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ON THE FIKS~ OF 'A clinical placement in m y  doctoral pi-o- 

grain during the early 198Os, I was assigned to a counseling 

center and told by the director- that because of  unespectcd 

Staffing probletns, I'd be seeing 20 

couples a aveek. I'd never done any 

couples therap); but I did have con- 

siderable experience as a Fainily 

aiid indi\:idual therapist ivi tli emotionally disturbed adoles- 

cents-a L O L I ~ ~ ,  challenging group of clients if e ~ w -  there 

\vas one! So inv first thought \\-hen given this ne\\' assign- 

ment it'as. ";V'tel- lvhat I'ye done, ho~\-  hard can this be?" I 

plunged ii-r and almost iniiuediatel!. tt'as appalled by ho~t.  

liard i t  actuall\- coiild lie! Pcople \$-I10 seeiiled perfec tlr. s a l e  

;i 11 d re ;is (1 1-1 ab1 e o f'te n 11 e c alii e t c) ta l  1:- uii gl w d  j\- i  t 11 111 t'i 1- 

UNDERSTANDBNG 

THE FOUNDATlONS 

OF COUPLES 

CONFLBCT 
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'io I I ~cgan  a fr;iritic searc 11 of a11 the: 
1x)oks I cori l t l  find 011 c:ouplcs therapy 
a i i t l  t r i d  LO put i r i t o  practice sornc of 
ivhat I learned. 1 read hooks Iiy analysts 
a l ~ o u t  collurion, pr?jcctive identifica- 
tion, and the need for insight. I read 
books by Ixhaviorists, ivho defined 
rnai.i-iage as a kind of 11aIgain or 
exchange in which each partner sought 
to riiaxirnize profits and  minimize loss- 
es. Coiiples ncerlerl to  learn comniuni- 
cation .;kills, these lmoks said, s o  they 
could better negotiate with each othcr- 
so they could l ~ ~ o i i i c  better friends. 

13ut m y  couples weren't impressed 
with any of this. They didn't care about 
insight, and even if' they understood 
what they were doing to themselves and 
each other, they couldn't seem to stop. 
'Their. comniunicatioii skills were gener- 
ally just fine-with irie-but they could- 
n't seeni t o  access the skills T v i t h  each 
other. They  didn't want to talk calmly 
and ratioriallp about nione)- or sex or 
children, and doing communication 
exercises was ,just going through thc 
motions and made them angrier. They 
certainly didn't seem ready to become 
"good fr iends." In fact, inany of them 
ivould coiiiplairi ahout csactly this. 
"TVe'r-e,just fricn,ls-roornniates," they'd 
say xvlicn 1 asked tlierri ~ r h a t   vas wroiig. 

Feeling stuck, I \vent back to what I 
had Icariied from Carl Rogers-partic- 
ularly his lielief in  the importance oP 
rmpathically iiiidcrstandiiig a client's 
emotional experience and reflecting it 
back in a \\.a? that orders and distills 
i t .  I also recoiisiclercd Salvador 
Xliiiucliiii's insights aboiit  how fmiily 
incrnhcl-s erigagc in patterned cycles o f  
inter;tctions. I took home session tapes 
antl studied thein ovcr aiid OVCI', focus- 
ing on the process rather than thc con- 
tent-keeping my eyr 011 thr p 7 1 e  tllr 
couples were pla)ing rather than fol- 
loi+iiig the h l l ,  the particular subjrct 
the?- \\.ere ai-griing ahout. '1s I xtxtclicd 
antl lisceiied t o  all these c.ouplcs. it 
1)ecanie stunningly clear that thcv'd 
sought therap\. becauw t h c ~ -  1iei-e in  ;I 
statc o f  anguish m d  terror. E'ossild\ the 
i n m t  iriipoi~taiit h i i~na i i  I - t lnt io~lship in 
thcii. l i~es-ii i t l i  cach (other-\\.a.: 
cl\ iiig. and e\-crvrhiiig tlicv tiit1 01. ti-ird 
to tlo j u t  scenird to irinke i t  dic ~ ~ I s ~ c I - .  

T $ l i t ~ n  I ci( i i r  t i .niig t o  p~-o\.itlc 
"iii<ight" i n L c J  1111 c l i c n t 4 '  prc)1>1<>111~ 01. 

struck by 

how o j e n  the couple. 

1 saw talked 

their 
7-ehionships in 

Izfe-d nd-death terms, 

US fthey themselves 

were in danger 
of' dy i ng. 



t c a c l i  t h r . r n  skills, a n t i ,  i n  good 
Rogc r i a i i  1;1\11 ion , j 11s t 1'01 lowet1 t h c 
eiriotiori;-ll ~ u r r m t s ,  reflecting back to 

ing tkic:iii slow dovm eliough to fully 
('x ptri e t i c(' and cxploi-e their c)wn f ?el- 
iiigs, I'tI occ-aionally make progress. I t  
seenicd theii that  somethiiig shifted 
c I no t i on a1 Iy with in the coup I c . Ncrv 
cmotions ~vould c:nlt.rge; anger would 
give icay to sadiiess or  fear. For a 
~no~ i i cn t ,  I could see arid hear their] 
ter i ta t i i rc ly hcgin to reconnect with 
each other, and sense the relationship 
quiver delicately back to life. 

