
Marriage Rut or Rescue?  Ask These 10 Best Questions to Find Out 
 
Highlight  
 
Want to get your marriage mojo back?  Asking yourself the right questions is a great start. 
 
The 10 Best Questions 
 
This is the shorthand version.  Experts’ suggested best answers are below. 
 
1. Do we play the “blame game?”  Can we ask each other for a fresh start? 
 
2. Do I feel constantly criticized and belittled by my partner? 
 
3. Do we keep arguing over and over again about the same things?  What’s the real elephant in 

the room? 
 
4. Does boredom rule our marriage?  
 
5. Am I afraid to be vulnerable around my partner? 
 
6. Has sex fallen off our “to do” list?   
 
7. Have one or both of us considered being unfaithful or been unfaithful -- in real life or online? 
 
8. Are we still best friends? 
 
9. How well do we handle good news?  Are you there for me when things go right?  
 
10. What’s the balance in our “love bank account”? 

 
The Golden Question 
The million-dollar question you almost forgot to ask. 
 
How can I love my partner more? 
 
The 10 Best Answers 
 
1. Do we play the “blame game?”  Can we ask each other for a fresh start? 
 
Marriage ruts are often characterized by weariness about life’s disappointments and stresses.  
 
Relationship counselor John Gray writes in Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus, “Look 
inside yourself for solutions.  We often blame our partners for things that are not their fault at 
all.” 
 



Dr. Harville Hendrix, author of the longtime bestseller, Getting the Love You Want, agrees. “Stop 
all shame, blame, and criticism. Instead, ask for what you want in a clear, specific, and positive 
manner.  Express appreciation for your partner.”  
 
2. Do I feel constantly criticized and belittled by my partner? 
 
Renowned therapist Dr. John Gottman, author of The Relationship Cure, believes that chronic 
criticism causes most marriage collapses. He says, “Change your thoughts from a critical habit of 
mind, in which you're very involved with your partner's mistakes, to a positive one, in which you 
catch him doing something right. Change your interaction patterns from escalating negativity and 
criticism to building a culture of appreciation.” 
 
Related: Deal Effectively with Criticism by Asking These 10 Best Questions  
 
3. Do we keep arguing over and over again about the same things?  What’s the real 

elephant in the room? 
 
It’s time to slay those elephants – the ugly, hairy problems you never discuss or acknowledge.  
Experienced counselor Terry Gaspard says, “Sweeping issues under the rug only works for so 
long.” 
 
Recurring arguments often mask deeper resentments. “A common mistake,” says nationally-
syndicated advice columnist Carolyn Hax, “is to focus on small items that make up your life.  
‘We need to do X for the kids, Z is necessary for my job,’ because these small, incremental 
decisions let us leave the bigger, scarier, grayer issues entirely unaddressed.”  
 
Related: Fighting Again with Your Partner? Ask These 10 Best Questions Before the Next 
Argument  
 
4. Does boredom rule our marriage?  
 
Research by Professor Terri Orbuch (a.k.a. “The Love Doctor’) at the University of Michigan 
discovered that simple boredom can wound long-term relationships because it undermines 
closeness.  
 
Celebrity psychologist Dr. Phil McGraw agrees.  He says, “Bored people are boring.  Find a 
passion, get energized, and make time together to rediscover your love and commitment for one 
another.” 
 
5. Am I afraid to be vulnerable around my partner? 
 
Gaspard believes hiding your private world can signal marital problems.  She says, “A healthy 
intimate relationship is built on trust and vulnerability which involves sharing your innermost 
feelings, thoughts, and wishes.” 
 
Ask yourself: what am I keeping from my partner?  Why?  Would I regret telling him/her? 



 
Related: What’s My Emotional Intelligence?  Ask Yourself These 10 Best Questions  
 
6. Has sex fallen off our “to do” list?   
 
Sure, sex changes as a relationship moves beyond the hot honeymoon stage.  But physical 
intimacy is no less important.  Clinical sexologist Ian Kerner, author of She Comes First, 
suggested this question in a 2006 interview with the QDoc:  
 

 Do we have realistic expectations about our sex lives? 
 
