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I Don’t Have a Problem— He/She Does

My	attention	was	first	drawn	to	Mr.	and	Mrs.	Ridley	when	I	heard	the	commotion	in	the	waiting

room.	I	was	just	finishing	a	session	when	I	heard	a	loud	thump,	followed	by	a	series	of	smaller	indistinct

noises,	and	then	a	bloodcurdling	scream.	My	client	and	I	looked	at	one	another—each	daring	the	other	to

see	what	had	happened.	Since	it	was	my	office,	it	seemed	only	fair	I	should	peek	first.	I	cautiously	cracked

open	the	door,	the	client	peering	over	my	shoulder,	and	there	to	our	surprise	was	an	elderly	couple	in

the	midst	of	a	violent	fist	fight.

Mr.	Ridley	was	a	slight,	frail-looking	man	of	seventy-eight.	His	wife,	a	stout	and	hearty	woman	of

seventy-four,	was	trading	punches	with	him	as	 if	 they	were	 in	the	same	weight	class.	Their	 lips	were

curled	back	in	a	snarl,	revealing	their	perfect	white	dentures.	Each	bellowed	in	exasperation	with	the

other	 and	 tried	 to	 land	 a	 solid	 punch.	 Mr.	 Ridley	 was	 the	 first	 to	 notice	 us.	 He	 tried	 to	 regain	 his

composure	but	it	was	difficult	with	his	wife,	her	back	to	us,	wagging	her	finger	in	his	face,	tweaking	his

nose,	and	calling	him	a	gutless	wonder.	And	then	they	were	flailing	at	one	another	again,	making	a	lot	of

noise	but	doing	little	damage.

Several	minutes	 later	 I	 had	 them	separated	on	opposite	 sides	of	 the	 room.	Their	 glares	were	 so

intense	they	were	still	landing	punches	with	their	eyes.	They	told	their	story	of	being	married	for	over

fifty	years,	a	half-century	of	combat.	Although	they	had	grown	accustomed	to	a	certain	 level	of	conflict

between	 them,	 lately	 the	 war	 had	 escalated.	 Mrs.	 Ridley	 said	 she	 became	 enraged	 whenever	 her

husband	flirted	with	other	women.	Mr.	Ridley,	with	a	wink	at	me,	innocently	denied	that	he	ever	flirted.

The	couple	had	been	forced	to	move	frequently	during	the	past	 few	years	because	of	complaints	 from

their	neighbors	about	their	arguments.	Finally,	they	were	referred	to	me	by	their	physician	after	they	had

a	fist	fight	in	his	office.

Their	problems	seemed	serious,	yet	I	could	not	look	at	them	without	laughing.	They	were	so	cute.

And	 beneath	 their	 surface	 bickering,	 they	 seemed	 to	 have	 great	 affection,	 even	 love	 for	 one	 another.

When	 I	 told	 them	 this,	 they	 grumbled	 a	 bit,	 then	 grudgingly	 admitted	 it	 was	 true.	 And	much	 to	my

surprise,	 they	made	solid	progress	within	a	short	period	of	 time.	They	 learned	 to	 fight	more	 fairly,	 to
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communicate	more	appropriately,	even	to	share	their	love	for	each	other.	It	was	indeed	a	happy	ending

for	them,	but	this	encounter	took	a	gigantic	piece	out	of	my	own	armor.

I	hate	seeing	people	being	mean	to	one	another.	I	hate	it	worse	when	I	am	trapped	in	a	room	with

two	people	who	are	bickering	and	screaming,	probing	for	weaknesses	they	can	exploit,	doing	whatever

they	 can	 to	 humiliate	 or	 even	destroy	 one	 another.	Maybe	 I	 am	even	more	 intolerant	 of	 couples	who

abuse	one	another	 than	 I	ought	 to	be.	My	parents	divorced	when	 I	was	a	 child;	 I	 grew	up	 in	a	home

where	calling	each	other	names,	screaming,	and	slamming	doors	were	normal	modes	of	communication

between	parents.	I	am	sure	it	is	more	than	coincidence	that	I	find	myself	so	often	acting	as	a	referee	to

temper	the	blows	of	a	heavyweight	bout	involving	a	married	couple.