T\ ' i t h  one c-ouple, for exaniplc, e17ery 
time the inan-who completely avoid- 
ed his ivife and wouldn't sleep with 
her-tried, in a k i n d  of embarrassed 
mum ],le, to j 11s ti fy h iinsel f, s h e ' d 
respoiid, "That's I-iciiculous! You're just 
so i i i c  ornpeLent!" After slorvlp helping 
tlieni ~incovcr a n d  experience the emo- 
tioiis 1)rneatli [.heir interaction, liowev- 
er, I noticed that he liegin to talk ahout 
his feelings in a different way-more 
opt: illy, st  mi gli tforwaidl y, without his 
usual awk1i.ar-d ernharrassment . For the 
first time, he was really able to l ook  at 
her, and say that it wasn't that he didn't 
care :tbout her, b ~ i t  that hr was so afraid 
of  hc:r rejection that he felt paralyzed. 
A p i n  she rccponded "That's ridicu- 
loiis," h i t  her mice L+ 
rcpeal.ed his message, she h e p n  to 
I o o k  ;it hi 1x1 1%-i th puzzl em ent-se ci 11 g 
somethiiig that had been irirlsiblc 
Iwforc. "I never- knew pori were afraid." 
h e  coiitiniied softly. loohiig hiin tiill in 
the face. 

The l o o k  s h e  Iiad a t  that nioineiit I 
nmi- know well. I call it the "dog and 
r-(.corder'' l o o k .  It's named after the 
cocked-hrad and deeply nonplussed 
l o o k  m y  dog sported thc first time he 
h c d  a huirim \nice coiiic out of a 
rrcording iiiachiiie. Its bcst translated 
A\: "\Illat new thing ur id r r  the S L I ~  is 
this," I kne1v b y  that look that in!' dis- 
riii\?iiig client h x l  1,egun to see her 
h i i s l ~ ~ t i i d  tliffer cntl>,. I t  IVXS nionients 
l ikr thc-cc. i n  .i\.hich primai? eniotioiis 
i\.c~-t- ~ p k e n  clrarli- and piilled o u t  i i e ~  

i - c ~ ~ ~ o ~ i w ~  fnrm ;I  .;poii.st'. t1i;ir sctrried 
t ( i  r i i d i t ~  t h y  (Lifter-cnce in 1111- session\. 

( ) l i t e  ~ j 4 i 0 i  I .i>.a\ \ t i l l  I)oiidcriiig 

t l i~111 \\'hat I SLII\' and he>\1.d, >illtl li<:lp- 

\\-11xt !\'a5 g o l n ~  011 i . l c T t ~ '  I rt-olldcl-e~l. 

lIir\r l \ j \ i t ~ \ ,  I \\.ci11 10 :I c ~ ~ i f ~ r e i ~ c  C' ailti 

got into a11 alter-hours h i .  conversation 
with an cinincnt researchrr in  the  k l d ,  
\ v h o  argued that gcttiiig arid staying 
inarricd was like entering and stickiiig 
to a hargain. I d i q r e e d ,  saying, T h e  
only time n~arriagcs arr  like a bargain is 
when the relatioiiship is already as 
good as dead and a l l  hope of intirnacy 
is gone." Then I heard nipself adding, 
a1 111 os t wi thc )u t con sci o I 1 s t 11 ought , 
"Marriages aren't bargains. They're 
emotional 1)oiids." 

At that moment, i t  felt as if' a door 
had suddenly opened in my iniiid and I 
could begin to truly see what was hap- 
pening with m y  couples. 1 realized what 
should have I~eeii the most o1,vious 
tnitli of all: marriages were prirnarily 
about thc emotional responsiveness 
that we call lo\Te; about fundamental 
human attachment. These bonds 
reflected deep primal sunrival needs for 
secure, intirnate coriiiection to irre- 
placeable others. These needs went 
from the cradle to the grave. How had 
we ever decided that adults were some- 
how self-sufficient? 

I then began to be stnick by how often 
the couples I saw talked about their rela- 
tionships in life-and-death ternis, 'as i f  
they tliernselves were in danger of dying. 
Like mountain climbers suddenly 
caught on a narrow ledge in a std€ wind 
over a 2,000-foot drop, their thinking 
hraiiis had effectively shut down-all 
that was left was raw emotion, mostly 
fear, and a frantic need to reestahlish the 
safety of their conncctio~i, without the 
least idea of how to do it. 

It seemed IO me that what I needed 
to help these couplcs was what, para- 
doxically, couples ther-apy had always 
neglected: a systematic theory of adult 
love. But how could anybody even study 
such a nehdous concept? During the 
'70s and even into the '8Os, in the halls 
of academic psycho lo^, love was no 
more than a disreputable four-letter 
w r d ,  arid the suhject ( i f '  "emotion" 
wasn't regarded ~vitlr any iiiore fawr. 
T\Iien I first coilsidered getting a doc- 
tomtc in clinical psycholog, I renierri- 
Iicr telling the hcacl of  thr tlrprir-tirient 
that I wanted t o  stud!- eniotion. the 
nature of hurnaii connection. a i d  how 
pcople c h m g c  i i i  th twpi .  He looked at 
iiic and said f1,itlv. "1j-c don't do any o f  
t l i a i .  l\-c do i i i ~ ~ ~ 5 t i l i i  eiiieiit>. per-sondit~.. 

siarisLics." So,  I w,r i t  i n i o  coiiiisr:Ii1lg 
psycli olo<q instcad. 

