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No Compromise: Couples Dealing with Issues
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This is a conceptual exploration of what may be involved when a
couple cannot resolve an important difference because they do not
see a compromise (for example, whether or not to have a child).
There may be creative ways of constructing a compromise or defus-
ing the issue, but crucial to the resolution is how the two partners
perceive matters, what they gain by being stuck, and the value and
meanings to them of various ways of dealing with the impasse.
It may be of importance to explore linked or underlying issues,
such as cultural or family of origin differences, and resolving an
impasse may transform binds associated with the linked or under-
lying issues. Beyond these issues, the paper explores a number of
conceptual issues that might arise in therapy with these couples and
indicates some possibly helpful tools for working with the couples.

Sometimes couples seem to themselves to have encountered decision differ-
ences about which compromise is not possible. In order to be clear about
our starting place, we offer a working definition of compromise: “a settle-
ment in which each side gives up some demands or makes concessions.”
Of course, in therapy, a working definition of compromise may need to
be subordinated to the definition of a client couple. Examples of issues on
which a couple might not be able to find a compromise include whether or
not to have a child, what to name a child, whether to live in Los Angeles or
Boston, whether to buy or rent, or whether to have a TV set in the bedroom.
If the issue were whether to save 10% of income or 0% of income, there
is a quantitative midpoint that could be where partners compromise. But
many issues seem to have no quantitative midpoint, no “in between.” This
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is a conceptual exploration of what may be involved for a couple that finds
themselves in a situation that seems to have no compromise.

In couple relationships one partner’s self-interests may conflict with
the interests of the other. Some times, conflict may be resolved through
concessions at the expense of one’s own immediate self-interests for the
interest of the partner or relationship, but then the concession may be made
with the expectation that the partner will make comparable concessions in
the future. Related to that, another approach to dealing with a decision issue
in which compromise seems impossible at the moment is that if the issue
comes up repeatedly, like whether to visit one partner’s family at Christmas
or the other partner’s family, the couple might compromise by taking turns,
one year with one partner’s family, the next with the other partner’s family.
But such compromises might not work for one or both partners because
the turn taking could move them half the time into a situation that they felt
was unacceptable. Also, many issues cannot be dealt with by turn taking;
they are what Thomas (1977, p. 118) called “nonrecurring decision issues,”
issues that will only occur once. Among examples of nonrecurring decision
issues are whether to have a big wedding and whether to have a child.
Some nonrecurring issues may be trivial to both partners, but others can be
of enormous importance.

If an issue is such that one partner can do one thing and one can do
another (for example, one could join the local Catholic church and one does
not) that might be seen as a compromise by a couple, unless for one or
both of the partners the issue is “what church should we go to together
as a couple?” Partner compromise by individuating enough to do different
things is only a compromise if individuating in that way is acceptable to both
partners.

Potentially, what a couple does with issues for which there seems to
them to be no compromise (or no way to create or collaborate on a resolution
of the disagreement) is extremely important to their future as a couple. A
decision (or no decision) may grate at one or both of the partners as long
as they are together, may add tones of anger, pain, resentment, sorrow,
disappointment, or vengefulness to the couple relationship. It may leave
partners in an intolerable situation. It may establish a pattern that by the
standards of one or both partners is not good. It may even lead to the
dissolution of the relationship.

Perhaps issues in which compromise seems impossible differ at different
stages of a couple’s relationship. New couples may encounter more issues
for which it seems to them that there are no compromises. They will have
less experience working together to find compromises or other solutions
to standoffs. If the couple has rarely or never experienced an argument or
disagreement, an issue on which they disagree may seem a terrifying test
of the relationship. But there may be other concerns. They may be more
concerned about the possibility that what they do now will set up a pattern
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that will be a burden for many years, such as Partner A always giving in to
Partner B. Perhaps there are more issues a new couple faces that seem to
one or both of them to be central to their long-term identity as individuals
and to their long-term future as a couple. That may be one reason why
some couples who are thinking of marrying tangle over what last name one
or both partners will take when they marry.

