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Chapter 1

BIRD'S EYE VIEW OF HOPE-FOCUSED MARITAL THERAPY

Before you get into the nitty-gritty of doing HOPE-focused marital enrichment, you need a mental map of the territory.  So let's fly over the land and see what this approach is all about. The approach grew out of an approach to marital therapy that has developed over my 24 years of professional practice in marital and couples therapy. During that time, I have conducted a lot of marital (and couple) therapy, supervised a lot of marital and couples therapy (through directing a Counseling Agency, serving as clinical supervisor to two agencies, supervising over 25 master’s and doctoral students intensively, consulting with hundreds of professionals, and giving workshops nationally and internationally on the approach), taught marital therapy classes at three universities, made videos on marital therapy, wrote scientific papers on marital and couples therapy, wrote books on my approach, and done research on applying these principles to marital and couples enrichment. 

The approach to enrichment is based on the same principles as the approach to marital therapy. I will describe a bird’s eye view of what the approach to marital therapy is about. Then, I will define the distinctives of the approach, then I will provide a step-by-step approach to nine hours of marital enrichment consultation to the early married couples we are helping in the present project.

Strategic, hope-focused marital therapy has five major characteristics.  The therapy is

•
Strategic

•
Planned

•
Hope-Focused

•
Sensible

•
Brief but flexible.

By understanding each characteristic, you can see the forest.  Later we'll look at the trees (in a related forest—hope-focused marital enrichment.


Strategic Therapy

A strategy is a therapist's battle plan.  A model of therapy provides an understanding about how the strategy will be employed within different stages of the "battle" of therapy.

The Strategy
The strategy of building mutual discipleship is decisive for dealing with marriage life--faith working through love1. 

•
Faith working through love is prescriptive for good marital relationships (as it is of all mutual discipleship relationships).

•
Weaknesses in faith, work, or love (or combinations of the three) are seen as the general cause of marital problems.

•
Strengthening weaknesses in faith, work, or love (or combinations) is seen as the general strategic solution to marital problems.

People can strengthen their marriage to the extent that they use the strategy.

How the Therapist Uses the Strategy
Employ this strategy--faith working through love--to help the couple or individual with marital problems solve those problems.  Do this by (1) direct teaching, (2) training the couple in applying faith working through love, (3) stimulating practice at forgiving the spouse for perceived wrongs, (4) helping spouses forgive each other, parents, and others in their past for contributing to the roots of relationship problems, (5) modeling faith working through love in the conduct of brief marital therapy, and (6) motivating couples to work in hope, have faith, and love each other.

Definitions--The Fountainhead of Knowledge
Love.  Love is being willing to value and to avoid devaluing people that springs from a caring, other-focused heart.  The marital therapist wants to promote self-sacrificial agape love.  The basic task in a marriage is for spouses consistently to love each other, which will build trust and security and will provide a basis for solving practical problems.

Love is evident in all aspects of good marriages.  In establishing a balance of intimacy and privacy, communicating, resolving differences, confessing their failings and forgiving the partner's transgressions, adhering to a lifelong commitment to marriage, and working to make the marriage better, both partners seek to value each other and never devalue or put down each other.  Love is the primary task of marriage.

Couples in different circumstances practice love differently.  The newly wedded couple, with stars in their eyes, find that being willing to value and unwilling to devalue each other flows naturally from the heart.  In a different way, the loving older couple, married fifty wonderful years, finds that being willing to value is a habit that reflects a heart of love without their even thinking about it.  The couple who have a troubled marriage, though, must take a third pathway to a loving heart.  They must put on love.  They must consciously will to value their partner even when they do not feel like it.  They must consciously will not to devalue their partner even when they feel the urge to bite back when gnawed at by being criticized or ignored.  None of these pathways to love is the only right one.  Each couple must use the pathway that fits its circumstances.

Faith.  Faith is believing that things hoped for will come about. Maritally distressed couples usually desperately hope for a healed marriage.  They cannot "see" that healed marriage.  The fog of rage, the rain of tears, the snowy bitter cold of unforgiveness blind them to a positive future.  Sometimes they dare not admit hope, lest they set themselves up for disappointment.  Yet hope simmers within.

Faith always has an object.  In marriage--especially troubled marriage--faith has multiple objects.  Faith involves trust in the character of a person. When couples come to therapy for marital troubles, they usually have little faith in their partner.  They have focused on the negative behavior, thoughts, and interactions of their partner, and trust has evaporated.

Faith in a person is based on what a person considers sufficient evidence to justify the faith4. Getting married is based on sufficient evidence to merit faith in the partner.  Partners interact until they believe that they have accumulated enough evidence to become engaged.

Declaring a marriage as a "troubled marriage" is similar.  Negative interactions happen, and evidence that the marriage is troubled accumulates until one or both partners stumble over a threshold and declare the marriage in trouble2.  At that point, partners may seek therapy or begin to pursue divorce or other romantic relationships.

Troubled marriages can be healed, which troubled couples often cannot see.  They see only their pain and anger.  They see only the partner they once loved who now grates every sensation--she's ugly, he whines, he smells bad, her touch is repulsive.  Building the conviction that the marriage can be healed can strengthen their faith to realize their deep hope in a restored marriage.

The marital therapist injects faith into a situation that marriage partners see--on the outside--as hopeless.  By maintaining an attitude of faith and by working with the couple through love, the marital therapist can help build the conviction of things not seen.  Partners who believe their marriage is troubled focus on the negative, overlooking positive interactions and qualities of their partners.  Help rebuild faith in the partner by calling systematic attention to the positive behavior of the partner, the positive interactions that the partners are having, and the positive aspects of each partner's character.

As marital therapist, provide evidence that can form a new foundation of faith in marriage.  Use interventions that make love visible to the partners.  Evidence of love can counter evidence its lack.  Eventually, in successful therapy, the light bulb comes on, and partners reacquire faith that the marriage can be healed.

Faith not only involves belief that the marriage can be healed, but it also involves some degree of faith that therapy can help partners improve their marriage.  Many couples are so dejected and dispirited with their marriage that they see therapy as merely the last futile step before they plunge headlong into inevitable divorce.  Therapy, they think, may simply grease the slope to divorce.  Help them put on the brakes and lean away from the brink.  That requires that the partners change their belief about the likely effectiveness of therapy.

Faith requires that partners believe that their effort to do tasks at home will improve marriage.  Troubled partners believe that they have tried everything to improve their marriage.  Why bother trying something else, they think.  Help clients gain confidence that their actions at home can improve their marriage.

Faith depends on a history of fulfilled promises.  Troubled marriages have few recently fulfilled promises.  Where do they find the history of fulfilled promises from which they can draw faith?  They can draw on early times in their marriages, when things were good.  They can draw on the daily interactions, even in the dark times, when positive things do happen but get overlooked or explained away.  Yet you, the therapist, can see the positive when it happens, and you can help build faith by focusing the partners' attention on those positive experiences that reveal the good intentions and good character of the partner.  Look for exceptions to the negative.  They will not be as hard to find as the partners think they will be.

Be realistic.  Don't manufacture positive aspects of the marriage that do not exist.  That will undermine the couple's confidence in you.  Instead, merely see what the troubled couple cannot see through their dark glasses.

Work.  Work is energetic effort.  One important principle of life is the second law of thermodynamics, which says that unless energy (or work) is added to a system, the system will become more disorderly.  An untended garden grows weeds, not vegetables.

Maintaining a good marriage, improving a marriage, and solving problems in a marriage require that the partners exert effort--that they work on the marriage.  Solving problems in marriage through marital therapy requires that the couple work on the tasks that the therapist assigns--both within the therapy hour and particularly between sessions.  Inspire the couple to perspire to achieve what they aspire to.  You cannot browbeat or coerce them into a work ethic.

The strategy is faith working through love.  HOPE-focused marital therapists should never consider themselves marital technicians or problem-solvers.  Therapists are ministers of love.


Planned Therapy

HOPE-focused marital therapists have plans for conducting therapy.  In fact, when I supervise trainees, I require each trainee to formulate a written plan prior to each session.  Of course, clients don't read the therapist's treatment plan, so they persist in arriving at therapy with their own agenda.

The Best Laid Plans ...
Be flexible enough to junk your plan within the first two minutes of a session if necessary and deal with an emergent crisis.  On the other hand, though, most plans are flexible enough that they need not be junked--even in a crisis.  For instance, if you had planned to work on communication and the couple arrive in heated conflict, then the therapist can discuss communication within the context of the hot conflict.  If you had agreed to work on intimacy and they arrive in heated conflict, help them work on the conflict but examine the way that conflict affects their intimacy.  Point out that successfully resolving a conflict increases their feelings of intimacy for each other.

Make plans on several levels, always promoting love, faith, work, and hope.  First, use the AGAPE method to move couples through therapy.  Second, view therapy as occurring in three stages--encounter, engagement, and disengagement.  Third, use strategically informed tactics for conducting each session.  Fourth, deal differently with couples conjointly or partners individually.  At all levels of planning, stay alert to helping partners love, act in faith, and work.

Use the AGAPE Acrostic
AGAPE.  Apply the AGAPE method3 throughout therapy and in dealing with each area.  AGAPE is an acrostic:


A = Assess


G = Goal Planning


A = Action


P = Perseverance


E = Evaluate

Assess.  To help partners love each other more, help the couple explore the problem.  Assess through using questionnaires, observations of live (and perhaps videotaped or audiotaped) discussions between partners, and interviews.

The assessment considers nine areas of married life:4
•
Central values and beliefs

•
Core vision of the marriage

•
Confession and forgiveness

•
Communication

•
Conflict resolution

•
Cognition about the marriage

•
Closeness (intimacy, coaction, distance)

•
Complicating problems (such as abuse, alcohol or drug dependence, or mental health problems).

•
Commitment (including contentment with the marriage and compounding investments in the marriage compared with contentment with alternatives to the marriage such as other relationships, jobs, children, hobbies, friends)

The assessment culminates with a formulation of the problem as being due to weaknesses in faith, work, and love in each of the nine areas above that seem relevant for the couple and a recommendation of the work needed to resolve the problems.  The assessment should mention the need for new hope.  To begin to rebuild the mutual faith of the partners in each other's character, also include a summary of the marriage's strengths and weaknesses in equal emphasis.

Goal Plan.  Identify Specific goals for marital therapy through asking partners to identify precisely what behaviors would be expected to indicate that their marriage problems were solved.  Tie those goals to promoting faith, work, and love.  Goals provide what Snyder calls "mental willpower," which is a crucial ingredient in rebuilding hope5.

Act.  Demonstrate to couples how weaknesses hurt the marriage and how changing behaviors to positive faith-, work-, and love-promoting behaviors will help the marriage.  Suggest tasks that the couple can employ at home between sessions to further their progress.  Emphasize doable actions to provide a sense of waypower and further hope.

Persevere.  Encourage perseverance on tasks, perseverance toward goals, perseverance when the couple is discouraged, perseverance in faith, work, and love, and perseverance with therapy in times when the couple might be discouraged with their progress.

Evaluate.  Evaluate the couple's responses to directives and interventions.  Use the informal evaluations to tailor treatment to fit the couple.  At the end of therapy, provide a written assessment of the couple with recommendations for actions they can take to continue improvement.  The evaluation can be used to strengthen the couple's sense of progress and shore their love, faith, work, and hope.

Plan Different Actions in Different Stages
HOPE-focused marital therapy occurs in three stages: encounter, engagement, and disengagement.6  Encounter involves two major tasks: (a) establishing and maintaining a working relationship in which therapy is initiated and structured and the marital therapist joins the partner or couple to attempt to solve the marriage problem, and (b) assessing the appropriate targets for change.  In each task, show that you value both partners and attempt to promote more valuing love between them.

Engagement is where most of the action is.  Explore feelings, thoughts, and behaviors in past relationships and in the present relationship.  Promote healing of memories and of current relationships.  Build new patterns of acting, thinking, and feeling both toward the partner and toward God.  Engagement focuses the partner's or couple's efforts in changing their (a) Christian values or beliefs, (b) closeness, (c) communication, (d) conflict resolution strategies, (e) cognition about the marriage (i.e., their tendency to blame each other and God), (f) confession and forgiveness, (g) complicating problems, or (h) commitment.  In each area of their marriage, help partners devalue the spouse less and value the spouse more.

In disengagement, consolidate changes within the marriage and help partners remain involved in their community so they will continue to feel valued.

Employ Strategically-informed Tactics
Always holding your overall strategy in mind, develop tactics for every therapy session.  Tailor your treatment to each couple.  In general, a typical session will follow this pattern:

•
Discuss homework.  Find out what worked; if it didn't work, why not; if they didn't do it, why not and how could they succeed at doing it.

•
Employ new interventions (about 30-40 minutes).  Deal with a significant problem and make sure the climate of the session remains hopeful to the extent you can engender hope.

•
Recapitulate the learning that occurred during the session.

•
Assign clear homework for the coming interval between sessions (deal with couple's objections to the homework so you can agree on something that is likely to work).

Plan IN WRITING Each Session
Before you begin a session, formulate a plan.  Based it on (1) the strategy of promoting faith working through love, (2) one of the nine areas of marriage, (3) a choice of interventions to make up the plan, and (4) a choice of homework suggestions to maintain the couple's effort at home.  People who formulate goals in writing accomplish more of their goals than do those who leave the goals formulated only in their heads.7  If you want to help your couples achieve their goals, write down what you intend to accomplish.

Hope-Focused Therapy

The Three-part Theory of Hope
Working on the marriage requires hope.  Hope provides the motivation to work.  C. R. Snyder,8 in the Psychology of Hope, says that

PRIVATE 
      Hope = Mental Willpower  +  Waypower to Reach Goals

A person may have good communication skills, excellent coping skills, adequate knowledge, and be equipped in every way to have an excellent marriage--that is, the person has lots of waypower to reach goals--yet he or she might have little hope because he or she has become depressed.  Depression is a sense of hopelessness, helplessness, and powerlessness that saps mental willpower. Waypower without willpower spells no hope.

On the other hand, a person might have all the will in the world to make an excellent marriage, but the person might not know how to act or might know but not have the skill.  Willpower without waypower also spells no hope.

Beyond Snyder's approach to hope, though, is another message of hope.  Hope is more than conquering obstacles.  Like Christian philosopher and theologian Gabriel Marcel9 has argued, hope involves perseverance. Hope involves the certitude that God is with us through difficult circumstances, even when he has not made a way around those circumstances. Hope involves a motivation to endure when we cannot change circumstances.  Hope involves a vision of a way through suffering--willpower and waypower to endure (called waitpower).

PRIVATE 

Hope = Willpower to change



+ Waypower to change




+ Waitpower even if change is not happening



Hope is crucial to change in therapy.  In individual therapy, Chang10 found that clients who discussed their hopes and dreams were the most likely to improve with therapy.

Samuel Johnson said, "The human mind moves not from pleasure to pleasure but from hope to hope."  People were created for hope. Marital partners, despite their shared misery, have been designed for hope.  That is the spark that the marital therapist must fan into flame.

Hope and Focus
Hope-focused therapy implies two things.  Hope is important.  So is focus.

Hope.  When people in troubled marriages seek therapy, they often have little hope that they can repair their marriages.  You must stimulate that hope in the partners.  Stimulating such hope does not happen automatically.  It will be more effective and more systematic if you keep before your mind the goal of stimulating hope in the future.

Focus.  As therapies have become briefer, they have become more focused, usually zooming in on one thing.  Other aspects of the person's experience are not ignored, but less attention is paid to other areas.  For instance, the therapy performed by the Mental Research Institute (MRI) in Palo Alto has become known as problem-focused therapy11 because it assumes that people embroil themselves in problem cycles, which make their difficulties worse and worse as they try to deal with the problem.  So MRI therapists focus on problem cycles.  Solution-focused therapists12 pursue solutions to the problems with unrelenting zeal.  Emotionally focused therapists give primacy to emotional experience rather than to cognition or behavior13.

In contrast to problem focus, solution focus, or emotion focus, HOPE-focused marital therapy targets love, faith, and work.  It attempts intentionally to stimulate hope.  Whereas the other focused approaches undoubtedly stimulate hope in the couples they treat, stimulating hope is not as important to them.


Sensible Therapy

Make Change Sensible
You can promote hope more by showing the partners that change is possible than by telling couples to have hope.  I call my approach sensible because I encourage interventions that appeal to all the partners' senses--not just the sense of hearing.

