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Carl and Sarah Simpson


(Fictitious Names)

Personal Data

Carl (37) and Sarah (36), married seven years, have sought counseling because they want to improve a marriage that has recently been characterized by increasingly frequent conflict and lessened intimacy.  They have three children:  Michael (6), Paul (5), and Esther (2).  Paul has recently been diagnosed with an attention deficit disorder with hyperactivity by the Educational Psychologist in their school district.  Carl reports a close relationship with his mother, who lives nearby.  Sarah reports estrangement from her parents who live in Illinois and are now divorced.

Presenting Complaints

Carl and Sarah feel discouraged by their marriage.  They argue often over many topics--notably tensions about the amount of time involvement that is required of Carl at work and home, sexual relations (frequency), child-rearing concerns around Paul's ADDH and potential favoritism among children, differential religious involvement, household chores, degree of Carl's participation at home, and whether they should move to a section of town that has a better school system and less risk of crime.


Both feel unappreciated and devalued--especially during times of conflict, but extending into many areas of the relationship.  Both feel demoralized and do not believe that much can be done to improve their marriage.  They feel that they must attend counseling to give it a try, but they don't believe that counseling will help.  They complain about an eroded love between them, and they express little faith that any amount of work can really restore their relationship.

Relationship History

Carl and Sarah met nine years ago on the production line at a local plant.  Carl was line supervisor and Sarah was a worker on the line.  Sarah initiated the contact, and they began seeing each other.  Carl had been seeing another woman, but he was attracted to Sarah.  He continued to see both women for a time.  Eventually Sarah confronted him with needing to make a choice.  He chose Sarah.  The other woman moved, and soon thereafter, Carl asked Sarah to marry.  They had seen each other for two years at the time of marriage.


They conceived on their honeymoon in Jamaica, and Michael was born at the beginning of their tenth month.  Neither felt ready for parenthood.  Sarah quit work, and Carl felt increasing financial pressure to support the family.  He began to spend more time at work.  Sarah conceived with Paul within two months after Michael's birth, despite their using birth control.  With Paul's birth, both parents felt an increase in demands on their time.  At the birth, Carl sold his car--a Vette--and entered a local community college.  He received an AA degree after two years and transferred to a large state university within the city, where, after three additional years, he received a B. A. in Business (Management).  The recent graduation has precipitated much new arguing.


Both are highly over-committed to various activities, burdened with pressure.  The time strains place a burden on their lives, reducing the time they have for sexual and romantic intimacy.  The time strains also intensify the feelings of annoyance that each feel when they disagree.  Both mean well for their relationship.  Both want the marriage to survive and thrive, but neither is happy with the relationship as it now stands.

Relationship Strengths

The relationship is strengthened by having two caring partners, both of whom are intensely interested in making the marriage work.  Despite the conflict, there is obvious love between them.  They are committed to their children and to providing a good home for them--as evidenced by Carl's concern about providing financial and other resources for the family and by Sarah's involvement in teaching Sunday School and in active parenting.  Both have the strength of a Christian faith to draw on.  Sarah is more active in church than is Carl, but Carl professes an active support of the church and a willingness to provide a good Christian example of a moral and hard-working man for his children.  Sarah is very concerned about helping Carl become a more involved husband and father.  Carl recognizes the commitment that Sarah has shown in helping him and taking much responsibility for child rearing during the time Carl has been in school

Relationship Weaknesses

Three weaknesses plague the marriage.

•The relationship is weak in love for each other.  Pressure and conflict has intensified differences, and both Carl and Sarah feel devalued and they do not have a sense that the partner really values what they do or who they are.

•The relationship is starved for work.  Like a garden that needs weeding or a room that needs a paint job, their marriage has been neglected while each concentrated on other things--work and school for Carl and child rearing and church activities for Sarah.

•The relationship is short on faith.  Both partners have lost faith in their ability to solve marriage problems.  Both have little faith that counseling will help their marriage.  Both have little faith that Jesus can intervene to make a difference in their marriage.

Recommended Treatment Goals

Carl and Sarah identified some goals for resolving their marriage difficulties.  When asked how they would know if their marriage was better, they agreed that the marriage would be better if they:

•argued less often

•used fewer hurtful words when they disagreed (devalue each other less)

Instead:

•value each other more

(make more statements that let each other know that they think the other person is valuable and is doing valuable things for the marriage and the family

(tell each other what they like more often

(make love at least twice a month, if not more

(have a special time together at least once a month

(make more effort to do things that they know the partner wants them to do (for just one example, for Carl, pick up clothes more often;  for Sarah, don't remind Carl of what he needs to do as often)

•work on the marriage, especially concentrating on the next six months while the marriage is repairing itself

•have more faith that their work on the marriage will pay off by observing positive changes with an open mind and trying to say aloud what positive changes they have observed.

Overall

Carl and Sarah have a marriage that is troubled by conflict and low levels of intimacy.  However, they have a good foundation to their marriage.  Both love each other and they share many common values.  They have a commitment to the marriage and the family, and they have a faith that will empower them to continue to work on their marriage even through the hard times still to come.  The problems can be resolved and the love can be restored if Carl and Sarah are willing to work hard on their relationship.  The changes in their relationship depend to large degree on how hard they are willing to work and on whether they are able and willing to love each other by treating each other as a precious pearl in as many ways as they can.  They are encouraged to draw on their faith to help them work with high energy on their marriage.
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