And yet, I w o i i d e r - c d ,  i t  we c l i c i t i ' t  
have a theorv of adli l t  lo\e alld elxi<)- 

tiori, how could ivc  truly urlderstalltl 
whar marriage was al l  ahoui, let a l o r i t ~  
help couples make m y  rcal changes? 
Furthermorc, even if wc b r p n  t o  
understand more about how lovc actu- 
ally played out in marriage. tvliat coultl 
we possibly do, as therapists, to hi-iiig it 
back into the  proccss o f  therapy with 
t rouf)ld couples? 

Relationshlps that Heal 
Today, 20-odd years later, there's 1)ccii a 
seismic shift in thc way we think alx)ut 
emotion, particrdarly love. The por \~i - -  
ful attachriierit bonds wc forni with otli- 
ers are now bona fide subjects for sci- 
entific resexirch i n  psyholo 
medicine, ncurol)iology, and sociolog!.. 
bJe now know how iniportant attach- 
inelit is throughout the life s p i  foi- 

mental and physical well-being. 
The scientik eiidencc is overwhehii- 

ing: research has show1 iuiequivocally 
that people in secui-e relationships have 
better cardiovascular health, stronger 
immune systems, lower rriortality rates 
from cancer-, aiid less depression and 
anxiety, and that they face psychologi- 
cal trauma with more einotional 
resilience. Rescarch tells us that social 
isolation is niore dangerous for health 
than smoking o r  lack o f  exercise. Aid 
when thc relationship ~ 4 t h  O U T  partner 
becomes distressed, we're likely to 
l x  c o 111 e cl i 11 i call? d eprcss c d, h ig h IT. 
anxious, and inore susceptiblr t o  phyi-  
cal illness. I n  short, those closest to us 
have a direct i i q x i c t  on our ability to 
regulate r i o t  onl>- o w  own emotions, 
but 0111- ph>-siological processes. 

M'c've also sceii ii Lirtual revolution in 
the way ~ v e  ticat couples. O n c r  a h i d  
of sideline to the niairi t~usiness of thcr- 
ap>--trca tin g individuals and Fa mi- 
lirs-cociplt-s thcmpv focus;rtl p r in ix i lv  
on getting psi-tilei-s to rcdi~cc  their- 
niutual fAoodlertirig arid achirle ;i w a -  
soliable rlrgrcc of  p t x ~ f i i l  c-oesisteiicc. 
Totlav \+'v hn\r a clear.  coliei-rni. 
researc hrd t 11 eo IT. c 11' atiul t 1 o\,e, 1k.11 i c.11 

proiities a n  cstr<ioi-diiiarih inioriiiatin~ 
map to gtiidc. u s  through t h y  o ihe i -~~ - i s (~  
iniperierr;ihle .iiiltlc.i ness of' ;i cL>~1plc..\ 
rclationsliil). Thi? iiiap enahle. TI\ 10 



As it ~ i ~ r r i r  o t i t ,  he’s 
usually thc pursuer- 
t,laJner, and one o f  
his tactics is to 
demand sex from his 
rvife ahnost daily as 
”proof” that she real- 
ly loves him. When 
she rehises, he  gets 
angry, haiigs allout, 
and tells her she’s 
“cold” and “~lnw~ox~l -  
aiily.” This makes 
her- feel illadequate 
and hopeless, so she 
defensively shuts 
herself clown and 
s h u t s  him out. She 
becomes the with- 
drawer-resister in 
the continual dance 
they do. 

The previous night, 
the two of them had 
gone to a part). On 
the way, hd’d lxooded about the fact 
that she’d oiicc again turned him down 
sexuall!: He noticed in the rearview 
mirror that his hair was thinning arid 
that he \vas devcloping-joIvls. He didn’t 
feel very good about himself when he 
got LO the party, so he imrnediately went 
10 the bar and had a few stiff belts to 
“calm hirnself doim.” Then he sct out 
t o  find his wife antl walked into anotli- 
er rooin, .r+There he saw her cngaged i r i  
an apparently intense conversation 
ivi th an attractive man drrswd in a 
l ~ e a u t i f ~ ~ l l y  cu t  suit and sporting a head 
of thick. glossy, black hair-“looking 
like a stupid male model from the 
f ron t  of Espzre.” He marched ovcr to 
his wife and snarled, .‘Are yo11 going to 
flirt and Tvhore aror ind all night Tvith 
this idiot?“ Shc replied coldly, “Yes, 

talk to than !-ou arc.“ The huslmncl 
stor-rncd out and drove homc h) hiin- 
sclf in a tiu-v, a ~ i d  the!. hadn’t spokcIl 
until the!, came t o  the session. 

