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CHAPTER 2 
 
 
 
 

 
Should I Stay or Should I Go? 
~Managing the Crossroads with 
Discernment Counseling~ 
 
 
 
 
Cathy and Dennis 
 (Thursday evening, 6:30 p.m.) “Goddamn traffic,” Dennis thinks 
to himself as he inches forward in the Arrivals lane at the airport. He’s 
picking up his college roommate and oldest friend, Gabe, for a hungrily 
awaited weekend visit. They haven’t seen each other in two years and 
a lot has happened since they had a long guy’s weekend at Gabe’s place 
in Chicago. Dennis has already texted Gabe to tell him to cool his heels, 
traffic is a bitch, and he may not get there for another fifteen minutes. 
His foul mood lifts as he cranks up a classic Springsteen CD and settles 
in for the traffic crawl. Moments later, the phone rings. He sees it’s 
from home, and his gut tightens. He hits the Bluetooth button on his 
steering wheel. 
 “Yup? What’s up?” 
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 “When do you think you’ll be home?” comes Cathy’s questioning 
voice. 
 “Traffic sucks,” Dennis replies, rubbing his eyes as the brake 
lights ahead cut and the crawl resumes. “I don’t think I’ll get to Arrivals 
for another ten minutes.” 
 “What? Seriously?” squawks Cathy through his speakers. (“Here 
it comes,” he thinks.) “When did you leave the office? We have 
reservations at Cormier’s at seven. We’re never going to make it now. 
You know how impossible it is to get in there!” 
 “Jesus, relax, will you? If Cormier’s doesn’t work out, we can go 
somewhere else. We can sit around and eat hamburgers at home for all 
I care. I haven’t seen Gabe in two years.” 
 “Yes, just like you,” is Cathy’s response. “You don’t care if we 
go anywhere. You don’t care if we have plans or not. It’s always about 
you. I was looking forward to Cormier’s for three weeks. If you can’t 
get your ass out of your chair and to the airport on time, I’ll call Mary 
Jane and go with her. You and your friend can have hamburgers or 
whatever the hell you want.” 
 “Are you crazy?” Dennis feels his heart start to race. “Are you 
seriously going to wreck this weekend before it gets started? 
Goddammit,” he explodes as he punches his brakes to avoid plowing 
into the short-stopping Humvee in front of him. “You know, when was 
the last time you didn’t get pissy when I wanted to be with someone 
else? My God, you are needy.” 
 Stung, Cathy spits back, “Go ahead, be with your holy friend you 
never see. I’m spending the weekend with Mary Jane.” She cuts the 
connection. 
 “I cannot believe this,” Dennis says to himself as he inches toward 
a soured rendezvous with his old friend… 
 
 (Thursday evening, 6:30 p.m.) Cathy sits down to refresh her 
makeup after spending the last fifteen minutes deciding what to wear 
for dinner. Things have been tense at home, and she is looking forward 
to a respite from all that. They made reservations for Cormier’s and she 
can’t remember when they had last splurged on a high-end dinner out. 
Money has been tight since the nursing agency cut back her hours, and 
Dennis’s income from his law practice took a hit this past year. She 
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hasn’t seen his good friend, Gabe, for at least seven or eight years, but 
she remembers liking him very much and Dennis has been truly 
looking forward to the weekend. There had been fewer negative, snarky 
comments from him. Mary Jane had told her that Dennis was a 
“narcissist,” and maybe he was and maybe he wasn’t, but he sure hadn’t 
been pleasant to be around. She was tired of walking on eggshells 
around him. He didn’t touch her anymore and, the way he had been 
acting, she was beginning to think he might hate her. Cathy knew that 
was a pretty strong word, but, in truth, she worried about that. As she 
applied her eyeliner, she felt a tightness in her chest. She felt 
so…discardable by Dennis. The excited anticipation that had filled her 
only minutes before gave way to a dark, resentful emptiness. 
 Cathy decided to give Dennis a call. He and Gabe should be on 
their way home to pick her up. They’d be laughing and, while Dennis 
never seemed to be in a good mood around her, he always was upbeat 
around his wide circle of friends. She picked up the cell phone and 
apprehensively, hopefully, said into the speaker, “Call Dennis.” 
 
