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To my family, for their love
and inspiration – KS
To Ken, for your love and support,
day in and day out – KF
And to the resilience of couples everywhere

Preface

The capacity to deal effectively, even creatively, with the challenges life brings our
way is a topic of endless interest to scholars, clinicians, and researchers from a wide
variety of disciplines. Over time, the focus has expanded from how one adapts in the
face of adversity to how one might thrive. This book broadens the focus even further
by applying the concept of resilience to relationship dyads and, specifically, to the
ways in which resiliency expresses itself within an intimate relationship. Also of
interest are the processes underlying this ability for relationships to endure adaptively and for partners to grow together in the face of life’s ups and downs. A primary motivation for embarking on this project was a keen interest in the ways in
which committed relationships impact coping and the ways in which coping efforts
shape a relationship. It reflects the shared passion of two academics with originally
independent interests in couple adaptation and the relational forces that promote
coping. Over 10 years ago and in two different countries (USA and Canada) we had
been individually studying couples who were coping with a breast cancer diagnosis.
We discovered that we were both intrigued by a similar finding that couples with
better outcomes on a variety of dimensions approached the cancer challenge from a
unified, ‘team’ perspective. Our interests have since developed into an ongoing collaboration, one that is nourished by the desire to explore new ground in the couple
relationship literature. The goal of this volume is two-fold: (1) to identify dynamics
and properties unique to relational resilience and (2) to showcase the cutting edge
thinking of scholars who are investigating these dynamics in various contexts. This
book is intended for relationship scholars, those interested in deepening their understanding of resilience in intimate contexts and is suitable for courses in counseling,
health, psychology, and social work.
Decades of work have examined resilience – the ability to transform challenge
and adversity into adaptive outcomes – as an individual trait or characteristic.
Despite the vast literature on individual resilient processes and outcomes, little has
been done to examine qualities specifically involved in couple resilience. We have
long known the profound impact close relationships have for the health and well-
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being of partners in committed relationships. However, the couple literature, like
psychology in general, has been skewed toward an emphasis on the more problematic,
as opposed to life affirming, aspects of relational dynamics. This oversight has, in
turn, contributed to a tendency to underestimate the human capacity to thrive and
grow through challenge, as well as the capacity to grow as a relational entity in
response to a shared challenge. This volume is our initial attempt to address such a
gap by expanding current understanding of dynamic, growth promoting processes,
as well as to identify resilient qualities that may be exclusive to the couple relationship. Ideally, this will lead to further investigations of the specific relational variables that can be identified and linked to resilient outcomes among couples.
Over the course of the past decade, one relationship process has emerged with
greater frequency and clarity as critical to couple resilience. This process has to
do with the couple’s ability to approach life’s challenges with a collective orientation that draws upon the couple’s unique resources (both shared and individual).
Variously referred to as ‘communal,’ ‘dyadic’ or ‘collaborative’ coping, and ‘weness’, this is the first volume to focus on this dynamic specifically, and to explore
its promise and potential for relationship functioning. Accordingly, the construct
of we-ness serves as an organizing principle for the volume with each contributor
speaking either to an integral facet of the ‘we’ such as sexual intimacy, mutuality,
shared memory, the capacity to forgive, or to the holistic integrity of the ‘we’ as
in the ‘essence’ of a marriage, the intersubjective processes that bind partners
together, or an examination of interpersonal coping within its broader sociocultural context.
It is important to situate the notion of committed partnerships within a broad
historical, cultural and economic context. During the last half of the twentieth century, for the first time in human history, divorce replaced death as the most common
endpoint of marriage. Since then, new options have evolved for the establishment
of mutually exclusive and enduring dyadic relationships, or pair-bonding. These
alternatives include but are not limited to cohabitation and non-married co-parenting. The factors behind the death-divorce shift are associated with and driven by
three changes: the increased lifespan in western civilization, the shift in biopsychosocial roles of women, and legal and social value changes (Pinsoff, 2002). Because
these shifts are likely to endure as long as the motivating conditions continue,
Pinsoff (2002) calls for marital theory development to be replaced by the more
inclusive notion of ‘pair-bonding theory’ as a way to acknowledge and address the
viability of these multiple arrangements. In the spirit of such clarity, this volume
locates marriage as a permanent pair bond and a relationship that is predicated on
a love based, mutual value commitment to a lifelong often monogamous partnership. We acknowledge here that some long term, intimate partnerships also entail
sexual agreements where it is normative and acceptable for partners to engage in
sexual relations with others outside of the relationship. Such relationships would
still fall within the scope of this work because there remains an intentional commitment to a particular other as the primary attachment and love figure. It reflects a
Western civilization perspective, essentially North American and Euro-American
and Euro-Canadian.
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Specifically within the last 40 years, marriage and family life has been destabilized
by two powerful forces: progress toward equality between men and women, and
the growth of socioeconomic inequality and insecurity. These trends have changed
the risks, rules and rewards of marriage (Coontz, 2014). The many alternatives to
marriage referred to earlier, coupled with greater expectations for mutuality and
equality, have resulted in the institution of marriage being more intimate, fairer and
less violent but also have made it less likely that individuals will stay in unsatisfactory marriages (Coontz, 2006). In general, African Americans have experienced the
same trends as White and Hispanic North Americans but only more so. Individuals
are increasingly pairing off along class and education lines (Coontz, 2014). For
example, the college educated are currently more likely to get married and stay married. Finkel (2014) argues that today’s average marriage is weaker than the average
marriage of yore in terms of satisfaction and divorce rates, but that the best marriages are much stronger. In describing the evolution from the companionate to the
self-expressive marriage, he claims Americans have gradually elevated their expectations of marriage. The expectation that marriage will contribute to one’s personal
growth has resulted in unprecedented high levels of marital quality. The caveat is
that such high quality is only possible for those able to invest a great deal of time
and energy into the endeavor. Given that ‘being married’ is no longer sufficient
motivation for staying married, and that there are socio-cultural and legal structures
in place now that make it more acceptable and easier for partners to separate, efforts
to unpack the components of the venerate ‘optimal marriage’ are needed. It is a
good time to reexamine those components empirically and conceptually, something
we have endeavored to do here under the umbrella of ‘couple resilience.’
We have organized the volume in the following way. The initial chapters offer an
overview of the domain of resilience in couples, defining the territory and summarizing significant literature. The topic is introduced from two sides of the coin:
exploring the resilience afforded couples through this mutual self-sense or ‘weness,’ and then examining what it is about this ‘we-ness’ that promotes resilience.
We then go on to elaborate on particular processes that contribute to, or underlie,
couple resilience such as neurobiological and sexual processes, and how the concept of resilience applies to specific populations such as gay and lesbian couples, or
couples where one partner is HIV positive or affected by cancer. The final section of
the book focuses on empirical investigations or programs of research that examine
resilience through a particular lens such as the importance of partner identification
with the relationship, partners’ mutual prioritization of the relationship, and the
relevance of ‘we-talk’ in relationship-defining memories and its association with
marital satisfaction. The final chapter in this section on the process of forgiveness
was intentionally selected also to be the concluding chapter in the sequence of contributions – for where would ‘we’ be without the ability to forgive ourselves as well
as our partners in our bumbling attempts to adapt to life and the unsavory array of
challenges it throws our way, each time anew.
Evanston, IL, USA
Toronto, ON, Canada

Karen Skerrett
Karen Fergus
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