Why Couples Are Difficult

Difficult	couples	are	even	more	challenging	than	individual	resistant	clients.	They	also	drop	out	of

therapy	faster	if	things	aren’t	going	their	way	(Allgood	and	Crane,	1991).

Couples	become	difficult	to	work	with	for	a	number	of	reasons;	being	combative	is	only	one	of	the

most	dramatically	challenging	scenarios	we	must	confront	in	our	line	of	work.	Luther	and	Loev	(1981)

have	identified	other	expressions	of	resistance	in	marital	therapy,	described	below:

A	 fatalistic	 attitude.	 “We	 have	 always	 been	 like	 this,	 ever	 since	 we	 can	 remember.	 Even	 our
respective	parents	treated	one	another	the	same	way	that	we	do.	I	don’t	know	what	you
can	do	to	help	us;	nothing	else	has	worked.”

Blaming	 the	 other.	 “Look,	 I’m	 here	 because	 my	 wife	 dragged	 me	 in.	 She	 is	 the	 one	 with	 the
problem.	My	life	is	going	just	fine.	If	only	she	would	stop	complaining	all	the	time.”

Aligning	with	the	therapist.	“Look,	I	would	like	to	do	whatever	I	can	to	help	you	with	my	husband.
He	 just	 hasn’t	 been	well	 for	 some	 time.	Maybe	we	 can	both	 come	up	with	 something
together;	I’ve	tried	everything	I	can	think	of	by	myself.”

One	wants	out,	and	the	other	does	not.	“My	husband	betrayed	me.	I	don’t	trust	him,	and	I	never	will
again.	He	says	he	will	do	anything	to	save	this	marriage.	I	say	it	is	too	late.	I’m	here	only
so	I	can	say	I	tried	everything	before	I	walk	out	for	good.”

Denial	of	progress.	 “She	says	 that	 she	has	been	 initiating	sex	more	often,	but	 I	don’t	 see	 it	 that
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way.”

Collusive	distractions.	“Our	child	is	having	problems	in	school	again.	If	you	don’t	mind,	we	would
rather	deal	with	that	problem	first.”

As	 daunting	 as	 these	 forms	 of	marital	 resistance	 are	 to	 confront,	 they	 pale	 in	 comparison	 to	 the

weapons	 of	 the	 couple	who	 express	 themselves	primarily	 in	 the	 language	of	 conflict,	 usually	 at	 high

decibel	levels.	These	are	marriages	not	made	in	heaven;	in	the	words	of	a	character	from	a	novel	by	Tom

Robbins,	“Mine	was	made	in	Hong	Kong.	By	the	same	people	who	make	those	little	rubber	pork	chops

they	sell	in	the	pet	department	at	K	Mart”	(Robbins,	1990,	p.	6).

With	combative	couples,	 it	 takes	not	one	difficult	person	but	 two	 individuals	who	exhibit	a	high

degree	of	inflexibility	and	disturbance	to	create	such	poisonous	interaction.	The	other	qualities	that	make

them	 so	 unique	 among	 the	 clientele	who	 seek	marital	 therapy	 are	 the	 intensity	 of	 their	 conflicts,	 the

vested	 interest	 they	 both	 have	 in	maintaining	 their	 argumentative	 behavior,	 the	 perverse	 enjoyment

they	seem	to	derive	from	the	ritualized	combat,	and	the	degree	of	resistance	they	show	to	changing	their

dysfunctional	patterns.	People	tend	to	resist	change	in	general	because	of	a	 fear	of	the	unknown;	this

situation	is	made	worse	when	a	persons	emotional	security	is	at	stake.	“Whatever	the	causes,	the	need	for

stability	 in	 families	 is	 so	 strong	 that	 it	 is	 usually	 not	 the	desire	 for	 change	 that	 leads	 families	 to	 seek

therapy,	but	rather	it	is	the	failure	to	accommodate	to	change.	Most	families	come	to	therapy	in	response

to	changes	which	they	do	not	like	or	have	not	adjusted	to”	(Anderson	and	Stewart,	1983a,	p.	29).