Cathy 
 It had been six months since Gabe’s visit and it felt to Cathy that 
Dennis was still sore about the weekend.  Whatever he was mad 
about, he had emotionally closed her out since then.  To be sure, he 
was unerringly polite, but he had avoided spending any time with her, 
there had been no physical affection and when she would ask if 
anything was wrong, he would reply, “Nothing,” and close off the 
conversation. 
 Cathy was lonely and feeling depressed for the first time in her 
life.  She had tried to explore what was wrong with Dennis, saying to 
him that, “We don’t talk any more” (to which he’d respond that they 
talked all the time and then look at her with a mixture of perplexity 
and annoyance).  His work was taking away from home more and 
more.  Their friendship, once so important to both of them, had frozen 
and then slipped away.  She would occasionally take shots at him in 
the hopes of getting some response, but all of efforts availed nothing 
but an unpleasant, silent gulf.  In order to put the brakes on her deeply 
descending mood, she found a therapist upon the recommendation of 
a friend and began seeing Bill, an experienced, insightful and warm 
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counselor.  She liked Bill immediately and over the first couple of 
months of their weekly meetings, she found herself regaining some of 
her old confidence.  As this shift began to occur, her sessions with 
Bill became dominated with her growing irritation at Dennis.  She 
began to voice her carefully thought-out theories about Dennis’ 
psychological limitations.  Maybe he was simply incapable of 
personal warmth.  She started wondering if she ever really was in love 
with her husband and her view of his emotional capabilities grew 
dimmer with each passing week.  Cathy would start each session with 
another complaint about Dennis.  He came home from work at 9:00 
one night and didn’t even bother to let her know he was going to be 
late.  They were at a friend’s party and he was charming and engaged 
with everyone there, but never treated her like she was special.  He 
seemed to have his nose and thumbs buried in his smartphone most of 
the time they were together and if she asked him to put the damned 
phone away, he’d act all offended and be in a huff for the rest of the 
evening.  When she asked him where he wanted to go for dinner, or 
on a weekend trip, or just about anything, he would say it didn’t 
matter. 
 Cathy was emotionally starved and Bill gave her the kind of 
empathy that is both the therapist’s stock-in-trade and cool balm for 
Cathy’s overheated distress.  Bill would give Cathy suggestions for 
what she might say to Dennis to make a connection – non-
judgmental, non-accusatory statements of her own loneliness, only to 
have Cathy return the next week to report that Dennis only reacted 
defensively and they would likely-as-not get into a fight.  Cathy 
began stating in therapy that she deserved better treatment than she 
was receiving from Dennis and that his silence was a form of 
emotional abuse.  Reacting to her obvious despair, Bill would be 
supportive and encourage Cathy to do what was best for herself.   
Cathy, at one point asked Bill if Dennis could be a narcissist and he 
answered, “Cathy, I really can’t diagnose someone I haven’t ever met, 
as you can imagine—but from what you say, it is possible.” 
 As the weeks turned into months, Cathy constructed a much 
stronger sense of her self and began to pursue long-dormant interests 
such as art and personal fitness.  Her bond with Mary Jane and other 
girlfriends became closer and she found herself worrying less about 
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Dennis’ long nights at work, as she would be out herself.  She and 
Dennis stopped bickering, but at the same time they weren’t spending 
that much time with each other. 
 One night, in the course of a long conversation with Mary Jane, 
her friend asked her why she was still in the marriage.  “You’re still 
young and attractive.  Do you really want to settle for a lifetime of 
lovelessness?”   
 That seemed to switch on a light in Cathy’s brain.  “Do I want to 
do that?”  She began to chew on this question in silence, in isolation, 
while the marriage meandered along.  Every time she thought, 
“Divorce is a ridiculous thought!  I made a vow,” her stomach would 
twist as she pondered years of empty loneliness stretching out before 
her.  When her mind shifted course and seriously pondered the 
divorce option, she would think of the kids or she’d worry that she’d 
be alone and unpartnered.  The thought of being destitute would keep 
snap her eyes open at 3:00 in the morning and she’d stare into the 
darkness while Dennis slept, seemingly untroubled beside her. 
 After two months of badgering, Cathy finally got Dennis to 
relent and come with her to an appointment with a couples therapist.  
She liked the woman well enough (she had been a referral from Bill), 
but she and Dennis usually walked out of the sessions dispirited and 
drained after another deadlock.  She’d cry and then get angry and 
Dennis would end up with his arms crossed over his chest, boring a 
hole into the wall with his eyes.  The therapist would give them 
homework (date nights, communication exercises) but they didn’t 
seem to work and after a month they just stopped doing them.  Cathy 
believed the effort was all coming from her end and when she 
suggested they stop, Dennis agreed.  He had felt the therapist was on 
her side anyway.  He did say the therapy had helped because they 
weren’t fighting nearly so much any more.  Cathy found it to be a 
vapid and soulless peace. 
 The day she called for an appointment with a lawyer who had 
helped a friend with her own divorce, Cathy had concluded that any 
chance of Dennis changing was a pipe dream.  Still, he hadn’t cheated 
and he had never outright abused her.  These were the thoughts—of 
hopelessness and resentment—that accompanied Cathy to the 
lawyer’s office.  The meeting was supportive.  She liked the attorney, 
who seemed reasonable and not one of those barracudas she had 
heard so much about.  Still, while she was about 95% out the door, 
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she did have that thought tickling the back of her mind, “Is this the 
right decision?”  Nothing in the two hour conference with the lawyer 
had made the answer to that question any clearer. 
 