Couples who are together longer may routinize decision issue domains
so each has areas in which she or he is the sole decision maker. By doing
so they may encounter relatively few issues on which they might disagree.
For example, Partner A might be in charge of figuring out how to entertain
guests; Partner B might be in charge of deciding when to pay bills and which
bills have highest priority to be paid. But couples who are together longer
may still lack relevant experience when facing a new issue that seems to
them to have no compromise.

COMPROMISABILITY IS A MATTER OF PERCEPTION

We believe that for the two partners in a couple, compromise and compro-
misability are matters of perception. It does not matter what outside observers
see as possibilities for compromise. Well-meaning advice from friends and
family, writings by experts, and other input from outside the couple might
be helpful, but ultimately it is the perceptions of the two partners that matter.
Perhaps partners might change their minds about compromisability if they
can find different ways of understanding the issues, if they can back away
from relevant cultural and family meanings, if they move toward greater
personal flexibility, if they can change key values, if they can invest less
in having their way on the issue, or if they hang in there with each other
through a long and difficult discussion process. But that is not necessarily
going to happen.

Compromise means different things to different people. Either in gen-
eral or in certain situations compromise can be seen in a negative light or
a positive one. Compromise can have negative meanings for some decision
makers if, for example, the person feels that compromise on the issue is also
compromise on principles or morals, if the person feels that if one compro-
mises one lacks the will power to hang tough or to stand up for oneself
or to resist bullying, or if compromise means that she or he is too passive.
Compromise can also have negative meanings to a person who feels that she
or he has agreed to something that is harmful, painful, demeaning, immoral,
or otherwise not good. Compromise can also have positive meanings. For
example, compromise might mean that one is a constructive problem solver
and a good negotiator, one who respects the other’s interests while taking
care of self, and one who is flexible or a good partner.
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The degree of compromisability of an issue is to some extent inherent in
the issues, but it is also dependent on how the people involved understand
the issues. Symbolic interaction theory would suggest that it is the couple’s
shared meanings regarding the issue and their interactions around it that
will play the most important role in their relationship and future decisions
(LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993). And in this regard there may be very substantial
cultural differences in the interpretation of an issue, its compromisability,
or its significance to the couple. So what seems to many outsiders to be
an issue where compromise is possible may not seem to the couple to be
compromisable by their cultural realities. For example, a Chinese woman
partnered with a European man may not want to compromise about sending
money to her needy parents or observing the proper birth ritual (Rosenblatt
& Stewart, 2004).

It is also true that an issue that might seem to many observers to be one
for which there is no compromise may be compromised by some couples.
For example, a couple struggling over whether the architecture of the home
they want to build should be Classical or Gothic might not seem to observers
to have any way to compromise, but one couple came to a compromise by
building the front half of the house (outside and inside) in Classical style and
the back half of the house (outside and inside) in Gothic style (DeBotton,
2006, pp. 44–46).

Perhaps many couples find ways to compromise when compromise
seems to outsiders to be impossible. One way that could be done is to add
one or more issues to the one on which there is an impasse. Thus, instead of
continuing to struggle about a single issue on which they differ, the couple
could decide on a way to compromise by adding a second issue: “You win
on this issue if you let me win on that issue.”

“Big” Issues versus “Small”

An outsider might rate some issues on which couples have differences that
they cannot see how to compromise as big and others as small and think
that the big issues are most important in trying to understand a couple’s
relationship. The big issues could be seen as matters of life direction (“in what
part of the country should we live”), matters central to individual and couple
identity (“how close should we be to our families of origin”), or matters that
in the culture(s) of one or both partners have great importance and meaning
(“should we circumcise our infant son”). By someone’s standards, the big
issues are those which can have a major life impact for years, a lifetime,
or all eternity. The big issues, by someone’s standards, might involve major
upheavals, expenditures, and changes in social relationships and self. No
doubt there are also little issues each day that are not compromisable, like
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whether to watch this program or that, whether to make macaroni or a salad
for supper for the family.

