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How to Say “NO” 
and Still Stay Married 

by Alison Cook, Ph.D. 
Have you ever had these thoughts? 

• “I don’t want to leave my marriage, but I want my husband to stop losing his 
temper.” 

• “I love my husband, but I wish he would stop working so much and spend more 
time with our family.” 

• “My marriage isn’t terrible, but I feel like everything we do is on his terms. He 
doesn’t listen to me.” 

Over the past two decades, I’ve worked with hundreds of women who want to stay 
married, but who can’t figure out how to get certain things to change. It’s not bad 
enough to leave; but it’s also not the secure, loving marriage that you crave. 

You want a partnership, a best friend, someone who understands your fears and points 
you toward your strengths.  

You get that your husband can’t be perfect. But, you long for more than simply going 
through the motions of your lives together. 

This unfulfilled longing usually shows up in my office as frustration with specific 
behaviors. For example, you might express your frustration with any number of the 
following: 

• I can’t pry him away from the TV. 
• He has no clue how hard I work or how much I do for our family while he’s out 

pursuing his goals and dreams.  
• I am the only one doing the parenting. 
• It’s his way or the highway. I don’t have a say. 
• He doesn’t mean to be a jerk, but his temper is a problem. 
• His parents are a problem, and he can’t see it. 
• I see other couples dreaming together. We just divide up the chore list. 

Most women focus on fixing these frustrating behaviors instead of identifying the 
deeper problem. However, that approach is like fighting a chronic cough, instead of 
taking time off to heal from bronchitis. When it comes to your physical health, you 
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don’t say “No” to the symptoms, instead you say “Yes” to a clear diagnosis and a 
path to health.  

The same is true for marriage. You want his behavior to change, but more importantly, 
you want a healthier marriage. In order to achieve the latter, you have to identify the 
root of the problem and create a path toward health.  

The problem is that many women focus only on the surface level issue. For example, 
you might: 

• Repeatedly ask him to turn the TV off. 
• Remind him how hard you work and that you want to be appreciated. 
• Tell him how hard parenting is and give him a list of chores. 
• Continue to criticize his in-laws. Afterall, you need him to understand how 

problematic they are. 
• Hide or withdraw when he’s angry.  

In some cases, this strategy might work. Maybe he simply needs a few reminders.  
However, in many cases, this strategy doesn’t work at all. It leaves you frustrated, like 
you are constantly having to wipe a runny nose. You want a healthier marriage, not a 
babysitting job. 

Marriage is a partnership between two adults. Your job is not to monitor him. Instead 
of focusing on saying “No” to him, start focusing on saying “No” to patterns of 
behavior that threaten your partnership. 

I’ll take it one step further: the reason to say “No” in marriage is so that you can say 
“Yes” to  a more secure, loving bond with your spouse.  

What if you could say “No” to certain behaviors without triggering defensiveness in 
your partner? 

What if you could say “No,” in a way that honors him? 

What if you could say “No” with confidence, while saying “Yes” to your marriage? 

 

A Double Standard for Women 

We tend to think of men who say “no” as decisive, confident, or good leaders. On the 
other hand, when a woman says “No, that does not work for me.” The response is 
often quite different. You can almost hear the murmuring behind her back: 
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“She’s so high maintenance.” 
“Why is she getting so upset over nothing?” 
“What a b**ch!” 

This double standard can make setting healthy boundaries more difficult for women. In 
fact, many women feel they have only two options when it comes to conflict in 
relationships: 

a. Lash out and be perceived as critical or selfish.  
b. Ignore the issue and avoid any potential conflict 

Neither of these options works. The first option creates a “lose-lose” situation. You 
sound critical; he gets defensive or fires back. You wind up in a toxic dance of angry 
exchanges. Even if you do get the behavior to change, he’s not happy about it. And 
you haven’t gotten what you really need and want, which is a deeper, more secure 
bond with the man you love. 

The second option leads to long term, chronic problems. Instead of addressing the 
issues within your marriage, many women: 

• Triangulate by venting about the problem to friends 
• Numb legitimate concerns with food, substances, or entertainment 

These actions erode the intimacy of a marriage over time. You may keep chugging 
along, but you start to go down parallel tracks without really connecting and growing 
together. So, what is the solution? 

Instead of focusing on frustrating behaviors, start answering the following 2 questions: 

1. What is the deeper problem that this behavior is signaling?  
2. What could our marriage look like if we got to the root of that problem together? 

It’s a subtle, but vital shift.  

Addressing deeper issues that erode the safety of your marriage takes him off the hot-
seat. Instead of trying to change details about him, it forces you to dig deeper into 
what you BOTH want out of your marriage instead. 

