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Marriage Building Block #6: Choosing ‘we’ not ‘me’ 

 “You can be right, or you can be married” ~ Esther Perrel 
 

When the love of our lives communicate with us, we would all like to think that we are sat 
without judgement, totally open minded, ready to accept them and everything they have to 
share…..don’t we?!??! Erm not often, we are usually thinking about: 

1) What’s in this for me 
2) What do they want from me? 
3) How am I losing out here? 
4) Why are they always doing this too me? 

If we don’t think about these immediately, we usually take it away with us, change the details 
of the conversation, and then apply one or all the above. 

In the topic of ‘we not me’, there is generally more of a refusal to share power, than there is 
a willingness to share it.  

When you read this module, it will be easier to see it from the perspective of “yes, he/she 
does do that. I strongly encourage you to read this as “where can I learn to do better, where 
am I not seeing things clearly?” 
 

Adam and Eve - Adams big birthday bash 

Adam wants to Eve to be at his party at home although the party is full of his family and Eve 
doesn’t get along with many of them. 

Adam: “I don’t see what the problem is, she can just come, everyone is expecting her to be 
there, the people she doesn’t like can be easily avoided!” 

Eve doesn’t want to go to the party, she would go if so and so wasn’t going to be there and 
really wishes she could be there for Adam, but doesn’t want to tell Adam who he can and 
can’t invite. 

Eve: “Adam will go nuts if I don’t come to this party, I really don’t want to go” 

Ben (the author) “How much of the party are you WILLING to attend if any?” 

Eve: “I guess I could go for a couple of hours in the morning before everyone gets drunk” 

Ben (the author) “You’re right, you are allowing Adam to invite who he likes and do pretty 
much what he and everyone else wants to do whilst they are there. But he doesn’t also get 
to choose for you to be there too. It’s not putting conditions on anything; you are simply 
stating what is right for you” 

Eve told Adam that day and a few days later he was angry and wanted me to help him 
(although he didn’t really see it as help). 

Adam: “What’s everyone going to think when she’s not there? They’ll all worry about what’s 
gone wrong! The party isn’t even lasting all day, it’s not a big ask!” 

Ben (the author): “Adam you really do get to do what’s right for you, you want to have this 
party, it’ll be fun for you, but won’t be fun for Eve. Attending for the duration is more than Eve 
can give freely right now and continue to maintain you as her priority. What that looks like is 
beginning to get shitty with you and others if she goes beyond what she can give. Eve is 
willing to come for some of the party, is there any particular time that you would absolutely 
like her to be around?” 

Adam: “Yes, the hole bloody time” 



 
 

 

Ben (the author): “I really get that, but right now you are just thinking about you, happiness in 
marriage comes from ‘we’, whilst working out ways to get your needs met. What’s right for 
you individually in this case is different for what’s right for you both. I can see that you’re 
afraid that people might think something is wrong and that is embarrassing for you to some 
degree, but it really isn’t wrong. You guys are working at becoming happier and this event is 
a chance to practice that. What can you tell them if they ask?” 

Adam: “Tell them that she will be there from 3-6pm. But what if they ask what’s wrong?” 

Ben (the author): “Then you simply divulge the truth that nothing is wrong at all and repeat 
what you have just told them, you don’t owe anyone an explanation, not ever. What’s right 
for you both in this case is that you value that your partner has a different set of choices they 
would like to make and you get to appreciate that and still get enough of what you want to be 
happy” 

Adam didn’t like it. In the end Eve did attend the party for the whole day because “It was just 
easier”. Adam and Eve didn’t really learn much from this event other than when my partner 
whines enough it’s just easier to do what they want. This is a disaster of an outcome 
because in Adam’s mind she ‘should’ be there and in Eve’s mind she has just given him a 
huge gift, their overall perspectives are completely different. The next time Adam asks Eve 
to do anything for him, she will remember this event and the new request will be added on 
top, making a small (large) mountain, volcano even that is ready to blow. 
 

It’s obvious that males and females have differences, from childhood into puberty girls and 
boys have very different agendas. Girls actively seek out opportunities to frequently share 
their feelings and inner worlds with each other, they become very good at building 
friendships and set about gaining an understanding of how to start, maintain and grow a 
relationship. 

On the other hand, men find sanctuary either alone or through some kind of accolade, 
sports, being tough, smart, funny, they don’t so much build relationships in as much as they 
build status. 

Generally speaking, this trend continues into singledom and into marriage where women 
seemingly have the upper hand in terms of understanding what builds a home. Cleaning is 
the most obvious where men have only ever cleaned if they are told to or if they are moving 
to a new house! 