However, it would be wise to pay attention to what is a “big” issue by
the standards of one or both partners. What could be taken by an observer
to be a small issue could be big to a partner because it is tied to things that
the partner experiences as big, like feeling one never gets one’s way or that
one’s partner discounts what one says. Some seemingly small decisions are
about matters that are toxic to some people (for example, for some people,
watching television in the bedroom at bedtime is very upsetting, possibly
even upsetting enough to contribute to a decision to divorce–Rosenblatt,
2006, p. 52). And what is small in one culture may be enormous in another,
for example, whether in a heterosexual married couple the woman walks
behind the man or not. The analysis in this paper may focus a great deal
on what seems to be “big” issues by some standards, but issues that might
seem to be “small” can be as challenging, difficult, and significant in the
relationship of some couples as “big” issues are for other couples.

COMPROMISE PROCESSES

Perhaps most couples deal satisfactorily by their standards with many issues
on which they at first feel that there is no compromise. One partner decides
that an issue is more important to the other and gives in. One partner
decides that the risks are too high if she or he does not give in. An issue
that seems like a couple issue becomes an individual one because one of
the partners decides to pull away from the situation (for example, instead
of arguing about which TV program to watch, one of the partners decides
to do something other than watch TV). Even though a couple may focus on
the issue on which compromise seems impossible, the process of coming to
compromise (or not) may be as significant to the couple as what they do
about the issue.

One might think that the process of dealing with seemingly uncompro-
misable issues in couple relationships would have been well studied, but
we have searched extensively and have not found such research. One might
imagine that John Gottman has researched the matter, but after searching his
body of publications carefully we have turned up nothing. The closest thing
to it is that Gottman and Silver (1994) described three types of couples who
may deal with conflict successfully in their relationships. They were validat-
ing couples, volatile couples, and conflict-avoidant couples. Each of these
three relationship types were said to have different processes for dealing
with inevitable conflict, but only validating couples were described as com-
promising. However, Gottman and Silver did not explain how a validating
couple may find compromise or when.
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An Exchange Theory Perspective

Perhaps compromise is often possible if couples can think the way exchange
theory (e.g., Sabatelli & Shehan, 1993) says people think. In an exchange
theory perspective, people in relationships work at exchanging one thing of
value for another, maintaining a balance of exchange. What they exchange
may be whatever they have, in a sense, commodified. So over the course
of an evening, a day, or a week, Partner A and Partner B may exchange
affection, good listening, smiles, approval, help, and touching. Partner A
might do some shopping for Partner B, as well as household repairs that
benefit both of them. Partner B might provide emotional support to Partner
A as Partner A faces a difficult issue at work and might also help Partner A
find something that had been lost.

From the perspective of exchange theory, willingness to give in to one’s
partner on a difficult issue could be balanced by the partner giving in on
other issues, by the partner taking on more of certain chores, by the partner
paying with love, approval, sex, favors, gifts, or other commodity exchanges.
However, exchange theory gives us reasons to think things are not neces-
sarily that easy. Partners may differ in how they perceive the value of this
or that. For example, one may consider that giving in on a decision issue is
worth 100 units of exchange credit (if we may make up a metric to include
in this exchange theory discussion) while the other thinks it is only worth
10 units. Similarly, one may think that picking up some of the chores the
partner formerly did is worth many more units of exchange credit than the
partner thinks it is worth.

Some exchange theorists (e.g., Blau, 1964) have said that the exchange
relationship is weighted by status, so that when two people in an exchange
relationship differ in status, the one who is lower in status has to do more in
order to achieve exchange balance in relationship to the one of higher status.
From that perspective, issues on which there is no apparent compromise may
be harder to resolve if the partners do not see their relative status in the same
way. (“Even though you are older, male, and bring in more income, we are
equals...or I am higher status because I have more friends and superior
social skills.”) Thus, it is possible that with some couples dealing with an
issue that they cannot compromise, it is not just the issue at focus that they
are stuck on, but also how to sort out their relative power/status. If they step
away from the issue to define and negotiate their relative power/status in
the relationship, they may see that the underlying issue of power/status is
actually what is keeping them stuck.

