our two worlds can get along, it is compromise, Adil said. Its the magic word.



In an experiment performed with couples who were experiencing conflict, half of the couples were asked to discuss the best part of their relationship and half to discuss the worst aspect of their relationship. Couples discussing the positive side of their relationship reduced their stress level by 15 percent, while couples discussing the negative side saw their stress level increase 48 percent.

Sullivan 2001
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Set Rules for Conflict

While every relationship has disagreements, the number and severity of those disagreements vary tremendously. You are never going to agree on everything, and you shouldnt try to agree on everything. But one vital agreement will help you reduce the pain of disagreements: choosing a method for your discussions. It is not uncommon to find two people in a relationship with wildly different ideas about how to deal with conflict. Some rush into it the first moment they notice the problem, others hint around the problem without directly stating it, and still others try to avoid the subject and perhaps the instigating event altogether. The real problem arises when two people in a relationship adopt different approaches. Now not only do they have to deal with the conflict at hand, but the difference in their approaches alone causes tension. Level the playing field in your discussions by deciding how you can air concerns to each other in a format that allows both of you to participate.



James Leija knows a thing or two about conflict. Hes a professional boxer, among the best in the lightweight class. Although I box, I hit people. I do it within the rules. You have to have rulesor you have no sport.

He lives his life by the same standard. James and his wife, Lisa, were high school sweethearts before getting married. They have no wedding day photos because James was still black and blue from U.S. Olympic boxing trials on the big day. Now, in addition to his career, they focus on raising their children and the family dog (a boxer named Knuckles).

The first years were lean. James turned pro but barely made enough money to pay for his training expenses. Lisa worked as a receptionist and paid for everything else. They drove a beat-up car. We never once fought about money because we both agreed there were more important things in life, Lisa says. But it was rough.

Finally James told his manager, Lester Bedford, that he could no longer afford to keep boxing. Bedford begged him to reconsider and gave Lisa $250 for Christmas. The Leijas persevered, month to month, fight to fight, hoping for a break.

The break finally came with a fight against a top contender and, when James won, a bout against the champion. By the time he had claimed the world junior lightweight title, he was rich beyond his imagination. Its like were living out a book, Lisa says. You can hardly wait to see whats going to happen next. We have an awesome story. We didnt hide from each other. We faced our fears and our hard times together.

Now, instead of money worries, they have to deal with groupies. Girls just threw themselves at him during autograph sessions, manager Lester recalls. Before they could argue over it, James thought about Lisas feelings and decided to avoid places where he would draw too much attention.

This is a sport where divorce is as common as blood in the ring, Lester says. But James and Lisa have figured out how to put each other first.



While people may employ many different conflict resolution strategies in a relationship, when both partners use the same strategy they experience 12 percent less conflict and are 31 percent more likely to report their relationship is satisfying.

Pape 2001
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Anyone Can Find a Happy Relationship

Describe the kinds of people you think are destined for a happy relationship. What kind of work do they do? How old are they? How much money do they make? How much education do they have? What religion are they? You probably have some pretty strong images in your mind. But the truth is that none of these factors determines relationship quality. People of every kind of background have found happiness in relationships, and people of every kind of background have encountered difficulties. Fulfilling relationships have everything to do with who you are but not with what you are.



Rick works for the forestry service in Wyoming. He says his unit is stationed halfway between the middle of nowhere and not much else. In the tiny isolated towns in the area, there are few men and even fewer women.

I still have hope that Ill find the right woman, and Im holding out for that, says Rick, who is thirty-two and unmarried. Its not just a fantasy. I believe theres something like a soul mate out there, something close to that true connection, that feeling when you know you cant live without this other person and you dont want to. But at the same time its scary. What if I dont find her?

I dont expect everything today, he continues. There arent very many women out here, but I know what I am and what Ive done will be interesting to peopleand when Im back in the world I know someone will want to find out more.

He concludes, Im not working on a deadlineIm not a product on the shelf thats going to expire. Im going to live my life and find someone. I have no doubt. Look around you at the evidenceall sorts of people are finding each other all the time, all over the place. Ill find the right person for me.



Age, income, education, and religion are unrelated to the likelihood of relationship satisfaction.

Koehne 2000
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Its Not How Hard You Try

Im going to work on my relationship.

Im going to put my all into it.

Weve heard platitudes about hard work all our lives. But trying really hard, by itself, is not a recipe for success. In fact, maximum effort can be a great source of frustration and pain when our efforts are not rewarded with a better relationship. Work on your relationship with meaningful goals that will contribute to your relationships health and your happiness. Work on your relationship with logic and reason, not with maximum effort.



Nicole had pictured this day almost her entire life. It was all she had thought about for months. Everything she did was focused on it. It was to be a picture-perfect wedding.

The flowers had been imported from New Zealand. The reception was planned for the Grand Salon of the Essex House in Manhattan. Nicole was wearing a stunning Cristoff-designed wedding gown, with a four-karat diamond ring glistening on her left hand.