Each	member	of	 the	couple	 in	conflict	 is	 reluctant	 to	give	up	something	 that	 is	 familiar	 for	some

other	elusive	goal	that	could	turn	out	much	worse.	The	partners	cling	together	in	destructive	patterns	in

an	effort	to	minimize	further	risks	or	threats	to	their	self-esteem.	The	possibility	of	change	becomes	even

more	frightening	than	the	prospect	of	spending	an	eternity	together	locked	in	combat.

“I	hate	all	this	bickering,”	one	spouse	was	heard	to	say,	“but	it	is	really	not	as	bad	as	it	seems	once

you	get	used	to	it.”

For	once,	his	wife	agrees:	“I	don’t	like	this	fighting	all	the	time,	either,	but	it	is	all	we	know.”

Of	course,	they	are	not	telling	the	complete	truth:	on	some	level,	they	do	enjoy	mixing	it	up	with	one
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another.	It	is	the	way,	maybe	the	only	way,	they	have	learned	to	express	their	feelings	and	communicate

their	 needs.	 It	 is	 also	 a	 wonderful	 distraction	 that	 keeps	 them	 from	 ever	 having	 the	 time	 or	 the

opportunity	to	explore	deeper	into	the	core	issues	that	each	partner	keeps	at	a	distance.

Fran	and	Stan	had	their	routines	down	to	split-second	timing.	They	were	artists,	even	maestros,	in

their	uncanny	ability	to	sense	just	when	we	were	getting	close	to	something	significant;	then	one	or	the

other	would	quickly	start	a	fight	to	get	us	off	track.	If	Fran	would	forget	the	rules	temporarily	and	start	to

express	some	tenderness	toward	her	husband,	Stan	would	sneer	or	ridicule	her	for	being	weak.	If	he	on

some	 rare	 occasion	 of	 clarity	 (or	 insanity)	 would	 compliment	 Fran	 for	 something	 she	 did	 that	 he

appreciated,	she	would	use	that	as	a	starting	point	to	berate	him	for	not	doing	it	himself.

Fran:	What	are	you,	an	invalid?	You	can’t	make	your	own	damn	lunch	in	the	morning?

Stan:	I	was	only	trying	to	say	thank.	.	.

Fran:	Don’t	feed	me	that	crap!	You	think	I	was	born	yesterday?	You	just	want	me	to	do	it	every	morning.

Now	we	 are	 really	 off	 and	 running.	 I	 find	 a	 way	 to	 get	 their	 attention	 so	 we	 can	 begin	 anew.

Unknown	to	me,	however,	they	have	already	signaled	a	new	play.

Fran:	Well,	I’m	glad	you	enjoyed	your	lunch.	It	was	no	big	deal.	I	had	to	make	mine	anyway.

Stan:	It	was	OK.	You	know	I	don’t	like.	.	.

I:	Time	out.	It	seems	to	me	we	were	talking	about	the	ways	that	each	of	you	mistrusts	the	other’s	intentions.	You	were
saying	how	each	of	you	felt	betrayed	by	your	own	parents	and	that	you	find	it	difficult	to	get	close	to	anyone	of
the	opposite	sex.

Stan:	Well,	dear,	you	sure	don’t	make	it	seem	like	it	is	all	that	hard	for	you	to	get	close	to	those	guys	you	work	with.

Fran:	Me?	How	about	you?	You’re	the	one	who	had	the	affair!

Stan:	How	many	times	do	I	have	to	tell	you?	It	wasn’t	an	affair.	She	was	 just	a	 friend.	We	talked	sometimes.	Besides
that	was	six	years	ago!

I:	Hold	on	a	second.	We	were	talking	about	trust	issues	between	you,	and	now	you	are	fighting	again.	What	is	going	on?

Fran:	He	started	it.

Stan:	Right.	I	always	start	it,	don’t	I?	It’s	all	my	fault.	Just	forget	it.
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Interventions with Combative Couples

One	way	of	untying	the	knot	of	conflict	between	combative	couples	 is	to	help	them	express	their

feelings	 to	 one	 another	 without	 being	 abusive.	 Because	 the	 marital	 bond	 is	 the	 primary	 intimate

relationship	for	most	adults,	intense	emotional	reactions	to	one	another	are	inevitable	in	a	marriage.