 AT A PERSONAL CROSSROADS 
 The decision to terminate a committed intimate relationship pretty 
much defines “difficult.” Our partner can make it easier by doing 
something outrageous and obliterating the trust we have in them or our 
bond. Yet, even then, many of us struggle. The blow of revealed 
infidelity will not drive everyone away. An attachment bond possesses 
a special intensity, which might even resist the explosive damage of a 
sexual or emotional affair. 
 In such circumstances, as with many others which might be less 
acute, yet still relationship-deadening, an exploration of the bond and 
possibilities for repair might be in order. As we observed in the prior 
section, good couples therapists are in the business of supporting the 
healing and strengthening of the most challenging threats to the bonds 
of intimacy and trust. These professionals are not unlike the physicians 
we engage to treat an array of bodily maladies. If we find ourselves 
short of breath and experiencing chest pain upon the humblest of 
exertion, we will, no doubt, call up our doctor and get in to her office 
as fast as we can. We might be referred to a cardiologist, who is in the 
business of treating people with possibly life-threatening heart disease. 
While they might assess our condition and provide us with suggestions 
for treatment, if we don’t follow their suggestions, well…we’ll 
probably die. Neither the physician nor the couples therapist are 
miracle workers, but their intervention into our troubles can make all 
the difference. If we need to drop seventy-five pounds, avoid all 
summer sun if our skin is sensitive to its rays, or eliminate a much-
loved food from our diet, attainment and maintenance of our health can 
be hard work. Such is the case, as well, if our intimate relationship is 
burdened by a sudden blow or years of neglect. We might do ourselves 
a disservice by throwing in the towel simply because the climb is too 
steep. Yet, as I have said more than once in these pages, trying to fix a 
damaged relationship on our own will usually lead to frustration and 
heartache. So, the first step in the process of deciding is to get 
professional help. In the minority of circumstances, where domestic 
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abuse, addiction, or untreated mental illness plague a relationship, that 
help might be better obtained with an individual counselor. These 
issues aside, there is much good that can come from a course of couples 
counseling—even if that good is clarification of the need to end the 
relationship. 
 I will admit a bias: I believe that salvageable bonds should be 
preserved. Too many people pull the plug prematurely, and the pain of 
dissolution becomes a dear price to pay, usually by both partners. 
 Yet, I will also admit a softening of my bias over the years. This 
process was aided by one of my dearest friends, Louis, who married 
young and had a daughter. His first marriage was unhappy and ended 
years ago. Later in life, he met his exquisite wife, Loretta, and they 
have made each other very happy for decades. He is much better for 
his divorce and remarriage. So, as with just about everything in our 
lives, nuances and complexities abound and there is no hard and fast 
rule. The need to make this huge transition away from something for 
which we feel dead inside pushes up against a commensurate desire to 
maintain stability and the security of the known. 
 Counseling and psychotherapy have always been a hard sell in this 
most self-sufficient of societies. Even admitting you could be helped 
by a couples therapist feels like a statement of surrender for some. “We 
can do this ourselves,” is a firm and frequent statement of 
independence. Sadly, many couples just cannot do it themselves. That 
doesn’t mean you can’t do it, though; it’s just that you may need a 
coach.  
 However, what if we have done our work in therapy and are still 
uncertain? How do we decide? Once the decision is made, how do we 
know we have chosen well for ourselves?  
  