Men do well to be taught by their wives how to emotionally deal with maintaining 
relationships. As a general rule men are more selfish than women, its why the plan has been 
for women to carry children, because if it were for men to do, there would be so many more 
children left in baskets and men would do nothing more than complain about pregnancy and 
labour forever and never have more than one child!!! 
 

Where are you selfish? 

Selfishness can be defined in two ways: 

Do whatever you can to make yourself happy, avoid anything that makes you unhappy, even 
if that makes another unhappy. {This form of selfishness is entirely me me me} 

Do whatever you can to make others happy and avoid anything that makes others unhappy, 
even if it makes you unhappy. {The pleaser - uses this to make themselves feel safe and get 
people to like them. People might like how you make them feel but in the end, it comes at a 
high cost} 

The driving force in a happy marriage is not “what can I get?” it’s what can I give?” 

 



 
 

 

 

 

Exercise 1 – Where are you on the selfishness scale 

 

 

Exercise: Take some time alone, 10-15 minutes and grab a sheet of paper and a pen, your 
task is to identify areas where you think you are selfish in your relationship. Where do you 
focus on me me me. It’s really OK that you do by the way, this isn’t a shoot you down in 
flames moment, it’s to simply assess where there is selfishness that you might have 
overlooked, to then give you an opportunity to make some new choices. 

ONLY if you are in a place to hear, go ask your partner to gently give you some feedback 
about where they see you are selfish and yes include the big topics in that as well. At this 
stage its simply to become more aware, not yet to set about changing it. 

 

Some examples to help you: 

“I make what I am responsible for and delivering those things more important than seeking 
opportunities to love you” (Ben Leppier) 

“I blame you for not loving me in the way I want you to and then I get angry and use your 
choices as an excuse to be angry - I am selfish in that situation” 

“I expect you to love me and talk to me and stimulate me when you get home from work” 

“When we try and talk about important things, I find an easy out either cry and whimper or 
change the subject to something you are doing wrong” 

“I eat whatever I want and don’t consider the food budget when I do” 

“I feel entitled to sex with you” 

“I avoid sex with you and then blame you for making me not want it, when in fact my not 
wanting to have sex is mainly about me” 

“I leave you to take responsibility for the kids because it's simply easier for me” 

“You are more responsible than me, I let you make most of the household choices - that’s 
not caring about you, just an easy ride for me” 

“I railroad our choices citing many reasons for my decisions, it makes it very difficult for you 
to have a say or even cast a vote” 

“I claim to have a bad memory or be too busy from work to take the lead in things when I get 
home” 

“I stay up too late” 

“I make everything about me and my fault” 

“I blame you for controlling me when in fact I have lots of choices, I am just afraid of losing 
something (for me) and avoid taking responsibility for the outcomes of my choices - sheesh 
am I selfish with that one” 

“I don’t want to own my stuff, so I make everything your fault, I even blamed you for farting 
once when it was me” ~ based on a recording with Kerry (don’t ask her about this she’ll get 
upset at you and not want to be your friend - sorry, it’s just the way she is sometimes) 

 

 



 
 

 

 

Choosing ‘we’ in money and sex 

The following information is based on my experience of helping others (10 years plus of 
coaching experience) and what works in my own marriage.  

Money 

“You can be right, or you can be married” ~ Esther Perrel 

All resources are shared but rarely is that equal, we give what we have to a joint pot. 

• Unless the spending habits and responsibility of either partner in anyway makes the 
other partner unhappy. Easily treatable if the other partner is willing to make 
adjustments in spending habits and agree budgets in advance. 

• If there is considerable wealth, there must be agreements made about what’s 
useable and what the long-term retirement plans are.  

• If one is more wealthy than the other spouse than an arrangement can be made 
whereby the as a total of joint monthly income what % of that come from the 
wealthier spouse? That % is then used to decide how much each person pays 
towards the shared household expenses 
(e.g. Terence earns £4,000 per month and Sally earns £1,000 per month making a 
combined joint income of £5,000. Terence earns 80% of the income total. Their 
household expenses are £2,000 per month so Terence pays £1,600 per month and 
Sally pays £400. The you get to agree on what is done with the rest of the income, 
savings, retirement, kids University etc etc) 

• Love, time, childcare, household responsibilities (including managing finances, 
shopping for and deciding on food, car stuff, insurances, planning etc) 

Initially a great start point for a couple without children is to determine what 50/50 income 
looks like for all life expenses, including savings, taxes, holidays, gifts etc, simply determine 
what do we cost the world to break even each month? 