Greenberg	and	Johnson	(1988)	have	developed	an	emotionally	focused	therapy	for	couples	that

seeks	 to	access	primary	emotional	experiences	of	each	partner	and	 then	helps	each	one	communicate

these	 feelings	 in	 ways	 that	 the	 other	 spouse	 can	 hear	 and	 respond	 to.	 This	 is	 standard	 operating

procedure	in	many	forms	of	marital	therapy.	Each	partner	is	helped	to	express	the	feelings	that	underlie

the	hostility,	whether	it	is	the	fear	of	abandonment,	engulfment,	or	intimacy.	In	the	case	described	earlier,

for	example,	Fran	is	encouraged	to	share	with	her	husband	the	underlying	feelings	of	mistrust	and	hurt

that	 she	expresses	 through	anger.	 Simultaneously,	 Stan	 is	 assisted	 in	his	 efforts	 to	 express	his	 fear	of

losing	his	wife	and	how	he	covers	up	his	vulnerability	by	keeping	her	off	balance.

More	 specifically,	 the	 authors	 propose	 a	 multistep	 program	 for	 diffusing	 the	 marital	 conflict,

beginning	with	a	delineation	of	the	salient	issues.	The	therapist	identifies	and	labels	the	position	each

partner	is	taking	in	relation	to	the	another.	The	problem	is	then	redefined	in	terms	of	emotional	pain:

“How	are	your	needs	not	being	met	by	your	partner?	What	pain	are	you	experiencing?	In	what	ways	do

you	 feel	 vulnerable?	What	 are	 you	 afraid	 of?	When	 you	 become	 so	 angry,	 what	 else	 are	 you	 feeling

inside?”

Next,	 the	 therapist	attempts	 to	 sort	out	 the	 interaction	cycle.	Considered	systemically	 in	 terms	of

communication	patterns	and	interaction	sequences,	what	vicious	cycle	has	been	established?	How	is	one

partner	aggravating	the	other,	and	in	turn,	being	reciprocally	punished?

“I	 notice	 the	 following	 scenario	 unfolding	 between	 the	 two	 of	 you:	 First,	 Carol,	 you	 ask	 your

husband	to	be	more	open	with	you.	Then,	Burt,	you	try	to	comply.	You	start	to	tell	her	what	things	are	like

for	you.	While	your	voice	sounds	sincere,	you	seem	to	have	a	smirk	on	your	face	that	says	‘I’ll	do	this	but	I

don’t	 like	 it.’	 This	 attitude	develops	at	 just	 about	 the	 same	 time	 that	 you,	Carol,	 start	 to	 get	 frustrated

because	Burt	is	so	concrete	in	his	descriptions.	You	then	interrupt	Burt	in	the	middle	because	you	don’t

think	he	is	being	responsive.	And	then	Burt	withdraws,	feeling	hurt.	He	starts	to	snip	at	you.	You	snap
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back.	And	the	next	thing	you	know,	it	is	World	War	III.	I’ve	seen	this	happen	several	times	right	here	in

this	office.”

It	is	at	this	point	in	the	process	that	therapists	tend	to	diverge	in	their	next	step	with	this	couple.

Greenberg	and	 Johnson,	as	well	 as	other	experientially	based	practitioners,	would	help	 the	couple	 to

admit	and	express	their	feelings	more	sensitively	and	clearly	while	fostering	greater	acceptance	of	each

other’s	positions.	 Instead	of	 resorting	 to	 rage	 and	 combat	when	a	partner	 feels	neglected,	 rejected,	 or

inspected,	he	or	she	can	express	needs	and	wants	in	caring,	sensitive	ways.

Several	authors	 (Watzlawick,	Weakland,	 and	Fisch,	1974;	Stuart,	1980;	Madanes,	1981)	would

disagree	that	more	direct	and	open	communication	is	possible,	or	even	desirable,	with	combative	couples.