Kerner says, “One of the greatest services you can do for a guy is to reassure him that he doesn’t 
have to make love like a porn star. Show him how to enjoy sex like a woman: creative, non-
genital based.  Lead him beyond his penis to be more fully engaged – mind, body, and soul.”  
 
7. Have one or both of us considered being unfaithful or been unfaithful -- in real life or 

online? 
 
Cheating?  Dr. Phil says there are distinct warning signs.  “Remember that people who have 
nothing to hide, hide nothing. Look for a shift in patterns, accessibility, money, reliability and 
secrecy. A sudden great interest in grooming or dress, going to the gym, or putting on cologne.” 
 
Related:  Cheat or Not?  Ask Yourself These 10 Best Questions Before Being Unfaithful 
 
8. Are we still best friends? 
 
One of the biggest mistakes couples make is to have meaningful conversations only during 
crises. Experts agree that genuine friendship is the foundation to long-term happiness. 
 
“To achieve success as a couple, both parties must be willing to foster the friendship and work 
through who needs what from whom,” according to Dr. Phil. “In a solid, underlying friendship, 
you talk, laugh, share, and do things together. Don't stop being friends just because you're each 
other's spouse.” 
 
9. How well do we handle good news?  Are you there for me when things go right?  
 
How one partner reacts to the other’s good fortune may be even more revealing than how you 
fight.  Good news can be good relationship medicine. 
 
Research psychologist Dr. Shelly Gable at UCLA concluded, “Celebrating a partner’s promotion 
together, for example, is a terrific bond.  But when one partner downplayed, belittled, or was 
indifferent to the other’s happiness, the result was often a lasting chill in the relationship.” 
 
Who knows?  This might be the dirty little secret behind Hollywood power couples’ breakups – 
no shared joy about their partners’ newest blockbuster hit movie.  
 



Related:  Do I Really Want a Job Promotion?  The 10 Best Questions to Help Decide  
 
10. What’s the balance in our “love bank account”? 

 
This question originated from work by therapist John Gottman.  He describes relationships like 
bank accounts with positive and negative emotional interactions mentally socked away.   
 
Gottman explains, “It’s whether the good moments of mutual pleasure, passion, humor, support, 
and generosity outweigh the bad moments of complaining, criticism, anger, disgust, 
defensiveness and coldness. All couples have conflict, but it’s ratio of positive to negative 
interactions during arguments that becomes the critical factor.”  
 
The Golden Question 
The million-dollar question you almost forgot to ask. 
 
How can I love my partner more? 
 
Teacher Randy Fujishin writes in Gifts from the Heart, “Asking questions is a very effective way 
of inviting a loved one to open up, explore, and even solve problems.” 
 
“One of the most powerful questions I’ve ever heard is, ‘How can I love you more?’ Ask this 
question of a loved one and see where the answer takes you,” says Fujishin.    
 
QDoc’s Q-Tipster 
 
Dr. Phil says that you need to turn toward your partner, not away, to fix a problem inside a 
relationship.  The QDoc adds: pay attention to your questions.  Love more by asking more loving 
questions.  
 
References 
 
1. About.com, “Can We Fall in Love Again After Being Together a Long Time?” by Bonny 

Albo, http://dating.about.com/od/datingissues/f/canwefallinloveagain.htm?nl=1  
 
2. About.com, “Five Things You Can Do to Improve Your Marriage: Issues That You Should 

Not Ignore,” by Sheri & Bob Stritof, 
http://marriage.about.com/od/marriagetoolbox/a/fiveimprove.htm?nl=1  

 
3. About.com, “Warning Signs of a Troubled Marriage: Red Flags in a Marriage,” by Sheri & 

Bob Stritof, http://marriage.about.com/od/breakingup/a/warningsigns.htm?nl=1  
 
4. American Consumer News, “How To Get Your Marriage Out Of A Rut,” January 31, 2011. 
 
5. Chicago Sun-Times, “Book Should Get Wives and Husbands Talking,” by Mary A. Mitchell, 

January 3, 1999, page 16. 
 