A great start point for a couple with children is determine who could earn the lion share of 
income. If one partner can earn 100%, then its reasonable that the other partner can care for 
the children 100% of the time. For the stay at home partner, it might also be reasonable that 
they take care of all household chores, that doesn’t mean that they cannot ask for help and 
support around the home. 

Parenting (not childcare) is 100% a joint responsibility.  

If neither partner is able to earn 100% of the monthly household expenses and both need to 
contribute, then you roughly apportion the % and then apply the same percentage in reverse 
to childcare and household chores. 

Example: If Bob earns 75% of overheads and Tracey earns 25% then, Tracey will do 75% of 
the household chores and childcare and Bob 25%. 

With the above example in mind, love and happiness in marriage still looks like having 
enough in the tank to love and support your partner whilst they set about taking care of their 
share of the labour. You must both hold yourselves accountable to your commitments once 
this has been worked out – discipline is the key word here, discipline and love are 
synonymous with eachother. 

The way of misery is to keep score of what has and hasn’t been done 

Spending money on extras  

See policy of joint agreement 

 



 
 

 

The policy of joint agreement 

 

Something to introduce here from Dr Harley is the policy of joint agreement. Which states 
that: 

‘Never do anything without an enthusiastic agreement between you and your spouse’ 

In principle this sounds great, but there are lots of decisions that can fall outside of this 
policy, because we all have the freedom to choose at all times, it’s rare that our partners are 
going to be enthusiastic about all of the choices we want to make and these choices are 
where we have to get to work and see it as an opportunity to learn to love rather than a pain 
in the backside and a huge inconvenience. 

This should be seen as a measure to agree as often as possible, not to be used as a trump 
card and restrict the choices your partner can freely make. 

Limits to the PoJA 

e.g.  Tina: “I want to go and see my friends for a day” 

Jon: “Yes but we haven’t agreed it, we agreed to use the policy of joint agreement and I 
don’t want you to go!” 

This is control from Jon here, because he isn’t feeling like Tina’s priority. Here is how he 
could manage it differently and get the actual result that he wants. 

Jon: “OK sweetheart what day will that be? I am feeling a little like you don’t want to spend 
time with me lately can we arrange a meeting to discuss that? You guys have fun, can’t wait 
to see you when you get back” 

 

The caveat: Even if we aren’t enthusiastic about something, we should still do our 
best to help meet our partners needs because we see that’s going to contribute to 
their happiness and that’s the ultimate goal is valuing our partners happiness as 
highly as we do our own. 

Example: Kerry would prefer I don’t play golf in the evening, it’s the best time for me. She 
doesn’t enthusiastically agree, but she loves me, so she does agree. She also knows that 
with this freedom, I also am considerate of her needs, so I would only leave after kids have 
gone to bed, or I will only be out for 1.5hrs.  

Or the next evening I would offer to put all the kids to bed so she can have a break. This 
doesn’t become a trade, it’s offered after the event as more love the next day or at some 
future date. Conversely Kerry gets to ask for things too (which she does) which means I do 
all childcare things anyway. We don’t seek to make each event ‘fair and just’ because we 
know we will have to give in different ways down the line anyhow. We just give as much as 
we can – always and don’t keep score. 

Example: Emmet is not enthusiastic about Stefan going out with his friends every fortnight 
for pizza, he doesn’t like Stefan’s friends and they don’t like him Emmet. He is afraid that he 
isn’t as fun to be around as Stefan’s friends. It would be tempting to use the PoJA here. But 
this is a different issue however that must be discussed in a relationship review. The loving 
way is of course to encourage Stefan to go out with his friends and have fun, because that 
will contribute to Stefan’s happiness way more than trying to keep him at home would. 
 

A happy marriage: Made up of two independently happy people, who are 
independently choosing to be together. Not made up of two people who use 
appropriate control measures to keep the other interested or hanging around. 
 



 
 

 

Sex 

Men ‘generally’ are more selfish around sex, I have met and currently help women who are 
more selfish around wanting sex, so it’s not an absolute statement. 

But women can be selfish in different ways, again making generalisations here to make a 
point. In the department of the amount of safety they require, the amount of affection or time 
alone they need, they want to plan more and communicate more for example and although 
these things are helpful to maintain a healthy relationship, it is still born out of their need.  

I am not wanting to get into a debate of which sex is the more selfish and I appreciate every 
woman and man is very different, simply doing our best to help each partner see different 
perspectives. Often a man wanting sex is vilified because it ‘takes’ something from the 
woman, although affection and safety ‘take’ something from the man – are you willing to see 
that both partners have needs and within marriage sex shouldn’t be dramatised more than 
other important topics. 