This process may take time, but it will lead you to better results in the long run. It will 
help you pick the battles that are essential for a successful marriage. And, you’ll learn 
to set aside the ones that don’t really matter. Best of all, you’ll approach these 
conversations without alienating your husband. 
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I’ve boiled down this process to two simple skills. These are skills most women are not 
taught. But, if you can learn to master them, you’ll be well on your way to getting what 
you want out of your relationships. Here are the skills: 

1.  Learn to See the Big Picture 

When it comes to marriage, it is critical to learn how to keep the big picture in the 
forefront. You know when you are flying in an airplane at night and see the city below 
you? The flaws and imperfections grow fuzzy. You can only see the outline of the bright 
city lights. The Big Picture helps you keep in mind the bright lights that define your 
marriage. It also helps you identify the major threats. This big picture is your 
benchmark. Don’t mistake it for perfection. Instead, it’s what it looks like when both of 
you are thriving. When you see the Big Picture, you can major in the majors and 
put the minors in a grace pile.  

2. Negotiate the Marriage You Desire 

Negotiation is a skill most women are not taught. But, it is key to learning how to 
advocate for what you need and want within a partnership. Working out the details of 
your marriage is a bit of a dance. If you push too hard, you risk alienating your partner. 
If you don’t ask for anything at all, you risk being a doormat. When you learn how to 
negotiate, you can get what you need and compromise on what you want. 

 

How to See the Big Picture 

Marriage at its best honors your individuality AND the team you have built together. 
It’s learning how to say “yes” to yourself AND stay connected to your spouse. Using a 
visual illustration, healthy marriages look like the following image: 
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In this diagram, you and your spouse share interests that overlap, and you remain 
connected to each other emotionally, spiritually, and physically. You are a team, a 
partnership. 

However, you also have a sense of autonomy. You each have your own interests. You 
don’t have to be on the same page about every single thing. Plus, both you and your 
spouse have other friendships, and you might even share a few. There’s connection 
and intimacy, yet there’s still space for individuality. Healthy marriages are 
characterized by the following statements: 

• We maximize our strengths and focus on the things we like to do together. 
• We encourage each other to pursue our individual God-given interests and talents. 
• We don’t agree on everything, but we seek to understand our differences. 
• We provide support for each other emotionally, spiritually, and physically. 

The details of how this plays out will look very different from one couple to another.  
For example, one couple might pray together every single night. Another couple might 
pray separately. One couple might enjoy many hobbies together. Another couple 
might support each other in very different activities. The goal isn’t to achieve someone 
else’s ideal. It’s to determine what works best for you and your spouse. 

In general, there are two ways that problems tend to surface within marriage. 

1. Being Consumed by the Other Person 

 

As you can see from the diagram, “you” are barely showing. When you are 
“consumed” by someone else, you might feel like: 

• My needs don’t matter. 
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• I have to do it his way. 
• I can’t be myself. 
• When decisions are made, I don’t have a say. 

In this case, you can tell your husband to “back off,” OR you can start saying “Yes” to 
your own needs. Either way, keep the big picture in mind: Your marriage will thrive if 
each of your needs and wants are honored. It will make you a happier wife. And, what 
is good for you, is also good for your husband. 

2. Being Too Distant from Each Other 

On the other hand, perhaps you’ve grown far away from your spouse. You live separate 
lives and give each other plenty of space. The problem is that you have grown too far 
apart. You are no longer connected nor operating as a team. You lose the intimacy that 
once brought you together. 

 

As you can see from the diagram, you and your spouse have no areas of overlap. You 
are disconnected from each other and living separate lives. If you’ve grown distant, you 
might feel like: 

• I don’t even know who he is anymore. 
• He doesn’t know what I want or need. 
• I am on my own emotionally and spiritually. 
• We are more like roommates. 

In this case, you will need to say “No” to the habits and patterns of behaviors that have 
led to this distance. And, your “No” will be more successful if you figure out what 
you’d like to see instead. It can be extremely vulnerable to reach out to a spouse who 
has become distant. But, instead of criticizing him for working too much, keep the 
bigger picture in mind: What vision of marriage are you proposing to him 
instead? 
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At the end of this e-book is an exercise to help you identify the “major” areas that 
might need some work, whether you feel consumed by your husband or too distant. 
Once you’ve identified those areas, it’s time to negotiate. 

 

How to Negotiate the Marriage You Desire 

When you negotiate well in marriage, you honor yourself, while simultaneously 
honoring the needs and wants of the other person. It’s the art of creating a “win-win.”  