Much of therapy will involve promoting change.  One way that you will promote change will be to make change sensible for the couple.  A troubled couple usually has no clue about how they can make things better in their relationship.  They have tried.  Actions undertaken in hopes of making the marriage better have boomeranged.  Often they have virtually given up trying to make things better and are concentrating on self-protection and survival.  Help them develop hope by providing a concrete view of how to make things better.

Examples of Interventions That Make Change Sensible
•
Give the couple a written pretherapy brochure to read.

•
Have them watch a pretherapy videotape14
•
Have them complete questionnaires.

•
Summarize the results of the questionnaires and of your face-to-face assessment in writing and using graphs or other written documents15
•
Conduct a solution-focused interview in which the partners describe behaviorally the "perfect" marriage (making their vision of marriage sensible for them).

•
Use active techniques (rather than techniques based solely on talking).  For example, use the physical space in the office as a metaphor for intimacy, Miller's16 awareness wheel to promote communication, psychodrama techniques, etc.

•
Induce couples to express vulnerability and the softer emotions instead of the hard emotions that they have been expressing17.

•
Encourage partners to express acceptance of each other's previously unacceptable behavior; such a change in attitude (emphasized by changed behavior and changed emotional experience) is a powerful stimulus for hope18.

•
Have couples build a memorial to their progress in therapy at the end of therapy19.

•
Provide couples with a final assessment report and plan for their future20.

By having couples make concrete, active, observable changes, the couples demonstrate to themselves that they are indeed changing.  That physical demonstration of change conveys hope when there was no hope before.


Brief but Flexible Therapy

Over time, therapies are becoming briefer and more powerful.  In general, most individual psychotherapies will produce most of the gains within the first seven sessions21.  Substantial change often occurs before the first session.  Many people do not return to therapy after one session of therapy.  One-session therapies intentionally try to produce as much change as possible in a single session22.

However, (1) some people simply cannot benefit by brief therapy; (2) some people prefer longer therapy (and will sabotage brief therapy); (3) regardless of the type of therapy, on the average, more therapy will produce more change23.  Therapists should not force clients into the single mold of seven sessions and a puff of dust.  Therapists should not be forced into that mold either.

HOPE-focused marital therapy is flexible.  It can accommodate different clients and different therapists.  Some clients have little inclination, financial resources, or energy to participate in long-term marital therapy.  They prefer to get in, get counseled, and get out.  Other clients are slower to warm up, slower and more deliberate in their actions.  They might not be able to benefit by long-duration therapy.

Therapists also have different resources and abilities.  Pastors usually have little time to spend in therapy and have heavy demands for marital therapy.  They may choose to limit the duration of their therapy to five sessions or less24.  HOPE-focused therapy is intentionally brief, yet it is flexible enough for therapists and clients who wish to continue therapy until the clients have received maximum benefit.

The key is this: Identify a target area and focus as many interventions on that area as are needed.  An intervention might be as brief as ten minutes or as long as an entire session.  Many interventions are described for each major problem area.  You can add interventions until you feel you have dealt with a problem area to your own and your clients' satisfaction.

Another aspect of the flexibility of HOPE-focused marital therapy is homework assignments.  Tailor homework assignments to fit your clients.  Homework assignments keep clients focused on improving their marriage.

Duration of HOPE-focused Marital Therapy

Because it usually occurs in less than ten sessions--usually an initial assessment session plus five to eight sessions of intervention--the couple must do considerable work at home, and bibliographic resources play a part of therapy.

Saying that the therapy usually occurs in less than ten sessions does not mean that you will rigidly adhere to that limit under all circumstances.  It means that most therapy will occur in less than ten sessions.  You will usually introduce this notion after you have listened carefully to the couple and assessed the extent of their problems as well as possible in a single session.  Suppose you believe that a couple can benefit from seven sessions (counting the assessment session just ending).  Introduce the time limit by saying something like,


In my experience, problems such as yours are complicated and we can't expect that they can be completely solved in only a few weeks.  However, in most cases, people who are willing to work seriously on their problems can make a lot of progress in seven weeks or less.  They can control their problems to the extent that they no longer need to attend counseling, and they continue to improve their marriage after ending counseling.  I'd like to propose that we work together for seven weeks and then evaluate to see where you are--whether you think you are ready to work on your marriage [or relationship] on your own or whether you think you need additional counseling.  I want to help you work until you feel confident that you can handle things, and even if we decide to end counseling, I want you to know that I'll be there for you as long as you need help.

Most people will end therapy after the number of sessions that you recommended.  For those who decide to pursue additional therapy, though, the method can be extended and tailored to the individual couple by simply adding more interventions that address the couple's problems.

Overview

You now have an overview of HOPE-focused marital therapy--the strategy (building faith working through love), the stages (encounter, engagement, and disengagement), the conditions of therapy, the necessary planning for each session, the focus on hope rather than on merely solving problems, the emphasis on making change sensible, and the flexibility that comes from using interventions and homework assignments drawn from a variety of sources but still fitting into the general strategy of the approach.  With that vision, you are ready, in subsequent chapters, to delve more deeply into each aspect of HOPE-focused marital therapy.

Many therapists have little success in therapy couples.  They become discouraged and demoralized.  They groan when a couple calls for counsel because they don't have the success rates that they do in treating people who are depressed, anxious, or with low self-esteem.  HOPE-focused marital therapy is hope-focused in terms of building hope in therapists as well as in clients.  Throughout the first part of the book, I attempt to give you the will to treat couples and the desire to succeed.  I try to show you that you can succeed in helping couples.  In Snyder's language, I try to help you have more willpower to affect change in therapy with couples.

In the second part of the book--on applying the therapy--I try to make the interventions very concrete so you can gain waypower to reach your goals as a marital therapist.  I describe interventions and homework assignments so you will be able to visualize exactly what you can do to promote hope in your clients and to help them experience better relationships.  In doing that, you can see that there is a way to help clients improve their marriages.  You can thus gain a renewed sense of hope in your marital therapy.

Hope is willpower plus waypower to change and the added knowledge that God is with us even when change isn't happening.


CHAPTER 2PRIVATE 


ESSENTIALS OF HOPE-FOCUSED MARITAL THERAPY

In the present chapter, I list 12 essential interventions of HOPE-focused marital therapy.  At the present time, all interventions appear to be necessary.  Research is needed to determine which (if any) might be omitted without affecting the integrity and effectiveness of the treatment. In addition, I have described twelve additional specific interventions that I called "semi-essential" interventions.  Research is needed to determine whether any of those are actually essential--that is, their inclusion will markedly increase the effectiveness of HOPE-focused marital therapy.

Not all of the “essential” nor the “semi-essential” interventions are appropriate for marital enrichment. Thus, these will be adapted for the present study. In Chapter 3, I describe the sequence of interventions over the nine hours of marital enrichment. In the subsequent chapter, I take you through the “scripts” of the sessions. How you conduct the “scripts” depends on your clinical judgment. You must, however, do all interventions listed in Chapter 3.


Twelve Essential Interventions

1.  On phone, suggest that sometimes improvement occurs before the first interview and direct partners to look for it.

2.  Have couples complete written assessment before the first session begins.  At present, I recommend two instruments: (a) Personal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships (PAIR) and (b) the Couples Pre-Counseling Inventory (CPCI). Use the brief marital assessment battery, which measures satisfaction1, marital hope, intimacy, and degree of marital forgiveness. I hope the brief marital battery will be available, with initial psychometric data, soon. Written assessment is necessary; written assessment contributes to making change sensible, and it has been shown in controlled research to account for substantial change in relationship enrichment2.

3.  Have both partners read "Benefitting From the Marital Counseling You Are About to Receive," which is given in Chapter 8.

4.  Conduct the initial hope-focused first assessment session (90 minutes) in which you focus on solutions through (a) taking a relationship history and asking especially about the positive events during the history, (b) asking about the times in the past when the relationship was good and how those times might be recaptured, (c) asking about when the good times are in the current interactions, (d) asking about the future (perhaps using a version of the miracle question), and (e) pursuing descriptions of how the other person would know that the relationship was better. That solution-focused3 assessment should build hope.

5.  Throughout the initial hope-focused interview, call attention to some salient failures to value the partner. Identify even more successes in valuing love. Call attention to instances of loss of faith in the partner and more frequently instances in which the partners had high faith in each other (usually during the good times in their marital history). Call attention to ways that the partners have stopped working on the marriage--probably as they have lost hope that things can get better--and more frequently in the many ways they have worked to better the marriage and solve the problems--even though the efforts might not have been successful. Conclude the interview by summarizing the problems and framing them in terms of problems in love, faith, work, and therefore hope.

6.  Write an assessment report (2 pages) that you will give to both partners and place in their file characterizing the cause of their marital problems in terms of failures in valuing love, faith in each other (and for Christian couples faith in the Lord, if appropriate), and work on the relationship, culminating in a loss of hope in the future of the marriage.  The assessment report works best if the couples have already completed their written assessment (see number 2 above) so you can use its results in the report (written between first and second session).

7.  Begin the second session by giving the written report to each partner, going over it, and agreeing on an approximate number of sessions needed to achieve the goals identified in the report and agreed upon with the couple.

8.  Focus each session on a single theme.  The themes are central values, core vision of marriage, confession and forgiveness, closeness, communication, conflict resolution, cognition, contentment, complicating problems, or commitment. Structure therapy to the clients' needs. Use as many sessions as are needed for each theme.

9.  Throughout therapy, use the strategy of increasing love, faith, and work, and a focus on rebuilding hope. Show partners repeatedly how to value their mate.

10.  Use interventions that make change sensible, and thus increase hope. Those interventions involve physical manipulations, behavioral actions or interactions, productions of physical products (such as reports, written lists, etc.) that are completed and verbally processed.  These interventions may be drawn from any theory of marital therapy you wish, using your own favorite techniques if you so desire.  The requirements are that they (a) increase hope (willpower plus waypower plus waitpower), (b) fit within the strategic framework, and (c) make change sensible to clients.

11.  Assign homework at the end of every session and, at the beginning of the following session, check to see whether the couple did it.

•
Even the most resistant clients can be assigned "observe and report" assignments, in which they observe instances in which things went well (or less badly) and report back.

•
Most partners can be assigned active homework.

12.  When therapy is completed, present a written assessment report, similar to the initial assessment report, that examines the couple's progress in light of their initial goals, which uses the strategy of increasing valuing love, faith, work, and the focus on rebuilding hope, and which suggests ways that the couple can continue to improve their marriage.


Twelve Semi-essential Interventions

The following interventions are used with a large majority of all couples.  Because couples differ in their problems and because assessment is the cornerstone of intervention planning, these interventions are not used for all clients (as are the twelve essential interventions listed above).  I have listed the intervention numbers in parentheses after each.

1. Creating and revising a vision for marriage (Interventions 10-6 and 10-8)

2. Conducting a forgiveness session4 (Interventions 11-10 and 11-11)

3. Forgiveness used to complete conflict resolution5 (Intervention 11-12)

4. Ranking Chapman's five languages of love6 (Intervention 12-5)

5. *Teaching the LOVE acrostic (Intervention 13-5)

6. *Using listening and repeating to deal with miscommunications (Intervention 13-7)

7. *Observe your effects to short-circuit triggers (Intervention 13-8)

8. *Evaluate both partner's interests7 (Intervention 13-9)

9. CLEAVE acrostic (Table 15-1 and Intervention 15-4)

10. *Harley's Love Bank8 (Interventions 15-5 and 15-6)

11. *Using physical space as a metaphor for closeness9 (Intervention 15-10)

12. *Last session Joshua memorial (Intervention 17-1)

The semi-essential interventions that are marked with an asterisk have been included in the previous research on HOPE-focused relationship enhancement10. In the present study, we will not use necessarily ALL of the same elements as used in past research. This is because, (a) we are minimizing overlap with the FREE (Forgiveness and Reconciliation Through Experiencing Empathy) intervention, (b) we have nine hours (rather than 5.5 hours in previous research), and ( c) we have modified some of the interventions due to previous published research plus Ripley’s dissertation and use of the approach at the MATE Center. 


Homage to Approaches That Have Influenced My Thinking

HOPE-focused marital therapy draws from many approaches to marital or couple therapy, and yet it is not merely one version of any of those approaches.

•
Emotionally focused marital therapy11 has contributed a sense of the importance of emotional experience. Emotionally focused marital therapy evokes emotional expression, particularly of tender emotions, which helps partners see each other's vulnerability. I have appreciated and used that.

•
Behavioral marital therapy, integrative behavioral marital therapy, and cognitive behavioral marital therapy12 have affected my approach strongly. I particularly like the findings of Gottman concerning the minimum ratio of positive to negative behaviors in untroubled couples13. I also like the ways that such approaches treat communication and conflict, help couples focus on the positive, and (in integrative behavioral marital therapy) accept what they cannot change.

•
Structural family therapy's14 underlying theory of changing the structure of marriages has shaped the way I think about therapy. I appreciate the ways they visibly and tangibly show that the structure of the relationship can be changed.

•
Solution-focused therapy15, promotes straight-forward identification of goals. The concreteness of the solutions appeals to me.

•
The Interpersonal Communications Programs, Inc.16, uses an awareness wheel and listening mat to teach communication systematically and concretely. That focus on concrete communication has been fruitful for HOPE-focused marital therapy.

•
Scripture contributes a framework through which I see life and thus see marital therapy. It provides a strategy (faith working through love; Gal 5:6), my goal (building hope), and my focus beyond mere skill building (to aim at forgiveness and reconciliation after hurtful interactions--not just restoring communication, managing conflict, and restoring intimacy--and to promote covenantal commitment and spiritual intimacy).

What is common about the various parts of theoretical approaches that have attracted me?  All have attempted to make change real, tangible, and concrete to the partners--to make change sensible. There is an extraordinary value to tangible manipulations that (I believe) exceeds mere verbal methods of therapy.

Chapter 3

SEQUENCING OF INTERVENTIONS USED IN THE PRESENT RESEARCH

1. Have couples complete written assessment before the first session begins. Assessors conduct a thorough assessment of the couple. Some of the instruments apply to the couple’s marital functioning. (Others apply to their forgiveness, physiological functioning, etc.). One of the undergraduate assistants will provide you with copies of relevant instruments within two work days following your session.

2. The assessor will have both partners read “Benefitting From the Marital Consultation You Are About to Receive”, which is an adapted version of "Benefitting From the Marital Counseling You Are About to Receive."

3. Introduce yourself and discuss credentials of program.

4. Rate importance of making a better marriage and rate communication.

5. Describe a time of good communication.

6. Conduct the initial hope-focused first assessment session (the first 60 minutes of session 1) in which you focus on solutions through (a) taking a relationship history and asking especially about the positive events during the history, (b) asking about the times in the past when the relationship has been especially good and how those times might be increased, (c) asking about when the good times are in the current interactions and how those might be increased, (d) asking about the future (perhaps using a version of the miracle question), and (e) pursuing descriptions of how the other person would know that the relationship was even better than it currently is. That solution-focused assessment should build hope.

7. Throughout the initial hope-focused interview, call attention to some salient successes in ways partners value each other. Call attention to instances in which partners have shown faith in the partner. Call attention to ways that the partners have worked on the marriage. Conclude the interview by summarizing the relationship as you see it, emphasizing love, work, and faith. Mention the conceptualization of having a strategy of increasing love, faith, and work as a way to enrich the marriage. Mention, too, that when problems do develop in a relationship, it usually has to do with stopping valuing the partner, losing faith in the partner, and stopping work on the marriage. Note that marital therapy, when problems develop, aims to increase love, faith, and work.

8. Have partners create and revise a vision for marriage. 

9. Have partners rank Chapman's five languages of love.

10. Discuss stockpiling love and identify ways to stockpile love.

11. Assign homework: create a written vision of their marriage, write a love letter to each other, and complete the Homework Assignment Sheet.

12. Between sessions 1 and 2, write an assessment report (2 pages) that you will give to both partners and place in their file characterizing the strengths and weaknesses of the marriage in terms of valuing love, faith in each other, and work on the relationship. Assess and comment on their hope for an excellent relationship.

13. Begin the second session by going over the homework: discussing the vision of their marriage and having them read the love-letter they wrote to each other.

