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Foreword

When Drs. Ellis and Harper wrote How to Stop Destroying Your Relationships, published in 2001, they had considered simply revising their 1961 publication, A Guide to Successful Marriage. However, because of the many changes intimate relationships have undergone since the 1960s, the authors had the wisdom not to do that, but chose instead to write a different book that reflected the evolution of relationships. In the ’60s, intimate relationships typically resulted in marriage, marriage was between a man and a woman, people gen erally did not live together prior to marriage, and marriages commonly lasted longer than they do now. When A Guide to Successful Marriage was written, gender roles were rigid, women were socialized to believe that their “job” was to be wives and mothers rather than equal partners in the workplace, and same-sex or mixed-race couples were not very common, nor were they accepted by the culture. Obviously a new book needed to reflect—and this one does—the immense changes that have transpired since the 1960s while at the same time maintaining the core REBT concepts that contribute so significantly to successful dating and mating.

Albert Ellis and Robert Harper met in 1950 at the American Association of Marital and Family Therapy and maintained a relationship until Harper’s death in 2004. Harper became one of Ellis’s first collaborators and a longstanding staunch supporter. They both worked in the field of sex and marriage for many years and wrote several books together; equally important, they were both “outlaws,” united in their distaste for puritanical ideas, particularly in the field of marriage and sex. Their combined years of extensive experience as clinicians and scholars more than qualified them to publish a self-help book for couples who want to learn how to relate more effectively with each other. The authors’ stated goal is to help couples relate more “interestingly” and “enjoyably” (p. 2)—and what couple wouldn’t want that? In their no-nonsense, down-to-earth manner, the authors systematically describe, through verbatim transcripts, case studies, and numerous exercises, how couples can work on themselves to have a positive impact on their relationships.

I recently reread How to Stop Destroying Your Relationships and was impressed with the relevance of the concepts for contemporary couples of “all makes and models.” Having personally worked for many years with couples in private practice, what I have seen all too often is what Ellis and Harper emphasize in this book, that it takes two people to make a couple. But when couples have problems, they tend to blame the relationship or their partner instead of looking at all the elements that make up the whole. This is best exemplified when the partners are unwilling to change or the therapist is unsuccessful in helping them “own” their problems: partners who don’t look at how each contributes to relationship problems take their problems into the next relationship. For instance, if each fails to see that demands about how the partner should behave contribute to the problems in the relationship and as a result the relationship ends, each may enter a new relationship only to fall into the same pattern of making demands of the new partner. As Ellis and Harper point out in their book, blaming others is easier than taking a look at one’s own issues. If this example applies to you, this book will help you break out of your old patterns and get on a new and improved track.

When you look at the contents of this book, you see that Ellis and Harper pinpoint pertinent issues that all types of couples face throughout the course of a relationship. It would be a very rare but lucky couple who don’t have some issues with communication, sex, money, in-laws, and perhaps the decision whether or not to have children. The book’s emphasis on building a deep and long-lasting relationship is undoubtedly of value to every couple; thus it is as relevant today as ever. Despite new challenges that may have arisen since 2001, Ellis and Harper’s main contention still applies: the key to a successful relationship is to understand that it cannot change until the individuals recognize how their beliefs affect their emotions and behaviors, and in turn, the relationship. This concept is the cornerstone of REBT and hasn’t changed since the inception of the theory in the 1950s; it transcends time and has retained its relevance.

As a therapist, I was especially pleased to note once again that chapter 3 addresses the importance of having realistic views about a relationship. So often, couples set themselves up for disappointment and perhaps failure by clinging to the myth of romantic love as the “key” to success. If they buy into this myth, they believe that “love will conquer all,” that they must “always satisfy each other’s needs,” and that “if they love each other, they will never disagree” (because to disagree would mean there was something drastically wrong with the relationship). If your goal as a reader is to have realistic expectations about your relationship and relate more successfully with your partner, the exercises at the end of that chapter should be particularly helpful.