6. Christian Newswire, “Marriage Coach Shows How to Break Down Marriage Barriers,” 
January 26, 2010. 

 
7. CNN.com, “Break Out of Your Relationship Ruts,” October 18, 2007. 
 
8. CNN.com, “Stuck in a Rut,” by Sonya Friedman, December 2, 1992. 
 
9. Creators Syndicate, “Women Discovers Husband's Previous Marriage,” by John Gray, 

August 20, 2011. 
 
10. Dallas Morning News, “When You’re on a Dead Horse, Don’t Just Try to Ride it Out,’ by 

Aline McKenzie, February 20, 2004, page 6E. 
 
11. DrPhil.com, “Affair-Proof Your Marriage,” by Dr. Phil McGraw, 

http://www.drphil.com/articles/article/335  
 
12. Ebony, “10 Dos and Don'ts for Making a Fresh Start,” July 2011, page 62. 
 
13. The Express, “Find the Everyday Miracles that Can Save Your Relationship,” October 5, 

2000. 
 
14. Fujishin, Randy, Gifts from the Heart: 10 Ways to Build More Loving Relationships, 2nd ed., 

Lanthan, MA: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003. 
 
15. Gottman, John, Ph.D., and Nan Silver, Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work, Revised 

Edition, NY: Random House, 2015. 
 
16. Gray, John, Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus: The Classic Guide to 

Understanding the Opposite Sex, NY: Harper Books, 2012. 
 
17. The Hamilton Spectator (Ontario, Canada), “How to Save Spontaneity in Sex,” June 22, 

2007, page G05. 
 
18. Hendrix, Harville Getting the Love You Want: A Guide for Couples, 20th Anniversary 

Edition, NY: Henry Holt & Co. (Macmillan Publishers), 2007.  
 
19. The Huffington Post, “7 Questions To Ask Yourself If Your Relationship Feels Stuck,” by 

Dr. Phil McGraw, May 4, 2015, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/05/04/fix-your-
relationship_n_7202134.html  

 
20. The Huffington Post, “9 Warning Signs Your Relationship Is Headed For Collapse,” by Terry 

Gaspard, MSW, LICSW, July 8, 2014, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/terry-gaspard-msw-
licsw/9-warning-signs-your-rela_b_5563434.html  

 



21. The Huffington Post, “The One Question to Ask When You Feel Stuck in a Relationship,” by 
Amy Segreti, October 10, 2014, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/amy-segreti/the-one-
question-to-ask-w_b_5962144.html  

 
22. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, “Supportive Responses to Positive Event 

Disclosures,” by Shelly L. Gable, Gian C. Gonzaga, and Amy Strachman, 2006, 
http://coachingtowardhappiness.com/pdf/WillYouBeThereForMeWhenThingsGoRight.pdf  

 
23. Kerner, Ian, She Comes First: The Thinking Man's Guide to Pleasuring a Woman, NY: 

HarperCollins Books, 2009. 
 
24. Kerner, Ian (2006, March 13) Telephone interview by Dede Bonner.  
 
25. LuvemOrLeavemRelationships.com, “Are You in a Dead End Relationship?” December 8, 

2010. 
 
26. McGraw, Phillip C., PhD. Relationship Rescue: A Seven-Step Strategy For Reconnecting 

With Your Partner, NY: Hyperion, 2007. 
 
27. MSNBC.com, “Dull Days Wreck a Marriage Faster Than Fighting,” by Linda Carroll, May 

21, 2009. 
 