This is a classic drliiiing inonlent in 
thcir irixi-riagr--a i r i i c~-ocos r~  o f  the 
niiscri tie f rc lh  aiid the Iesei1t1nc1lt <lie 
fecli. L-nahle to  i-rgulatc. 01- h o i i e s t l ~  
cx1)res.; his feai- of’ losing hei-. hc tui-ii.s 

t o  i-c;icti\-c i-;io,c-, ivhicli clicir A I - ~ S ~ C I I X C  

fi-or11 tiel- r h n r  confiiriis h i s  anguish Lind 
tc;ir. Iri tlicrap\.. I f r m i z  this ct.rnt :IS ,111 

I,ecause he’s s o  1nuch 11:or’e pleasant to 

Emotionu& Focused 

Therapy 
(EFT) is basedon tbt 

On& heal 

create 



exaiiiplv of a cr-itical rrionim~ of' t11(, 
couple's nrgatiw patterri. Thcn I slow 
the process doi.rx and help him fociis 
on  thc event, scconcl h! second, includ- 
ing the initial c-ur-seeing his I 
the glosst,-haired guy. \ \ h a t  did he see 
l\.hcn he looked ~ C I - O ~ S  the 1-ooni at his 
\\ifc? \ \hat  was his body saying? [ \ha t  
~ i a s  going through his mind? 1 - 1 0 ~  did 
he feel, 

Xt first, he doesn't have an\ ansn'ers. 
"I don't know what I saw exactly," he  
sals. After a few minutes, though, he  
cops t o  feeling angry that his ~iifr tvas 
liastiiig time talking to "that prett!' boy." 
He recalls that hi; heart was beating 
fast, he \vas breathing hard, and his face 
felr hot. Then, slowly, as I softly repeat 
the questions, gibing him c:iies--"(;oih, 
y o u  said !-oil 1-enieniher- breathing h;u.d, 
you mast have been upset'"-I noticc 

s ai-e beginning to show 
signs of [ears, and I mention it. "Those 
aren't tears," he savs in anno).aiice, "rii?. 

c!cs are jus t  watering!" 
Gratlualiy, he lxgiiis TO focus on the 

r i i  e 1110 ry an tl what was hap pen11 I g for 
him. "It  \vas the way shc was looking at  
him>'' he fiiiallj. mutters. I follois up this 
cue. "C:ould you help nie understand 
\ \hat  vou mean? \t?lat was i t  in the way 
she u'as looking at him that made you 
feel so had?" Suddenly, his eyes brim 
over w i t h  tears arid he says in a choked 
voice. "She doesn't look at nie that way 
any more. 

Eventuall:., we get to the heart of this 
defining moment: he saw his nlfe uith 
the other inan, his hear-t sped up, and 
he  felt deep terror-the basic panic 
response ivired into us at the threat of 
abandoiiriient and isolation. He saw in 
a flash of agony that she \vas lost to 
him. But a qecond later, he 'd  bypassed 
those terrible feelingc and flipped over 
into a secoiidar) coping response of 
rage, \\.hich left him feeling less fright- 
ened arid insecure. and perhaps a bit 
111 o r  e p (]\\.e I- fiil. 

1177at I see in  this little tableau is sep- 
aration protcst. T h i s  man  is. in fact. ter- 
rified t h a t  h i s  id? d o e s n ' t   lo\^ him- 
that hc  < losing thc niolt vital hunian 
ar tachr i ien~ in his life. He's reacting in 
r li r p I-i 11 i ;I I 11 a\ I h a t fri p l i  IC' 11 e ( 1. de 5 11 c I- 
atc huniaii 1,ririgs l i a  C rcactcci 
thioiigliorit the entirr h i s t o i - ~  ot uu1- 
cpccic.>: ht, figlit\ t(1 yet  1it.r. hac-l,. 

1)rcomirig ever moi-c aggressive: 
deinaricling, and a i i g ~ ~ .  I n  a much less 
draniatic but entirely co~r i~~ler r ie i i ta i~~ 
x\.ay, she, too, acts out the kind of pi.iiria1 
terror that afflicts human bciiig~ \\.hen 
their most precious connections are 
threatened. Of cowse,  she doesn't sce 
his tirades aiid iiisults its evidence that 
he  \vaiits arid needs hei-; she experi- 
ences them as c\idence of his conte~npt  
for her as a wife and woman. She feels 
not only  rejected but deeply afraid that, 
01ie day, he'll simply leavc her in dis- 
gust. Rather than engagr him, she shuts 
rhvri, i\ithdra\t.s, and assumes a posture 
of aloofness LO prevent an escalation 
that'll end the marriage. Its a poor strat- 
eg, ,  but like the freeze rcspoiise of a ter- 
rified animal, it 's ail instinctive, irnniedi- 
ate response to iniperiding catastrophe. 

Attachment' Theory 
All of this talk about broken attach- 
ment bontls and separation protest 
probably has a Eirniliar ring to anybody 
who remembers from graduate school 
thc pioneering work of British psychia- 
trist J o h n  Bowlb!; the founding father 
of attachment theory. Most therapists 
know his basic premise: the human 
need to love and be loved is innate, 
physiologically determined, instinctual, 
and evolutionari1~- adaptive. 

Bowlby and the attachment re- 
searchers ivho follo\\-ed him demon- 
strated unambiguously that babies and 
young children who didn' t  get the 
dependable , at t un  e d 
response they needed from their moth- 
ers became angry and aggressive ill an 
apparent attempt to make the mother 
respond. Because disconnection, isola- 
tion. and loneliness are so unbearable, 
the children acted as if an)- response 
was better than 110 response-rt.hich, in 
these dire and traumatizing circurn- 
stances, is true: an)- response is better 
than no response. Children ivho 
lear-lied that they coultlii't get their 
attachinent needs met fiiiall~. gave up iii 
despair. he c o mi n g apathetic a 11 d 
depressizd. sonietinies even appcari~ig 
indifferent, though. in fact. their bod- 
i es sliox\-ed 1x1 casiii-a tile ptiwiol ogical 
s ign> of seiioiis stres5. 