HOW DO YOU MAKE DECISIONS? 
 How do you make the biggest decisions in your life? 
 I’m not talking about the boatload of day-to-day decisions we face 
every day (pick up the dry-cleaning or the library book first; cook 
burgers or spaghetti for the kids tonight; comedy or French holocaust 
documentary on Saturday). I’m talking about the truly big decisions 
with a lot riding on them…like which of two competing, equally 
attractive job offers to accept, or whether to marry a particular person, 
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or whether to divorce a particular person. They are decisions that can 
have long-term, life-changing consequences. As you might imagine, 
there are different ways people make the important decisions in their 
lives. 
 For a dozen years, I taught law students about the art of counseling 
clients, which simply boils down to helping them make decisions. I ask 
the students at the beginning of the discussion how they make the 
important decisions in their lives. The same list goes up on the board 
year after year: 
Count ‘Em Up: Draw a line down the middle of a page and put the 
reasons “pro” on one side and the reasons “con” on the other. The side 
with the most or best reasons wins. 
Ask Mom: Many of us have figures of respect and authority in our  
lives. Parents, grandparents, godparents, teachers, pastors/ 
imams/rabbis, coaches, or mentors are the most common. (In the  
1990s, Hillary Clinton famously communed with Eleanor Roosevelt 
when she needed advice.) We turn to them for guidance in our times of 
confusion or challenge. 
Pray: Many of us receive peace and profound guidance through prayer. 
Prayer may serve as a window to your own wisdom or provide a 
transcendent message from a higher, loving power. Millions of us find 
the calm certitude and direction we earnestly seek through prayer. 
Hash It Out With Your Best Friend: We might not be looking for 
someone to tell us what to do so much as having a sounding board that 
lets us talk it out ourselves and find our own answer. Sure, there might 
be a healthy dollop of advice thrown in, too, but this is basically a self-
generated answer process. 
Listen to Your Gut: Perhaps one of the most comforting and unnerving 
messages in the self-help world is, “The answer lies within you.” That’s 
good, because the answer is very likely to be your answer for yourself, 
which will be closer to the bull’s-eye for your unique needs. That’s not 
so good when you can’t divine the answer that’s presumably lying right 
inside you, waiting to be found. Luckily, there are tried and true 
approaches to learning how to relax, utterly, and see what inner wisdom 
arises. 
Let the Decision Come to You: Many people find that if they do 
nothing, the decision will basically make itself. Life is hardly ever 
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static. We can stand still and do nothing and the world will still swirl 
around us. Eventually circumstances will pile up on one side or the 
other, and we will be forced to go with that particular flow, in that 
particular direction—whether it’s the right direction for us or not…but 
at least the decision will be made! 
 We can use any one of these or a combination. We might pick up 
Mira Kirshenbaum’s classic Too Good to Leave; Too Bad to Stay.  First 
published in 1996, this book has been the go-to guide for many, 
although I find it to be overly biased in favor of ending the relationship.  
Noting this paucity of direction, a number of therapists and divorce 
lawyers have evolved an approach to help people in very troubled 
relationships discern their best path.  Remarkably enough, they 
christened the approach Discernment Counseling and thousands of 
therapists have been—and are continuing to be—trained in its intricate 
and excellent course. 
 
