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By Christina Elston

T he days – especially the weekdays –
for many of us who are parents hap-
pen something like this: We wake to

the alarm clock and one spouse jumps in
the shower while the other wakes and feeds
the kids. We struggle to get everyone clean,
dressed and out the door to school and
work. At the end of the day, everyone gets
home exhausted and begins to tackle home-
work, dinner, baths, bedtime stories and
other stuff.

When the kids are finally in bed, we
agree to text each other tomorrow to figure
out who’s picking up the children and who’s
stopping by the grocery store for milk and
salad, then switch on the TV. “We don’t
give each other an undivided 10 minutes a
day,” says Pat Staten, MFT, a Los Angeles
marriage counselor (www.patstatenla.com).
“All of our conversations are sideways
instead of face-to-face.” 

With hearts and flowers in the air and
Valentine’s Day on the horizon, the pres-
sure’s on to ramp up the romance. Give one
or two of these tricks a try, and you’ll feel
more ready for the “big day.” 

Make a Mini-Connection. Bonnie
Weil, Ph.D. (www.doctorbonnie.com),
author of the bestselling Make Up Don’t
Break Up (Adams Media Corporation, 1999)
with a revised edition due out this month,
also calls these “verbal aphrodisiacs,” and
the concept is simple. It just means taking
time for those little greetings and farewells

that happen every day. “You’d be surprised
how many people don’t kiss each other
good-bye,” Weil marvels.  

Begin after you smack the alarm into
silence at dawn by staying in bed long
enough to cuddle up to your spouse and say
“Good morning.” Then before you leave
the house, check in with that kiss, or take it
to the next level by gazing into your part-
ner’s eyes and saying something like, “I
can’t wait to see you later.” When you get
home in the evening, drop everything and
take a second to greet each other. And get
into bed at the same time each night for a
good-night kiss, even if one partner needs
to get back up a few minutes later. 

You can change things up by compliment-
ing something your spouse is wearing, or
thanking them for a meal they cooked or a
chore they took care of. Toss in the ever-
popular “I love you” for good measure. “You
have to keep up with these little things that
bond you,” Weil insists. “This is 30 seconds
I’m talking about, so there’s no excuse.”

Take 10. If you can put together 10
minutes a day you can put yourselves on a
path to better communication and intimacy,
says Dave Richo, Ph. D., author of How To
Be An Adult In Relationships (Shambala,
2002) (www.davericho.com). So grab some
quiet time after the kids are in bed and share
your “appreciations and resentments.” Take
turns completing the following sentences.

“One thing I appreciate about you is ….”
(Each partner should have at least three of
these.)

Feel    L vethe �
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A Little Communication Can
Boost Your Marriage Connecti�n

“One thing I resent is ….” (No need to
make any up if you don’t have any.)

Don’t answer your partner’s statements,
except to say “thank you for telling me.” If
there is a resentment that is ongoing,
make an appointment to discuss it and fig-
ure out how to make some changes. The
exercise is a way to get your feelings out
there so that those everyday kindnesses
(setting out the Cheerios in the morning,
doing the laundry) aren’t taken for grant-
ed, and your resentments (always having to
pick up the kids from soccer practice)
don’t boil over.

“Many of us will go day after day, and
no feeling statement is ever made,” says
Richo, who contrasts this with movies,
where characters make feeling statements
constantly. “That’s what makes it interest-
ing,” he says. Expressing feelings can make
your marriage more interesting, too.

Yes, this might feel awkward at first, but
eventually you will get used to communicat-
ing this way, and even start doing it
unprompted throughout the day. “It intro-
duces the ingredients of feeling, which
won’t come out if all you are talking about
is the plan for the day,” Richo says. “After
awhile you just automatically flow with it.”