Exchange theory comes from a culture in which many things are com-
modified, many things can be priced, a what’s-in-it-for-me perspective is
appropriate moral thinking, and where people want good value for their
investments of labor, energy, money, caring, and time. There are other cul-
tures in which this kind of thinking makes little or no sense. For example,
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there are cultures in which family loyalty or moral obligations are dominant
values. In cultures like those, there may be much less possibility of finding
an appropriate exchange for, say, acting contrary to one’s family or to cul-
tural morality, and hence much less possibility of finding an exchange-based
compromise on those issues.

Getting to “Yes”: A Collaborative Model

In their book Getting to Yes, Fisher and Ury (1981) advocated inventing
options for mutual gain, so no matter what the issue, the outcomes are
sufficiently good for both partners. The invention might often be options for
oneself, but ideally one would want to support the other in the negotiation
in inventing options, since it is in one’s best interests to get to “yes.” Thus,
the getting-to-yes process involves both sides not closing prematurely on
a single option and not assuming there is a single, fixed pie. It involves a
collaborative process that makes the situation less one of conflict and more
one of working together. (For example, instead of arguing about how to
divide this one pie, let’s add other pies and a loaf of bread.) As a result, the
negotiation process involves brainstorming rather than interminable arguing,
and in the end the two parties may not only have found a way to deal with
the issue that was the focus of their discussion but may have learned how to
deal with many of their interpersonal conflicts through collaborative, creative
compromise.

THE MEANING OF AN ONGOING UNRESOLVED DIFFERENCE

On some issues, no decision is a decision. The partner who did not want
a new kitchen table wins because they never resolve whether to get a new
table or which table to get. Or if she wants to have a baby and he does
not, and they keep wrangling about the issue until it is no longer possible
for her to become pregnant, he wins. So for some couples on some issues
the meaning of ongoing unresolved conflict is that someone is winning; a
decision is being made de facto.

Related to this, sometimes a couple may go a long time without any overt
conflict or disagreement. That might mean that they have not encountered
decision issues on which they disagree or that they find it easy to resolve
differences in a way that works for both of them. But it may also mean that
one is always getting her or his way.

One can think of a decision situation in terms of goals. The partners
may have many goals, for example, general goals such as getting along well,
spending within their means, having a good sexual relationship, and having
a house that feels comfortable. On any decision issue, each may have issue-
specific goals. For example, if the issue is what to name a child, Partner A
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may have the goal of giving the child a name that sounds good and that will
not lead to the child being teased as it grows up. Partner B may have the
goal of giving the child a name that connects the child to Partner B’s family.
Both partners may want to win on the issue, to have the other give in. With
disparate goals and both wanting to win, compromise is not so likely to have
positive meanings for the two. With identical goals, but different ideas about
how to achieve those goals, compromise might be easier.

Long-term unresolved conflicts may sustain a couple relationship, since
if one were to give in to the other, that might make staying together intoler-
able. For example, each partner might want to live close to her or his family
of origin. Their ongoing arguing may mark how much each cares about her
or his family of origin and how uncomfortable each would feel being close
to the other’s family of origin. Thus, the ongoing disagreement expresses
important values and feelings and giving in to the partner might be a great
betrayal of self and family of origin. There are also couples for whom ongo-
ing unresolved conflict is painful or even intolerable to one or both partners.
For them, the conflict could mean that they are fundamentally incompatible,
or that there is no hope or future in the relationship. Perhaps a single issue of
disagreement could do this. One hears, for example, of couples who break
up because one wants a baby and the other does not or one wants to go
back to school and the other cannot tolerate it. But it also may be that what
appears to be a single difficult decision issue is entangled in much more.
Entangled in the overtly expressed decision issue may be the fact that one or
both partners is fighting to maintain self-esteem. Or it may be that the issue
at the focus is linked to broad power battles in the couple, battles that are
present on many different issues. It may be that the couple differs culturally,
and the one issue of disagreement is linked to broad cultural differences, for
example, what is appropriate for women and men in their two cultures, or
differing cultural understandings of loyalty to family of origin.