Bo.i\.li)~ '5 nu I-k p r o f O ~ i i i c l l \ ~  i 11 fl I I  t nc- r r l  
the \\x\ I\-? th ink aliout child psTchol0- 
,F. But Iic. ljclia\-cd soincthiiig t1i;il \\.a< 

trus t \\.or t h y, 

igiioi-rd 1))- c Iiologists loi- !'car.$: 
attachiiieiit l ~ c l ~ ~ ~ ~ i o ~ - - - t l i c  I , iolo~ical l~ 
1)ascd inipemti\.e of a yoiing cI-c:aturc to 
seek aiid mnintaiii an iiitiniate c01111~~- 
tion with a depcn~Ia1,lc. a 
responsive other-stays u-itli us for life. 

After all thcic years of \\~)Ikiiig u.itli 
couples, I 1 1 0 ~  uiiclcrstnrid that the 
heart of the niatter, the  central issue in 
the marriage, i-wclv ~ ( ~ i ~ c e r i i s  the coli- 
tent of a coiiple's a i .g~unents ,  br i t  
almost a h q - s  coricc'riis the strcnpth 
and respoiisi\~ncss of the attaclini~iit 
re lati ons hip they h avc . A11 d th 1x1 t t 0111- 
line test of  that relationsliip is iii the 
aiis\\.er to a fundarnental question each 
is, in essence, asking the other: Are \ ~ 1 1  

really there for me? L h  I really 11iatrei- 

to yo11 cnoiigli that you'll put iiie tirst 
when i t  really couiits--before you1 job, 
before your friends, ewii 1)efoi.c yoiii- 
familvl Partilei-.; i i i  troubled rclatioii- 
ships feel t h a t  o i i  some basic l e~e l  die 
aiiswer to these qucstio~is is 'ho." 01.  at 
best "niayl)e." All coiiples fight. but the 
fights that reallv dcfine a relationsliip 
are always :tbo~r t t hu same thing: 
whether the partnci-s feel they h a ~ e  a 
safe, secure connection vith the other. 

So Iny overriding goal i n  therapy i\ith 
couples became to help tliern rrgain 
(and sornetinies gain for the first time) 
a secure attachment bond \\ith e ; ~ h  
other. But how ~vould  I go about this? 
I'd already tried conventional nieanc- 
exploring their iiidi\idiial childhoods 
for clues about their attitudes toward 
love, teaching them what to expect in 
inarriage, and t n h g  to improve their 
cornmunicatioii skills-to little effect. 
Then I realized that if the basis of 
attachment \\-as eiiiotional cues and 
responses, than eiiiotioii would have to 
be the royal road to better, more secure 
marital attachmcii t .  ;\nv successful 
approach .i\xjulcl Iixve to foc~is 011 help- 
ing clients esperience. develop, and 
di f€erc ri I ia t t' t h  eir o\\m e 1x1 o ti oils ill the 
here and iiou' \\.it11 their partnci-s. 

The importance o f  Tvorking \\.it11 c o l i -  
pies at thc d e e l x s t  c~iiot~oi~;i l  IC\ el can't 
lie i)~.ereiiii'liasized. Eiiioiioiial ciirs 
and i-ejp<>li<e< x c  thr  niusic oi thc 
attachnicnt tl'iiice. p i  oridiiig dit, t ( J l l t ' 5 ~  

i - h ~ t l i i n ~ .  a i l t i  inrlotlieh tli,ir ~ 1 1 1 f u ~ c ~  

e~c1.1 i1lLc1-;i(-tio!i lier\vc>vii ~ A I - ~ I I C I  s ,  

tiefiiiiiig t l i r i i  i ~ ~ ~ l ~ ~ t i o i i ~ l i i p .  11 tlir 

I 



JOEINSON j i i m  / J ( L , ~ v  .fi 
L l l r ~ ~ ( ~ ~ ~ ~ i n ~  rnlisic reriiair1s a jarr-ing, dis- 
cur-\,illg cac:(~pho1iv, 110 a1nou11t of' skills 
traiIli11g i\-ilI Iiltirnately heal their rela- 
tio r i  shi p. 

I t  f o l l o ~ v s  then that thc therxpist 
usil1g an F,FT approach inuStn't be 
frightened of clicnts' extreme vmotioii- 
al LiPheaval. h u t  must learn how to reg- 
ulate arid use it to create new iiiterac- 
tioris. Thc  EFT therapist is neither a 
skills coach. nor  a wise crearor of 
insight into the past, nor a strategist 
c:mploying paradox and problem pre- 
sc~-iption. Ins tcad,  we thiiik of ourselves 
as collaborai.ors iyith our clients, gen- 
uinely curious and fascinated by them, 
able to feel thcir sadricss, fear. aiid rage, 
giliyg o u r  all to imaginatively inhabit 
thcir cinotional world. Sometinies I 
think thc. kcy to this kind of therapy is 
to remcinl~er soirietllirlg Borvlhy liiin- 
self Ixliri-ect: iio inatter liar\. bizarre a 
pe rso 11's he havior, i t  ' 11 ceeni per fe c t17 
rcasonal~lv once yo11 understanrl his or 
her- xttachnlent story. 