If you want a happy marriage it’s always based on what I can give to it, rather than keeping 
track of what’s being ‘taken’ from me. 

We really must avoid paradigms of ‘taking from me’, it’s a victim mindset. We always have 
choices - always, when its hard I remember that I am choosing to be married and choosing 
to learn to love Kerry, no one has forced me or told me to stay. From there I choose to 
change my focus to feeling grateful for my partner, grateful that they actually want to be 
married to me and learn to love me. You might even go as far as listing things that are 
wonderful about them, in fact if you made that a daily habit, your marriage would instantly 
improve. Love must be invited and worked at, resentment, anger, irritation and fear take no 
effort whatsoever. 

Planning sex: When passion was flying high (before kids), sex was always mutually 
beneficial experience. But even Kerry and I know that with big life changes, sex always 
changes, as does the purpose of sex. As we have gotten older and love each other more, 
sex has moved away from a physically pleasurable act only and now the purpose has 
become to connect deeply and if we are not both in the place to have that experience, we 
can often both postpone until we can be. This has taken a lot of work for me (Ben), to really 
meet Kerry in that place. We are not stipulating here that this has to be the way everyone 
has sex. 

We have found that an effective way to manage sexual expectation is to plan to have sex, to 
agree a time. It is very common that men initiate sex, because they want it more, this 
initiation tends to happen without putting in any foreplay (which starts at least 24 hrs in 
advance), getting into bed with an erection at 10.20pm and expecting your wife to be 
delighted that you indeed have an erection and to want to use it successfully! Wrong.  

Foreplay: Giving your partner the time they need to unwind and be themselves, not wife and 
mother. They need time to access that space. Being a Mum is NOT sexy for Kerry, not ever. 

Asking for what you want: Men you can ask for sex it sounds like: “Sweetheart, this is a little 
selfish but I would really like to have sex this week, at some point within the next 3-4 days. Is 
that long enough for you to get into a place to want to have sex? What things can I do to 
take a little more of your load this week?” 

Now ladies, when your husband has been vulnerable enough to ask like this its really 
important that you honour his request, even if you have to modify it somewhat. This gives 
you the chance to do what you have to, to get into the place where you are ready to have 
sex, time out, reading a book, time with friends, building your husband up in your mind, 
walking in nature, taking a bath, not answering questions from kid etc etc. 

 



 
 

 

Our bottom line: Kerry says “Even if I’m not in a place to have sex, it’s still always 
good for our marriage. It connects in a way that nothing else can. It is the main 
difference in deep and meaningful marriage vs deep and meaningful friendship” 

 

Compromise vs common ground – We not me 

When we compromise, we usually have the outcome that one partner feels more disgruntled 
than the other, in compromise one is giving more than they are comfortable to give.  

Sheila wants to go to the park for 3 hours, Bob wants to go for 1 hour. The compromise is 
they go for 2 hours. Well Bob is giving more than he is willing, when this principle is being 
scaled up to money, this can become infinitely more painful for couples to manage. 

Common ground sounds like: 

1. Separate people from the problem 
2. Think needs, not outcomes: Imagine you are a parent and your two children are 

fighting over an orange, you see its simple to compromise and split the orange in 
half, right? Well if they both wanted the orange flesh that might work, but what if one 
wanted the peel for a pie recipe and the other wanted the flesh to eat, neither would 
have what they need. Get under the skin of exactly why your partner wants to make 
this choice, what is it they are really wanting? Connection, time alone, adventure, to 
feel valued, to try something new? Before choosing we must get very clear on what 
the needs of our partners are before we factor in our own needs and then the needs 
of the family. 
In the example above perhaps Bob doesn’t know that Sheila just wants 3 hrs with 
him and it really doesn’t matter where they go to her, but she doesn’t say that. What’s 
more Bob wants to get him sooner because he is worried that he hasn’t ‘worked’ 
enough this week so wants to finish something before Saturday morning arrives. 
If they don’t say these extra things, it can become a fight for who wants it most or 
Bob: “Nothing I ever do is enough for her” 
Sheila: “He never wants to spend any time with me” 
 

3. Offer solutions and see how they fit and feel, give it some time and be willing to be 
influenced by your partner. Our attachment to our outcomes largely causes us the 
biggest problem, letting go of the attachment (whilst still focusing on an outcome) 
often relieves the fear/pain/pressure we might feel and helps us to see other choices 
that might be more inclusive 
e.g. Bob: “Hey sweetheart, I didn’t realise you wanted to spend that time with me, if 
we can hold out until early evening I will get my work done and we can have a couple 
of hours walk and then I will also be willing to walk for another 2 hours Saturday 
morning? How does that sound? 