14. Give your written assessment report to each partner, go over it, and agree on goals.

15. Discussion of divorced couple, cascade to divorce, and four horsemen of the apocalypse.

16. Miracle script for perfect communication, example of perfect communication, process it.

17. Dealing with desires to change their communication. Implicit or explicit changes, guidelines for changing communication. 

18. STEPS to good communication. Teach and have them practice. (Takes about an hour.)

19. Creating time for the STEPS to good communication.

20. Teach partners to make direct requests.

21. Teach listening skills (empathy).

22. Powergram.

23. *Teach the LOVE acrostic.

24. *Listening and repeating to deal with miscommunications

25. *Observe your effects to short-circuit triggers

26. Value your partner in the midst of misunderstandings

27. *Evaluate both partner's interests

28. Making things right when things go wrong: Brief discussion about making up.

29. Homework: complete the check for understanding, revise the written vision statement, Identify and do things that would add to the stockpile of love.

30. Between sessions 2 and 3 prepare an addendum to the assessment report and attach a blank page.

31. Session 3 begins with review of homework.

32. Review the first two sessions.

33. Introduce the topic of Intimacy

34. Get couples to agree to try a new intimacy-producing activity.

35. Have partners graph their emotional closeness over time since the relationship began.

36. CLEAVE acrostic 

37. C: Change actions to positive. (1)  Review Gottman’s 5:1 ratio. (2) Have partners plan to do at least three random acts of tenderness in the upcoming week. (3) Sharing positive feelings (sentence completions).

38. L:  Loving romance. Discuss how they romanced each other early in the relationship and whether they could do more of that now.

39. E:  Employ a calendar. (1) Explain distance, co-action, intimacy. (2) Examine time schedules (might take 30 minutes). (3) Establish couple protected time.

40. A:  Adjust intimacy elsewhere. (1) Explain emotional distancer-pursuer pattern.  

41. V:  Value your partner

42. E:  Enjoy yourselves sexually. (1) Have them read the section on CLEAVE summary. (2) Have them read the “Myths About Sexual Satisfaction”).

43. *Using physical space as a metaphor for closeness 

44. *Last session create a memorial

45. Present a written assessment report, which includes a copy of the original assessment report plus additional pages for new goals for the marriage and new commitments to increase our love.

46. Get informal feedback about the things they liked.

47. Tell them how much you enjoyed working with them.

Chapter 4

HOW TO DO THE SESSION 1 INTERVENTIONS (Listed in Order)

Have couples complete written assessment before the first session begins.

 Assessors will conduct a thorough assessment of the couple. Some of the instruments will apply to the couple’s marital functioning. (Others apply to their forgiveness, physiological functioning, etc.). One of the undergraduate assistants will provide you with copies of relevant instruments within two work days following your session. These include a measure of marital adjustment, a measure of intimacy relative to their ideal intimacy, and a brief measure of several aspects of the marriage. You will use these instruments plus the information you gain from the first session to write an assessment report, which you will give to the couple at the beginning of the second session.

The assessor will have both partners read “Benefitting From the Marital Consultation You Are About to Receive”

(see following pages)

PRIVATE 


PRIVATE 


tc  \l 1 ""

PRIVATE 

Benefitting From the Couples Consultationtc  \l 1 "
Benefitting From the Couples Counseling"
You Are About To Receive


Everett L. Worthington, Jr., Ph.D.

Strong Marriages

Married partners can conduct their marriages either with a plan or by reacting to whatever comes along. In the first six months of marriage, many people form their plan. Over time, couples who develop a healthy plan have strong, exciting, and lasting marriages. Some couples don’t develop a plan. They react to whatever happens. They have no vision of what they would like their marriage to be and no strategy for how to bring their vision about. They might have good or poor marriages—depending on life circumstances. Good or poor, though, they are at the mercy of luck, fate, or acts of God. Developing a good plan won’t guarantee that your marriage will be free of bumps and stresses, but it will help you avoid many of the avoidable stresses.

Marriages depend on three characteristics, which I call love, faith, and work. Strong marriages actively build love; partners have faith in each other; partners work hard on the marriage. Troubled marriages have weaknesses in love, lose faith in each other or the future, and stop working on their marriage. When people go to marital counseling for marriage problems, most marital therapists (in one way or another) try to help people solve their problems in love, faith, and work, and build strengths in love, faith, and work.

In aPRIVATE 
 good marriage, partners demonstrate love. They value each other and try never to devalue each other. In a troubled marriage, partners devalue each other and fail to take every opportunity to value each other.

Making a Good Marriage Better

The early months of marriage are key to a strong lasting marriage. Newly married couples have to work out the ways they are going to treat each other. Usually, they discover many things about their spouse and their life together that they did not know about when they entered marriage. That can be true even if couples have lived together before marriage.

They have to work out all those little rules about who is going to do which task around the house, how they are going to show love to each other, and how they are going to treat each other. In short, they develop a strategy for building love. If the marriage is to be a good one, the strategy needs to emphasize love, faith in each other, and work on the relationship.

PRIVATE 
To improve your marriage—even if it is already great—love your partner more by valuing him or her.

Adopt a Helpful Attitude
It is easy to look at our partner and think, we’d be happier if he [or she] would only change. The fact is, though, that if we want to make our good marriage even better, WE must be the one to change first. We cannot make our partner ever do anything differently. But we can make ourselves do things differently.

PRIVATE 
To make your marriage stronger, change what you can: your own behavior, thoughts, and (eventually) feelings.  Don't worry about what your partner is or isn't doing.  Be the first to change;  don't wait for your partner to change.

Be patient.  Changes won't occur over night. Don't expect perfection. Take it as a given that 99% of all partners want their marriage to get better. Your partner is trying to improve the marriage just like you are. Your partner's motives are almost always positive.

How To Benefit From This Consultation
1. Realize that together you and your partner will make your marriage stronger. Your consultant can help you forge an even stronger marriage than you have now, but most of the improvement in your marriage will occur because you try to employ the strategy of love, faith, and work—not just when you are with your consultant but also at home. The consultant will give you many ideas about making your marriage better based on a program that has been shown scientifically to be one of the strongest marital enrichment programs in existence. However, the two of you working together in the privacy of your own home will make the changes that last.

2. Be honest with the consultant.

3. Be honest with yourself. Try hard. Every person can improve his or her marriage. Try out the suggestions with an open mind.

4. Do the activities at home that your consultant asks you to do.

5. Your consultant is going to show you new ways to be more intimate with each other, communicate even better than you do now, resolve differences that might pop up over a lifetime together, and stay committed to each other.

6. Your consultant is not someone who has any magical knowledge about making perfect marriages. Rather, he or she will help you find the things that work for you and your partner in your marriage. Your consultant will try his or her best to help you meet your marital goals.

We wish you well with your marriage.

Greeting

Thank you for participating in this study of ways to make your marriage better.

Acknowledge the time and effort at completing all the tests.

Assure the couple that they will learn ways to make their relationship better and will contribute to knowledge that eventually will help thousands of other couples better their relationships.

Credentials

Introduce yourself as the couple's consultant who will meet with them for 9 hours over the next three weeks to help them work to build a stronger marriage. Summarize your credentials.  Say you will be working with the couples on a program that has been investigated several times and reports of its effectiveness published in some of the leading journals in psychology.

Direct their attention to their workbook, where photocopies will be found for some scientific articles and one magazine article.

The Couple’s Goal

Ask, "Do you want to increase the satisfaction with your marriage?"

How motivated are you to work to make your marriage better?  If we had an 11-point scale-- from 0=no motivation at all to make our marriage better, to 5=I want to make our marriage better but I can't devote a lot of effort to it, to 10=the most important thing in my life is to make our marriage as strong as it can be.


Let each rate.

Road To a Better Marriage: Importance

(This picture, see following page, will be included twice in the Couple’s Manual—once for the husband and once for the wife.)

Road To a Better Marriage: Importance

10=Most Important

Thing in My Life

Is To Make Our

Marriage As Strong

As It Can Be






5=I Want To Make Our






Marriage Better, But






I Cannot Devote a






Lot of Effort and






Time To It


0=I Have No Motivation


To Make Our Marriage


Better

Communication

How would you rate your communication with each other?  If 0=all we do is argue and fight, to 10=we communicate as well as any two people could ever be expected to communicate.  [Get both partners evaluations.]

Road To a Better Marriage: Communication

(This picture, see following page, will be included twice in the Couple’s Manual—once for the husband and once for the wife.)

Describe a Time of Good Communication

Ask partners to describe a time that they felt they were able to communicate deeply about an important issue.  [Find what was good about the communication.  Ask what the partner did that they appreciated or liked.]

Reflect good communication strategies they employed.  Compliment them on the strengths they have.

Say, "Not all couples have such well developed strengths at their point in the marriage.  Often it takes years to develop good communication skills."

Road To a Better Marriage: Communication

10=We Communicate

As Well as Any

Two People Could

Ever Be Expected

To Communicate






5=We Usually Communicate






Well, But We Have More






Times Of Misunderstanding






And Tension Than I Wish






We Had


0=All We Do Is Argue,


Disagree, and Fight

Conduct the initial hope-focused first-assessment session (the first 60 minutes of session 1) 

In this first hour of the first session, you will conduct what is called a hope-focused interview. It involves taking a history of the relationship (with the emphasis on the positive) and fleshing out a behavioral description of what the partners think would be a very good or perfect marriage for them.

· Focus on solutions and the hope of an excellent marriage.

· Begin with a greeting and brief small talk. Welcome the couple and introduce yourself, giving some information about yourself.

· Describe the program the partners are going through. Call it “Hope-focused marital enrichment.” Describe the program as one that has been investigated in a series of scientific studies over the last ten years. Point the couples to photocopies of the first pages of some of the articles on the program (see their couple’s manual).

· Take a relationship history. Ask especially about the positive events during the history.

· Get couples to reflect on when, in times in the past, that there relationship has been especially good. Get a few times. Have them talk about those times. Ask, how might those times be increased.

· Ask about when the good times are in the current interactions and how those might be increased.

· Ask about the future. You might ask straight-forwardly or perhaps use a version of the miracle question--“If you were to go to bed tonight and wake up tomorrow morning to find that your marriage was absolutely perfect, how would people know it was perfect? What would people see you doing differently than you are now? What would people see your partner doing differently than he [or she] does now?” You might say, "If things were even better in your marriage than they now are, what specifically would be different?" The key to this portion of the interview is to translate the marriage dream into concrete behavior that each could do more often. You must follow up on positives. Get completely specific. Don’t settle for generalities. Pursue descriptions of how the other person would know that the relationship was even better than it currently is. That solution-focused assessment should build hope.

Throughout the initial hope-focused interview, call attention to some salient successes in ways partners value each other.

Note especially the ways people value each other and the good feelings of love that happen when they feel valued. Call attention also to instances in which partners have shown faith in the partner. Also call attention to ways that the partners have worked on the marriage. Conclude the interview by summarizing the relationship as you see it, emphasizing love, work, and faith. (Calling attention to faith and work are less important to observing instances of love—valuing each other.) 

Mention the conceptualization of having a strategy of increasing love, faith, and work as a way to enrich the marriage. Mention, too, that when problems do develop in a relationship, it usually has to do with stopping valuing the partner, losing faith in the partner, and stopping work on the marriage. Note that marital therapy, when problems develop, aims to increase love, faith, and work.

Creating and revising a vision for marriage 

In the first session, you will ask the question, "If things were even better in your marriage than they now are, what specifically would be different?"  The partners' answers to that question, which is posed many times in the initial session in different formats, will provide a rough fleshed-out behavioral description of the vision of the marriage. Each partner will make numerous practical suggestions.

Suggest that partners can do some of those simple activities that they identified that would make their partner happier and their marriage closer to “perfect.” Have them monitor the change in their spouse's reactions and the change in their own feelings when they do more of the behaviors that have been successful at making their marriage better in the past and that they want to recapture.

Ways to Help Couples Attend to the Positive in Their MarriagePRIVATE 


Intervention a: During history taking, spend at least as much time having couples describe their joys, reasons for marriage, and pleasant memories as you spend on their problems.


Intervention b: When you summarize the marriage at the end of assessment, mention at least as many of the marriage's strengths as its problems.


Intervention c: When couples communicate, point out instances of good communication and conflict management as well as correcting poor communication.


Intervention d: When spouses discuss intimacy, have them talk of successes as much as failures in intimacy.


Intervention e: Call attention to progress when couples work on their marriage--both in session and in completing homework.


Intervention f: Interpret partners' efforts to change (even if change is not completely successful) as evidence of their desire to improve their marriage and restore love.


Intervention g: Treat people's motives toward each other as positive. They want to reestablish a loving marriage even when they hurt each other. Treat hurtfulness as a failure to carry out their good intentions, not as evidence of lack of love.

Ranking Chapman's five languages of love 

1. Tell the couple the following:


People have at least five languages of love (Stanley Chapman, 199??).  A language of love is a way that a person understands that someone loves the person.  A language is also a way that the person shows love to others.  At times, we all use each of the five languages to receive and express love.


We have a preferred language of receiving love.  If the partner speaks in that language, we easily hear it.  It is as if I were in France.  People speak French all around me, but because I understand almost nothing of French, it becomes a nondescript humming in my ears.  However, if someone began to sing in English, I would immediately tune in.  I focus on my primary language.  Probably my second best language is Spanish.  I'm not fluent in Spanish but I can understand a fair amount.  If I were in France and someone were speaking Spanish, I would listen to it before I would attend to the French.


In each of us, the five languages of love are similarly rank ordered.

2.  Teach the partners the five languages of love (see Table 12-1 for an adaptation):

3.  Have the partners rank the five languages of love for themselves.  Have them guess at the way the partner will rank the languages.  (This may also be a homework assignment; Intervention 12-xx.)

4.  Have the partners compare lists.

5. Have the partners discuss how each can show love more often in the other's primary language so the partner can receive the love.

Stockpiling Love 

Describe the Research by John Gottman and Gottman’s RatioPRIVATE 

John Gottman has conducted over 25 years of research with over 2500 couples. He has videotaped the ways couples talk with each other in tasks like you did with the assessors before this session started. Using those videotapes, he has found that he can predict with 94 percent accuracy which couples are going to be together and happily married four years from the taping. He makes the prediction based simply on the ratio of positive to negative behaviors that occur in the tapes. For example, a positive behavior is being courteous, smiling, looking at the partner’s eyes while smiling, saying “I love you,” or saying things like “I want to work out our differences more than I want to win this discussion.” Negative behaviors are things like frowning, looking angrily at the partner, interrupting the partner to make a point, yelling, being sarcastic, staring with hatred, criticizing, acting defensively, making negative statements about the partner’s personality or character, and having the attitude that “You can’t get to me.”

If the ratio of positive to negative behaviors is five to one or more, the chances are 94 percent that the couple will be happily married in four years. If the ratio is below five to one, the chances are 94 percent that they will be apart or very unhappily married.

Based on this, what would you suspect a good strategy might be to increase your marital commitment and satisfaction?

(Naturally, you hope that the partners draw the conclusion that they should do more positive behaviors and fewer negative behaviors.)

Explain the Idea of Stockpiling Love

Right. A good way to stay happily married and even to increase your marital happiness is to do more positive behaviors with and for your partner and to do fewer negative behaviors with and to your partner.

Tell the couple that one purpose of the marital enrichment consultation they are attending is to build more love.  Ask why they married.  (Answer: they were in love.)  Ask why they were happy early in their relationship.  (Answer: they were in love.) Ask what happens when couples have marital problems. (Answer:  Love eroded or exploded.)

We have found that a good way of thinking about John Gottman’s finding that partners need to act positively five times as many times as they act negatively with each other. Look at love as like solid gold, which you can stockpile. If you have a big stockpile of love that has built up through years of mostly positive behaviors, then you have a lot of flexibility to deal with anything negative that comes along in your marriage. The quote from the Bible, “Love covers a multitude of sins,” sums up Gottman’s research findings. When you do something that your partner thinks is a positive contribution to the marriage, it adds a gold brink to the stockpile of love. When you do something that your partner thinks is negative, it is like taking away five blocks of gold. Naturally, you’ll want to keep a large stockpile of love built up.

You especially don’t want to do less than five times as many positives as negatives because that will put you in the hole very quickly.

Identify Ways to Add to the Stockpile of LovePRIVATE 

Direct each partner to think of many acts he or she could do to please the other--acts the other would consider additions to the stockpile of love. Give them a few minutes to complete the lists, working alone. After they slow down, get them to share the lists with each other. Through discussion, think of different ways to stockpile love for the partner. Have partners add to their lists.

