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Equality an ideal, not perfection.
Julie Elterman
and Julie Houghton

THROUGHOUT the ages, soci­
ety has had dtlIerent ideas
about what should be the

ideal relationship model.
In prehistoric days, the male

hunter-gatherer was completely
dominant.. That might have
worked quite well, but should
Romeo try that one on a liberated
Juliet in the 21st century, he'd be
in all sorts of trouble.

So is there a relationship model
that we aspire towards?

It seems there is. It's called the
collaborative relationship, and is
best defined as an equal partner­
ship. In this relationship, we can
have it all ... at least, that's the
fantasy.

In this model, both partners
seek to achieve that elusive bal­
ance between relationship, family
and careers, and to work harmon­
iously in all these areas.

Well, that's the fairy story. The
reality is that this kind of relation­
ship is just as idealised as the
1950s "picket-fence" model, when
Dad went happily off to work and
Mum stayed home and cared for
his home and children. She always
remembered to apply a fresh coat
of lipstick just before he walked in
the door in the eveninll. when his

dinner was ready and the kids had
been fed and bathed.

Of course, he always remem­
bered to bring her flowers on
Fridays, and make sure they cele­
brated once a week with takeaway
fish and chips so she had to cook
only 20 meals a week instead of 21.

Arid Dad was in the one job for
life, climbipg the 1950s corporate
ladder until it was time to get the
gold watch and nension at 65.

Each of these pictures is highly
idealised. Their importance lies in
the fact that, for both eras, they
are ideals that we might aspire to,
rather than expect to achieve.

A true collaborative relationship
requires ongoing collaboration be­
tween the partners, including
shifts in position. For example,
one partner's career might be
soaring while the other sits back
and nlateaus. then theY swan.

However, people struggle with
major issues when trying to be
collaborative about careers.

Gender and access. to income
often mean it's not possible to
take turns at advancing each
other's careers.

Then there's childbirth and the
effect that has on a woman's
career. If she chooses to take time
off to care for children, she can feel
out of the loop while her partner
goes on advancing his career.

The two need to decide whether
he can take a turn at the domestic
reins and allow her career to take
precedence for a while. This might
involve a big financial loss, so that
even with the best will in the
world, it may not be possible.

We tend to expect a higher
standard of living than earlier
generations had, and this often
needs two incomes. One strength
of the collaborative relationship
style is the desire to have it all, but
its weakness is that people can get
exhausted trying to achieve this.

Unrealistic expectations can set
us up for constant disappoint­
ment.

It's easy to get stuck on achiev­
ing everything we can with careers
and children, and we may lose
sight of the need to nourish our
couple relationship to make sure
we "have it all" in terms of our
most intimate relationship.

In the nast. we had stereotvnkal

Survival tips
• Collaborative relationships take

.constant thought and work.
• There is always room for individual

needs as well as the needs of the
couple in acollaborative
relationship.

patterns such as the "picket­
fence" relationship model, but to­
day we are trying to find new rules
that work for everyone, and this
takes a lot more effort.

Whatever relationship model
you want to achieve, the impor­
tant thing is to make it work for
both partners.

As collaborative partners in the
21st century, we are still learning
how to find and achieve the right
balance that works for each of us.

The collaborative model is not
nirvana, but the great thing about
it is there's room for the individual
in the relationship, as well as the
couple. And that seems to be what
most people want today.
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