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Baggage consists of habitual beliefs, feelings, and actions that you learned in your 
er partners. Like all habits, they have become 

automatic--so automatic that you repeat them in your present relationship, even when they 

 

 
ich the two people lead 

parallel lives. You can wound each other over and over again, until your marriage becomes a 

n 
ance into a deep bond that grows over the 

years.  

ip habits.  

ool. His dad coached his teams. When he left home, he 
knew how to balance a checkbook, apply for a job, and save to buy a house. What he didn't 
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Unpack Your Relationship Ba

Last week at a party, a woman I was chatting with said that she thought people give up on
marriage too easily. Even if the marriage can't be saved, people need to dig deeper to 
understand their problems, she said. Otherwise, we just carry our baggage to the next 
relationship.  

What is baggage, anyway? How do you know when it's weighing down your relationship? 
And what can you do about it?  

relationship with your parents and oth

don't really fit the situation. It's hard to see what you're doing because it's second nature to 
you. And it doesn't help that your partner is doing the exact same thing. When you react to
each other with hurt or anger that's really leftover from a past situation, it's confusing at best 
and often very painful.  

In moments like these, you have three choices. You can sweep things under the carpet, grow
apart, and have one of those polite, passionless marriages in wh

source of pain rather than comfort. Or, you can learn how your relationship habits work. 
This brings you closer together and gives you the free choice to respond to each other i
more loving ways. This is how you turn rom

Since you are reading this, I assume you favor the latter approach, so here's a short course in 
how to unpack your baggage. Study the clues that reveal your relationsh

Clue #1: What did your parents model and teach?  

Like so many people, Dave's parents showed they loved him through actions rather than 
words. They volunteered at his sch

know how to do was tell someone when he felt sad, upset, or lonely. That kind of talk wasn't 
seen as productive in his house. He can still hear his mom telling him not to "borrow 
trouble," which was her view of emotional processing.  



This style of operating worked OK for him when things were going well. But when 
something stressful happened, like a fight with his wife or the time he got laid off, he would 

Clue #2: How do you communicate?  

our natural tendency might be to avoid talking about relationship issues until you are so 
he pressure. On the other hand, if there 

ing to the grocery store might turn 

 relationship with someone who overreacts. Those of us who are 
constantl

find himself confused and overwhelmed, and sometimes a bit depressed. This was pretty 
frustrating for his wife, who tended to take it personally when Dave wouldn't talk to her.  

Most of us have a tendency to either underreact or overreact. If you had parents like Dave's, 
y
upset you absolutely have to or your partner turns up t
was a lot of drama in your house, just deciding who's go
into a highly emotional discussion.  

We have a natural drive to seek balance in our lives. If your habit is to underreact, you'll 
probably find yourself in a

y taking our own emotional pulse are attracted to the person who would rather 
the garage than talk about a feeling. At some level, we know this is going to 

 and make our lives much more interesting. But sometimes the growth can be 
ore than we bargained for. Then we think, To heck with healthy balance! We just long to 

eone who can help us grow, we see 

ied, they had a hard time talking about the every day 
financial details that every couple has to deal with. Karen had a way of "checking out" 

 

oo 
 and that feeling of being overwhelmed 

can become a habitual reaction that continues into adulthood.  

When Karen and Jack would try to talk money, she would get that same feeling of panic that 
young. A problem wasn't just a problem to be solved. Anything 

relating to money felt like a crisis to Karen.  

f you study these clues, your thoughts, feelings, and behavior will start to make a lot 

act, 

 by chance you're reading this and thinking, that's not happening in 
y relationship, don't lose heart.  

 patience. We need an attitude of exploration but, too often, what we get 
is an attitude of accusation. How do you react when your partner is avoiding an important 
discussion? B

clean out 
make us grow
m
do what comes naturally. And instead of seeing som
someone who is doing horrible things to us.  

Clue #3: What pushes your buttons?  

When Karen and Jack were first marr

that Jack didn't understand or know how to deal with. The result was that they overspent
and some missed out on some opportunities. Karen's family had been quite poor when she 
was young and she can remember times when her parents couldn't pay the rent. Knowing t
much about adult problems just overwhelms a child

she did when she was 

I
more sense to you. Once they do, you'll find you have more ability to choose your reactions, 
which means you can respond more to the present and less to the past.  

The best way to unpack your baggage is with the loving support of your partner. In f
many relationship experts will say that this emotional growth is the main purpose of an 
intimate relationship. If
m

You may need more

y telling him he's cold and unfeeling and irresponsible? Then, he'll never be 
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able to open up and explore his relationship habits.  

Or maybe you turn the accusations on yourself. You think he's not talking because there's 
something wrong with you. If so, try to give yourself more patience. All that's happening is 
your relationship is forcing you to grow and that's the way it should be.  

With loving patience, unpacking your baggage together can be richly rewarding and even 
fun. It's the key to a relationship that not only lasts, but deepens and grows over the years.  
 
A Bride's Perspective on Pre-Marital Counseling  
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
I loved the Honeymoon Toolkit pre-marital counseling package. You are someone both men 
and women can talk to and we were both made to feel as comfortable as possible. We learned 
a lot about how to better communicate with each other and also why we communicate 
differently. Thank you!  

Meredith 
Seattle, WA  
 
Seattle Bride Magazine Interviews Claire  
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
I'm delighted that Seattle Bride is singing the praises of pre-marital counseling in their 
current issue, Fall/Winter 2004. After all, research shows that marriage preparation can 
increase your chances of a happy marriage by 30%. I'm also delighted to be quoted in the 
article, "Making Marriage Last."  

The author of the article, Lisa Wogan, has noticed that pre-marital counseling is growing in 
popularity with Seattle couples. While she was interviewing me, she mentioned that these 
days when she reports on local weddings, she often encounters couples who have been to 
counseling. Two or three years ago, that was rare.  

Click below to read the article. Or pick up the issue at your local newsstand.  
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Read on...  
 
Claire Hatch, LICSW is a counselor and mediator who specializes in helping couples turn conflict to 
closeness. Based in Kirkland, Washington, Claire has been featured in Glamour and Seattle Bride 
magazines, and writes the “Relationship Guide” column for www.byrecommendationonly.com. A 
stimulating and entertaining presenter, she gives seminars and speeches on such topics as how to 
“Stop Arguments Before They Start.” Visit www.clairehatch.com or contact Claire by email at:  
claire@clairehatch.com. 
 
You are welcome to reproduce this article anywhere as long as you include the Contact 
information above. 




