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Week 110, Day 4: Andrew Christensen, PhD 

How to Get Past Complaints in Couples Therapy 

Dr. Buczynski: As you know, an important part of a first session is connecting with the client.  

But when we’re working with couples, the challenge is to both connect with our clients and help them 

connect with each other. 

Dr. Andrew Christensen shares two strategies he uses to keep tensions low and engagement high. 

Dr. Christensen:  The first session in couple therapy, like any first session, is extremely important - 

particularly for couples who are a bit ambivalent about coming in for therapy. Often one partner in the 

relationship is ambivalent – maybe a reluctant spouse or partner. They’re going to, in part, judge whether 

they want to continue depending on how the first session goes. 

If you know there is a reluctant spouse – sometimes you get cues because when you talk to the person who 

calls and makes the initial appointment, they may tell you, “I had to pressure my spouse into coming,” or, 

“He/she didn’t want to come.”  

The data show women, not surprisingly, are more interested in coming to couple therapy than men. If you’re 

working with heterosexual couples, it’s more often going to be the man who’s a reluctant spouse.  

If you get an indication there is a reluctant spouse, and particularly a very reluctant spouse, one of the things 

you want to do in the first session is make a connection with that reluctant spouse.  

What you sometimes might to do in the very first session, rather 

than starting with the spouse who called you and really wanted to 

come in, is start with the reluctant spouse. You want to help them 

realize there’s something for them in therapy.  

Often in a reluctant spouse situation, there’s one spouse who’s 

frustrated and angry and has a list of complaints against the other. The reluctant spouse is defensive and 

thinking/anticipating therapy is going to be a case where the therapist and partner gang up against the 

reluctant spouse. You want to dispense with that as quickly as possible by starting with the reluctant spouse.  

“One of the things you want 

to do in the first session is 

make a connection with 

that reluctant spouse.” 
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Even if the reluctant spouse says, “Well, I’d be happy if she were just happy,” or, “Talk to her – she’s the one 

who wanted to come into therapy,” you may persist with that reluctant spouse because if one partner is 

happy, it’s pretty likely that both partners are not feeling great either. 

That’s one strategy we use: try to connect with that reluctant spouse. Find out what he or she wants, is 

dissatisfied with, would like if the relationship improved, and the kind of goals they would like. That’s a way 

of connecting with them.  

Another issue in an opening session is we certainly want to connect with the reluctant spouse, but we want 

to connect with both of them. The challenge in couple therapy is 

to connect and validate each partner without alienating the other. 

Validating without alienating. 

Because each partner comes in and says some negative things 

about the other, the challenge for couple therapy is how do you 

respond to the negative things that Betsy is saying against Kim without alienating Kim or validating the thing 

that Kim is saying about Betsy?  

What we want to do there is focus on the reaction rather than the action. If Kim talks about the bad things 

Betsy has done, we want to focus more on Kim’s reaction than Betsy’s 

action. As we say, “We want to focus on the wound rather than the 

arrow.”  

Whatever Betsy did, we want to hear more about how Kim felt rejected, 

discounted, neglected, attacked, or that he can’t do anything right. Whatever it is that Kim feels, we can 

validate that without necessarily validating it’s Betsy that’s done all these bad things to her. Then we can shift 

to Betsy. One of the interesting things in couple therapy is transitions, where you transition from talking to 

one partner to the other. In fact, that’s part of the art of couple therapy.  

Let me give you an example of a horrible transition. After talking with Kim, I could turn to Betsy and say, 

“Betsy, Kim thinks you’re really, really selfish. What do you think?” That sets her up to be defensive or to 

counter-attack and say, “You think I’m selfish? Let me tell you about Kim. She’s really the selfish one!”  

We make a transition and want to make a transition in a way that decreases the chance the new partner is 

not going to just defend themselves from what the previous partner had said or go into a counter-attack of 

the previous partner. We may go from hearing how Kim feels: he doesn’t have much power in the 

“The challenge in couple 

therapy is to connect and 

validate each partner without 

alienating the other.” 

“We want to focus on 

the wound rather than 

the arrow.”  
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relationship. What he wants doesn’t ever seem to happen, so he feels very powerless in the relationship.  

Then we go to Betsy and we want to access what she feels. We don’t want her to respond to what Kim was 

saying, so we might say, “Betsy, I know you also have some pretty not great feelings. I think you mentioned 

that sometimes you feel rejected or unimportant in the relationship.”  

That primes her to talk about what she’s feeling rather than counter what Kim has said or to in any way 

respond to her. Now, that doesn’t always work because sometimes partners are so incensed or triggered by 

what the partner said that they’re going to respond to it no matter what your transition is. 

In the first session engage the reluctant partner. Validate each 

partner by focusing more on their reaction rather than the partner’s 

reaction. Try to balance the attention to both partners so both get a 

chance to say their story. Pull the two stories together because 

there’s usually an intimate connection between their complaints. We can show, even in the first session, the 

connection between their complaints. 

Dr. Buczynski: As Andrew pointed out, how we transition from one partner to the next can be crucial to help 

decrease the tension when working with couples. 

Now I’d like to hear what you think.  How will you use these ideas in your work today? 

Please leave a comment below.  

Now, tomorrow is Friday which means it’s time for our Critical Insights session.  I’ll be joined by doctors Kelly 

McGonigal and Ron Siegel to unpack the ideas from this week’s experts.  

I’ll see you there.  

“Balance the attention to 

both partners so both get a 

chance to say their story.” 