28. MyNewLines.com, “March 30, 2015, “How to Identify the Dreaded ‘Marriage Rut’ and How 

to Get Out,” http://www.mynewlines.com/2015/03/how-to-identify-dreaded-marriage-
rut.html  

 
29. Naperville.com, “5 Questions to Ask About the Health of a Marriage,” by Jaslyn Singh, 

September 16, 2014, http://napervillesun.suntimes.com/2014/09/16/jaslyn-singh-5-questions-
ask-health-marriage/  

 
30. NetDoctor.com (UK), “Five Signs You’re in a Dead End Relationship,” 

http://www.netdoctor.co.uk/healthyliving/fivesigns.htm 
 
31. The New York Times, “For Couples, Reaction to Good News Matters More Than Reaction to 

Bad,” by Benedict Carey, December 5, 2006, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/05/health/psychology/05marr.html  

 
32. The New York Times, “That Loving Feeling Takes a Lot of Work,” by Jane E. Brody, January 

14, 2013, http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/01/14/that-loving-feeling-takes-a-lot-of-work/  
 
33. New York Times Book Review, “This Old Marriage,” by Hilma Wolitzer, September 21, 

2008, page BR25. 
 
34. O, The Oprah Magazine, “5 Best Things to Do for Your Relationship,” by Nina Burleigh, 

May 2005, http://www.oprah.com/relationships/5-Best-Things-to-Do-for-Your-Relationship  
 



35. O, The Oprah Magazine, “Dr. Phil's Top Ten Ground Rules for Long-Term Loving,” by Dr. 
Philip McGraw, February 2005, page 44. 

 
36. Oprah.com, “7 Steps to Rescuing Romance,” by Dr. Laura Berman, 

http://www.oprah.com/relationships/7-Steps-to-Rescuing-Romance  
 
37. The Ottawa Citizen, “On Your Mark, Get Set & Start Your Sex Drive,” by Julie Beun, 

February 13, 2010. 
 
38. St. Louis Post-Dispatch, “How to Keep Your Marriage Alive,” by Ian Kerner, February 13, 

2010, page L1. 
 
39. The State Journal-Register (Springfield, IL), “Bored in Bed? You May Need a Healthy Dose 

of Anxiety,” by Patricia Long, September 9, 1996. 
 
40. States News Service, “Seven Year Itch: Boredom Can Hurt a Marriage,” April 23, 2009. 
 
41. The Sun (England), “Sleeping on the Sofa Again,” by Deidre Sanders, May 29, 2006. 
 
42. Tampa Tribune, “Books of Love,” by Catherine Stengel, February 14, 1996, page 1. 
 
43. Today Show (NBC News Transcripts), “Today's Relationships; Dr. Dale Atkins and Kate 

White of Cosmopolitan Discuss Maintaining Good Marriages,” November 16, 2007. 
 
44. U.S. News & World Report, “Saturday Night and You’re All Alone?” by Beth Brophy, 

February 17, 1997, page 60. 
 
45. The Washington Post, “Relationship Problems? Sometimes it's All about the Sex,” by Ellen 

McCarthy, December 6, 2009. 
 
46. The Washington Post, “'Spontaneity Is Our Psychic Gasoline: It's What Makes Us Go',” by 

James T. Yenckel, March 3, 1980, page B8.  
 
47. The Washington Post, “Tell Me About It,” by Carolyn Hax, December 16, 2005, page C8. 
 
48. The Washington Post, “Tell Me About It,” by Carolyn Hax, December 17, 2006, page M1. 
 
49. The Washington Post, “Tell Me About It,” by Carolyn Hax, July 27, 2007, page C2. 
 
50. The Washington Post, “Tell Me About It,” by Carolyn Hax, April 11, 2011. 
 
51. The Washington Post, “Tell Me About It,” by Carolyn Hax, March 2, 2012. 

http://live.washingtonpost.com/carolyn-hax-live-030212.html  
 



52. The Washington Post, “Tell Me About It,” by Carolyn Hax, March 2, 2012, 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/carolyn-hax-husband-doesnt-make-wife-a-
priority/2012/02/15/gIQAq6ANlR_story.html  

 
53. Washingtonian, “Sex—and Other Secrets,” by Harry Jaffe, Louise Jaffe, February 2012, page 

37. 
 
 
 
 

©2015 - 10 Best Questions, LLC. All rights reserved. 
www.10bestquestions.com 

 
by Dr. Dede Bonner, The Question Doctor 

10 BQ Document # LRS019 
 

This article is for information only and is not intended to be a substitute for personal,  
professional, legal, or medical advice. 

 
 