Most couples first negotiate leading up to engagement. For example, you likely 
discussed where you would live, whether you wanted to have children, and whose 
parents would get you for the holidays. You might have talked about careers and how 
you would pay the bills together. At that time, the negotiations were probably fun, 
because you were still in that starry-eyed, emotionally heightened phase of falling in 
love. 

But, the truth is: marriage requires negotiation on a regular basis.  

In the work of negotiating, patience is your friend. If you want real, lasting results, don’t 
simply try to extinguish a frustrating behavior. Instead, think through how you want 
your marriage to be better. Here are some steps to get started. 

1. Look for patterns over time. 

Looking for patterns takes you out of judgment and criticism. Instead of staying in the 
weeds of the moment, you start looking for big picture trends . You might ask yourself 
some of the following questions: 

• Has he ever listened to me? If so, what were the circumstances? 
• When did he start tuning out through TV/alcohol/work? 
• Was there a time when he asked about my needs? 
• I wonder why he stopped helping around the house. When did he stop? 
• Has he always been this angry? When did it start? 
• Did he ever enjoy going to church? What happened? 

Looking for patterns gives you a posture of curiosity. Remember, if you go in to a 
conversation trying to stop his behavior, you’re creating a lose-lose situation. On the 
other hand, if you go in with a posture of curiosity, you set up yourself up for the 
possibility of success. 

2. Identify the impact of the pattern on you. 
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A dynamic is a pattern that occurs between two people. His behavior is one part of 
that dynamic. But, what his behavior stirs up inside of you is the second part. You need 
to get clear about both. This step requires you to shift your focus away from him. 
Instead, pay attention to what happens inside of YOU. For instance, do these thoughts 
occur? 

• “I feel like he doesn’t care when he interrupts me with advice.” 
• “I want to connect with him and talk about the day. When he disappears into the 

television, I feel shut out.” 
• “When we were dating, he used to ask me about my dreams. I felt valued and 

treasured. Now, I feel invisible.” 
• “When he ducks out of hard parenting challenges, I feel abandoned.” 
• “The fact that he doesn’t like my friends hurts. It feels like he doesn’t respect what I 

think.“ 

In this step, you’re shifting from what annoys you about him to what happens inside 
of you as a result.  

3. Get clear about what you’d like to experience instead.  

Now it’s time to create some clear statements about what you would like to see in your 
marriage instead. You’re not clear until you can fill in the blanks of the following 
sentence: 

When he ________________________ , I feel ________________________. 

This dynamic creates ___________________________ in our marriage. 

I long for _____________________ in our marriage. 

Examples: 

• When he disappears into the TV, I feel rejected. This dynamic creates loneliness in 
our marriage. I long for emotional connection in our marriage. 

• When he raises his voice, I feel terrified. This dynamic creates tension and distrust in 
our marriage. I long for safety in our marriage. 

• When he ignores my ideas, I feel invisible. This dynamic creates resentment in our 
marriage. I long for mutual respect. 

Now that you have a better sense of the big picture and the change you would like to 
see, it’s time to negotiate that change. It’s time to talk to your spouse about what 
you’ve learned. You are confident about what you want from your marriage. Here are 
some guidelines to help that conversation go well: 
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Don’t lead with your emotions. 

Prepare yourself emotionally before you enter in to the conversation. Negotiation in 
marriage works best when you are in charge of your emotions, not the other way 
around. For example, when you speak out of anger, you can do harm. On the other 
hand, when you speak on behalf of your anger, you have power.  

Instead of leading with your emotions, turn them into your allies.1 It’s important to 
acknowledge emotions like anger, sorrow, and fear. These emotions are signals that 
you’ve been hurt or that a change is needed. Pay attention to these important signals. 
You might journal about them, talk with a counselor, or invite God in to your 
experience of these emotions. When you express curiosity toward what you feel, 
emotions tend to soften. They start to trust that you will account for them in the actions 
you take to negotiate on behalf of yourself.  

When you prepare yourself emotionally, you reduce the risk of unruly emotions 
hijacking the conversation. Instead, your emotions will bring authority to what you are 
saying. They empower you to speak with courage, clarity, and confidence. Even if his 
emotions get hot, you can stay in command of yours. 

Prepare what you want to say. 

When you are new to this type of conversation, it can be helpful to write out a script. 
Use the following principles to help you prepare: 

• Affirm the good. 
• State the change you would like to see in terms of what you want from your 

marriage (vs. as a criticism of him). 
• Propose an alternative that might work for you both.  
• Stay open to compromise on minors. Stick to your guns on majors. 

For example, in the situations below, which of the following two communication 
options do you think would go over better with your spouse? 