After partners have generated lists of how they could deposit love in their partner's love bank, ask the partners together to suggest ways they could deposit love in their joint love bank through doing pleasant things together. Doing pleasant activities together is a wonderful way to increase the stockpile of love because those activities add to both partners’ stockpiles at the same time. Discuss with the partners what kinds of shared activities would add to their stockpile of love.

Homework

Say to couples, “I wonder if you would each be willing to do some things at home this week to strengthen your marriage. I know it is difficult to find time in two busy schedules to work anything else in, but I’m hoping that you will have fun with these assignments.”

“This four-week period in which we are meeting together and spending a lot of time developing a strategy for your marriage and plans for carrying out the strategy is a good time to pour some intense work into your marriage. I think it will pay off in an even stronger marriage than you already have.”

“Can I count on both of you to spend a few hours this week doing the tasks I’m going to suggest?”

(Get a verbal assent from each.)

Homework #1:  Writing the Statement of the Vision for the MarriagePRIVATE 

1.  Describe the need for a vision statement. (Something like, if you don’t know where you’re going, you’ll probably end up somewhere else.)

2.  Justify the assignment, perhaps appealing to common experience of needing to plan a trip or plan strategically for how to run a business.

3.  Describe what comprises the vision statement.  Following the recommendations of Warren1, describe three essentials for a marital vision:  (1) Is the dream equally inclusive of each of them and their life together? (2) Is the dream broad enough? (3) Is there evidence that both partners are strongly committed to the dream they have of their life together?

4.  Describe a recommended procedure for concocting the vision statement. Recommend that the partners follow these steps to formulating their vision statement:

•
Think back over our interview. Recall especially things that both of you said would make a “perfect” marriage. Those things are a large part of a vision statement.

•
Picture yourself five years from now.

•
Spend time together thinking about where you would like to be in five years and where you would like your marriage to be. Would five years time make any difference in the things you said would make your marriage “perfect?”

•
Some people are helped if they prepare a chart showing the five-year period, broken down into six month segments. (This is not necessary, just a suggestion. However, you should think about things that might happen over the next five years.)

•
If you prefer to write, then list the obstacles they expect to encounter in implementing their plan. If you prefer to talk about this instead of write, still think about the likely obstacles.

•
Devise ways to deal with each challenge.

•
Come up with a page description of your joint vision for the marriage. Alternatively, if you prefer to do this individually or if you can’t agree on a joint vision, each of you write a page about what you would like your marriage to be like. THIS IS IMPORTANT TO WRITE DOWN—EITHER A JOINT VISION STATEMENT OR TWO SEPARATE VISION STATEMENTS—AND BRING THIS TO THE NEXT SESSION.

•
Each of you write another page about how you would feel five years from now if the plan were successfully accomplished THIS TOO IS IMPORTANT. PLEASE WRITE IT DOWN AND BRING IT TO THE NEXT SESSION.

5.  Give an escape clause. Emphasize that you do not intend this to create conflict, so if conflict erupts, the default position is to move to separate statements.

6.  Tell them that you will discuss the joint vision statement or each person’s separate vision statement in the following session.

Homework #2:  Write a Love Letter--The Hotter the BetterPRIVATE 

Assign each person to write a letter to the other that is an ardent love letter telling what each loves in the other4. Couples must write at least two pages and must try to avoid anything that is not completely positive and loving. This is not the time for the partners to try to produce change in the spouse. It is a time when the partners affirm each other and tell each other of the positive parts of their marriage.

Tell them that, at the following session, you will ask each partner to read each other's love letter.

Homework #3: Complete handout

Have the partners each complete the Homework Assignment Sheet (see following pages).

Homework Assignment Sheet

1. What are at least three things you could that would please your spouse and would make his or her perception of your marriage more “perfect?”

2. What are the three ingredients of a successful marriage? (The same ingredients cause problems when they are not present and are the target for increase of most marriage counseling.) Name the ingredients and write a definition of each in your own words (or use the definition suggested by your consultant).

L (name):

(definition):

F (name):

(definition):

W (name):

(definition):

3. Love Languages

· Name the five love languages.

· What is your favorite love language (i.e., the one you like to have shown to you)? (ties are okay)

· What is your partner’s favorite love language? (ties are okay)

· What are three ways you can show your partner that you love him or her in his or her primary love language? 

· Did you try to do one of these things this past week? Which one or ones?

4. What was the one idea from the last session that you thought would be most likely to help you have a stronger marriage than you do now?

After you have assigned the assignments, they will have had a lot to remember, so check their understanding of the assignments. Say,

I’ve suggested three things to do this week. Let me be sure you’ve got them all in mind.

Between sessions 1 and 2, write an assessment report (2 pages)

Give the report to both partners and place in their file characterizing the strengths and weaknesses of the marriage in terms of valuing love, faith in each other, and work on the relationship. Assess and comment on their hope for an excellent relationship.

The assessment reports need to contain a number of things.  We need experience with writing the reports prior to actually using them in your enrichment counseling.  Let me summarize a few of those things.

Purpose
Remember, the purpose of these reports is to give written feedback directly to the couple--one copy to each partner--so you can use the report to structure the feedback to the couple.  The report should summarize the data about the couple, conceptualize the relationship, direct ways that the relationship might be strengthened (presumably increasing love, effort, and hope), and set out a direction for the remainder of the enrichment counseling.

Also recall that the assessment is NOT an assessment of a clinical couple who have presented themselves for counseling.  Rather, the couple will be doing this because they have been promised an enrichment experience that will include suggestions about how they can make their relationship stronger.

Format
Let's adopt a common format for the reports. See next page


Confidential


First Name & First Name

Description
Give ages and nature of relationship and children (if appropriate).  State the purpose of the assessment as providing feedback about the relationship for the purpose of an initial professional opinion of the marriage. Give date of the interview and state that the couple also completed a number of inventories to provide information about their relationship.

Relationship History
Include a brief description of the history. Family of origin data may be included if you asked about it.

Relationship Strengths
You should list the strengths. The strengths should be listed before weaknesses (which we won't call "weaknesses.") Further, and importantly, you should make sure that the strengths are longer and more numerous than are the "weaknesses." [Note:  Even in clinical reports to couples, you should list more strengths than weaknesses. One of your primary tasks is to give the couple hope, to show them that they still have something to work toward.]

Areas of Potential Change
Rather than call these weaknesses, we will use this euphemism. Organize weaknesses around topics:  intimacy (includes time usage, sex, emotional intimacy, etc.), communication, resolving differences (may be conflict, avoidance of problems, or other), commitment, other (specific things that popped up that don't fit into the other categories (such as the drinking, children, etc.).  Of course, there may not be a potential change needed in each area, but this helps evaluate major areas of the couple's relationship.

Suggestions for Improving the Relationship
Use the conceptualization that they want to build more love into their relationship--valuing each other more and not devaluing each other.  Use the "solutions" they identified in the interview as the "perfect" relationship.  This is a big part of the enrichment process.  You are using the vision of their relationship that they have fleshed out. Suggest a tentative structure for the sessions remaining: to deal with communication in the second session and intimacy in the third. Also in the third session, say that you will plan with them some steps they can take to continue to improve their marriage. When you give the feedback (second session), you will have the remainder of the second session (about 4 hours) and one additional session (about 2.5 hours).

After laying out plans for the enrichment sessions, make some recommendations about things they can read.  This is also your chance to be a media psychologist.  You should make some specific suggestions about how the couple might improve based on what you observed in the first interview and with the questionnaires.  One specific suggestion in the area of conflict management is to read Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In (Fisher & Ury, Penguin Books).  Another good book about cognitive changes is Aaron Beck's Love Is Never Enough. Another particularly good one is John Gottman’s Why Marriages Succeed or Fail. To help people understand, male-female differences, you might also recommend John Gray's Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus, or Willard Harley's His Needs, Her Needs. For dealing with communication, recommend Markman, Stanley, and Blumberg's Fighting For Your Marriage. For communication improvement, Sherod Miller, Daniel Wackman, Elam Nunnally, and Phyllis Miller's Connecting: With Self and Others (Interpersonal Communication Programs, 7201 South Broadway, Littleton, CO 80122) is good.

Besides reading books, couples should do a variety of other things, which you might identify.

Summary

Give a brief summary statement of the relationship suggesting that the love in the relationship can be increased through effort and commitment to improve it.  Tell them that you are excited about working with them to improve their relationship in ways that they want to improve it.  Express that they will be successful to the extent that they put effort into trying to strengthen the relationship. 





______________________________





Signature, M.S.





Consultant, Couple Enrichment Project

A Few Odds and Ends
Obviously, this should be a professionally done report, because you are going to give it to the couple.  Use spelling check to make sure it has no little mistakes.  Proof read carefully.  If you can't be trusted to get the concrete, easily handled details (such as spelling, grammar, etc.) correct, then how can the couple trust you with the more nebulous but important aspects of their lives.

Be as encouraging and affirming as possible for these couples.  Remember, they have not sought counseling.  (On the other hand, if after you have completed the consultation interviews with them, you should not shirk from recommending that they consider seeing a counselor together to work on their relationship if you believe that they indeed need counseling.)

Chapter 5

HOW TO DO THE SESSION 2 INTERVENTIONS (Listed in Order)

Greeting

Ask the partners about their weeks. Chat for a minute or so. Then ask about the homework.

Begin the Session by Going over Homework

Discuss the vision statement (or each person’s separate vision statement).

Reading Love LettersPRIVATE 

In the session following the completion of the homework, have partners exchange letters and read them silently.  Ask each for his or her reaction to the letter.  Talk about whatever comes up.  Deal with difficulties that arise.  Some of your main difficulties will include keeping the discussion positive.

Begin the second session by giving the written report to each partner, going over it, and agreeing on goals.

Give a copy of the written report to each partner and give the partners time to read the report. You should read your own copy while they are reading theirs so it is fresh on your mind. Discuss the report and its accuracy. You will have identified goals for the sessions. Spend time considering what goals the partners have for their marriage and for the session. (You might want to bring in a revised set of goals at the beginning of the next session if substantial modification takes place in this discussion. One of the goals will almost certainly be something like, “improve communication to be able to communicate love (valuing each other and not devaluing each other) more effectively.” Calling attention to that, you can make a segue into the next stage—communication.

Setting the Stage for Strengthening Communication

Discussion of a Divorced Couple

Ask, "Have each of you ever known a couple who have divorced?"

Ask each to describe what happened as the couple he or she knew divorced.  How did the couple begin their slide down hill into troubles?  How did the troubles turn into what may have seemed unforgivable to each?  Did you see the couple trying to deal with the problems?  What did they do to cope?  What did they do that didn't seem to help?

Say, "You are certainly confirming what has been found in a lot of research on marital troubles.  Can I tell you about what was found?"

Description of Gottman’s Cascade to Divorce

Describe the failure of marriages where there is great change from the smooth sailing of happy marriage to the pit of despair of divorce.

Show the picture (When Marriages Fail; see next page).

Say, “The fall can be fast or more gradual, but usually the fall is rocky and the marriage cascades downhill.

When Marriages Fail

The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (End-Times)

Describe the four-step cascade, which Gottman calls the four horsemen of the apocalypse. Explain that the apocalypse means the end time.

Give handout (Gottman’s Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse) to each. See next page. Talk people through it:


Criticism---> defensiveness---> contempt---> stonewalling

[People can be sent down the cascade by: (1) Build-up of little hurts or (2) one or a few big hurts.]


Rose-colored glasses replaced by dark glasses.

Point out that through building skills in communication, partners can avoid many of the hurts. (Note, too, that despite their best efforts, no couple can avoid all hurts. (When people live with each other they inevitably bump into each other and step on each other’s toes. Similarly, when they live with each other, they inevitably hurt each other’s feelings.) The best bet, then, is to sharpen communication skills and skills at resolving differences and then learn ways to make things right when things go wrong. Tell them that we are going to spend most of our time on sharpening communication so that perhaps the number of hurts can be kept to a minimum.

Gottman’s Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse

Criticism

To self

To partner

To others




Defensiveness




Argue back in mind




Argue with partner




Expect criticism







Contempt







Think Partner’s








Personality








Is Flawed







Resent Partner










Stonewalling










Can’t Get To Me










A Rock Feels No Pain










Separate Lives

Communicating Love: Self-directed

Miracle Script for Perfect CommunicationPRIVATE 

Ask partners to discuss with each other how the marriage would function if a miracle occurred and communication were perfect. (Note that while they might already have good communication, it would take a miracle for ANYONE to have PERFECT communication.) Partners are urged to concentrate on how they would communicate more perfectly more than they mention how the partner specifically would communicate more perfectly.  Partners are cautioned to minimize saying how each other would not communicate.  For example, they should avoid statements like, "If communication were perfect Clarence would not communicate that he had a poor day at work by kicking down the front door and ripping the refrigerator door off its hinges with his teeth as he usually does."  Instead, they should be coached to say, things like, "Clarence would express that he had a rotten day by saying, 'Honeychile, I had a really rotten day, so my temper is a bit on edge right now.  I think I need a little time to wind down before dinner.'"

Give partners some suggestions about things to consider in their discussion:

· How much to communicate

· When to communicate

· What topics to communicate about

· How to communicate

· Where to communicate.

Example of Excellent CommunicationPRIVATE 

Have partners engage in communication for about five minutes. Get them to choose a topic they want to talk about, not a difference to resolve. Instruct them to give an example of what they think is excellent communication. Stress that the content of the discussion is of little importance. Rather they are concentrating on how to communicate in a way that values the partner and does not devalue the partner. They are to be examples of valuing love.

Before they start, tell them that you understand and you know that they each understand also that no one can be perfect in communication and no couple can actually have perfect communication. This exercise is merely to get them to think about what excellent communication would really be and how they could do more of it in their own lives.

Process the Communication Example with Them

Your attitude should be supportive, not critical. The couple should never think you are criticizing them for being poor communicators. Rather, get across the point that they communicate well, but like all humans, not perfectly. 

Have them discuss what it was like trying to communicate “perfectly.” It was no doubt artificial and stilted. They probably felt a lot of pressure to be perfect. Not to worry. Perfect isn’t achievable anyway.

Get the partners to try to recognize what they could do differently to be better at communicating with each other. Don’t flood them with suggestions. In fact, make no more than ONE suggestion for something they can do differently. It would be better if they came up with the suggestions themselves and you never had to make a single suggestion.

After they have talked about what could be better. Have them continue the conversation trying to put into effect their suggestions and continuing to practice valuing the partner in love.

Changing Their Communication

Implicit or Explicit Changes? 

Ask, “What if you decide you wanted to change a part of your communication to make it stronger? How would you go about it?” If they don’t enter into a discussion right away, ask this, “If you wanted to communicate differently—say you wanted to share your feelings more in the hopes that your partner might share his or her feelings more—then should you talk about what you intended to do differently or should you just do it?”

Have them talk about changing either implicitly—where they simply start communicating differently—versus explicitly. Implicit changes in communication might not be recognized by the partner and might not be appreciated by the partner. The partner might misunderstand. The partner might not notice. Thus, you might not get your desired result and might think that changing your communication made no difference.

If you talk with each other about changing communication and about how you would like to change it, though, the partner can know you care, know you are trying to communicate differently, and have the opportunity to tell you that he or she doesn’t want you to change (or does want you to change).

Guidelines for Explicitly Changing Communication

Here are six guidelines to teach couples about changing their communication explicitly.

First, identify the difficulty, if there is a difficulty.  In what kinds of communication do you fall down?  Is it the ritual how-do-you-do's or the common courtesies?  Is it failure to pass along important information about your life, your work, your children?  Is it sensitivity to feelings and important issues?  Is it failure to self-disclose about what is going on with your life?  Or is it a failure to discuss your marital communication when that appears called for?  Are your errors those of omission--simply failing to talk enough in one or more particular areas?  Or are you talking too much?

Perhaps there is no difficulty, but you have a desire to deepen your communication or simply make it better. Identify your goal. Do you want to talk more? About different things? More positively? What would you like to see happen? Be specific.

Second, when you decide to communicate differently, don't try to change everything at once.  Such large changes, especially if your partner is not aware of and in agreement with what you are trying to accomplish, can be disastrous.  It is better to make small changes and take progress a step at a time.