Behaviorally	oriented	marital	 therapists	would	home	 in	much	more	directly	on	 those	actions	 that	are

counterproductive	and	attempt	to	substitute	for	them	more	caring	responses.	Structural	therapists	might

work	 to	 realign	 the	 power	 balance	 within	 the	 couple	 while	 strategic	 practitioners	 would	 be	 more

concerned	with	disrupting	the	dysfunctional	communication	patterns.	Others,	such	as	Nichols	(1989),

prefer	an	even	more	pragmatic	approach	with	polarized	couples,	concentrating	on	helping	the	partners

to	 renew	 their	 commitment	 to	 one	 another,	 bridging	 misunderstandings	 between	 partners,	 and

rebuilding	the	trust	that	has	been	ruptured.

The	important	point,	however,	is	not	that	there	are	a	dozen	valid	treatment	strategies	that	may	be

helpful	but	that	with	violent,	abusive	couples	 it	 is	necessary	to	do	everything	possible	to	disrupt	their

destructive	 patterns.	 This	 includes	 working	 with	 their	 unexpressed	 feelings	 and	 their	 irrational

cognitive	structures	and	their	unresolved	family-of-origin	issues	and	their	individual	intrapsychic	issues

and	their	power	struggles	and	any	external	situational	factors	that	are	compounding	everything	else.

Reducing	 all	 these	 interventions	 to	 their	 essence,	 Shay	 (1990)	 reminds	 us	 of	 the	 most	 basic

therapeutic	principle	of	all	when	working	with	discordant	couples	who	fight	a	lot:	EVERYBODY	WALKS

OUT	ALIVE.	As	I	mentioned	earlier,	like	many	members	of	our	profession,	I	came	from	a	conflicted	family

My	parents	 fought	constantly.	 I	 fell	asleep	many	nights	 to	 the	sounds	of	slamming	doors	or	screaming

voices.	While	I	was	unsuccessful	at	keeping	my	parents	from	divorcing,	at	age	ten	I	decided	I	did	not	like

being	around	people	who	were	cruel	to	one	another,	and	I	did	everything	within	my	meager	power	to
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stop	people	from	hurting	one	another.

As	a	marital	therapist,	if	there	is	one	thing	I	do	well	(and	sometimes	it	is	the	only	thing	that	I	can

do),	it	is	to	not	permit	couples	to	be	abusive	to	one	another	in	my	office.	They	can	fight,	but	the	fight	must

be	fair.	They	can	argue,	but	only	with	respect.	They	can	be	as	passionate,	emotional,	and	expressive	in

their	 communications	 as	 they	would	 like,	 as	 long	 as	 they	 do	 not	 jeopardize	 each	 other’s	 physical	 or

psychological	safety.

Most	 couples	are	usually	more	polite	and	civilized	 in	 their	behavior	when	a	witness	 is	present,

especially	one	whose	approval	they	are	trying	to	win.	There	are	occasions,	however,	when	one	or	both

partners	cannot	or	will	not	control	themselves,	no	matter	who	is	present.	They	would	just	as	easily	rip

into	one	another	in	a	crowded	restaurant	or	your	office	as	they	would	in	the	privacy	of	their	own	living

room.

Unless	we	can	get	the	couple	to	behave	themselves	and	find	a	therapeutic	window	in	their	intense

conflict,	little	else	we	can	do	will	be	helpful.	The	object,	then,	in	making	sure	everyone	leaves	the	room

alive	is	to	do	something	to	shift	the	level	of	interaction	away	from	the	battle.	Shay	recommends	turning	to

the	past	as	a	way	to	restore	calm	—although	some	couples	will	use	this	intervention	to	renew	their	fight

over	some	favorite	issue	that	is	good	for	a	few	licks.	I	tried	this	very	technique	with	the	elderly	couple

who	began	this	chapter:

I:	So	tell	me	about	how	you	met.

He:	(Smiles	inwardly)	She	picked	me	up	in	a	bar.

She:	You	know	that’s	not	true!	Why	do	you	tell	such	lies?

He:	Don’t	you	know	I’m	kidding?	Actually,	I	was	really	interested	in	her	sister,	but	she	wasn’t	available,	so	I	went	out
with	her	instead.