Readers who wish to use this self-help book to improve their relationships will find it works in many ways. First, the book is easy and entertaining to read. It is apparent that Ellis and Harper had great senses of humor, were authentic as therapists, and knew what they were talking about. Second, they use short case examples and session transcripts to help the reader understand the concepts. There is not a lot of jargon or “psychological babble” to put readers off—it is a straightforward read with ideas that make sense. Third, as mentioned, the exercises at the end of each chapter are thought-provoking and enlightening. As a way of communicating and working through issues that are or could become problematic, both partners can complete these exercises individually, then discuss your responses.

If you want to work on your relationships, this comprehensive book can be very empowering. You first need to accept Ellis and Harper’s contention that it is only partly true that another person’s behavior upsets you and recognize that you largely disturb yourself about your partner’s actions. Once you have achieved this, you can begin to realize that while you might not be able to change the other person, you can change how you think about the other’s behavior and thus reduce the strong negative emotions and behaviors that impede good communication and problem solving. By conscientiously completing the exercises in each chapter you can learn basic REBT concepts and recognize your own behaviors that contribute to or sabotage good relationships. Ellis and Harper have shared information that from experience they know works! It is up to you to apply the concepts to your own relationships. Meeting this challenge may take some persistence, but little in life is accomplished without effort—and this definitely applies to relationships. Does it make sense to think a relationship can thrive if you never give it a tune up? Of course not! This self-help book will give you lots of insight into how to stop destroying your relationships. So start reading, apply the ideas, and enjoy your “new and improved” relationship.

Ann Vernon, Ph.D.
President, Albert Ellis Institute


Preface

Do we have the right to pen a new book on dating, mating, and relating? Well, yes—in fact, we do. Both of us have worked for decades in the sex/marriage/family (SMF) field—teaching, counseling, writing, and speaking. Both of us are pioneers in liberal and democratic approaches to SMF problems, sometimes to our detriment. Largely because of our full-time business as psychologists we have never undertaken a revision of our 1961 book, A Guide to Successful Marriage. For all its usefulness and continued popularity, changes in the four decades since the book appeared have made a revision seem inadequate. Instead, we decided to produce a new and different book on how two people can intimately relate, mainly—though it may sound odd—for their own sheer enjoyment.

In this book, we use the word “intimate” to refer simply to a “close personal relationship,” not to indicate a sexual relationship. You and your partner may have a close relationship though nothing erotic has ever occurred between you, while another couple, even if they copulate extensively, may never develop real intimacy. We will focus on your achieving and maintaining intimacy in a close relationship, whether you are married or single, having sex or not, heterosexual or homosexual. The close relationships we will look at are those in which people are married or living together in an intimate, and not merely sexual, relationship. We will show you how when a close personal relationship of yours falters or fails, the relationship itself is rarely entirely to blame. We shall explore not only the nature of your problems, but ways of alleviating them.

As we try to be in our relationship therapy, so in this book we will strive to be even-handed and nonjudgmental in our approach. We will look at several types of couples: young and older, gay and straight; and show how overcoming difficulties in close personal relationships is similar to handling individual problems. So try to learn from the variety of couples presented. Don’t pass over those that seem foreign to you, as the relationship and its problems might be closer to your own than you expect.

What we emphasize first and foremost is choice. Our mission is to help two (or more) people to relate more interestingly and enjoyably to one another—but only if they so choose. You are free to decide to relate to other people or not at all. No one must learn to function well in couplehood, but we have found that an overwhelming majority of people do want to learn how to do so.

While couples and families normally live with other people, couples are the main focus of this book. However, in many instances, close personal relationships include more than two people, so we have included chapters on getting along together and with others, including friends, in-laws, and children. We look closely at couples, remembering that we are not dealing with a mystical “relationship” but with two interacting individuals. The individual is key to the relationship, because only by working on him or herself does each individual improve his or her interaction.

Fun is a great ingredient in a close relationship, so we even try, while endorsing this concept, to have some fun ourselves. In our rational emotive behavior therapy (REBT) philosophy, long-term enjoyment of life is what makes sense. We hope you find such long-term satisfaction and your own sparkling happy couple in the process.

Cheers,

Albert Ellis, Ph.D.
Albert Ellis Institute
New York City

Robert A. Harper, Ph.D.
Washington, D.C.
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