Third, begin with positive reminiscences--times when the relationship was going well.  Try to re-experience the feelings in those days. How did you communicate then? Determine what parts of your communication are worth trying to recapture. Then, try to bring the positive back into your life.

Fourth, analyze situations carefully. We may get into a bad mood because of disappointments and defeats experienced outside of the home. When a gripe about our spouse surfaces, then, we must ask ourselves, is the gripe legitimate or is it a product of a disappointment elsewhere; is it important or is it not really worth discussing; is it a chance to blow off steam or is it an issue that really needs discussion? If the problem is worth discussing, warn your spouse of the outside pressures before you begin to get into the issue that bothers you. For example, you might say, "Look, honey, I have a problem. A lot happened today. I broke a filling in my tooth, the dog just bit a lawyer's son, and my boss yelled at me, so I'm in a rotten mood. But I feel like we have to discuss something...."

Fifth, don't get so involved in the issues that you lose sight of your goal--communicating with your spouse in a positive way as a demonstration that you value him or her.

Sixth, if other attempts to change your communication fail, get a book that provides a good structure for improving marriage communication, such John Gottman and his colleagues' book, A Couple's Guide to Communication (which can be ordered from Research Press, 2612 North Mattis Avenue, Champaign, Illinois 61820).

Six Guidelines for Explicitly Changing Your Communication

· Identify the difficulty, if there is a difficulty. Identify your goal, if there is no difficulty. Be specific.

· Second, when you decide to communicate differently, don't try to change everything at once. Change a step at a time.

· Begin with positive reminiscences--times when the relationship was going well.

· Analyze situations carefully.

· Don't get so involved in the issues that you lose sight of your goal--communicating with your spouse in a positive way as a demonstration that you value him or her. 

· If other attempts to change your communication fail, get a book that provides a good structure for improving marriage communication, such John Gottman and his colleagues' book, A Couple's Guide to Communication (which can be ordered from Research Press, 2612 North Mattis Avenue, Champaign, Illinois 61820).

Talking About Things That Are Important to You

STEPS to Good CommunicationPRIVATE 

Teach the couple what we call the communication STEPS. This is based loosely on Sherod Miller's Couple Communication Program, which uses “awareness wheel” and “listening skills” canvas mats. Dr. Miller has asked that we not use his materials and that we not identify the treatment with the Couple Communication Program if we are not going to follow his whole protocol. Thus, in honoring his requests, we are simply training people in general expression and listening. Instead of using canvas mats that involve people in gross-motor activity, we are using a piece of paper, which people can point to as they talk. Teach the STEPS of self-expression: Situation, Thoughts, Emotions, Plans, Statement of Love (I want you to know that I love you more than I want to get my own way).

· Have each partner plan an issue to discuss. 

· Note that this is not conflict resolution, so the issue should not be one that generates conflict. 

· Have each partner write notes on each part of the issue: situation, thoughts, emotions, plans, and statement of love. 

· Have each partner discuss his or her issue with the partner in your presence. 

· Give limited feedback to each. 

· Have the partners talk about another issue without your input. 

· Encourage the non-talking partner to listen, smile, and encourage discussion through minimal encourages.

Creating a Time for the STEPS to Good CommunicationPRIVATE 

Have couples arrange a regular time to share information about the day. Popular times include at breakfast, just after arriving home from work, after dinner, on an evening walk (which can keep the partners in good physical shape as well), or at bedtime. Have couples discuss which time would be best for their schedule. Help them agree to institute the time to share information daily. (This will be a homework assignment for next week.)

Teach Partners to Make Direct RequestsPRIVATE 

Discuss the importance of making requests at times and ways that requests will not be misperceived.  Check to see whether they ever misperceive each other’s requests. Discuss an example in their life in which a request was misperceived and negative consequences ensued.

Ask each partner to demonstrate how he or she would make requests tactfully. Give a specific example, such as asking to be informed of the bank balance after the partner pays the bills each month (or some issue that you know is not an issue with the couple.  If you determine that their technique could be improved, compliment each partner on the specific things that were done well and then suggest that they might add to their repertoire by making requests in the following way.

· Model making a direct request.  Say, "Dear, I like the way you always pay the bills on time.  I've spent too much on clothes a couple of months building up a credit-card balance that has put us too close to over-drawing our checking, and that embarrasses me.  It would help me if you would let me know what our bank balance is after you finish the bills each month.  Can you do that?"

· Ask partners how they would respond if their partner made the request like that.  Have each partner make a request using the method you suggested.

· Partners should feel free to ask for anything that they want, but the giver will determine which requests will be granted (Christensen et al., 1995).  If the giver decides not to grant a request, he or she should provide a reason.

· Model a refusal.  Say, "I appreciate you not wanting to over-draw the checking account.  It isn't very convenient for me to look you up and tell you about the balance, and I don't always pay the bills in a single sitting.  How about if we keep the check book on the shelf in the kitchen?  That way, I can get it when I need to pay the bills and you can check the balance before you go shopping."

· Ask partners how they would respond if their partner refused a request like that.  Have each partner make a refusal using the method you suggested.

Listening To Your Partner with Empathy

Teach Listening Skills

Teach listening skills using a Egan-like approach. Teach the partners about 

· minimal encourages

· brief statements of repetition

· reflection of content

· reflection of feeling

· paraphrasing. 

Stress accurate empathy. Have each partner discuss an issue (using the STEPS model). Focus on the listener, who must use at least two reflections of content and two reflections of feeling, and must paraphrase at the end. Listening skills are crucial relationship skills (and they will be touched on again later as a powerful way to deal with misunderstandings).

Get feedback from the talker about whether he or she thought the listener demonstrated accurate empathy. 

Tell the partners that you will have them practice this at home during the upcoming week. Say, "Problems are not solved merely because a couple listen to each other, but sometimes problems are dissolved when we are sure our partner is listening to us."

Assign Homework

Say to couples, “I wonder if you would each be willing to do some things at home this week to strengthen your marriage. I know it is difficult to find time in two busy schedules to work anything else in, but I’m hoping that you will have fun with these assignments.”

Like last week, you will each complete the written homework.

Homework Between Sessions 2 and 3

Check on Understanding of the Session on Communication

1. Name Gottman’s “Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse,” which signify that a marriage is developing troubles:

C

D

C

S

2. In the STEPS to Good Communication, what are the elements that you should consider when you describe an experience? What does each letter in the STEPS acrostic stand for?

S

T

E

P

S

3. Concerning good listening that communicates empathy. Suppose your partner said this: “I’ve had a horrible day. Nothing has gone right. Everything I tried to do seemed to blow up in my face.”

a. Give an example of what you might say if you were making a reflection of feeling.

b. Give an example of something you might say if you were making a reflection of content.
4. Have at least two pleasant conversations this week in which one of you shares what went on during the day and the other practices actively listening (reflecting content and feeling).

5. Do at least one activity to increase your stockpile of love this week. Your consultant will ask you what you did for your partner.

Chapter 6

HOW TO DO THE SESSION 3 INTERVENTIONS (Listed in Order)

Greeting

Ask the couple about their week. Ask them what they each did for the partner during the week to stockpile love (question 5 on the homework).

Begin the Session by Going over Homework

Review the Homework. Check to make sure they named the STEPS correctly on the homework. (Recall: S=Situation, T=Thoughts, E=Emotions, P=Plans, and S=Statement of Love.) Say the names aloud as you examine the homework. (This doesn’t insult their intelligence by having them rename the STEPS, but it places the names of the STEPS fresh in their mind.) Review their examples of reflection of feeling and content. If the reflections were good, you should commend them enthusiastically. If the reflections were not accurate, say, “There are many reflections of feeling and content that could have been made to the statement. As a review, let’s see whether we can think of a couple of others that neither of you named on your homework sheet.”

To review the STEPS method of communication, have the couple pick something pleasant or happy that happened in each of their lives during the past week and talk about it (trying to think about using each of the STEPS) while the partner listens and reflects content and feeling at times. After one person has been talker and the partner has been listener, switch and have the roles reversed. This is a review of the STEPS method of talking and the active listening.

Transition to Resolving Differences

Inquire About How It Feels to Use the STEPS Method

Ask how using the STEPS method feels to them. Are they comfortable using the method?

They might say they are not comfortable with it, that it feels unnatural or stilted. That’s okay. Say that it is like anything new, it feels unnatural at first but gets to be automatic if you practice. Say that it is like learning to drive. Remember how unnatural that felt. Yet now, you probably don’t even think about driving. You just hop in the car and go. If they say it feels natural, congratulate them and say that for many people it feels unnatural at first, like learning to drive did, but they seem to have adapted very quickly to the method.

Say, “You are communicating really well in both talking and listening. I’m sure you’ll want to keep practicing the STEPS method and your active listening during each week. When we are doing it in this room and you are concentrating on going through each of the STEPS, or concentrating on reflecting content and feeling, it is perhaps a bit unnatural and it is certainly easier to remember all the STEPS than when something pops up in the course of a week. That becomes the real test of good communication.”

Times when it is especially difficult to remember to use good communication often occur when you have differences that need to be worked out.

Understanding the Need to Work Out Differences

When people move through life transitions, such as the transition from non-married to married status, they usually must make several adjustments. Life change usually cause three types of adjustments. During the early weeks and perhaps months of marriage, those differences might not be noticeable, but beginning about the second to fourth month after marriage for most people, the differences begin to be noticed and begin to be discussed. Here are the three adjustments.

· Time schedules need to be rearranged to work out taking time together for intimacy as well as time together just to do things that need to be done. All those changes need to be accomplished within a life that has been relatively stable, with friends, work demands, family demands, and other ways of spending time.

· Issues pop up that were previously not recognized to be issues. For example, most couples—even before they marry—talk about issues such as whether they want children and if so how many, how they will deal with religion, what major beliefs ought to be. The issues that seem to cause a lot of adjustment in early marriage, though, are the more common and unthought-about issues. For example, who asks questions before marriage like, whose responsibility is it to take out the trash, will the toilet seat be up or down during the night, and will we hang up our clothes or just toss them over a chair. Those thousands of little questions that we never think of to ask provide many opportunities for couples to resolve differences early in marriage.

· Previous patterns of resolving differences might interfere with current efforts to resolve differences. For instance, people learn how to communicate during disagreements based on their past experience. They might have learned patterns of resolving differences from watching their parents, from trying to deal with differences between themselves and their parents, from an ex-romantic partner or ex-spouse, or from other people. When they begin to resolve differences with their new spouse, those old patterns can kick in—like on automatic pilot—causing misunderstandings.

Thus, it is important to spend time thinking about and discussing how to best resolve differences without getting swept into past patterns of trying to resolve differences that are not what you would choose to do with someone you love.

(See Handout in Couple’s Manual)

Understanding the Need to Work Out Differences

When people move through life transitions, such as the transition from non-married to married status, they usually must make several adjustments. Life change usually cause three types of adjustments. During the early weeks and perhaps months of marriage, those differences might not be noticeable, but beginning about the second to fourth month after marriage for most people, the differences begin to be noticed and begin to be discussed. Here are the three adjustments.

· Time schedules need to be rearranged to work out taking time together for intimacy as well as time together just to do things that need to be done. All those changes need to be accomplished within a life that has been relatively stable, with friends, work demands, family demands, and other ways of spending time.

· Issues pop up that were previously not recognized to be issues.

· Previous patterns of resolving differences might interfere with current efforts to resolve differences.

Thus, it is important to spend time thinking about and discussing how to best resolve differences without getting swept into past patterns of trying to resolve differences that are not what you would choose to do with someone you love.

Dissolving Differences

Determine What Kind of Differences Exist: The PowergramPRIVATE 

Stuart has people identify topics about which they disagree by drawing two circles (labeled his and hers) with a space between them.  Partners identify issues and give each issue a letter. Let one of the partners be capital letters and the other be lower-case letters. Partners place their letter at the distance between the circles representing how much power the partner thinks the husband has versus the wife. Suppose the partners think "holidays at the in-laws" is an issue in their relationship. They label this A or a, for wife and husband, respectively. Suppose the wife thinks that the husband has most of the power in making the decision about whether they are going to spend holidays at the in-laws. She puts her capital A mostly on the side of the circle representing the husband’s power. Suppose the husband thinks the power is shared equally. He puts his small a between the two circles.

Suppose in the issue of “whether the toilet seat is up or down in the middle of the night” (issue bB) that the wife thinks the husband has all the power and the husband thinks the wife has all the power. 

Suppose that in the issue of “how we spend our money” (issue cC) the wife thinks she has most, but not all of the power, and the husband agrees that this is the case.

Their powergram would look like this:

Husband




Wife

                             A B       Cc                             a                                      b

Get couples to create a powergram for their marriage. They must identify the issues. Here are some suggestions to ask them about: Household chores (who does which ones), time out with same-sex friends, money issues, in-law issues, sex (how often, how to make love, etc.), cooking, time spent at work, whether (or when) to have children, how to (or not to) communicate with each other, others. They will work on this while you are essentially an onlooker.

Richard Stuart’s Powergram

Misunderstandings: Teaching the LOVE acrostic 

People DO Misunderstand Each Other

People inevitably misunderstand each other because of 

· The way they communicate

· The amount they communicate (too little or too much)

· By not communicating

· By making assumptions

· By trying to be understood instead of understanding

 (see handout in Couple’s Manual)

Talk people through this.

Misunderstandings: Teaching the LOVE acrostic
People DO Misunderstand Each Other Because of

· The way they communicate

· The amount they communicate (too little or too much)

· By not communicating

· By making assumptions

· By trying to be understood instead of understanding

Teaching the LOVE Acrostic: An OverviewPRIVATE 

Frequent misunderstandings can signal that partners are in a power struggle. Tell partners that you want to give them a thumbnail sketch of a few easy methods for getting out of power struggles if they find that they are getting into them.

What is a power struggle? A power struggle is a chronic struggle not over an issue, but over who has the say in an issue. Give an example of a couple who disagreed about an issue and the position they took changed without altering the intensity of the conflict. Tell them how to recognize if a person is in a power struggle: Rehearsing conversations in one's mind and thinking that the other person is violating one's basic rights.

How Do Partners Get Out of Power Struggles? Tell them you are going to teach them three ways to get out of power struggles. Say, they can use these with their friends who are locked in deadly battles of their wills. Again, we use an acrostic to organize these techniques: LOVE. Refer them to their Couple’s Manual for the Table on LOVE and talk them through it.


LOVE


L:  Listen and repeat.  Break up those patterns by listening to your partner and repeating a short summary of what he or she said before you make your point.


O:  Observe your effects.  What we intend for a communication to say is not always the impact the communication has.  When you see that your partner has responded in a way that indicates a misunderstanding, stop and say, "I feel like I didn't communicate as clearly as I would like.  What I meant to say was ...."  Notice the triggers that get you into conflicts or that make conflicts get suddenly worse.  Avoid those triggers.


V:  Value your partner.  In whatever communication, always strive to value your partner and never devalue your partner.


E:  Evaluate both partners' interests.  Use the method of conflict resolution advocated by Fisher and Ury in Getting To Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In.  Go beyond the statement of your position in a conflict and identify the real interests you both are trying to meet.  If you both identify your interests, then you can often find several solutions that meet both of your interests--not just one person's interests.



*Listening and repeating to deal with miscommunications
Step 1:  Partners are told that valuing the partner requires that we listen.  We must listen for what is said (whether we like to hear what is said or not) and for what the other person is feeling.

Step 2: Tell the couple about how to deal with misunderstandings by listening and repeating what the partner says until the partner knows you understand.

Step 3: Emphasize that it is not sufficient simply to understand the partner.  The important part is to let the partner know that you understand.

Step 4: Have one partner speak.  Ask the other what was said.  Ask the original speaker if that is correct.  If so, ask the original listener to speak.  If not, ask the original speaker to respond.

Step 5: Once you have gone through this several times, have the couple try this on their own in the session while you observe.

Step 6: Process this with the partners.  Find what effect listening and repeating had on them.  Usually, it makes them feel frustrated because they have a lot to say and this interrupts their flow; however, that lowers emotion and prevents them from flying off the handle and saying hurtful things.  Sometimes they will say that they feel more understood or move valued.  If they don't spontaneously mention the positive, ask them.

Step 7: Get the partners repeat the discussion with a new issue.

Step 8: Assign them to employ this at home if they have a conflict between sessions.

