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Week 113, Day 2: Stan Tatkin, PsyD, MFT 

How to Get a Comprehensive Picture in the First Session  

Dr. Buczynski: According to Dr. Stan Tatkin, there’s a technique from forensics that can be helpful in first 

sessions.  

While Stan’s specialty is working with couples, this is an idea that any practitioner could find useful. 

I’ll let Stan explain.  

Dr. Tatkin: Time is one way I make the session, in terms of great, as 

effective and as comprehensive as I can.  

We know statistically there’s a large number of people who only ever 

come to one session. That has nothing to do with whether the 

therapist is good or not; that’s just how they roll. If they’re going to come to one session, why not try to give 

them something very comprehensive and the “full monty” as best you can. That means you’re going to 

discover who these people are really, what they really want, and what they’re up to. You’re going to get a 

sketch of them by pinging all parts of their universe.  

A sketch means you cannot follow one trail only in that three hours. 

You have to find out all these things about them to get a sketch – in 

other words, coverage before depth. You cannot go deep unless you 

have coverage, otherwise you’re going down a rabbit hole. If they 

want to talk only about this, and if I just do that, at the end of the 

session I know nothing and I have nothing to give them.  

“Here’s what I think is going on.” What you want when you’re at your doctor and you’re doing all these tests 

is at the end of the day to sit down with her and you want her to tell you, “Here’s what’s going on. This is 

what I think is happening, given what I see. This is what we’re going to do about it and this is what’s going to 

happen if you don’t do this.”  

That’s competence and reassurance. That gives hope. 

Therapists with a long session: sit back and be an audience member. Eat your popcorn, watch the show, get a 

“Time is one way I make the 

session as effective and 

comprehensive as I can.” 

“Coverage before depth. 

You cannot go deal unless 

you have coverage.”  
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sense of who these people are, get a sketch of them – not just one area but all areas. Otherwise you don’t 

know what you’re going to flag and what needs to be revisited.  

What flags something: “Do you guys have sex?” One of them goes, “Yes,” and the other one doesn’t do 

anything. “Okay.” “Yes,” and nothing. I’m flagging that. There’s something here to look at. Whether I deal 

with it right now, ten minutes from now or next session, I’m dealing with that. 

Someone says, “What do you do?” I ask them, “What do you do for a living?” “I do this.” “What do you want 

to do?” “I really want to do this.” I’m flagging that. Why? Because when 

someone wants to do something they feel proud of they don’t lower 

their eyes. I don't know why they did that. I know they did it and that’s 

something to look into. 

What I’m saying is that if I don’t get coverage…. “What do you guys do for fun? Do you guys go anywhere? 

When you fight, how long does it take for you to make up? Do you ever have any recovery problems? Do you 

go to bed at the same time together? How did you meet? Why?” I’m switching up topics for several reasons: 

one, because I need to get a sketch of them in order to know where I’m going. Also, I don’t want them to 

know and get acclimated to my questions.  

The reason I don’t is that people, when they start to know where you’re going, will prepare and  change their 

answers. I don’t want that. I don’t want them to prepare. I want 

them on their toes so I will constantly switch out the topics. It’s a 

forensic technique because I want to get the more true information 

than simply what they’re prepared to answer.  

And I’m switching out the topics so no one’s staying in tension too long. If one person is starting to feel, “I’m 

being held too long,” I let go. I go to the other partner. I may switch out the topic.  

This way I can make this session extremely intense, but nobody knows or feels it. It’s an illusion.  

They feel like the session was actually more enjoyable and went faster 

because I’m using this technique of tensing and relaxing and going to 

this person then going to this person. I keep them involved with each 

other and ask cross-questions so I get them answering for each other. 

[This] is a way of weaving them - sewing them together- and I get more information.  

“I need to get a sketch of 

them in order to know 

where I’m going.” 

“I want them on their toes. 

It’s a forensic technique to 

get true information.” 

“I can make this session 

extremely intense, but 

nobody knows or feels it.” 
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Dr. Buczynski:  I’m not sure if I understood what you meant, or what I thought you said, which is, “I get them 

to answer for each other.” What do you mean by that? 

Dr. Tatkin: “Ruth, as you look over at Peter, what do you know about what happened to him that makes him 

always turn his head away from you? Do you notice he turns his head away from you?” “Yes.” “What do you 

know about him as to why he might be doing that?”  

Then my eyes go to Peter to watch his reaction because the person who’s talking is using too many 

resources.  