I gr-vxs iip in Rrirain as a pul)-keeper's 
daughter. XIy mother- had an espression 
for c 11s tome rs . and the re were many, 
it-ho seemed to go a little c r aq  after a 
few beers: "He's.just having a funny five 
niiriutes." I think this kind of gentle tol- 
erance pi-oviides a good model for a cou- 
ples therapist Faced wlth the inevitable. 
errreine responses people exhibit when 
facing rvhat feels like the life-threaten- 
ing loss of an irreplaceable relationship. 
In a sense, the therapist is alniost a sur- 
rogate atLa~iiiiier~t figure, \\.horn both 
partners call trust to guide them 
through the shoals of reactivitf; risk, 
and the restoration oftrust. 

partners tell their stories to the tlierci- 
pist, rather than tc each othcr.. 'r11is 
obviously requircs that the therapist 
forge a bond o f  trust with each spoiise. 
During this first part of thrrapy, as a 
couple grows to tnist the therapist, they 
become inore emotionally engageti 
with each other and begin to explore 
the fears, sadness, longing, and loneli- 
ness that lie beneath the often obnox- 

matter 
ious a id  repellant behavior that fuels 
the negative cycle of their relationship. 

After help each about spouse five sessions, unders tad  m y  goal that is the to how bizarre 
"enerny" is the cycle itself, rather than 
the other person, and hegirl to "soften" 
toiwrd the other. By this point, with any 
luck, they feel a little more hopeful, 
they're become somewhat gentler 
with each other, arid they're ready for 
the nest, huge step-talking to each 
other  about  deeper  feelings a r i d  
attachiiier~t needs. 

It might he asked why, if the partners 
llave already spilled the beans about 
their sadness, feelings of failure, and s o  
forth to the therapist in front of the 
spouse, they must now turn to that 
spouse and tell him or her basically the 
same thing. It's because, while it 1-educes 
the mutual anger and resentment for 
one spouse to hear the other reveal such 
feelings to me, it's absolutely vital that 
the partners share them with each 
other-face to face. If a client tells the 
therapist how much he hurts as his wife 
stares at the floor, she may feel less angry 
aiid a little softer toward him, but noth- 
ing important \\ill change. Only a direct 
emotional connectioii between the 
txso-eye to eye, face to face-can begin 
to rebuild a genuine bond of emotional 
responsiyeness between them. 

Elvera and Samuel, a couple in their 
late thirties tvith txro young children, 
came into therapy \\.ith me because 
both partners had been diagnosed uith 
depression and, after w a r s  of iiidixid- 
ual psyclioa~ialytic ps!-chotherapy. had 
camp to believe that perhaps their 
rather distant marl-iage might ha\-c 
something to do \\ith it. T h ~ ~ i g h  the>- 
considered theinsel\ e.; "good friends." 
thei-'d 11egiiii to  \rondei- if rhii "friend- 
ship" I V X  eiio\igh t o  sustaiii '3 niai-1-iage. 
Brneath their ob\-ious ~ ~ C O I I I I I I  ,111tl 
restmint. I .saw the aiisiet\ ~ n d  sadilrss 
iii  their. e ~ m  

d perron? 

behavior, itYL 

seem perfectly 

reasonablc 

once you 

Z.I ndeystand his 

or her attachment 
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Ifighh eclucatetl a i i t l  iirtc.llcctii;il peo- 
ple. they'd I~ertri ra ised h>, s cw~r ly  reli- 
$oris a11d emotionally tlistaiit fi~milien 
i r i  E U I - O ~ C ,  Sa~~i~ic:l 's paiei i ts~ who were 
r\txiltliy and sociall) pi-oniiiierit , had left 
their soli ;illnost exclusivel!. in the care 
o f  nannies and se1xint.s. I<lvera had 
been raised t o  bclievc: that 2% woinan 
should he a modest helpmate to her 
hushaiici. ;I responsible mother to hcr 
children, and a dignified figure in soci- 
ety. For her t o  hac:, much less admit to, 
sexual aiid erriotional needs ~ \ ; ~ i i l d  have 
hceri consiciered entirely inappropriate 
and sharriefiil by hci- family of origin. 

IYhen I inquired more closely about 
Ichy they'd come to sec me, Elvera 
dropped her- l ~ o r n l ~ s h e l l :  this couple 
was quite literally "out. o f  touch" with 
each other-they liatln' t  held hands, 
hugged, placed ;I cornpariio~iable hand 
011 the other's arm. kissed, or had sex in 
more than four years. It was only after a 
good fi-iend had tolcl Elvera that it was 
really quite add  for ;t rouple no t  IO dis- 
play any physical affection f'or each 
other that they'd come t o  see me. 

IVith ex-cr). couple. I try t o  intensify. 
crystallize, and hcighteii lvhat I sce as 
the key emotional issue. In this case, 1 
stai.tcd to talk about the distance and 
the loneliness in their niari-iag~. M7e 
talked of the irnportanc-e of touch for 
human beings-pla>fd, loiirig, safe- 
aiid how \ita1 it i h  for a ~iiarriage. 1 said 
that I had a \irioii of a good rnar-riage, 
arid it ivxs one  in ivliich lvarni, loving 
touch, a$ we11 as  verbal expres5iolis of. 
love and crnotion (which they didn't 
share, eitherj, rla)-cd ;I vital role. 