Everything was set on the wedding day. Except for one small detail: Nicoles fianc had already left for their Tahitian honeymoon. Without her. The brides mother watched as a beautiful wedding turned into a nightmare. Nicole soldiered on and attended the reception party for the nonwedding and then went about putting her world back in order.

Friends quietly wondered if the wedding fiasco wasnt a case of trying too hard. Sometimes people see marriage differently. They see their relationship to one another differently. One may think shes being open and honest in professing her love and pushing the relationship, but the other may just feel pushed, said a friend. She needed to pace the relationship. You can go too fast and try too hard.



People who said they were trying hard to improve their relationship were 33 percent less likely to be happy than were people who said they were putting some effort into improving their relationship.

Hairston 2001
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You Have Nothing to Envy

If you were thinking about potential partners, you would no doubt be excited about finding someone who was very successful at work. And yet in a relationship, people often find themselves envious of the success of their partner. They begin to see the success of their partner as a personal failure or as a score in some kind of competition. This makes little sense and does no one any good. There is no trophy for bettering your partner. The real prize goes to those who refuse to compete with their partner. That prize is contentment and a more satisfying relationship.



When George Burns and Gracie Allen first teamed up onstage to perform a comedy act in the 1930s, he had the experience and she was new to the business. George took the lead and had Gracie feed him the straight lines while he told all the jokes. The act was a disaster. The trained seal got more applause, Burns said.

The next night George took the straight lines and gave Gracie all the laugh lines. The rest is show business history. Or as George put it, I asked Gracie about her brother, and she talked for the next thirty-eight years.

First onstage, then on radio, and then on TV, the real-life and stage couple played their roles to the hilt, she a befuddled wife, he an exasperated husband. All the while, Gracie was the center of attention, telling the jokes while George worked the setups for her lines.

For George Burns, standing out of the spotlight in the act while his wife was the center of the show was simply a recognition of ability. Gracie had a talent the audience loved. I had a talent the audience didnt. I knew how to write it, and she knew how to say it.

Gracie got all the laughs, he added, and that was all right with me, because we split the salaries, and that was good, too.

Married for four decades until Gracie passed away, George Burns always wanted her recognized as the star of the show. Gracie should always have top billing, he said.



People who feel a sense of competition with their partner are 37 percent less likely to feel that their relationship is satisfying.

Romero-Medina 2001
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Attitude Triumphs over Outcome

People can get discouraged easily. We want something badly, and when we cant seem to get it we can lose hope. But the world is changing every day. You are changing every day. There is no way to predict exactly what will happen or when it will happen. What you can do is continue. Continue being someone who contributes to others happiness. Continue being someone who sees the good around you. Continue being someone who would offer love, affection, and support to the right partner.



Ellen has lived and worked in New York City for almost a decade. She says looking for a relationship in the city can be harder than finding a seat on the subway at rush hour.

Everyone has their guard up, and everybody has a busy schedule and an agenda. It is sometimes hard to just relax and meet someone.

Theres not a lot of warmth because people are in a hurry, Ellen says. People are putting in long hours, and its hard to make a transition to being social. People are defensive. If you try to approach a stranger, the reaction is, Who are you? Are you normal?

Ellen has not given up; in fact, shes convinced things can only get better. Five years ago, I was getting pretty serious with a guy I was dating. I trusted him. After we dated a few months, he told the building manager he was my husband, and they gave him the key to my apartment.

He took jewelry and camera equipment, found the keys to my car, and drove my stuff away in it.

Fortunately for Ellen, he also stole one more thing. He took a pair of concert tickets. They were really good seats. Thats how the cops found himin my seats at a rock concert at Madison Square Garden. With another woman.

Im glad I have a positive outlook. I get a good laugh out of all this. I dont let it bother me; I just keep on dating.



In long-term studies of people over the course of multiple decades, the capacity to ultimately find a happy relationship was not affected by the age when they first fell in love. But it was affected by the persons attitude toward their experiences.

Werner and Smith 2001
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Dont Be Bound by Tradition

How many times have we heard a parent, grandparent, or other senior person tell us about how they did things in their day? We have so much exposure to some traditional ideas and behaviors that we are almost forced to assume that they are both important and reasonable. In reality, over time the patterns in relationships have been evolving dramatically. For a relationship to function and thrive, we must live within our own standards, not those imposed from another time.


Jaime thought he was a good husband and father. He worked long days, but his work paid for lifes necessities. On days off his attitude was Dont bother me.

He remembers the ominous feeling in the pit of his stomach when his own father used to come home late from work. It never seemed like he wanted to be there with my mom and us. Yet, Jaime was ashamed to admit, he seemed to be repeating the cycle.

Jaime says that his experience is all too common. The story my friends tell all the time is that they saw their own dads just going to work. That was the role of the man. The role of the woman was to keep tabs on the kids. Latino dads find it hard to express positive emotionto tell their wife how important she is or to tell their kids they are making you proud.

Finally I cut the circle. I said no more. I want my wife and children to come to me
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