Then you might say, “He was hit by his father.” “Oh, really? Is that true?” to Pete, to get corroboration. “Yes.” 

I’m crossing it – “Does she know everything about that? Have you told her everything?” “I think so.” She 

goes, “No.” “Why do you think he hasn’t shared everything with you?” 

Notice that instead of asking the questions directly, I’m crossing it and the target is the opposite person. This 

gets more information and is not just evaluative but is also an intervention. This person is off the hot seat 

because I’m not looking at them. I’m asking them about them, so they can relax. This person isn’t on the hot 

seat so much because I’m not asking them about themselves. I’m asking them about the other person.  

It’s a trick. I get to find out how much this person knows about them, and they get to find out how much they 

know about them. Then I get to corroborate back and forth, always, to make sure it’s true: “Am I right about 

that when I said that?” “Yes, you’re right.” “Okay. Yes, good.”  

We’re always working to get them to be experts on each other, to be a team, comment, and question each 

other. This then also gets lots of things done at the same time – right? I’m 

not activating defenses much because I’m crossing it. It’s a trick. This 

person, the target, isn’t being looked at. They don’t know. They’re not 

reacting. 

Let’s say this person continues to say, “I don't know.” “You don’t know?” “I 

don't know.” “What about her – why is she doing that?” “I don't know.” “How long have you guys been 

together?” “Twenty years.” “How come you guys don’t know? What have you been doing this whole time?”  

That information allows me a stronger picture of how they operate and that they never pay attention. They 

never notice each other. That’s a big issue. That’s going to definitely be flagged as a big problem because now 

I’m finding out that they don’t notice. I notice and I’ve known them for two hours. They don’t. What’s up 

“We’re always working 

to get them to be 

experts on each other, 

to be a team.” 
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with that? 

No matter what happens, I get information and they get information. It forms a sense of what we need to 

focus on, what’s most important, and what’s center-stage. It allows me to share that with them as we go. 

Everyone is being carried along and there is nothing I am interpreting without proving it, setting the stage 

first, or setting things brick by brick. “So, you guys don’t talk to each other about this stuff? You guys don’t.” 

That is an implied expectation that they should be talking, without my having to say that. 

“Of course, you guys look in each other’s eyes. You’re romantic and tell each other you love each other and 

how wonderful you are. You do that – right?” That’s a presumptive technique. It’s silly, but in order for it to 

get a strong somatic reaction, which I’m always looking for, I have to give a strong statement or question.  

Then of course that strong example is going to yield either a “Yes, we do,” or an “Hmm… no.” Okay. “So, you 

guys don’t do that – right?” “No, we don’t.” This is bricklaying. Let the record show they don’t do this stuff 

and they don’t know about each other.  

All this is being built in that first session as a way to demonstrate – 

which I have evidence for – what is actually happening and what the 

problem could actually be. That’s how I am doing all the sessions, 

but especially the first one.  

I’m trying to illustrate for them, with their own words and reactions, why they’re together. They’re together 

for a good reason - it’s not an accident. Why [did] they get to this place? It could have been predicted had I 

seen them before. This is not rocket science; they were headed this direction at this point all along. Where do 

they need to go for them to stay together, if that’s what they want? 

By the end of that three hours I have a lot of data through their faces and their reactions or non-reactions. 

[It’s] not just what they say. It’s how they say it and what they do with their face and bodies. I have all this 

data. Now it’s a matter of my culling and filtering out the most important pieces to form a narrative that 

gives them a future place to point.  

[This] relieves them or de-pathologizes them from where they’ve been. It normalizes it as part of the human 

condition and part of them being very bad at this, because they didn’t see any other example. That is the 

truth – right? 

When we form narratives, narratives are narratives. They provide organization to experience. [This] is why 

“All this being built in that 

first session is a way to 

demonstrate what is actually 

happening and what the 

problem could actually be.” 
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we’ll take any narrative if we need one, including that of a cult, because “I am in such disarray. There’s so 

many anomalies in my life that I need something to organize it, and 

that makes me ‘Ahhhh…’”  

We have to organize their experience in such a way that fosters 

complexity and gives them a sense of forward movement and purpose.  

Dr. Buczynski: As we saw in Stan’s approach, there are benefits to going for breadth as opposed to depth in a 

first session.  

Tomorrow, we’ll explore how to help clients whose relationships are suffering from falling into harmful 

communication patterns. 

But now, I’d like to hear what you think.  How will you use these ideas in your practice today? 

Please leave a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow.  

“Narratives provide 

organization to experience.” 