 

Another example 

Steve hasn’t had any time out with the guys for two months and wants to arrange a night out 
with the guys, he just wants a blow out and to let off some steam. Steve also hasn’t had time 
or finances to take Sarah to dinner for two months. Steve is unsure how to choose we, whilst 
also choosing me. Steve wants to stay married and happy. 

Response: Steve lets go of needing to go out with the guys and reminds Sarah that they 
haven’t been out for dinner in a long while. He tells her of his predicament this coming 
weekend. He asks her if she even wants to go out for dinner?  

Sarah replies that she would like a day together, not dinner but doesn’t want him to have a 
hangover. A compromise here would look like Steve doing both things this weekend. But he 
chooses instead to postpone the night with the lads, but does suggest they go for a walk 



 
 

 

instead on Sunday morning when they have a hangover, but he hasn’t. He chooses to 
remember that his priority is his wife not his night out with the guys. Steve really could follow 
through and go out with the guys, but he has to be prepared for Sarah to feel undervalued 
compared to his friends in this situation, because technically she is second place for this 
event. 

Steve appreciates that not as many of the guys will be available on the following weekend, 
but he still gets to have that important time. 

 

===================================================================== 

Choosing ‘we not me’: survival game 

Oooookaayyyyyy, so here's the game. You guys have been down on your luck and decided 
to take a cheap cruise around the south coast of England, you encounter some British 
summer weather (I know what an absolute disaster) and you become shipwrecked on a tiny 
little island that is deserted. There is a beach and some forest area but that's about it. There 
are some items washed up from the ship, but as you have both injured body parts, you can 
only carry 10 items between you from the following list. 

1. First aid kit with penicillin  
2. Fifty packets of condoms 
3. Rifle with 6 bullets 
4. Flares 
5. Compass 
6. A hand saw 
7. 15m of rope 
8. Freeze dried food for 7 days 
9. Toilet paper 
10. A knife 
11. 10 gallons of water 
12. Matches 
13. Two tents 
14. Two sleeping bags 
15. A radio 
16. One change of clothing 
17. Washing powder 
18. A pack of cards 
19. A picture of Ben (this should feature on everyone’s list of 10!) 
20. Small raft with some oars 
21. Saucepans 
22. Some dry timber in a bag 
23. 2 spare pairs of shoes in your size  
24. A warm jacket for you both 
25. Some tin foil 
26. A picture of your family 
27. Sanitary towels (enough for 3 months) 
28. A weekly live feed to his favourite TV programme for 1 hr 
29. A selection of modern times bestselling books 

 

 

See below 

 



 
 

 

Step one: 

Individually choose 10 items from the list below (don’t share yet) 

Step two:  

Discuss your list and work as a TEIAM (ah there is an ‘I’ in team) to come up with one list of 
10 items. Use your power and love to get what items on the list YOU want to have as well as 
accommodating your partners wishes and desires, you can only have 10!! 

Further learning from the game: 

1. How effective were you at influencing your spouse? 
A. Not at all 
B. Neither effective nor ineffective 
C. Somewhat effective 
D. Very effective 

 

 

2. How effective was your spouse at influencing you? 
A. Not at all 
B. Neither effective nor ineffective 
C. Somewhat effective 
D. Very effective 

 

3. Did you compete to win or dominate? 
A. A lot 
B. Uhm 
C. A little 
D. Not at all 

 

4. Did you sulk or withdraw? 
A. A lot 
B. Uhm 
C. A little 
D. Not at all 

 

5. Did you get angry  
A. A lot 
B. Uhm 
C. A little 
D. Not at all 

 

6. Did you act like a victim? 
A. A lot 
B. Uhm 
C. A little 
D. Not at all 

 

7. Did your partner do any of the above? 
A. A lot 
B. Uhm 
C. A little 
D. Not at all 



 
 

 

 

8. Did you have any fun? 
A. Not at all 
B. Uhm 
C. A little 
D. A lot 

 

9. Did you work as a team? 
A. Not at all 
B. Uhm 
C. A little 
D. A lot 

 

10. Did you both feel included? 
A. Not at all 
B. Uhm 
C. A little 
D. A lot 

If the answer is not at all or uhm, what did the ‘not feel included’ person do to create this 
situation? 

You get one point for each (a) answer and four points for each (b) answer. If you have 
scored 24 or more, you’re doing well, anything less than that, you need a LOT of work, call 
Ben. 

 

 