If the partners have a difficult time not interrupting, have the speaker pass either a dollar ("passing the buck;" "the buck stops here") or a nerf ball ("the ball's in your court.") to signify that it is the other partner's turn to talk.

*Observe your effects to short-circuit triggers 

What we intend for a communication to say is not always the impact the communication has. When a person sees that the partner has responded in a way that indicated a misunderstanding, the person should stop and say, "I feel like I didn't communicate as clearly as I would like. What I meant to say was ...." Then the partners need to get back on task at solving the problem or resolving the difference or whatever the task was.)
Step 1.  Teaching the concept: Draw two stick figures.  One has a thought bubble that states her or his intent (e.g., "I see you are under stress and I want to take pressure off of you by offering to do some things that you usually do around the house.").  The other stick figure has a frown on his or her face with a thought bubble that shows that the impact of the first figure's offer to do a job did not have the impact that was intended (e.g., "My partner wants to control me.  My partner thinks I'm inadequate and can't handle my responsibilities.  This means my partner thinks I'm a failure.")

Step 2.  Teaching what to look for: Observe the effects on your partner of what you say.  The effects you look for include (a) a partner's emotional reactions that are out of line with your expectations, (b) puzzled looks, (c) straightforward challenges.

Step 3.  Teaching what to do when you see effects that you didn't intend: (1) Brainstorm with partners to find what they think they should do.  Write down the strategies they come up with. (2) Teach directly that they can ask, "You aren't reacting like I thought you would to what I just said.  How did you understand what I just said to you? ... That's not what I meant to convey to you.  I wanted to say, ...." Give each partner a copy of the list.

Value your partner in the midst of misunderstandings

Teach the concept of valuing:  Valuing is treating the other person with respect, with honor, as a "pearl of great value."  Valuing is not devaluing by putting down, using devaluing looks (like rolling the eyes), making fun of the other, saying anything negative about the other, pointing out negative aspects of the partner's character to other people (whether the partner is present or not), making jokes at the other's expense, criticizing the other, calling names, expecting the worst of the other.  Ask each partner to tell you ways he or she has devalued the partner.  Insist that the partner not talk for anyone but himself or herself, and discourage the partner from agreeing non-verbally (or verbally) when the spouse describes a way he or she has devalued the partner.

Teach valuing strategies to be used during conflict:  (1) Teach partners to listen and repeat what the other person said prior to defending himself or herself. (2) Teach partners to validate the other person's feelings before trying to solve the problem. (Person says, "I can see that this issue means a lot to you and that you are very angry about it. I can see that you really want to arrive at a solution that we both can live with.  I'm sorry I have contributed to making you so angry. I don't want to hurt you or fight with you.  Let's see if we can solve this problem.") (3) In conflict, especially, value your partner and try especially not to devalue your partner by getting personal, calling names, attributing negative motives to the other, saying hurtful things, and putting down or ignoring or belittling the partner's suggestions.

*Evaluate both partner's interests 

I teach partners the method of conflict resolution advocated by Fisher and Ury in Getting To Yes:  Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In.  Partners are taught how to go beyond the statement of their position in a conflict and identify the real interests they are trying to meet with the solution they proposed.  If both people identify their interests, then the couple can often find several solutions that meet both people's interests--not just one person's interests.

Step 1:  Define the problem.  Initially, help the couple define the problem quickly and not get sidetracked from working on a single problem.  One stumbling block to solving problems is failing to agree on what the problem is.  When that occurs, the partners spend considerable effort and frustration trying to arrive at a single solution to two different problems.

Have each partner state what he or she thinks is the main problem in no more than two sentences.  Help the couple determine whether the two statements of the problem are similar or are, in reality, different problems.  If the problem statements are different, get the couple to address each problem separately.  Both cannot be solved simultaneously.

Have partners state the problem clearly and concretely rather than vaguely and generally.  Rather than allowing the husband to define the problem as, "You've been a real pain since you got under stress at work," help him be specific.  For example, he could say, "During the last two weeks, you have raised your voice, argued loudly, or criticized me at least four times.  I would like for you to act that way less often."  Such a concrete statement of the problem tells exactly what he is complaining of and gives a clear statement of what he expects his wife to do to remedy the problem.  Obviously, only the husband may think that the wife's behavior is problematic; she may not.  Help both partners see that behaviors that bother their spouse will ultimately result in trouble for them if the bothersome behaviors are not dealt with.

Step 2:  Help couples identify each partner's position.  Usually, each person will have a position about how the problem might be solved.  Each partner should identify his or her own suggested solution and then summarize the spouse's solution.  In our example, the husband says that the wife needs to stop being so crabby.  The wife says that the husband needs to be more considerate.  If partners summarize their spouse's position, both spouses are sure that their partner values them enough to have heard them.  Partners may, in turn, give reasons why they believe their solution is the one that the couple should adopt, but they may not rebut.

If a proposed solution is not quickly agreeable to both partners, which it will rarely be, say that prolonged discussion of their positions will not help.  This is especially true if the issue is one in which incompatible positions have been discussed often.

Step 3:  Help couples identify the interests behind their positions.  Generally, people do not want to achieve the particular position that they have offered, even though they might believe that they do.  Rather, they want to satisfy their needs and meet the interests behind their position (Fisher & Ury, 1981).  For example, in the example above, the husband complained about his wife's crabbiness and took the position that the problem would be solved if she would be less crabby and criticize him less.  Behind that position are the interests that (1) he feels demeaned and devalued by his wife's criticism and (2) he feels angry and hurt by her complaints, which extracts energy from him, making his life more miserable.  His wife's position is that he should be more considerate of her.  Her interests behind that position are that (1) she feels devalued by her husband's complaints and criticisms; (2) she does not feel understood by her husband; and (3) she wants her husband to agree to help her with more of her chores during her stress at work.

Step 4:  Help couples try to think of a different solution that will meet both people's interests.  Let partners brainstorm for solutions that meet the needs of both.  Partners suggest solutions that come to mind without evaluating the solutions until brainstorming is complete.  Each solution is then evaluated against how well it meets both partners' interests.

Usually, more effective solutions will be thought up if you suggest that each partner try to think of solutions that will meet the partner's interests.  People usually find it easy to suggest solutions that meet their own interests and will arrive at those solutions with little difficulty.  If the partners are prompted to think of the spouse, less selfish solutions will usually be suggested and final decisions among suggested solutions will be easier.

*Listening and repeating to deal with miscommunications
*Observe your effects to short-circuit triggers 

Value your partner in the midst of misunderstandings

Valuing is treating the other person with respect, with honor, as a "pearl of great value."  Valuing is not devaluing by putting down, using devaluing looks (like rolling the eyes), making fun of the other, saying anything negative about the other, pointing out negative aspects of the partner's character to other people (whether the partner is present or not), making jokes at the other's expense, criticizing the other, calling names, expecting the worst of the other.

*Evaluate both partner's interests 

*Evaluate both partner's interests 

Step 1:  Define the problem.  Initially, define the problem quickly and do not get sidetracked from working on a single problem.  One stumbling block to solving problems is failing to agree on what the problem is.  When that occurs, partners spend considerable effort and frustration trying to arrive at a single solution to two different problems.

Each partner states what he or she thinks is the main problem in no more than two sentences.  Determine whether the two statements of the problem are similar or are, in reality, different problems.  If the problem statements are different, address each problem separately.  Both cannot be solved simultaneously.

Partners state the problem clearly and concretely rather than vaguely and generally.  Instead of saying, "You've been a real pain since you got under stress at work," be specific.  For example, say, "During the last two weeks, you have raised your voice, argued loudly, or criticized me at least four times.  I would like for you to act that way less often."  Such a concrete statement of the problem tells exactly what he is complaining of and gives a clear statement of what the person expects the spouse to do to remedy the problem.

Step 2:  Couples identify each partner's position.  Usually, each person will have a position about how the problem might be solved.  Each partner should identify his or own suggested solution and then summarize the spouse's solution. If partners summarize their spouse's position, both spouses are sure that their partner values them enough to have heard them. Partners may give reasons why they believe their solution is the one that the couple should adopt, but they may not rebut.

If a proposed solution is not quickly agreeable to both partners, which it will rarely be, prolonged discussion of their different positions will not help.  This is especially true if the issue is one in which incompatible positions have been discussed often.

Step 3:  Couples identify the interests behind their positions.  Generally, people do not want to achieve the particular position that they have offered, even though they might believe that they do.  Rather, they want to satisfy their needs and meet the interests behind their position (Fisher & Ury, 1981). Behind that position are interests—things the person really wants, which the person thought the position would solve. 

Step 4:  Couples try to think of a different solution that will meet both people's interests.  Partners brainstorm for solutions that meet the needs of both.  Partners suggest solutions that come to mind without evaluating the solutions until brainstorming is complete.  Each solution is then evaluated against how well it meets both partners' interests.

Usually, more effective solutions will be thought up if each partner tries to think of solutions that will meet the partner's interests.  People usually find it easy to suggest solutions that meet their own interests and will arrive at those solutions with little difficulty.  If you think of the spouse, less self-oriented solutions will promote better solutions.

Making things right when things go wrong
We can’t live with another person without an occasional misunderstanding, offense, or hurt feelings. Knowing how to communicate better will help you avoid many of those, but when the inevitable hurts do occur, you need to reconcile with each other.

How do you reconcile when you’ve hurt each other’s feelings?

Conduct a discussion in which partners share their ideas about how to reconcile. Affirm their suggestions. If they do not mention them, here are four essentials to add to their conversation.

· Saying you’re sorry and meaning it

· Not trying to make the partner feel guilty

· Sincerely trying not to hurt each other again

· Explicitly or implicitly deciding to let the matter drop and not bring it up again

(See handout)

Making things right when things go wrong
We can’t live with another person without an occasional misunderstanding, offense, or hurt feelings. Knowing how to communicate better will help you avoid many of those, but when the inevitable hurts do occur, you need to reconcile with each other.

How do you reconcile when you’ve hurt each other’s feelings?

· Saying you’re sorry and meaning it

· Not trying to make the partner feel guilty

· Sincerely trying not to hurt each other again

· Explicitly or implicitly deciding to let the matter drop and not bring it up again

Homework

Assign homework. It has three parts. Have them look at the homework sheet (see following pages) and talk them through each of the three parts.

Part 1: Completing the Check for Understanding

Partners complete separately a check that they understood the content of the session. Say, “We covered a lot of ground tonight (today). Part of your homework is to complete the questions in your couple’s manual about the things we talked about in this session. That is “Part 1: Check on Understanding of the Session on Communication and Resolving Differences.”

Part 2: Revising the Vision Statement

Remind them of the previous (session 1) vision statement they constructed. Tell them that they might have a different vision of their marriage now than they did at the time they completed the homework after the first session. Ask them to reconsider their vision and write it out again.

Part 3: Identifying (and Doing) Things That Would Add to the Stockpile of LovePRIVATE 

This will require some thought because they are each asked to come up with ten things they could do to stockpile love in the relationship. The catch is that the ten things must not have been previously listed. This might be challenging, but remind them that they are investing in a relationship that is important and spending an hour thinking about and writing down things they could do to show love to their partner will pay handsomely in the future. The biggest mistakes people will make are 

· Writing activities they already thought of

· Writing about what the partner can do for them, not what they can do for their partner

(See handout with homework on following pages)

Homework Between Sessions 3 and 4

Part 1: Check on Understanding of the Session on Communication and Resolving Differences

1. In the STEPS to Good Communication, what are the elements that you should consider when you describe an experience? What does each letter in the STEPS acrostic stand for?

S

T

E

P

S

2. In the LOVE acrostic for helping you remember how to deal with differences and misunderstandings, tell what each letter stands for.

L

O

V

E

3. Explain L-Listening and Repeating. When would you use this?
4. What was the single most useful thing you got out of the third session?

Part 2: Revising the Vision Statement
Recall that the two of you created a vision statement in your first session. Please create a revised vision statement—one that reflects your learning throughout their consultation thus far.

Some guidelines for an effective vision statement:

•
describe what you want to accomplish rather than what your spouse is doing wrong

•
describe your vision in behavioral or action terms (things you can do or observe)

•
break goals down into small steps and, despite your success in marital therapy, don't expect too much too soon

•
picture the end product and use that picture to figure out how to get there

•
remember to be realistic; all marriages have ups and downs, so goals like, "We won't ever fight." are unrealistic.

Part 3: Identifying (and Doing) Things That Would Add to the Stockpile of LovePRIVATE 

· Each partner lists ten specific actions he or she could do that would please the spouse.

· Each partner should bring the list to the following session. 

· Each person should carry out at least four of those in the time between sessions. 

· In the next session, you will trade lists and read the list your partner created, and you will ask questions to clarify activities.

Chapter 7

HOW TO DO THE SESSION 4 INTERVENTIONS (Listed in Order)

Session 3 review of homework

Part 1. Check on the “Check on Understanding of the Content of the Session.” Pay attention to what each partner listed as the single most important thing they learned from the session. Discuss these two things (both husband’s and wife’s). If they did not complete this question, ask them what was the single most important thing they learned in the last session, and discuss their answers.

The naming of the STEPS (again) is a review. The naming of the parts of LOVE is also a simple content review. The question about when they can use “Listening and Repeating” should be answered: use active listening when I feel misunderstood because if I show my spouse that I understand him or her, then he or she will likely listen to me.

Part 2. The second part of the homework was for them to revise their vision statement based on the second session. Examine their new vision statement and discuss any changes.

Part 3. The third part of the homework was for each person to create a list of ten specific behaviors that he or she could do to please his or her spouse. They were supposed to bring their lists to this session and they were each supposed to have carried out at least four of the behaviors on the list during the previous week. Have partners trade lists and have the partners read the lists and ask questions to clarify activities. 

· Check for agreement on whether each activity would be considered pleasing by the spouse.

· Check to see whether each partner did four pleasing activities and what the spouse thought of those.

Segue to Intimacy

Review the first, second, and third sessions briefly. The first session covered (1) creating a positive vision of marriage, (2) developing a strategy to bring about the method of promoting love, faith in each other, and work, (3) determining how to stockpile love, and (4) determining love languages. The second session covered communicating: (1) using the STEPS method to express what is important to you and (2) listening with empathy and love. The third session covered handling differences and misunderstandings using the LOVE method.

Tonight (today) we discuss how to make your marriage more intimate.

Intimacy

What do you think of when you think of making your marriage more intimate? Discuss what intimacy is. Let the couple do most of the talking.

Regardless of the type of intimacy people prefer, guide the discussion to what it means to have more intimacy--regardless of type.  Usually people mean that in intimacy, they have a sense of unity or shared positive experience.  Sexual intimacy is a sense that they share sexual good times together.  Spiritual intimacy usually means that there is a sense of shared spiritual experiences.  Emotional intimacy usually means that partners frequently share a sense of emotional experience.

Ask, "How do you specifically make those shared experiences happen?"  Answers will usually boil down to several steps, which you would like couples to identify. After they discuss ways to make intimate experiences more likely, direct them to look in their Couple’s Manual for “How To Increase Your Sense of Intimacy” (see following page). Discuss each of the three points.

•
Let your partner know what makes you feel more intimate.  Is it taking a walk, taking a shower together, feeling really listened to?  If partners share their feelings, they can more likely know whether they share similar feelings. Lesson: to experience more intimacy, talk with each other.
•
Search for activities in which similarities are greatest and do more of them.  This could involve trying new sexual experiences, experimenting with new forms of worship, praise, prayer, or religious experience, or seeking common emotional experiences (attending concerts, seeing first-run movies, going out to eat, traveling to Europe, camping, going dancing, attending plays), or searching for other shared experiences. Lesson: Do more of what you both enjoy.
•
Talk about the positive experiences.  The couple that talks about their positive experiences will be likely to seek other similar experiences. Lesson: When you like something you do together, talk with your partner about it.
(see handout, following page)

How To Increase Your Sense of Intimacy

•
Let your partner know what makes you feel more intimate.  Is it taking a walk, taking a shower together, feeling really listened to?  If partners share their feelings, they can more likely know whether they share similar feelings. Lesson: to experience more intimacy, talk with each other.
•
Search for activities in which similarities are greatest and do more of them.  This could involve trying new sexual experiences, experimenting with new forms of worship, praise, prayer, or religious experience, or seeking common emotional experiences (attending concerts, seeing first-run movies, going out to eat, traveling to Europe, camping, going dancing, attending plays), or searching for other shared experiences. Lesson: Do more of what you both enjoy.

