Building an "A+" Marriage by Understanding Your Spouse's In-Born Temperament

In the past couple of articles, I have discussed some of the strengths and weaknesses of each personality type, and some ways that you can build upon your strengths and improve upon your weaknesses.  This month, I’d like to go one step further: let’s examine how our personality strengths and weaknesses can affect our relationship with our spouse (or for those considering tying the knot, girlfriend/boyfriend). 

First, let’s begin with a brief overview of some of the strengths and weaknesses of each personality type:

Popular Sanguine
Strengths
1. Cheerful and optimistic
2. Likes having fun and wants others to do so as well
3. Good at public speaking and meeting people 

Weaknesses
1. Can be disorganized and easily distracted
2. Not good at follow-up
3. Constantly craves attention and approval

 
Powerful Choleric
Strengths
1. Natural born leader
2. Thinks quickly on feet
3. Independent, not afraid of a challenge




            

Weaknesses
1. Can seem bossy
2. Is often impatient with others
3. Can seem insensitive to others’ needs

Perfect Melancholy
Strengths
1. Analytical and organized
2. Deep thinker
3. Serious, good at planning and scheduling

Weaknesses
1. Dwells on details, impatient when others don’t follow “the plan”
2. Negative viewpoint
3. Easily offended/depressed

Peaceful Phlegmatic 
Strengths
1. Calm and patient
2. Good mediator 
3. Loyal friend and worker

Weaknesses
1. Can seem unenthusiastic
2. Is often indecisive
3. Rarely takes initiative

In addition to the strengths and weaknesses, each personality type also has emotional needs associated with it, some of which are closely tied to the strengths and weaknesses.  For example, the Perfect Melancholy needs stability, space, sensitivity, and support.  My wife’s temperament is a combination of Perfect Melancholy (70-75%) and Powerful Choleric (25-30%). In order to meet her Melancholy emotional needs, I try to provide a stable home environment and income, give her advance notice of any upcoming events or changes to our schedule, and give her time and space to pursue her own creative interests.  I also try to support her by giving positive feedback on her musical and artistic projects, and encouraging her to attend conferences and workshops related to her talents and interests.  Since she is also partly Powerful Choleric, I encourage her to pursue projects in which she can take charge and organize people and events, and I often give up “alone” time with her so that she can have time for the many projects she is involved with.

My personality type is about 70% Choleric and 30% Popular Sanguine.  Since Kristen and I share the Powerful Choleric personality type in common, we sometimes “butt heads,” as each of us is a natural leader and has the inner need to be in charge (this is also due to our both being first born children, but for more information on that, see Dr. Kevin Leman’s excellent work on how birth order affects people’s lives as adults. Also, remember that understanding the concept of personality types is only one of many approaches to analyzing human behavior).  

Just because we understand each other’s personality types doesn’t mean everything is always is rosy, though.  As I mentioned, we share the Choleric temperament in common.  At times this is a good thing, since it means we are both busy people and need time to do the many ministry, writing, speaking, and music projects in which we are involved (add Kristen’s art and my educational projects to the mix, and you’ll know why we are never bored!).  One strength of the Powerful Choleric temperament is the ability to lead, but one of the weaknesses is a need for control and a tendency to appear bossy.  When one of us starts to exhibit these negative traits, the other has a choice to either accept or to fight for control.  I’d love to report that we always do the former, but sometimes the latter happens as well.  

For example, we recently had a visit from some family members who drove a long distance to come see us.  When it was time for them to leave, Kristen felt we should just let everyone eat a quick bowl of cereal and get on the road, which would have met her Melancholy need to keep everyone on schedule.  I, on the other hand, had a Sanguine desire for everyone to enjoy their last morning with us while eating breakfast on our deck, which has a gorgeous view.  My Choleric temperament also wanted to be appreciated for my hard work, so I got up extra early to prepare a huge breakfast for everyone, rationalizing that having a good meal before the long drive would make them feel better and would save them from spending money on unhealthy fast food while on the road.  Of course, one can easily guess that Kristen’s Melancholy need to get them out the door on time, combined with my Sanguine need for everyone to have fun, complicated by both of our needs to be in charge/in control, created just a tiny bit of conflict in our household.  We did end up feeding them breakfast, which our guests enjoyed on the beautiful deck before embarking with full tummies, but 30 minutes behind schedule, which they didn’t mind, but drove Kristen’s Perfect Melancholy side batty.  Later that evening, Kristen and I discussed how our temperaments affected our choices and behavior that morning, and we both grew to a deeper understanding of each other that will help us in future situations.

Thankfully, we have been able to work through the fact that we are both Cholerics by taking a “division of labor” approach to running our household, and we try to do so based on our God-given strengths and weaknesses.  For example, since my other personality type is Sanguine, I have never been very good at keeping track of bills, balancing the check book, and organizing our finances.  Besides having the Melancholy traits of being disciplined and organized, Kristen also has the emotional need for security and stability, so early in our marriage we made a joint decision that she would handle the day-to-day finances in our family.  This decision has helped us to not only improve our credit rating, since bills that frequently ended up in my glove box or tossed in a pile under a stack of half-written articles and short stories on my desk now are all organized in spreadsheets and paid on time using our banks online bill-pay system.  Kristen’s needs for security and stability are met, and my Sanguine needs for variety and fun are met, since I can freely attend a social event or move on to my next writing or musical project without the dreaded duty of writing checks for the mortgage and utility payments hanging over my head.

Finally, let me say a word about this month’s article, which I finished almost a week late.  My Sanguine need to socialize and have fun, combined with my Choleric tendency to take on too many projects while seeking approval for my performance, caused me to be distracted and spend my time on other projects or activities rather than on the completion of this article.  This, of course, adversely affected Kristen’s Melancholy desire to stick to a schedule and her emotional need for stability, since this month’s NewBeginningsMarriage.com newsletter was distributed later than planned.  Since I recognize the weaknesses of my personality type, I was able to explain to her that my tardiness in finishing the article had nothing to do with her (remember, Sanguines are easily distracted, lose track of time, and can sometimes offend others without realizing it, while Melancholies are organized, keep to a strict schedule, and can be easily offended).  This doesn’t mean, though, that I can just explain away my behavior by saying “that’s just the way God made me, so like it or lump it.”  Instead, having studied personality theory and understanding the tendencies of my personality type holds me responsible for not just building on my strengths, but also for improving in my areas of weakness.  I want to improve my marriage by living in my strengths rather making excuses based on my weaknesses.  I also want to meet my wife’s need for stability, and I can do this partially by proving to her that she can count on me to finish each month’s article on time.  

So how will I achieve this lofty goal?  During the next month I plan to write three articles, then always keep ahead so I’m not annoying her by putting it off until the last minute, or as I did this month, causing distribution of our newsletter to fall behind schedule.  Knowing my Choleric tendency to bite off more than I can chew, and my Sanguine tendency to procrastinate and/or get distracted, I understand that I may only get one or two of those articles finished.  At least, though, I will not be rushing at the last minute (or a week later) to get my article finished and holding up another newsletter that contains other valuable and timely information that Kristen has written or found.  

As I often tell our children, it’s better to aim for an “A,” and if you get an occasional “B,” that’s much better than aiming for a “C” and winding up with an occasional “D” or “F.”  I don’t know about you, but I definitely want to have a successful, “A-rated” marriage rather than a mediocre (and therefore unhappy) “D” or “F” marriage!         
NOTE: If you enjoyed reading this article, you may find the following resource helpful:

Personality Plus for Couples: Understanding Yourself and the One You Love, by Florence Littauer, which can be purchased online from Classeminars.com or Amazon.com .