Dealing with an Angry Spouse 

Option 1: “I hate it when you get angry. It makes all of our lives miserable.” 

Option 2: “When you raise your voice, I feel terrified. I know you would never do 
anything to hurt me. But, I believe our marriage would be stronger if we learned how 

																																																								
1	For more on how to turn emotions into your allies, check out my book with Kimberly Miller, MTh, LMFT, 
Boundaries for Your Soul: How to Turn Your Overwhelming Thoughts and Feelings into Your Greatest 
Allies (Thomas Nelson, 2018).	
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to manage our emotions in healthier ways. Would you be open to working on this 
part of our marriage with me? I can set up an appointment with a counselor.” 

Dealing with a Distant Spouse 

Option 1: “Can you please stop watching the TV/get off your phone?”  

Option 2: “I know you need time after work to decompress. Yet, I would love to spend 
more time filling each other in about our days. I think we would both benefit if we were 
intentional about spending time together. Would you be open to carving out one or 
two evenings where we keep our devices off? I’ll make some drinks, and we can sit out 
on the deck.”   

Dealing with Challenging In-Laws 

Option 1: “I am sick of spending time with your parents!”  

Option 2: “I appreciate your loyalty to your family. But, I’d really love to spend some 
holidays with just us. I value creating new traditions on our own. What would you think 
about spending this next Christmas on our own here at home? Maybe you can check in 
on your family on another weekend, when I’m at that conference.” 

These scripts won’t magically solve all your marriage problems. However, they will help 
you learn to ask for what you want in a way that increases your odds for success. 

Remember: if you focus on the “No,” you’ll risk escalating your spouse’s defenses. 
Instead, if you ask for what you’d like to see instead, you set yourself up for the 
possibility of a healthy conversation. It’s a risk, but what do you have to lose?  You 
might be able to negotiate real change in your marriage! 

Here’s an example of how to negotiate change with a spouse from a woman who came 
to me for counseling. 

Jenny loved her husband, Paul. But, she was frustrated with the fact that he never 
initiated emotional closeness. His idea of a good talk was a peck on the cheek before 
heading up to bed. When she did try to engage him in a deeper conversation—about 
how the kids were doing or her sister’s divorce—he stonewalled. “Oh, Jenny, you 
worry too much. Lighten up!”  

The problem was that in order to “lighten up,” Jenny needed to feel heard first.  

First, I helped Jenny think about the bigger picture. According to Jenny, Paul had been 
a good listener while they were dating. She said that they shared a good balance of 
depth and fun. She loved that he brought the fun side out of her and could make her 
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laugh. But, she had also appreciated that when she shared her concerns with him, he 
let her know that he cared and understood. 

“So, he’s capable?” I asked. 

“Yes, something changed during the first few years of our marriage. I had a 
miscarriage. He lost his job. He began to avoid talking about any of these hard topics. 
If I brought up my sadness about the miscarriage, his eyes glazed over as if I had done 
something wrong. I just stopped trying to talk to him. Now, 6 years in, I feel like he 
doesn’t really know me very well. And, that makes it hard for me to just “lighten up” 
and have fun.” 

“These are hard events you encountered just a few years into marriage, Jenny.” I 
reflected. “It sounds like you coped with pain in different ways. You wanted to talk 
about what happened; but he preferred to hold it all in.” 

“Yes, that’s right. I just don’t know how to find our way back together.” 

Jenny began to get a clearer picture of what she wanted from their marriage. She 
loved Paul’s light-heartedness, but not at the expense of emotional intimacy. She 
noted the following upon self-reflection: “When he constantly tries to cheer me up, I 
feel unheard. This dynamic creates distance in our marriage. I long for emotional 
closeness in our marriage.” 

She then went to Paul and asked if they could talk. Their conversation went something 
like this: 

“Paul, I am grateful for your positive attitude, for how hard you work even when things 
are tough. I want us to find ways to have more fun together, because I know how 
important that is to you. What will help me do that, is if you’d listen to me first. When I 
can’t share with you what I’m worried about—even if it’s hard—I feel disconnected 
from you.” 

Paul’s eyes were full. He could sense Jenny’s sincerity. “Jenny, you know I care. Why 
do you need me to dwell on hard things with you?” 

“I promise you, Paul, if you meet me halfway on this, we’ll both have a lot more fun 
together. If you can spend a few minutes with me when I’m sad or worried, you’ll be 
surprised. I’ll feel lighter, and we’ll get to the part you like quicker.” 

“You mean if I eat my vegetables first, we’ll get to have more dessert?” Paul kidded, 
with a warm look in his eye. 