•
Talk about the positive experiences.  The couple that talks about their positive experiences will be likely to seek other similar experiences. Lesson: When you like something you do together, talk with your partner about it.

Agree to Try Some New Experience

After a discussion of intimacy, assign the couple to agree on and try some new experience (or some experience that they do not regularly do) and talk about their reactions to the new experience.  The experience might be sexual, emotional, social, recreational, intellectual, or spiritual.

If immediate agreement is not reached, they are to search until they find an activity that both partners enthusiastically agree to.

Content Check for Yourself

By the time the discussion of intimacy is complete, here are some points you might insure are made:

· Intimacy is more than a good sexual relationship, but it does involve a good sexual relationship.

· Intimacy involves a feeling of closeness—emotional closeness, sexual closeness, spiritual closeness, similarity of interests, spending quality time together. We will use the terms intimacy and closeness interchangeably.

· Intimacy is not something that people are blessed with, or that just happen to people. Partners create intimacy through the ways they act with each other.

· People have intimacy with lots of people—friends, parents, or others. Only sexual intimacy is exclusively between partners.

Use a Graph To Show That Closeness Changes Over TimePRIVATE 

Have partners draw a graph of how emotionally close together they have been at each portion of their relationship from the time they met until now. When both partners have completed the graph, talk about the graphs. 

· Ask about the low points and find out what caused those in their perception.  Suggest that the partners try to avoid those negative interactions that resulted in low points. 

· Ask about the high points. Often the high points occurred on special times when the partners were together, just the two of them—going on a trip together, spending a lot of intense time together, etc.

· The conclusion you want to help the partners draw is that their high and low points are related to what they do together. If they argue, their intimacy suffers. If they spend intense high-quality time together, their intimacy increases.

Segue: If intimacy depends on what people do together, then what specifically can you do? Dr. Worthington has created an(other) acrostic to provide suggestions for increasing intimacy. To “cleave” means to “hold closely to” someone. 

CLEAVE acrostic 

Direct the partners’ attention to the page in their Couple’s Manual explaining the CLEAVE interventions for building closeness.  (See following page for a copy of the handout.) Give partners the handout when you begin to work on closeness and again at the end of the several sessions that you work on closeness.

Go over it quickly (in less than five minutes) and describe each intervention.  Below, I have included additional information that partners do not have.  That five-minute discussion will end the teaching intervention.

C:  Change actions to positive.  Marriages tend to be satisfying and stable if the ratio of positive to negative interactions is at least 5:1.  A positive interaction is any interaction that the partners feel good about.  It can be large or small.  It can be a communication, a light touch, a smile, a favor, a chore, an unexpected compliment, or anything.  A negative interaction is also anything that the partners feel negative about.  It can be large, such as a large emotional fight, or small, such as a slight, a forgotten birthday, a devaluing look.  Numerous interventions may be employed to change the ratio of positive to negative interactions.

If you want partners to build more intimacy, build in more positive interactions and reduce the negative interactions.  This should yield a positive marriage.  John Gottman, a researcher at the University of Washington in Seattle, has observed over 2000 marriages.  He finds that he can tell easily which ones are troubled and which are happy.  (Women more emotionally demonstrative, men more physically reactive.)  One marker distinguishes reliably:  the ratio of positive to negative interactions.  If the couple has a ratio of 5:1 (positive to negative) or higher, the marriage is usually happy.  If the ratio falls below 5:1, the marriage changes like switching off a light.  People become attuned to conflict, look for the worst in each other, expect that their marriage will fail, are more emotionally upset, become angry easily, and many other things.  If the ratio stays above 5:1, the entire relationship is seen through rose colored glasses.  Hurts are forgiven, misunderstandings are quickly forgotten, the marriage is seen as happy and healthy, and the couple is happy. You will of course have covered this earlier.

L:  Loving romance.  Ask the partners how they used to show romance to each other.  Get them to agree to try to show even more romance than they typically do. Have them pretend that they are dating for the first time and are trying to really impress each other.

E:  Employ a calendar.  We all adjust the amount of intimacy, distance, and coaction we are getting in order to meet the intimacy, distance, and coaction we need through arranging the activities we do. If we feel short of intimacy, we need to change our activities, rearrange our calendar, to do other activities that can meet those needs.  Simply directing partners to use a calendar and planning positive events can increase the number of positive interactions and promote more intimacy.

A:  Adjust intimacy elsewhere.  Sometimes husbands and wives do not have the same needs for intimacy. One will require more intimacy and the other will be stifled by too much intimacy.  We can have some of our needs for intimacy met outside of marriage.  Not sexual intimacy of course, which is reserved for the marriage bond, but other intimacy such as sharing plans, talking about important topics, recalling good times, praying together.

One particularly common pattern arises with the assumption that partners are primarily responsible for meeting each other's needs for intimacy.  In fact, sexual intimacy is the only type of intimacy that partners are required to meet exclusively.  The pattern is the emotional distancer-pursuer pattern.  One spouse (the emotional pursuer) continually tries to get more intimacy from the other and the spouse (the emotional distancer) seems to avoid intimacy.  As a general rule in treating couples who fall into the emotional distancer-pursuer pattern, don't pressure the emotional distancer to be more intimate with his or her partner.  That will drive the emotional distancer into distancing from you, the therapist.  Rather, give a lot of attention to the emotional pursuer, which is what the emotional pursuer is asking for.  Talk to her (or him) about 80 percent of the time.  Encourage the emotional distancer to seek intimacy only when he (or she) is ready.  Encourage the emotional pursuer to avoid being critical and to try to find other ways to meet emotional needs for closeness.

The A in CLEAVE stands for Adjust intimacy elsewhere.  For the person who needs more intimacy than his or her spouse is comfortable with providing, a same-sex friend can provide many intimacy needs.  For the person who feels stifled by too much intimacy, often that person can cut back on intimate interactions with friends so that the partner can fill more of the person's intimacy needs.

V:  Value your partner.  Valuing love builds intimacy.  When we feel valued, we feel closer to the person who values us.  Have spouses try to consciously value each other.  Encourage each spouse to look for and identify the partner's actions that value the spouse.  To the extent each partner can seek to value the each other more in tangible ways, the partners will feel closer to each other.  This is (obviously) a theme that pervades strategic hope-focused marital therapy.

E:  Enjoy yourselves sexually.  Husbands and wives must definitely go beyond the movie stereotypes of instant passion and immediate intercourse and must learn to patiently pleasure each other sexually.  If there are sexual difficulties or if the clients simply aren't enjoying their sexual relations, help them learn to be better lovers.  This will usually require a frank talk about sex--how they make love and how they might make love differently.  You can teach sensate focus or some modified version of it.  You can also help partners communicate better during their love making, including talking to each other erotically (which is very individually determined).

(see handout on following page)

PRIVATE 
PRIVATE 

CLEAVE:  Building Closeness

C:  Change actions to positive  

Marriages tend to be satisfying and stable if the ratio of positive to negative interactions is at least 5:1.  A positive interaction is any interaction that the partners feel good about.  It can be large or small.  It can be a communication, a light touch, a smile, a favor, a chore, an unexpected compliment, or anything.  A negative interaction is also anything that the partners feel negative about.  It can be large, such as a large emotional fight, or small, such as a slight, a forgotten birthday, a devaluing look.

If you want to build more intimacy, build in more positive interactions and reduce the negative interactions. Simply stop acting negatively as much as possible. That will make a big change in your relationship. Yet it is hard for your partner to see what you are NOT doing. Doing positive things for each other is the easiest for your partner to observe. Try to do things that the other person likes.


L:  Loving romance
How did you show romance to each other when you began to get romantically involved with each other? Try to show romance similarly again. Pretend that you are dating for the first time.


E:  Employ a calendar
We all adjust the amount of intimacy, distance, and coaction we get through arranging our activities. If you feel short of intimacy, change your activities, rearrange your calendar, to do other activities that meet those needs. Simply using a calendar and planning positive events can increase the number of positive interactions and promote more intimacy.


A:  Adjust intimacy elsewhere
Sometimes husbands and wives do not have the same needs for intimacy. One will require more intimacy and the other will be stifled by too much intimacy. We can have some of our needs for intimacy met outside of marriage. Not sexual intimacy of course, which is reserved for the marriage bond, but other intimacy such as sharing plans, talking about important topics, recalling good times, praying together. For the person who needs more intimacy that his or her spouse is comfortable with providing, a same-sex friend can provide many intimacy needs. For the person who feels stifled by too much intimacy, often that person can cut back on intimate interactions with friends so that the partner can fill more of the person's intimacy needs.


V:  Value your partner
Valuing love builds intimacy. When we feel valued, we feel closer to the person who values us. Try to consciously value each other. Each spouse should look for and identify the partner's actions that value the spouse. To the extent you can seek to value the each other more in tangible ways, you will feel closer to each other.


E:  Enjoy yourselves sexually
Husbands and wives must go beyond the movie stereotypes of instant passion and immediate intercourse and must learn patiently to pleasure each other sexually. If there are sexual difficulties or if you aren't enjoying your sexual relations, learn to be better lovers. Communicate better during love making, including talking to each other erotically (which is very individually determined). Don't rush into intercourse. Enjoy caressing each other's bodies. Have your partner show you (by guiding your hand) exactly how to caress him or her in a way that is exciting. A good lover is not one who knows exactly how to pleasure the partner. A good lover is one who tries to do what the partner wants (assuming it is not against the your standards or is not harmful) each time they make love.

C: Change actions to positive.

You have discussed this earlier in the portion of session 1 on “Stockpiling Love.” Remind partners. Here is an intervention that they can use to generate yet another way to stockpile love.

Random Acts of TendernessPRIVATE 

Direct the partners to perform at least three random acts of tenderness in the ensuing week. You might give a few examples, such as leaving a note taped to the bathroom mirror; looking tenderly at the partner when he or she isn't looking at you and then letting the partner catch you looking; admiring the partner's body when you see him or her undressed; whispering endearments or sexual suggestions to the partner when you are in public; mailing a steamy love letter to your partner's work.  (Be sure that the letter is addressed to the partner.)

Share Positive Feelings With Your Partner to Build IntimacyPRIVATE 

When partners tell each other positive things, it builds a feeling of closeness. The following list of 14 open-ended statements is in each person’s Couple’s Manual (labeled “Sentence Completion”).

· Have partners find the list. 

*It values me when you __

I feel loved when you __

*I feel sexy when you say __

I feel like you respect me when you __

*I feel close to you when you __

You look sexy when you __

*I feel happy when you __

You affirmed when you __

*You communicated well when you __

I appreciate your __

*One quality I really like about you is __

You helped me when __

*You are exceptionally __

I really like it when you touch me __

· Tell the couple that you would like for them to do an exercise in communicating intimately with each other. While the exercise is structured, and may seem a bit hokie, they will benefit if they take it as a serious attempt to communicate positively with each other. 

· Have one partner take the statements marked with an asterisk and the other partner take statements not marked with an asterisk. Give them a few minutes to think of ways they would complete the blanks for their statements. 

· Have partners face their chairs toward each other and take turns reading or saying the statements to each other.

· Discuss what it was like to hear positive things communicated by a loving spouse.

Sentence Completion

*It values me when you __

I feel loved when you __

*I feel sexy when you say __

I feel like you respect me when you __

*I feel close to you when you __

You look sexy when you __

*I feel happy when you __

You affirmed when you __

*You communicated well when you __

I appreciate your __

*One quality I really like about you is __

You helped me when __

*You are exceptionally __

I really like it when you touch me __

Telling your partner positive and intimate things can increase your feelings of closeness.

L: Loving Romance

When you began to fall in love, you probably put a lot of energy into romancing your partner. When you romance your partner, it makes your partner feel special, valued. What did you do to romance each other when you began to get serious about each other?

Discuss.

Could you do any of those things more than you now do? Do you think it would help you feel more intimate with each other?

Discuss.

E:  Employ a calendar 

Explain Closeness through Ways We Spend Our Time: Distance, Co-action, and Intimacy

People regulate their closeness by the ways they spend the 24 hours of the day. Each activity that a person does contributes to the balance of distance, co-action, and intimacy. Distance is performing activities alone.  Examples might be listening to a walkman, studying, reading, and daydreaming.  Co-action is performing activities with another person but without intimate interaction.  Simply doing things together are co-active activities.  For example, going to the movies together, playing a sport or board game, and talking about what to buy at the grocery this week are co-active activities.  Intimacy-producing activities promote a sense of unity or bonding.  Having sexual relations, talking about values, recalling pleasant times, discussing matters that both partners consider important, revealing positive feelings, and sharing secrets are examples of intimate activities.

Each person has a unique need for distance, co-action, and intimacy. Generally, each person is comfortable within a band, or comfort zone. One person may require low to moderate amounts of distance, low amounts of co-action, and high to moderately high amounts of intimacy. Another may have a different balance.

Ask each person how high their need is for each type of activity.

We regulate our needs for distance, co-action, and intimacy through the activities we perform throughout the day, week, or month. We select careers and mates with an unconscious eye to the likely demands they will make for distance, co-action, and intimacy.

When people are not in their comfort zone on distance, co-action, or intimacy, or any combination of the three, the person will feel unsatisfied and will be motivated to redress the balance. The person may use direct strategies to do so--such as changing the time schedule, changing jobs, or the like--or the person may use indirect strategies to regulate closeness--such as by complaining (thus driving people away), demanding more intimacy from someone already satisfied with intimacy (thus driving them away), or avoiding contact from someone who wants co-action (thus inciting the person to pursue).

Examining Your Schedule

Let’s look at each of your time schedules. What is a typical day like for each of you? [This discussion can take a while. Examine the major time-commitments and the degree to which they contribute to distance, co-action, or intimacy. It is important to look at week days and then look separately at weekends, which differ substantially.]

When partners don't meet each other's needs for distance, co-action, or intimacy, the partners can feel devalued and unloved. If the needs are unmet for a substantial period of time, and if the partner doesn't seem inclined to meet the needs, the partner can lose faith in the partner's love or in the future of the relationship. 

Establish Protected Couple TimePRIVATE 

Describe the need for protected couple time. Share examples of ways couples create such time together. (Set aside times to walk, camp together, sit on the sofa and talk, go out for a meal, etc.)

Describe what protected couple time does for the marriage. It helps the partners see themselves more as a couple and less as two separate individuals. It defines the relationship. It insures that the partners spend at least some fixed amount of time together each day or each week. (This is important in today’s hurried life.)

 Find out how the partners protect time in their marriage. Do they want to create any additional protected time?

A:  Adjust intimacy elsewhere 

Explain the emotional distancer-pursuer pattern that might develop over time in couples, especially couples who have different needs for distance, co-action, or intimacy and in couples who have different needs for different types of intimacy—such as emotional, sexual, or spiritual intimacy.

Do you show any tendency toward developing the emotional distancer-pursuer pattern? Discuss.

Emotional distancer-pursuer patterns develop often because partners believe that the spouse must meet all one’s needs for intimacy. This is not a good assumption. Friends can provide emotional intimacy as well as one’s partner.

Are there any areas of each partner’s life that might benefit from adjusting their pattern of intimacy, co-action, and distance?

V:  Value your partner

Each of these ways to increase your intimacy boils down to a single principle: value your partner. Make your partner feel special. Treat your partner like a pearl of great value. We have been through a lot of suggestions about making your marriage better by this time. Are there other things you could do with or for your partner to make your partner feel more valued?

E:  Enjoy yourselves sexually

One way to be more intimate with each other is to have a good sex life together. This is an enrichment consultation, and so we are not going to discuss your sex life unless you have specific questions that you want to ask. Instead of discussing your sex life, though, we do want to acknowledge that having a good sexual relationship is important. To do that, I want you to each read two things. 

First, read the part of the table describing CLEAVE that is E, Enjoy Yourselves Sexually. Can you look at that right now?

Allow them time. That section says:

.

Husbands and wives must go beyond the movie stereotypes of instant passion and immediate intercourse and must learn patiently to pleasure each other sexually. If there are sexual difficulties or if you aren't enjoying your sexual relations, learn to be better lovers. Communicate better during love making, including talking to each other erotically (which is very individually determined). Don't rush into intercourse. Enjoy caressing each other's bodies. Have your partner show you (by guiding your hand) exactly how to caress him or her in a way that is exciting. A good lover is not one who knows exactly how to pleasure the partner. A good lover is one who tries to do what the partner wants (assuming it is not against the your standards or is not harmful) each time they make love.

