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Managing Couple Reactivity
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Interpersonal reactivity is the tendency of two people to respond defensively to the perceived slights or offenses of the partner.  When the reactivity level is high, the relationship is characterized by the perception of mutual hurt that leads either to a cycle of unproductive arguments or a cold withdrawal from each other.


Comparisons with physical phenomena help explain intense emotional reactivity.  For example, some chemicals are highly reactive with one another, while others are only moderately reactive, and still others almost nonreactive.  Pure sodium is extremely reactive to water.  When a small piece of soduim is placed in a beaker of water, it reacts with the water in a very intense and demonstrative manner.  On the other hand, a gas such as freon is nonreactive to almost every other molecule with which it comes into contact.


Extreme emotional reactivity can also be illustrated by reference to an electrical appliance.  In order for the appliance to work properly, all of the wires must be adequately insulated from each other.  If one or more wires has frayed insulation, a short circuit occurs, a lot of heat is generated, and the appliance stops working properly.


A couple without adequate insulation on each one's emotional circuits will short circuit, generate a lot of heat, and the relationship "breaks down".


There are three foundational principles of interpersonal relationships, which must be understood, in order for a couple to develop good intimacy and to avoid the conflict of intense emotional reactivity.


1. No human being can wholly understand me, respond to me with perfect sensitivity, or always meet my emotional needs.


2. In order to maintain an intimate relationship, each partner must learn, first, to take responsibiliy for his or her own happiness, and, second, to monitor and  to embrace the hurt experienced by negative contact with the other person.


3. Only after each partner has learned the skills of self care and of emotional pain embracement and containment, are they ready to begin negotiating with one another to meet each other's emotional needs.  These skills have been described under the heading of communication and conflict resolution.  Numerous workshops, do-it-yourself manuals and marriage enrichment programs provide opportunities for couples to learn and enhance these communication and conflict resolution skills.