 

THE ADVENT OF DISCERNMENT COUNSELING 
 Minneapolis seems to be fertile soil for creativity.  
Collaborative Law (see the first volume in this set) arose there.  
Discernment counseling found its birth there.  Prince grew up there. 
 In the first decade of the 21st Century, Bruce Peterson was the 
presiding judge of the Hennepin County Family Court.  He noted that 
divorcing people who appeared before him would frequently voice 
some ambivalence about their divorce decision.  What he also 
observed—and this has been noted in jurisdictions throughout the 
country—was that once people entered the legal divorce process, the 
door to inquiry about whether this was really what both parties 
wanted was firmly shut. Neither judges nor divorce lawyers expressed 
any interest in exploring this ambivalence.  Once a case is filed, the 
individuals find themselves on a track that firmly guides them to the 
inevitable outcome.   
 It so happened that Minneapolis is the home of Bill Doherty, 
Ph.D., one of the country’s experts on marital therapy, long-time 
clinical faculty member at University of Minnesota and author of 
numerous articles and books on marriage.  Peterson contacted 
Doherty and asked if he’d be interested in exploring this challenge 
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with him.  Doherty, who had long been concerned about the 
ineffectiveness of couples counseling with “mixed agenda couples,” 
in which one partner is “leaning into” the relationship and the other is 
“leaning out of” the relationship, readily agreed.  Doherty had found 
that therapy with these mixed agenda couples almost always ran 
aground, as the leaning out partner seemed like they were going 
through the motions to “check the box” that they had done therapy 
before pulling out of the relationship. 
 So Doherty, Peterson and their associates put together a study 
in which 2,484 divorcing parents were given a brief questionnaire 
about their attitudes about divorce, to be completed at the end of 
Hennepin County’s mandatory parenting seminar for divorcing moms 
and dads.  One of the questions was: “Even at this point, do you think 
your divorce could be prevented if one or both of you works hard to 
save the marriage?”  The respondents could answer “yes,” “no,” or 
“maybe.” 
 As I discussed in Volume 1 of this set, the divorce process 
almost always sees one partner withdrawing from the relationship 
emotionally before the other.  This results in a dynamic which 
involves, in Bruce Fisher’s words, a “dumper” and a “dumpee.”1  
Since it would be expected, then, that one person would be a divorce 
resister, even after the divorce process had proceeded down the path 
for some time, in 32% of the couples, one person answered “yes” or 
“maybe.”  Again, given the divergent courses people naturally take 
when a relationship is ending, this finding doesn’t raise eyebrows.  
However, in 11.7% of the couples who were well down the divorce 
road, both parties answered “yes” or “maybe” to that question.  
Similarly, in 10.5% of these couples, both parties answered “yes” or 
“maybe” to the questionnaire item, “If the court offered a 
reconciliation service, I would seriously consider trying it.”  The 
notion of 1 out of 10 divorcing couples both expressing ambivalence 
about the divorce track is an eyebrow-raiser.   
 The conviction that many people were being railroaded into 
divorce by a process that reflexively kept people on a single track, 
once commenced, was deepened by a later study by Doherty and 
associates.  In a follow-up to the earlier exploration, a smaller sample 
of divorcing people were given a simple “Attitudes Towards Divorce” 
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Questionnaire which gave people four choices about their current 
mindset.  It was quick, easy to answer with just a mark in a checkbox, 
and went as follows: 
 
 “People have different attitudes towards their divorce.  Check 
which of these statements most closely fits your own attitude right 
now.  Please read all of them and then pick just one statement: 

1)  I’m done with this marriage; it’s too late now even if my 
spouse were to make major changes. 

2) I have mixed feelings about the divorce; sometimes I think 
it’s a good idea and sometimes I’m not sure. 

3) I would consider reconciling if my spouse got serious about 
making major changes. 

4) I don’t want this divorce and I would work hard to get us 
back together. 

 
 The researchers found that when both parties initiated the 
divorce together, 45% of the respondents still selected one of the last 
three items. 

 
 How do we find those people and what can we do for them, 
once found?  This is the question that challenged Doherty. 
 

WHAT IS DISCERNMENT COUNSELING? 
 