TVheri I began talking about touch 
and ernorion, both rmrtners became 
quiet aird attentive. I've found ahrrost 
iiivariaM\. that if I call connect with 
people einoticJn;ill~ ill  tlic p i~oc(~ss  o f  
d i r  ig ahc )ii t t h ei r f c e 1 i t i g  , the!.' I-e fx- 
cinat(d aiid eagei-. They ma!- find i t  

thei 're ljciiig triili.  see11 and felt. S o  1 
%ked Eli.rra. as I IVX trving to evoke 
with eac  11 i i i  i u1.n the f~mda i~ i r~ i i  tal 1rtxi1- 
it\- of h i s  o r  hrr criiotioiiai expel-iciicc-. 
"CoLdd r o ~ r  pleast- hcxlp inc uiidcr- 

feeliiig ;I\ w i i  ,av these. rhiiigs ; t ~ ) o r i t  
\-011r- n l a l - r l q r ~ ~ "  

%e aisitercti h t l \ - ,  "1 I i o r i ' t  know 
b.11 a t 'I (1 I1 I l l  c:i l i  . " 

Scat?, but thcY also love the frKt  tl1ar 

starid? C.CJlll(1 J O L I  1cll I l l t '  h 0 T V  1 0 1 I ' J ~  

I rcplicd, "127ieri I Iistcn t o  vo~ir 
voice, ?OLI soiind calrii, i.casc~iialAc. a i d  
tlctachetl, but xvhen I look into y ~ i r  

face, 1'1~1 alxolutelp blown aim>. 11)- the 
.sarliiess iii your .  ryes." 

At this point, she lxii-st into tears. A 5  

it tur-ned out, she'd originally hecn the 
"pirsrier," dcrnandiiig inore affection 
from Samuel. I~!'tien tie wouldn't 
respond, she'd shut tlo.cvn and l~ecorne 
increasingly distant aiid cool. Filially, 
she'd g i \~m up in despair. 

After helping them reveal to me, 
oric ;it a time over several sessjoiis, the 
li-elings beneath their carefully main- 
tained detachment and tiegin to take 
sniall risks rvith each other, they \+'ere 
rcaciy t o  t i m i  to each other and, with 
sonic guidance fi-on1 me, begin to talk 
directly about their deepest emotions. 
Having gradtiall!, put together, made 
sense of, and expressed their desper- 
ate loneliness and necdiness to me, 
thev could begin to reveal these feel- 
ings to each ot.her. 

rlr-ami partner to corne out into the 
relationship first-this is part of thr 
road map of  the EFT process. Sarnuel 
had  been able to piece together his 
despair at all the apparent rejcctions 
he'd eslicrienced and  how he 'd  
iiunibetl liirriself t o  hold onto his wifc 
and his fanlily. Rut no'(+' he couldii't 
bear the "emptiiiess" in tht :  relation- 
ship, or  tolerite tiit .  distance betwecn 
them. he said t o  his wife. He wanted t o  
learn hoiv to be close, and he Tvanted 
Elvera to take that  risk uith hini. His 
ahilit). to listen t o  his emotions coli- 
nccteti him ~ 5 t h  his attachiiieiit long- 
iiigs, and he T V ~ S  IIOW eniotioIially pres- 
enr. and rcaching for his wife. 

The ~iioiiieiit i n  their tlicr;\py I 
reriieixbcr best was .ishen I pointed out 
that Hvera was caught lietween hct  
loiiging for connection ; i d  her fcar 
and shaine. I t  \YAS so hard for her to ask 
to be touclied or hcld. At t h i s  point. slic: 

hliiig. with tears in her eves. a ~ i d  sa id .  
' 5 -e~ .  I can't  111-eathe right noit.. ant i  1'111 
shi~kiilg. 1'111 ~ C J  scared--I call't ask 1.r311 

t o  hold me." Il'e csplored the c a m  
strophic fear slit. felt and shc \ r a s  ab l t ,  
tc, tell hini th;it oiic part of tier I\X 

~ i i i . i '  r h t  slit. \\-'is too uglx- m d  too dif- 
i icr i l t  t o  10i.e. If' .he asked hini to hold 

1 ~ ~ \ V : I Y S  clicotirr\ge the 11101-e ltith- 

looked at he]. hlishalid, o b \ l O l l S l ~  trCl1i- 
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never acted on the longing and grief 
that accompanied them. 

When Samuel and Elvera left my 
office that day, I noticed from my win- 
dow that they were walking to their car 
hand in hand. This is what I expected. 
These bonding moments are exquisite- 
ly reparative because they home in on  
the most painful and wounding issues 
in the marriage and, in doing so, heal 
them by creating new bonding events. 
Each part.ner emerges from such an 
event getting from the other precisely 
what he or she yearns for and needs 
most. What we see is that each partner 
is personally strengthened and empow- 
ered by this process, not only in his or 
her relationship, but in life in general. 