	 12		
“That’s it,” Jenny laughed, as tears started forming. “See? Right now, you’re 
listening to me. And even though I’m crying, I feel closer to you. If you can sit with me 
in the tears, I promise we won’t stay there forever. I just need a little time with you to 
share openly. Then, I’m going to be ready for fun, too.” 

“You have a deal, Jenny.” 

Paul and Jenny were negotiating emotional intimacy. They each needed to be allowed 
to be themselves, while also bending for the other. Jenny learned to cue Paul by 
saying, “I need some vegetables now. Will you join me before we have dessert?” And 
Paul started looking forward to hearing more of Jenny’s heart. By negotiating this 
space together, their marriage became stronger. Paul tapped into his softer side. And, 
they both had more fun together. 

Not every negotiation will go this smoothly or this quickly. You may need to work on 
your negotiation for months. Many couples enlist the help of a counselor. No matter 
how long it takes, the principles still stand. If you can learn to see the big picture and 
negotiate the changes you desire, you’ll stop worrying about saying “No” and start 
enjoying the marriage you’ve envisioned. 

 

When Negotiation Isn’t Possible 

Negotiation only works when both partners are open and willing to make changes. It 
requires a willingness to collaborate. If your spouse is engaging any of the following 
behaviors, negotiation will not work: 
 
• He refuses to change even after you repeatedly ask for what you want and need. 
• He verbally berates or physically harms you. 
• He twists the truth to make you feel crazy (gaslighting). 

These actions create a toxic, abusive environment. Your husband is using tactics that 
are designed to shut you down or control you. In these cases, normal communication 
strategies will not work. Instead, you will need to back up your “No” by setting firm 
boundaries with consequences. 

Actions speak louder than words with toxic behaviors. I encourage you seek the help of 
a professional counselor to guide you through the process of setting boundaries with a 
toxic spouse. Please check the Resources tab of my website for counseling and support 
groups: www.alisoncookphd.com/resources. 
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Try This Exercise at Home 

Improving your marriage requires confidence and vulnerability. It’s hard to step into an 
established relationship and ask for change. But, if you learn to see the bigger picture 
of the marriage that you want, you can start to find ways to negotiate with your 
husband to make that picture come to life. 

As you consider your own marriage, review the three previous diagrams and ask 
yourself which type reflects how you feel. If possible, use the diagrams as a 
springboard to have a conversation with your spouse. 

Oftentimes, couples are doing well in some areas, but struggling in another. Consider 
breaking down your relationship into the following categories. Then, notice whether 
you feel “consumed,” “distant,” or “healthy” within each category: 

Marriage categories to consider: 

1. Money 
2. Sex 
3. Emotional Intimacy 
4. Parenting 
5. Vocation/Work 
6. Spiritual practices 
7. Hobbies 

On a scale of 1 to 10, how true is the following statement for each category? (1 = not 
true at all; 10 = completely true) 

When it comes to ________________________, we understand and respect each other. 
We cherish what we agree on, and we seek to understand and respect each other 
where we differ. 

Notice those categories where you are struggling. Then, think about how you could 
negotiate a better partnership in this area. Work through the steps of negotiation and 
then talk about what you want with your spouse. 

As you understand your strengths and your areas of growth, you will gain clarity. You 
stop “catastrophizing” the issues, slow down, and identify your specific challenges. You 
don’t have to fix that problem right away. Sometimes, simply naming the issue 
together as a couple can help bring more calm. 

You might even decide to work on a specific challenge with a counselor or in a group 
with other couples. Regardless, allow me to emphasize this point: 
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The more you understand what YOU want and need, the healthier your 
relationship will be. 

As you can communicate on behalf of the vision of marriage you desire, 
you stop fighting and move toward solving problems together, as a 
TEAM. 

Together, this is how you express your own voice and experience healthy boundaries in 
marriage. 

I know you can do it! I’m honored that you read this material and allowed me to walk 
you through this important issue. 

 

  



	 15		

About Alison Cook  

Alison Cook, M.A., Ph.D. is a counselor, speaker, and the co-
author of Boundaries for Your Soul: How to Turn Your 
Overwhelming Thoughts and Feelings into Your Greatest Allies. 
 
For over 15 years, Alison has helped women learn how to stand 
firm, develop confidence from the inside out, forge healthy 
relationships, and fully live out their God-given potential. 
 
Each week, over 25,000 women receive Alison’s email newsletter packed encouraging 
advice and helpful insights. 
 
For more information about Alison, visit: www.AlisonCookPhD.com  

For more information about Boundaries for Your Soul, visit: https://amzn.to/3f9c4ev 

 

 

 