 There are two classes of people who are struggling with the 
divorce decision and they enter the portal of Discernment Counseling 
traveling a different path. 
 The first class is composed of people who we have been 
discussing—those who have found themselves commencing the 
divorce path but who, with the support of lawyers sensitive to this 
ambivalence, will actually explore their hesitation.  Often this occurs 
after providing their client with the Divorce Attitudes Questionnaire.  
An increasing number of divorce lawyers are pursuing this avenue.  If 
both parties express attitudes reflected in items 2-4, then a referral to 
a discernment counselor may be in the offing. 
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 The other, and much more numerous, class is composed of 
those who have not quite made that commitment to cast their lot with 
a divorce lawyer and the legal system.  They may think they are done, 
but they’re not…quite…sure.  One partner may call up a couples 
therapist.  If you are the therapist, you will want to get a feeling for 
how motivated each person is to pursue couples counseling.  Usually, 
but not always, the person who makes the initial call will be fairly 
motivated.  The therapist will want to determine the position of the 
other partner.  She can ask, “How motivated do you think your 
partner is to work on the relationship?”  The potential client may not 
know, or they may be answering through the filter of their own fears 
or hurt, so the picture may not be all that clear.  If the motivation of 
the other person can’t be determined from the initial conversation, 
then this is definitely an area to pursue in the very first meeting.  It is 
vital that the therapist make clear that any answer to the question is 
fine and that ambivalence (about whether to work on the relationship) 
is not uncommon for people in stressed and conflicted relationships.  
If the therapist gets even a whiff that one partner is unsure about how 
they feel about relationship counseling (maybe they are almost out the 
door or they had a really rough prior experience with another couples 
counselor, for example) then the discussion will turn to an exploration 
of whether Discernment Counseling may be the right approach at this 
point. 
 Discernment Counseling is both a simple and an elegant 
solution to the ambivalence trap.  As Bill Doherty so aptly notes, 
there are really three choices that every couple faces when they are 
“on the brink.”2  They can: 
 

1. Keep doing what they have been doing.  (A small but 
surprisingly persistent percentage of couples will stay the 
course.) 

2. Separate and end their intimate relationship 
3. Commit to a course of couples therapy in which each partner 

rolls up their sleeves and works.  In the Doherty model, the 
commitment is for six months of counseling with divorce off 
the table during that time. 
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 The challenge for the couple and any therapist they may 
engage, if one or both are unsure of which path they choose to pursue, 
is that therapy will likely stumble along until one partner withdraws.  
The partner “leaning in” will have a markedly different experience 
from the one “leaning out.” 
 Leaning out partners tend to be hyper-conscious of the other’s 
contribution to the problems they face.  That person has pretty much 
(if not entirely) given up hope on the relationship.  They believe their 
partner cannot change and they maintain little, if any, awareness of 
their own contribution to the problems the relationship faces. 
 Leaning in partners tend to be hyper-conscious of how 
desperately they want to save the relationship.  There is often a 
vigilance about this person, as they constantly monitor the other for 
signs that the one foot out the door may be inching back across the 
threshold – or the other, “in the relationship” foot is joining its partner 
on “emocleW” mat outside the door.  There is often a sense of 
desperate pursuit, which itself will likely drive the leaning out partner 
further away. 
 As you can see from this very brief description, these two 
people have different needs and vastly different agendas, as they may 
enter couples counseling.  For those facing divorce, we will often see 
the same dynamic, in which one partner very much does not want to 
experience relationship rupture (and all the insecurity and loss this 
entails) and the other struggles with deep ambivalence.  Doherty 
realized that putting these two people together with a purpose of 
healing the relationship (or any divorce professional hoping that the 
divorce initiator will be clear on their motives and goals) would be 
extremely frustrating.  Thus, he developed a “protocol” which 
involved separating the partners and working with each of them 
individually so that one or both can “discern” their proper path. 
 In Discernment Counseling, the partners commit to a course 
of meetings that can run anywhere from one to five sessions.  At the 
end of each session, they are asked if they want to return for another.  
The discernment can take place anywhere along this course.  Yet, 
unlike couples therapy, the real work of Discernment Counseling 
occurs in the individual sessions.  The partners will have a brief joint 
session and then each of them will meet individually for 30 minutes, 
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or so, with the counselor in order to work on their particular position 
in this painful relationship deadlock.   
 The real work that must be done by the leaning out partner is 
to explore their reasons for wanting to end the relationship and 
whether these reasons hold up under scrutiny.  The failure of prior 
efforts at couples therapy (fairly common in these circumstances) 
buttresses that person’s belief that hope for change is a set-up for 
disappointment.  The list of reasons for wanting to end the 
relationship can run on for quite a ways: 
 

• He, or she, won’t change. 
• We’re incompatible. 
• I don’t know that I ever loved him (or her). 
• Therapy won’t work. 
• I found someone else who makes me feel alive after feeling 

dead inside for so long. 
 