Why It Works and 
When I t  Doesn’t 
It’s sometimes asked why and how these 
relatively few moments of marital thera- 
py can actually turn a relationship 
around after years of marital decline. I 
think that these critical moments are 
like laser beams, striking directly into 
powerful emotions wired into us for mil- 
lions of years. In therapy, people find 
the concentrated, distilled experience 
of deep emotional bonding intoxicat- 
ing, dramatic, and sufficiently intense to 
shift the entire relationship off its old 
axis, The freedom each partner feels at 
not needing to defend him- or herself 
against the other, who has now become 
the source of utmost safety rather than 
danger, is exhilarating and life-chang- 
ing. Real emotional connection is like a 
life-affirming drug for us all. 

Of course, there are couples whose 
marriages just can’t be saved by EFT 
This method won’t work if the therapist 
can’t create a basic sense of safety in 
therapy for both partners. During the 
first session with one couple I remem- 
ber vividly, the husband described his 
wife in words so full of contempt and 
hostility that they took my breath away. 
Over the course of several sessions, 
before I terminated therapy, I couldn’t 
get him to see what he was doing to her, 
much less own up to i t  or stop doing it; 
nor could I get the wife to understand 
that his attitude might have something 
to do with her  severe depression. 
Under these conditions, I couldn’t risk 

drawing her into self-revelations that 
he’d only use to torture her  further. 

But wen  when EFT can’t “save” the 
marriage, it can provide substantial ben- 
efits to the marital partners. Late one 
hot Friday aftcrnoon, a tall woman 
strode into my office ahead of her wispy- 
looking husband, fairly yelled at me that 
I was the eighth therapist they’d tried, 
and then, pounding on  my desk for 
emphasis, announced that she’d left her 
whole family in another countq  and 
ruined her life to marry a man who was 
proving to be a terrible husband. He 
didn’t love her, didn’t pay any attention 
to her, didn’t care whether she lived or 
died. Both in their fifties and never mar- 
ried, they’d recently met on a cruise, 
and married almost on a whim. He, a 
longstanding bachelor who liked chess, 
computers, and bird-watching, had fall- 
en into marriage with an emotionally 
volatile woman who terrified him. He 
said nothing during her long tirade, but 
when I looked into his eyes, I saw his 
mute cry, “Help me!” 

At the end of the session, the wife 
told me that a few nights previously, 
she’d said to him that, having realized 
how hopeless both her marriage and 
her life were, her only course was to 
commit suicide. Whereupon, she’d got- 
ten a rope, gone down to the basement, 
thrown the rope over a beam, put the 
noose around her neck, and made nois- 
es as if she were hanging herself. While 
doing this, she’d timed him to see just 
how long it would take him to come 
“save” her. It took him a full six minutes 
to make it down the stairs. She, of 
course, wasn’t dead; on  the contrary, 
she was very much alive and in a state of 
near-psychotic rage. 

This first session with them wasn’t my 
finest hour. It’d been a long week, I was 
tired and hot, and as she shrieked and 
banged on my furniture, I found myself 
mentally thumbing through possible 
DSM diagnoses and wondering why I’d 
taken up  this line of work. That 
evening, over a drink (when EFT fails, I 
turn to gin), I berated myself for not 
responding with the kind of empathy 
and compassion my own model 
demands, and vowed that the next time 
I saw the couple, I’d do better. 

When the couple came in the follow- 
ing week, I said I felt I hadn’t really 

heard them last time, and I was sure 
they’d picked up on that. “I just remem- 
ber,’’ I said, “a story about a strange- 
sounding drama that might have had to 
do with testing a spouse, and I didn’t 
know what to make of it. Could you 
help me understand?” To the woman, I 
added, “I think perhaps you were 
telling me that you were doing some- 
thing that took incredible courage- 
courage I don’t think I’d have had 
under the circumstances. Really, it 
sounds to me as if, in your actions, you 
were framing a vital question to your 
husband ‘If I were dying, would you 
come to me?” 

The woman began to c’y and said, 
‘Yes, that’s what I was doing.” She wept 
for about 20 minutes, dried her eyes, and 
then said sadly, “I know he can’t be my 
husband. He’s a good man, redly, but 
he’s not ready to be anybody’s husband. 
I just can’t find a way to accept that. And 
I needed somebody to hear me.” 

In a sense, this is the fundamental 
story of our lives-we all need someone 
to really see us, to hear us, and to be 
there for us when i t  really matters. 
When we can’t make sense of our  own 
experience, we desperately want some- 
body who can make sense of it for us. In 
good, secure relationships, we get all 
this from our mates, or some other 
beloved figure, and it saves our lives. 
But when we’ve lost those connections, 
the power of a therapist to offer valida- 
tion-to be the eyes and ears and 
receptive heart for the deepest emo- 
tional yearning of each partner-can 
help them learn how to do the same for 
each other. To be seen and affirmed, by 
the therapist and by one’s partner, is 
often a life-transforming event. It’s the 
corrective emotional experience that 
we were all once taught was the heart 
and soul of change in psychotherapy. 

Susan Johnson, Ed.D., the main prcrponent 
of Emotionally Focused Couple Therpy, is 
pojessoy of psychology at the University of 
Ottawa and dirertm- of the Ottawa CoupL 
and Family Institute and Centre for ET 
She’s also a research professor at Alliant 
University in San Diego, Calfornia. 
?‘he EFT website is uzuzu.eff. ea. Contact: 
soo@niagmn.ca. Letters to the Editor about 
the article may be e-mailed to letter+qch- 
networker. wg. 
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