Change the way you say “thank
you.” When your partner does something
you appreciate, don’t just toss off a casual
“thanks.” Take a moment to think about
why you want to thank them, and get spe-
cific. “Appreciation, when we’re really
tuned in with it, is something that comes

from our hearts,” says relationship coach
Daniela Koenig (www.attractingreal
love.com). So instead of saying, “Thank
you for taking out the trash,” you might
come up with something like this:
“Because you took out the trash I had a
few extra minutes to read to the kids
before bed. It was really nice.”

An added bonus is that when you stop
to consider why you are grateful for some-
thing, you’re tuning into what you like
about your spouse. “It’s a way of counting
our own blessings, too,” Koenig says. “It’s
a gift to both of us.”

You and your partner can take this up a
notch by asking each other how you like to
receive appreciation. For this, Koenig uses a

tool called “The Appreciation Interview,”
created by Drs. Gay and Kathlyn Hendricks
of The Hendricks Institute (www.
hendricks.com). The first question gets
right to the heart of the matter: “How do
you most like to be appreciated?”

“Sometimes we think we should be able
to intuit what our partner wants, but I
think that’s a lot of pressure we put on
ourselves,” Koenig says. Some people like
a verbal “thank you,” others like hugs.
Some want to be appreciated in public,

Sometimes we think we should be able
to intuit what our partner wants, but
that’s a lot of pressure.

-Relationship Coach, Daniela Koenig
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while others find that embarrassing. By checking in with
each other, neither partner has to second-guess.

Just stop. Not quite ready for all that talking? Feeling
overwhelmed by the daily necessities of family life and all the
responsibilities you and your spouse share? “Rather than just
continuing to pass the baton, stop a second,” urges Tony
Malinda, MFT, a family therapist who has a private practice
in West Los Angeles. “Shift out of auto pilot.” Empty your
hands, grab your partner and share a huge hug right where
you’re standing. “A big hug feels really good,” Malinda
reminds us. 

Weil points out that a 30-second hug or kiss is enough to
release brain chemicals called endorphins. They’re the same
ones that show up during strenuous exercise and orgasm.
They bring on feelings of well-being, and can even calm the
fight-or-flight tension we feel during an argument.

Time travel. Remember when you were dating?
Chances are you were both feeling the love back then –
with little apparent effort. One fun way to reminisce and
recapture some romance is for you and your spouse to
make lists of things you used to do when you first fell in
love, exchange lists and try them out now. Consider sur-
prise treats like bringing your partner ice cream, picking
up their favorite magazine or something else they like just
to make them feel special. “Those are things we used to do
in the beginning, but we get lazy,” says Weil.

To help the conversation take a more romantic turn,
Staten advises staying away from topics like the kids and the
bills. Instead, talk about yourself, talk about each other, talk
about your plans and your dreams and your goals. “These
are the things that you used to talk about when you were
dating,” she says. “We stop talking head-on about the impor-
tant things. I think we have to guard against that.” �

Christina Elston is Managing Editor of L.A. Parent.
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Speaking of dating, most relationship
experts advocate “date nights,” either week-
ly or at least twice a month. Here are some
tips to make yours a success:

• Take turns planning. “That starts the
connection going,” Staten says, because you
have to spend time thinking about each
other as you plan, and the planning doesn’t
fall to the same person every week.

• Schedule a family meeting first. Ideally,
you’ll have your family meeting shortly
before your date night (i.e. family meeting
Friday night, date night Saturday). This lets
you get the business of family life discussed
and dealt with, and frees up the conversation
during couple time. If family issues do come
up on your date, agree to defer them to the
next family meeting, suggests Koenig. 

• Let each other vent. Let your partner talk
for 15 minutes (set a timer if you need to,
Staten suggests) and just listen without trying
to solve their problems. You’ll be happy when
it’s your turn.

• Plan a diversion. Movies are a surefire way
to steer your conversation away from the mun-
dane, so take in a show and then have dinner
together. “If the conversation turns into kids
and bills again, try to keep it on the positive
side,” Malinda urges.

Date Night Rules
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