Second, Dr. Worthington, who has had over 20 years of experience with marital and sex therapy, has created a list of what he calls “Myths About Sexual Satisfaction.” Find that in your Couple’s Manual, and take a few minutes to read that.

(See following pages)


Myths About Sexual SatisfactionPRIVATE 

1.
Good sex must be spontaneous.



No.  Good sex can be planned well ahead of time if that is okay for both people.  It can be scheduled on the calendar.  Planned sex can be anticipated all day.  The planning might even heighten the enjoyment.  However, planned sex doesn't have to be routine sex.  It can occur at any time, not just at night.  It can occur at any place there is privacy.

2.
One shouldn't have to ask the partner for sex.  Both should want it.



Words communicate louder than actions, which can be misinterpreted.  It is usually better to ask for sex rather than to assume that your partner knows you are wanting sex because you rub his or leg or back.

3.
My partner should know how to please me without having to be told.



Sensations and moods change from day to day.  What feels good today may not feel as good tomorrow.



It is sometimes hard for people to ask for what pleases them.  They may think of it as selfish.  They may not want to embarrass their lover.

4.
What feels good to me will feel good to my partner.  



Not necessarily.  Each person likes to be stroked, rubbed, or caressed differently.  Find out what your partner likes.  Don't assume he or she necessarily likes what you do.

5.
To turn on your partner, go directly for the erogenous zones.



Different individuals differ in the approach they prefer.  Best to ask.  Some women like to have the sides of the breast stroked or kissed; others the nipples; others underneath the breast;  others like gentle stroking or kissing ;  others like firm sucking or kissing; others do not like to have their breasts stroked or kissed at all.  Some women like to have their clitoris directly stimulated.  Others prefer to have the labia (outer lips of the vagina) touched.  Others prefer simultaneous touch of the clitoris and vagina.  Some men like to have their chest and nipples rubbed, touched, or kissed; others don't.  Some men like to have the shaft of their penis stroked or kissed; others prefer the head of the penis to be stroked, rubbed or kissed; others prefer to have the scrotum or testicles lightly squeezed or touched; others do not want their penis touched at all.



Some people prefer to be touched in intimate places soon after beginning foreplay, while others prefer a time of general bodily caressing.



The best rule of thumb is to ask what feels good, even letting the partner guide your hand or head to show you how to give your partner pleasure.

6.
In the heat of passion, we lose control.



Except at the inevitability of orgasm, we can always stop.  Usually, if sex is interrupted for a few minutes, sex can be restarted and excitement regained relatively quickly.

7.
The object of sex is vaginal penetration.



Not always; some couples enjoy mutual masturbation.  For some women vaginal penetration is painful.  This may be due to (a) vaginismus, (b) insufficient lubrication prior to attempted entry, (c) a penis that is too large for vigorous intercourse.  This can often be solved by (a) treating vaginismus by using dilators (systematic insertion of objects of various graded sizes--fingers can be used), (b) using some other lubricant to supplement the woman's natural lubrication (saliva works well, or other lubricants can be purchased but are thicker than saliva; petroleum jelly is often not good because it is too thick), or (c) inserting a large penis slowly and thrusting gently.

8.
Oral sex is dirty, disgusting, or wrong.



This is generally considered a matter of individual preference.  Some people use prophylactics for men and dental dams for oral sex with women to insure against contracting disease but still allow for oral stimulation.



As for what is wrong, the best advice is generally that if one partner does not want to do an act, the other partner should not coerce (psychologically or physically).



Dangerous acts should probably be avoided even if both partners find them morally okay--examples: unprotected anal intercourse, sadistic acts that cause physical or psychological damage, "golden showers," smearing the body with feces, etc.

9.
"Foreplay" is what happens before penetration.



"Foreplay" can involve repeated vaginal penetration and thrusting as well as caressing and manual stimulation.  Stopping intercourse until the man becomes calm is okay, during which the woman can be stimulated manually.

10.
The best sex is through intercourse.  The woman should be brought to orgasm through vaginal intercourse.  The simultaneous orgasm is the ideal sexual experience.



Most satisfying sex is sequential rather than simultaneous.  Often the woman is brought to orgasm manually prior to the man's entering her.  Also, various positions make it possible to stimulate the woman manually while the man is inside her.



Much premature ejaculation is because the man or woman hold the myth(s) that (a) once entry happens, the man can't stop, (b) the man must stimulate the woman to orgasm through vaginal stimulation with the penis, (c) the ideal is to have orgasms at the same time.



Most women's orgasms are clitoral rather than vaginal.



Simultaneous orgasm is (a) rare and (b) not necessarily that satisfying when it does occur.  The natural tendency of a man at orgasm is to thrust deep and hold.  The natural tendency of a woman at orgasm is to wish continued clitoral stimulation.  Those are mutually incompatible (unless the man is using his finger to stimulate the woman's clitoris while thrusting and holding with his penis).  Further, orgasm concentrates our attention on ourselves, not our partner, so we cannot enjoy helping our partner maximally if we are self-focused.

11.
Psychologically, a man's and a woman's orgasm are different.



In fact, studies have shown that the way men and women describe their orgasms are indistinguishable.

12.
Sex is serious business.



Humor during sex helps both partners relax, which aids arousal and enjoyment and makes orgasm more likely.

13.
Sex is neat.



Wrong.  Sex is messy, especially afterwards because the man's semen leaks out of the vagina.  The mess is easily remedied by (a) getting up to clean up and then returning to bed for post-coital cuddling, (b) keeping tissues by the bed to absorb the leaking semen, (c) ignoring the mess, (d) putting a towel over the bed before intercourse so the towel is messed rather than the bed, or (e) other solutions.

14.
Routine sex will lose its excitement.



This is probably true to some degree over a period of years, although there is usually a positive value in knowing what to expect.  Good sex requires that partners sometimes try new things.  Often a rule of thumb to recommend is to try something three times before abandoning it.  The first time (or two) is usually a time of self-consciousness.  On the other hand, often innovations are needed only after a good many years of making love similarly.

15.
If sex drives are different, a couple is doomed to unpleasantness for the duration of their relationship.



Sex drives are highly variable for any person over time.  Times of high external demands can reduce drives as can poor self-esteem, criticism, physical illness, and many other conditions.



Couples have different sex drives.  Some couples are satisfied with seven times a week; others with seven times a year.  In a national survey, married teens averaged about 3.2 orgasms per week, decreasing steadily with age:  21-25 (2.8); 26-30 (2.4); 31-35 (2.0); 36-40 (1.9); 41-45 (1.6); 46-50 (1.1); 51-55 (1.0); 56-600 (.7).  Some more recent studies have indicated that frequency of intercourse is substantially less than those above--often only about one time per week even for people in their thirties.



Over the life course, sex drives change.  A man's sex drive peaks in his teens; a woman's peaks in her thirties.  Some people's sex drive declines faster than others.  For men, the general rule is "use it or lose it."  If men stop having orgasms, they tend to not recover to earlier activity levels very readily.  For women, there is no evidence that the same is true.  Most women, even after a prolonged period of not having orgasms, can resume the same rate of orgasm and satisfaction.



There are treatments for low sex drive, but these are probably the least successful sex therapy techniques (only about 50% successful).  Often the treatments involve counseling about the partners' attitudes toward the marriage as well as sensate focus exercises to build a state of sexual readiness over time.

16.
Only face to face intercourse is natural.



Wrong.  Any position that can be physically achieved is okay, but sometimes unusual positions can place physical strains on the bodies that take the attention off of sex and prolong orgasm or prevent it.



Besides the face-to-face male-superior position, other popular positions are (a) female-superior, (b) entering the vagina from behind (woman on knees and elbows with pelvis tilted to permit non-painful entry;  note that the man can reach around and manually stimulate the clitoris and the woman can reach back to manually stimulate the penis; or man and woman lying on side, spoon-style, with man reaching over the woman's hip to stimulate the clitoris while thrusting from behind), (c) side-by-side (both lay on same side leaning toward lying on the back;  woman places leg over man's legs and tilts pelvis to permit entry), (d) man seated between woman's spread legs, (e) man stands or sits and lifts woman who wraps her legs around his waist, (f) kitchen table (woman lays on back on table and man stands between her legs (used by couples in which the man has a bad back or during pregnancy; does not work well on a bed, which is too low), and (g) many others.

17.
If I am married and I masturbate, I must be either sick or crazy.



Lots of men and women masturbate even when they are married.  This can cause a problem if a member with less sex drive is masturbating and not having as frequent intercourse.  Generally, one way some partners deal with different sex drives is by having one partner masturbate (or having the partner with the lesser sex drive manually stimulate the partner to orgasm).  Sometimes, this is called a "quickie," though the more common use of the term is when (by mutual consent) the man enters and thrusts to orgasm without trying to arouse the woman and bring her to orgasm.



Sometimes masturbation after marriage is not good for the couple.  This is usually true when it results from one partner viewing pornography, hurting the partner by communicating that the partner is inadequate to satisfy the spouse, or simply getting too busy to spend the time for sex opting instead for a five-minute masturbation.

18.
Anything in the bedroom that both partners consent to is okay.



No.  Some things are not a good idea even if both partners agree.  Notably, it is not good if people are getting hurt--either physically or psychologically.  Sexual behaviors motivated by needs to debase the self aren't good.  Anal sex is risky, especially without prophylactics, but even if prophylactics are used.  (The anus is intended to have movement of feces only in an outward direction, not both inward and outward as occurs in anal intercourse.  Further, the anus is delicate and subject to injury and bleeding, unlike the vagina, which is quite able to sustain vigorous thrusting.)  Sex that involves urination and defecation is unhealthy.  Generally, whenever a person violates his or her values--whether consenting or not--there will be negative psychological effects.

*Using physical space as a metaphor for closeness 

The partners are asked to imagine that the distance from one side of the office to the other represents points of maximum emotional separation.  Direct couples to stand at some distance apart that represents how emotionally close they feel at the present.  Say, "So if this were a scale from 0 (the farthest apart emotionally you can imagine being) to 10 (the closest together emotionally you can imagine being), you would be about 7 (or whatever).  Is that right?"

After that, direct the partners to stand at the distance that represents how close together emotionally they ideally would like to be.  Usually, they hug, but sometimes the emotional distancer-pursuer pattern often surfaces dramatically here as one wants extreme closeness and the other wants some distance between them.  If partners have a disagreement about how close they ideally should be, have one stand firm--say, the husband--and let the wife show how close she would like to be.  Discuss with each how it feels--one partner at a time.  For example, you might ask the wife who says, "It feels great.  I feel happy and loved.  I only wish we could achieve this."  You would reflect her feeling and probe for anything additional she would like to say.  Then ask the husband how he feels if they are this close.  He might say, "It feels like we are way too close.  I feel hemmed in, constricted.  I need to have fewer demands to make me feel less pressured."  Reflect his feelings and probe.  Then repeat the procedure by letting the wife stand firm and the husband move to his desired level of intimacy.

Finally, direct them to move to the distance they feel right now.  Say, "You said earlier, before we had this discussion about the ideal closeness, that you were about 7 in closeness.  You might not be at 7 now.  Where would you be?"  By suggesting that they might be at a different rating now, you plant, for the first of several times, the suggestion that emotional closeness can change as a result of their interactions, which is one of the main points of the exercise.

Direct partners to pull their chairs to the distance apart that they currently feel.  Have them discuss a pleasant shared memory.  When you sense that they are more emotionally connected than they were at the beginning of the discussion, have them move their chairs closer together to represent the intimacy they now feel.  Ask each to speculate about why they feel emotionally more intimate as a couple.  You hope one or both will say  that each is feeling valued by the partner.

Repeat these discussions with other intimacy producing topics, such as their goals, their dreams, or memories of a time at which they were particularly close.  At critical points in each discussion, partners move their chairs closer.  With this exercise, you want to show them, in about 25 minutes, that they can get closer to each other by having discussions that show love to each other.  At the end of the discussion, ask whether each person feels valued by the partner.

If, at some point during the discussions, a negative interaction occurs, instead of being concerned about the negative interaction, let it go on for a brief period.  When you sense the mood getting more negative, stop the interaction and say, "You are not as close now.  Move your chairs back."  After they move their chairs to the new level, say, "You can see that you each have the power to determine to some degree how close you feel toward each other.  If you focus on positive memories and pleasant events, you will feel close. If you focus on differences and act negatively, you will feel more distant. You have a lot of control over your emotional closeness."

Even if a negative interaction does not occur (and with most enrichment couples, it probably won’t), you still make the point at the end of the exercise that you have the power to make your emotional closeness greater or less depending on what you decide to talk about and do with each other.

*Last session creation of a memorial 

Following is a script you can approximate to present the memorial to the couple.


I believe that in the past weeks, you have had a positive change in your marriage. Would you say that is the case?

Discuss specifically what kind of changes they have seen.

If you want to hold onto the positive changes, you might want to create some kind of physical prop to remind you of the things you have learned. We call this creating a memorial. You can do whatever you want in order to remember what has happened in your marriage.  I could give you some examples of what other couples have done to get you started thinking about what you want to do. Or you might want to create your own memorial without knowing what other couples have done.  Would you like some ideas?

If couples want ideas, you can provide examples from the following. Some couples write letters of commitment to each other and frame them.  Some take trips (and frame the plane or boat tickets).  Other couples create a symbol to remind them of what God has done in their marriage. Some couples set up ritual events (monthly “date night”). One couple went on an annual ski trip each winter to celebrate their successful therapy and another took a weekend vacation away from the children to renew their love. One Christian couple bought a beautiful box in which they each placed a small scroll stating their desire to honor God by making their marriage a reflection of his ever-faithful covenantal love.

Tell the couples that the important part of this is to make a reminder that will be physically present in their home and will often remind them of the improvements they have made in the marriage. Furthermore, seeing the memorial can call them back to their commitment to maintaining a good marriage in later years.

Tell the couples, “I would like to let you discuss this for a few moments. I’m going to write some notes while you discuss this. After you have decided on an apprpriate memorial for you, we will discuss it. Does that sound okay to you?”

[While the couple discusses their memorial, write any addition to their assessment report (see below). Make two copies—one for the couple and one for you to keep and put in their notes.]
When the partners have finished discussing what memorial they want to do, get them to explain it to you. It needs to be physically present in the home, so be sure that they are planning a way to make the reminder physically present.

Written Final Assessment Report

When therapy is completed, present a written assessment report, which includes a copy of the original assessment report plus additional pages for new goals for the marriage and new commitments to increase their love. In between the second and third sessions, you should have prepared an addendum to the initial report, which you stapled to it. You will also have attached a blank page, so you can add any final comments that might have arisen in the present session (see above). Give this final assessment report to the partners. Tell them that you included the initial report and two added sections—one you added after the second session and another that you just wrote out by hand. Get them to read it aloud. (Or if your handwriting is not legible, you can read the second section aloud. Try to have one or both of them read it aloud if possible.)

Get informal feedback about the things they liked.

Say, “I want to think you for participating in these meetings. I hope you believe you have gotten some useful information from them.”

“As a consultant who has worked with you and will likely work with other couples to help them love each other more and make a lasting marriage, I would be curious which parts of the program you thought were the strongest.” 

Ask them to reflect on each session and tell you the things that were particularly useful for them. Try to keep the discussion positive, so they end the session thinking about the things that helped, not the things that did not help. Naturally, if they did not like some things, listen attentively and find out why (and tell me so I can factor some of those things out in future revisions). But try to end on a positive note.

“I also would be interested in a little informal feedback about how much the program might have helped you have a stronger marriage.”

Do you think you can deal with the rejections and criticisms of others that you might face?

Do you think you’ll be better able to support each other in hard times as a result of these meetings?

Do you think you’ll be better able to handle anything that might go badly in your marriage? Do you think, for instance, that you can possibly forgive your partner and get back together better than you might have before going through these meetings?

Thank the couple.

Tell them how much you enjoyed working with them.

Tell them how much you enjoyed getting to meet with them and for the treasure they have given you of being willing to let you get to know them. It’s okay to be a little sentimental in expressing yourself. (In fact, you probably should do that anyway to seal a good relationship.)

Show them to the final assessment if they are being assessed immediately, or remind them of the time for the final assessment session if they are coming back.