 The list could continue for another page or two, here, but you 
get the idea.  It is a song of hopelessness, spiced with resentment.  
Usually, these conclusions are a product of solitary rumination, 
maybe supported by friends who,  themselves, have suffered through 
unsatisfying relationships which they have ended (or, if not that, then 
certainly caring messages circling around the “don’t put up with that” 
theme).  As we will see in a later chapter, it is impossible to 
understand relationship distress without seeing every couple as a 
system in which each person impacts the other and is, in turn, 
impacted by the other.  Seldom is it accurate to say that relationship 
problems are one person’s fault.  So, the one-on-one time with the 
leaning out partner is spent exploring the reasons for wanting to give 
up on the relationship.  Helping the leaning out partner see their 
contribution to the behavior of their partner is a central theme of this 
work.  Now, this is not to reduce the counselor’s role to “cheerleader 
for the relationship” because the energy drawing that person toward 
their partner and openness to repair may be long-since dead and gone.  
That is one outcome of the discernment process for the leaning out 
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partner.  Another outcome may be the commitment to couples therapy 
for at least six months with all hands on deck. 
 For the leaning in partner, the task shifts markedly.  This 
person will usually enter this process struggling with a high, high 
level of anxiety.  They feel their partner’s emotoinal disengagement 
and it freaks them out.  There is a tendency to slip into desperation 
and intense emotional pursuit.  Nothing, and I mean nothing, can 
drive an ambivalent partner farther away as effectively as intense 
pursuit and hyper-vigilance.  The task for the leaning in partner is to 
strike a balance between giving the other space and still remaining 
engaged.  While the leaning out partner can use their space to discern 
their needs and goals, the leaning in partner is more apt to benefit 
from coaching. 
 Always bear in mind, however, that Discernment Counseling 
is not couples therapy.  You will not be working on the relationship.  
There will be pretty scant time in which both of you are together with 
the counselor.  The purpose of Discernment Counseling is to help the 
couple make the decision about which of the three paths they will 
pursue.  If it is determined that the leaning out partner cannot summon 
the desire to heal the relationship any longer, or the belief that it can 
be done—so that hopelessness erects an impregnable wall—then the 
counselor can help the couple make the best decision about how they 
can end their relationship in the least destructive manner possible.  
(Maybe she’ll even hand them the first book of this series, Divorce.) 
 If, as you read this section, you see yourself in either of these 
roles, you may wish to read the books recommended by Doherty that 
address your particular conundrum.  For the leaning out partner, an 
excellent resource is Should I Try to Work it Out? / A Guidebook for 
Individuals and Couples at the Crossroads of Divorce by Hawkins, 
Fackrell and Harris.  For the leaning in partner, Doherty has long 
recommended Michelle Wiener-Davis’ book The Divorce Remedy.  
 The remainder of this book will address the healing potential 
of good couples therapy.   
 
TAKEAWAYS 
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__________ 

• Whether to stay in or leave an intimate relationship is one 
of the hardest decisions one can ever face.  Forgive yourself 
for confusion, ambivalence and procrastination. 

• Often, we don’t make the best decisions for ourselves until 
we clear some space to hear what our own inner wisdom 
has to teach us.  Too often we turn to others to tell us what 
we ought to do, when the answer resides inside us, waiting 
to be found. 

• While this is a book about couples therapy, a course of 
individual counseling with someone who understands the 
dynamics of relational stress can be very helpful.  Work 
with a “marriage friendly” therapist who is less likely to 
jump to encourage or supporting ending of the salvageable 
bond. 
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__________ 
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__________ 
 

1  Rebuilding: When Your Relationship Ends, by Bruce Fisher and 
Robert Alberti (2005).  This book, in its 3rd Edition is a deserved 
classic. 
2 Doherty developed the Minnesota Couples on the Brink Program in 
2010.  Information on this and other Doherty projects can be found at 
www.dohertyrelationshipinstitute.com. 
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