THE POSSIBLE WOUNDS OF COMPROMISE

What if one of the partners feels that a “compromise” the couple has agreed
to is not actually a compromise in the sense that each has gained from it?
What seems to an observer to be an appropriate compromise and good
for both partners may have negative, even harmful meanings to one of the
partners. Perhaps over time he or she may become more accepting of a
compromise that was painful at first, or more tolerant of living with the
tension of unresolved issues. She or he may sufficiently grieve what was
lost when the compromise was made or may come to see the wisdom of the
compromise. Or maybe the person does not become accustomed to the state
of affairs, and it remains a sore point, a source of anger, emotional distance,
criticism, and resentment. Whitton, Stanley, and Markman (2007) found that
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when a person in a relationship perceives a sacrifice for their partner as
harmful, there is a strong link to depressive symptomology. That fits Beck’s
cognitive theory of depression (e.g., Wright & Beck, 1983), which asserts
that negative interpretations of life events are central to the development of
depression. Our focus here is not on mental health or depression, but on
how compromise plays out. If one partner is depressed, what might that say
about the compromise? What damage could be done to the relationship or
the partners if a compromise is internalized as sacrifice, coercion, or betrayal?

A compromise on a major issue may set up an ongoing pattern, perhaps
one of resentment and passive aggressiveness by the one who gave in. (“Yes,
we have moved to Boston so you can have the job you want, but I will be
emotionally distant and resentful. I will spend lots of our money to connect
with my family in Los Angeles. I will expect you to give in to me on ev-
erything that comes up.”) Such a pattern may taint future decision situations
with dispositions one ideally would rather not see in couple relationships:
bullying, for example, or nagging, threats, and emotional blackmail.

DO THESE COUPLES NEED THERAPY?

Perhaps all couples struggle at times with difficult decision issues on which
compromise seems impossible. Perhaps all couples at times get stuck on such
issues. Perhaps all couples at times resolve a difficult decision issue in a way
that leaves one or both partners feeling unhappy, resentful, depressed, or
otherwise not in a good place. Assuming these things are normal in the sense
of occurring widely, perhaps any of these experiences is not an indication
that therapy is needed. And perhaps one thing a therapist can do with a
couple whose presenting problem revolves around a difficult decision issue
is to normalize what they are experiencing.

Although couple therapy might ordinarily be thought of as being about
deep issues with broad ramifications, it is possible that some couples come
to a therapist when they are stuck on a single, big issue. And for them,
the consultation might be beneficial if it helps them with that single issue.
For example, if they cannot agree on whether to have a baby, the therapist
may help simply by being a referee, mentor, coach, information source, and
communication facilitator on that issue.

What if a couple claims to need help because they are stuck on a big
issue but the couple’s stuckness on that issue seems symptomatic of some-
thing deeper? For example, the therapist believes that the single presenting
problem is entangled in ongoing power battles, fear of deciding, persisting
resentments about past issues, or battles to maintain self-esteem. If there are
those underlying factors, they may be holding the couple back from resolv-
ing issues, and couple therapy might be of real help in making issues more
resolvable. Helping the couple to explore the presenting problem issue and
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to go deeper into more complex patterns and processes may take some fi-
nesse depending on the urgency of the issue on which they are stuck and
the flexibility of the clients. Suggesting alternative reasons for difficulty com-
promising on the issue may be helpful but it may also be more challenging
for the clients than they can handle.

On the other hand, resolving an issue that had seemed impossible to
compromise may be wonderfully beneficial to a couple. The underlying
issues may diminish in significance in the couple’s relationship if the couple
finds a path that gets them through to a decision both feel good about.
Relieving the pressure of the specific situation may give the couple freedom
from or new perspectives on the broader patterns in their relationship.

Similarly, couples who do not seem ever to be stuck on decisions issues
may be that way because of an underlying difficulty which allows one partner
always to win. They may benefit from couple therapy because something
may be going on (bullying by one partner, for example, or low self-esteem
by the other) that is not good for the couple relationship. Likewise, couples
who hardly ever seem to encounter decision situations might need help
to the extent that the infrequency of decisions may mean that important
decision issues are being ignored or avoided, to the detriment of the couple,
or that one partner wins by shutting off discussion, which may be a sign
that the couple needs to work on safety issues, communication, honesty,
knowing feelings, expressing feelings, and being comfortable with difference
and disagreement. In this interpretation, assuming all couples face decision
impasses at some point, never to have an uncompromisable issue could be
seen as a possible indicator of relationship trouble.