I:	(Trying	to	head	off	the	argument	I	saw	coming)	You	met	onenanother	when	you	were	both	quite	young?

She:	 (Ignoring	me)	 I	 could	have	married	any	young	man	 I	wanted.	Lord	knows	why	 I	picked	 this	man	who	betrayed
me.	.	.

He:	I	never	betrayed	you.

She:	You	did.	Don’t	lie.
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He:	Did	not.

She:	What	about	that	affair	you	had	with	your	secretary?

He:	Jesus!	That	was	over	thirty	years	ago!	And	we	didn’t	have	an	affair.	You	just	have	an	overactive	imagination.

And	then	they	were	flailing	at	one	another	again.

When	 history	 fails,	 the	 next	 option	 Shay	 suggests	 is	 to	 try	 problem	 solving.	 This	 changes	 the

emotional	 tenor	 of	 the	 interactions	 as	 the	 participants	work	 together	 toward	 a	mutual	 goal.	With	 the

couple	above,	we	brainstormed	ways	to	lower	the	decibel	level	of	their	screaming	matches.	They	decided

to	 try	wearing	 surgical	masks	when	 they	 fought	 since	 it	 is	 harder	 to	 yell	 through	 those	 things	 (and

besides,	they	look	so	silly	wearing	them).	They	bought	the	masks,	but	refused	to	wear	them.

Whatever	 ingenious	 method	 is	 eventually	 stumbled	 on,	 explosive	 couples	 must	 be	 neutralized

before	they	ever	have	the	chance	to	listen	or	talk	to	one	another,	much	less	change	the	pattern	of	their

interactions.	Once	they	have	agreed	to	abide	by	certain	basic	rules	of	human	consideration	—speaking	in

a	more	subdued	tone	of	voice;	not	interrupting	one	another;	refraining	from	abuse,	accusations,	or	verbal

violence—combative	couples	can	then	learn	to	communicate	with	one	another	more	healthily.	They	need

to	find	ways	to	express	accumulated	resentment	without	being	abusive,	and	they	must	learn	to	be	more

responsible	for	what	happens	to	them	instead	of	blaming	their	partner.

Bergman	(1985)	finds	 it	especially	helpful	 to	assign	homework	assignments	to	couples	trying	to

devour	 one	 another.	 Each	 evening	 the	 couple	 is	 instructed	 to	 spend	 five	 minutes	 each	 telling	 one

another	the	ways	that	they	feel	hurt.	They	are	to	use	only	the	pronoun	“I”	throughout	the	exercise	and	to

refrain	from	blaming	the	other,	attacking,	or	becoming	angry.	While	one	partner	speaks,	the	other	listens

quietly	and	finally	responds	with	an	apology	to	the	effect	that	he	or	she	has	been	unaware	of	the	hurt,

feels	 badly	 about	 it,	 and	 then	 asks	 for	 forgiveness.	 Although	 these	 assignments	 can	 be	 potentially

problematic	 or	 even	 dangerous	 without	 adequate	 supervision,	 most	 of	 the	 difficulties	 can	 be

circumvented	by	first	having	the	couple	practice	the	exercises	in	the	sessions	before	trying	them	out	at

home.	This	strategy	will	probably	work	for	only	about	half	the	couples	who	comply	with	the	task,	but	half

is	 certainly	 impressive.	And	 the	other	half,	who	will	not	comply,	 can	always	be	given	 the	paradoxical

assignment	of	arguing	more	often.
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As	frustrating	as	combative	couples	and	other	violent,	abusive,	and	aggressive	clients	can	be	to	work

with,	we	 often	 feel	 some	 appreciation	 for	 the	 passion	with	which	 they	 express	 themselves.	 They	 are

people	who	are	 intensely	 committed	 to	 their	beliefs,	 and	while	quite	 rigid	and	obstructive,	 they	most

definitely	 engage	 us	 thoroughly	 in	 their	 struggles.	 This	 is	 not	 the	 case	with	 another	 kind	 of	 difficult

client,	discussed	in	the	next	chapter.	This	person	seems	to	exhibit	an	almost	opposite	style	—	a	definite

lack	of	passion	and	energy.
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