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HOW often have you heard
someone say: "My partner is
never at home; they're

married to their job"?
While it's usually said in jest,

there are relationships where one
partner is having a continual affair
with something outside the
marriage. It might be a lover; often
it is a job or a sporting club that
becomes all consuming.

This focus outside the relation-'
ship occurs because of something
lacking within it that neither
partner wishes to address.

To keep things chugging along
without major hiccups, one or
both partners focus on something
outside the marriage to avoid
dealing with issues in it. In
counsellor-speak, it's called trian-,
gulation.

Whether triangulation Is a
problem may depend on how
extreme it is, because it occurs in
lots of small ways in all sorts of
general human relationships. For
example,. if you have a problem
with a colleague, you might decide
to talk to another colleague about
it, rather than addressing the issue
one-to-one.

Most of us let off a bit of steam
occasionally to a third person

about someone in: our lives who is
drtving us nuts, but people who
use the triangular approach to
relationships always do this and
avoid direct contact about the
problem.

Letting off a bit of steam is fine,
but never facing the problem is not
an effective way of dealing with it.

A classic example is where Mum
and Dad focus all their energies on
the children, and never nurture

their couple relationship. While
they create a terrific family life,
they forget to relate to each other
as adult individuals away from the
children's needs.

On the positive side, triangular
people are often good at facing any
outside crisis, because they pull
together against the perceived
"enemy". Yet if a difficulty arises
between the two adults, they
simply don't know how to handle

it,because they can't focus on a
third force outside, their relation­
ship.

Triangulation can also occur,
when a relationship seems to be
going along quite well, but a bit of
distance creeps in between the
partners, because everyone is
leading busy lives.

This is often where people start
to invest a lot more time in work,
so work becomes the "third party"
with whom one partner has an
"affair".

Whether the affair is with work,
an overwhelming outside interest
or a lover, it all adds up to a way to
avoid what's going on in the
couple relationship.

Sometimes triangular relation­
ships lead to the partners joining
forces together against the hated
boss or some other perceived
outside enemy. ,

This powerful outside focus can
bring a couple closer together, but
it doesn't help them address the
problem of why it is necessary to
strengthen their relationship by
focusing on something external.

Ifpeople can learn to discuss the
taboo areas in the relationship,
they can defeat triangulation.

Gradually they build up a toler­
ance to broaching difficult areas,
and realise it's not necessary to
solve the difficulties. Intimacy can
be created by simply recognising
that these difficulties exist.

I Survival tips
• Too much focus on something

outside the couple's relationship can'
lead to problems.

• Avoiding difficulties in the
relationship can lead to an affair
with an outside person.

• Get some help to deal with the
"unspeakables" in apartnership -:
and you are well on the way to a
richly rewarding relationship.

The realisation that, as a couple,
you don't need to have an outside
enemy to focus on can be a
wonderful discovery. Both parties
may feel fear or uncertainty in
trying to move the established
boundaries, and this is where
professional guidance can help.

With it, both partners can learn
that intimacy is a rewarding
aspect of human life. If they can ,
learn to tolerate their own fears
and 'speak about the unspeak­
ables, they are well on the way to
creating an emotionally rich life., 0"
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