We anticipate many different therapeutic contexts, strategies, and out-
comes around working with couples on issues for which compromise seems
to the couple to be impossible. In general, however, we imagine that there
would be two common ways this might present in therapy: either the couple
explicitly discusses a scenario in which they cannot come to an agreement,
or the couple does not discuss any issues in which they feel stuck. Below we
suggest questions that may be helpful for a therapist to consider in dealing
with clients who seem to have a problem with an issue that they cannot
compromise or with compromising in general.

Meanings of Being at an Impasse
� What are the cultural meanings of compromising and not compromising

to each partner?
� Do the partners perceive the issue in the same way?
� What are the gains and losses from not compromising?
� Might not compromising be keeping the relationship together?
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� Are there ways that being stuck on an issue feels familiar and easy to the
partners?

� Has conflict around an impasse ever helped the partners to respect each
other and to improve their conflict resolution skills?

� How might the partners see the patterns established in their families of
origin and their history as a couple playing into how they are dealing with
the impasse?

Couple Processes of Compromise and of Remaining at an Impasse
� Have there been impasses that were resolved by agreeing to do different

things?
� Have there been compromises when the partners took turns getting what

they wanted?
� Have there been impasses on which one of the partners gave in or gave

up? If so, what were the consequences of giving in or giving up?
� Has any impasse been resolved by negotiating an exchange around other

issues?
� Has either of the partners ever felt that an impasse was not about the issue

on which the two disagreed but about one of them wanting to win?
� Have the partners ever resolved an impasse by collaborating and coming

up with a creative solution? If so, what did that resolution feel like to each
of them?

� Have there been times when it seemed that a partner has used emotional
blackmail, bullying, or another power strategy to get their way in an im-
passe?

� Can the couple remember compromises that felt really good to both part-
ners?

Wounds of Being Stuck or of Compromising
� How is the tone of the relationship and the emotional life of each partner

affected by not being able to compromise on an important issue or by
compromising?

� Has either partner ever felt they lost something important because of an
impasse or a compromise in the relationship?

� Have there been times when the relationship has felt intolerable because
of an impasse or a compromise?

� Do either of the partners worry that the two of them are fundamentally
incompatible because of an impasse or because of the ways a compromise
has played out?
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Avoidance versus Engagement
� Have there been times when by avoiding the conflict around a seeming

impasse, a decision was made de facto?
� On important issues that have never been discussed or discussed fully, is

someone getting their way and the other not?
� Does either partner feel that it was good to air differences in values and

feelings even if they remain at an impasse on an issue?

CONCLUSION

We conclude where we started. There are issues on which as a couple
views things, compromise cannot be achieved. These issues may be linked
to culture, underlying individual and couple matters, and much more. They
may be issues that many couples confront, but there will also be issues that
are unique to a specific couple. What a couple does with an impasse where
there does not seem to be a compromise, even if it is nothing, could be
significant for the partners individually and for the couple. These issues may
be linked to culture, underlying individual and couple matters, and more. For
some couples, the resistance of the issues to resolution may be great, and a
seeming resolution of the issue may have long-term negative consequences,
because the underlying problems and feelings, the cultural perspectives, and
so on, have not gone away. On the other hand, effectively dealing with an
issue may have very positive long-term effects for a couple because it brings
them to different places as individuals and as a pair. Therapeutic work on
an issue on which a couple cannot find a compromise might be wonderfully
helpful, but then sometimes it might be more helpful to explore matters
that are attached to or underlie the issue on which the couple is stuck. Our
interpretation is that issues on which a couple cannot compromise might
often be wrapped up in the complexity of who they are and how they are
in relationship, and so therapeutic work might need to extend well beyond
the issue of not being able to compromise on a specific, important matter.
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