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Week 113, Day 3: Terry Real, MS, LICSW  

One Technique for Disrupting Negative Communication Cycles  

Dr. Buczynski: Often, we can recognize unproductive patterns of communication in a couple’s first session.  

But how can we help our clients avoid falling into these frustrating cycles? 

Terry Real gives us this straightforward technique to help pull couples out of these negative communication 

patterns.  

Mr. Real: The first thing I focus on is good old couples therapy 101. I call it stance, stance, and dance: what’s 

the vicious circle? What is, in a heterosexual couple, his relational stance and her relational stance? [What is] 

the way they combine to self-reinforce in a feedback loop that just 

gets worse and worse and worse? 

What do I mean by a dysfunctional relational stance? Let me give you 

a classic example.  

I’m sure you’ve never run into this either clinically or in your own life, 

but many of us have run into angry pursuers. An angry pursuer is a dysfunctional stance. Angry pursuit will 

never get you a closer relationship. You know, “Get off the couch, get your butt over here and love me now.” 

I call that, angry pursuit. It ain’t going to get you love. 

One of the things I say to angry pursuers is, “I have bad news for you: angry pursuit is not seductive. Angry 

pursuit will not get your partner in the bedroom. Angry pursuit is really pseudo-pursuit. It’s really complaint 

about ‘how you’re not close to me.’ It looks like pursuit, but it’s really repulsive. You don’t look at the 

content. You look at what it does [which] is push people away.” 

Angry pursuit meets angry withdrawal. That’s a pretty common pattern. The way I teach RLT students to say 

it is “The more, the more.” The more he angrily pursues, the more she angrily withdraws. The more she 

angrily withdraws, the more he angrily pursues. I call this stance, 

stance, and dance: his stance, her stance, and the dance between 

them. 

That’s my focus in the first session: what is going on between them?  

“What’s the vicious cycle? 

What is the way they 

combine to self-reinforce in 

a feedback loop that just 

gets worse and worse?” 

“That’s my focus in the first 

session: what is going on 

between them?” 
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Then, how am I going to dislodge them from these two stances?  

Maybe I go back into family of origin and figure out where they came from. Maybe I talk about the negative 

consequences or alternatives. I have to get them out of their stance, stance, dance.  

By the end of the first session, I would like all therapists to be able to identify the more, the more: “The more 

your husband tries to control you, the more you passive-aggressively rebel. The more you passive-

aggressively rebel, the more he tries to control you. You two poor babies, you have been suckered into this 

terrible pattern. You’ve been seduced into this pattern. This pattern, once it’s kind of winded up, is like a 

perpetual motion machine. Once it starts, it self-reinforces and grows like 

rust or cancer until it eats up all the warmth between the two of you. 

After ten years of it, this pattern is basically the whole of your 

relationship. What a shame.” 

The blame is always on the pattern – never the people. The people are 

victims of the pattern: “Oh, you poor babies. I’m so sorry that you have fallen into this. Would you like me to 

dislodge you from this miserable vicious circle that you’re in the middle of?” Again, who says no to that?  

Les Havens, a psychiatrist here in Boston, once said, “The goal of the first session is generally a second 

session.” Unless there’s some counter-indication, I want to give them enough 

to get them back for part B.  

What I’ve found is if you can identify the pattern that’s got them locked up, 

and you can position yourself in a way that convinces them you can help 

them extricate themselves from the pattern, they’re yours. They’re your clients. 

That’s what I try to get to by the end of the first session. This stance, stance, dance - that’s our skeleton and 

our report card. To the degree people are changing their stances at our therapy, I believe we’re doing 

something; but people can have all sorts of insights and not change their stance. They can go do deep trauma 

work and have great catharsis then come home and treat their wife like the same jerk they did before they 

did their trauma work. You have to really keep your eye on “Is the stance changing? Is the vicious circle 

changing between the two of them?” That’s our report card. It’s really fundamental to the work I do. 

Dr. Buczynski: According to Terry, identifying a couple’s ineffective communication pattern can be the first 

step to helping them change it. 

“The blame is always on 

the pattern – never the 

people. The people are 

victims of the pattern.” 

“The goal of the first 

session is generally a 

second session.” 
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Tomorrow, we’ll look at how to spot red flags during a couple’s first session. 

But right now, I’d like to hear from you. How will you use these ideas today in your work with clients? 

Please leave your comments below. And feel free to comment on other comments. You just might have an 

insight that could be helpful to other members. 

I’ll see you tomorrow. 


