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Week 121, Day 2: Stan Tatkin, PsyD, MFT 

How to Help Clients Who See Their Partner as the Problem  

Dr. Buczynski: According to Dr. Stan Tatkin, a client who is in pain may try to pin their problems on their 

partner. 

So how can we help clients get beyond wanting to change the essence of their partner to wanting to change 

the relationship? 

Well Stan says that one way to start is by helping couples become an expert on one another.  

Dr. Tatkin:  You have partners coming in and they point fingers at each other. Along with pointing fingers at 

each other, there is always a hubris that what is being done to them isn’t something they’re also doing to 

their partner – which is usually the case.  

Videotape is very handy for this, if used judiciously and 

appropriately and kindly, because there’s nothing like seeing 

and hearing yourself to understand what you are actually doing. 

Many times, I know when you’re doing something to me. I just 

don’t care or have any idea when I’m doing the very same thing to you. 

The wanting to change another person is diagnostic.  

For one thing, it shows a developmental delay and a lack of social-emotional complexity. Perhaps it shows a 

problem with insight and being psychologically minded. Worse than that, it’s a sign of poor theory of mind. 

The theory of mind is a function of the orbital frontal area, the temporoparietal junction, and the insula. 

There are a lot of areas involved here and they may not be working 

properly; or there may have been an environmental deficit here in 

terms of theory of mind, meaning the parents didn’t have one. 

Theory of mind means that I have a mind and I’m curious about it, 

which then leads to recognizing that you have a mind and I’m curious 

about your mind.  

People without theory of mind cannot do diaries. They cannot imagine 

“There’s nothing like seeing and 

hearing yourself to understand 

what you are actually doing.” 

“Theory of mind means 

that I have a mind and 

I’m curious about it, 

which then leads to 

recognizing that you have 

a mind and I’m curious 

about your mind.” 
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what it’s like to be another person, and they can’t put themselves in the other person’s shoes. This is not a 

defense, this is a deficit. They never could do it and that could be a big problem.  

Ruling that out, we have regular old immaturity of people not being able to tolerate their own pain, not being 

able to see themselves, and operating in an insecure fashion where “It must be good for me and if it’s not 

good for you, sorry.” So that is the case with people who are in pain.  

When we’re suffering, and we’re suffering in a relationship, we tend to come up with our theories. Our 

theories tend to be pro-self and not pro-relationship. Either, “I am the problem – I’m a terrible person. I can’t 

be in a relationship. You should leave me,” which is just as problematic as, “You’re the problem. You’ve got to 

change.” Neither of those things are going to work. They’re too aggressive, non-collaborative, and annoying – 

not to mention they eventually become very threatening. 

What then is the solution?  

Partners who are in therapy, and individuals who are blaming each other or wanting the other person to 

change, have to be seen first as acting out possibly. If there is acting out, you can’t do therapy. You have to 

confront the fact that partners are not collaborative with each other and especially that they are not 

collaborative with you, the therapist, or the therapy. They don’t understand the task of therapy which is to 

work on the relationship, not each other. So that’s vital.  

Therapists often don’t recognize acting out and try to do workarounds or runs around that. It makes them 

feel and look incompetent because what’s center-stage is not a therapy issue, it’s a “We don’t seem to 

understand why we’re doing this” issue and “How this works and that we have to be on the same page with 

regard to task.” 

People confuse what they dislike or don’t want in the other person with how they do business together. “You 

are not going to change and I am not going to change – that’s not likely. That’s not even reasonable. How we 

do business, interact, and work together – that may definitely have to change.” And that’s often the problem.  

People in couple relationships biologically - psychobiologically - should be in each other’s care, not their own; 

therefore the best way for me to influence, seduce, persuade, and cajole you is through attraction and 

knowing you better than I know myself. 

That’s because I study you. That’s because it’s important. That’s because I pay attention, and you do the 

same with me. We can shift and change each other because we’re good handlers - good managers of each 
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other.  

What happens when we’re not? 

Most couples who come in that are complaining about each other and want the other person to change, are 

flat-out inept at dealing with the other. They’re flat-out inept for several reasons.  

One, they don’t pay attention and never found the “baby” in their partner. The reason is because they don’t 

care. Nobody ever did it with them and they never thought they had to do that, so they don’t do it. They 

want it done to them, but they don’t do it. They don’t figure out the other person.   

Everyone’s predictable – most everybody. There are some people who aren’t, but most everybody is 

predictable. Most everybody suffers from at least one or two, but never 

more than three, areas of vulnerability from childhood that will never go 

away.  

I always felt like I was stupid. Even as I get older I have enough evidence to show I’m not stupid, but yet 

around people that are very important to me I’m back to feeling stupid again if I’m ineffective.  

That never goes away. My partner knows this, and she knows how to run interference. She knows how to 

maneuver me if I do a shame spiral – right? I know what gets to her. We’re experts on each other; we’re 

good at each other. That makes us feel more loving, trusting, and accepting of each other because that’s 

irreplaceable.  

We have a problem with this need to change another person - a misunderstanding.  

One, people don’t change. Two, if they are going to change, they don’t do it at the end of a gun, ever. 

People only change when they’re resourced. Resourced means out of secure functioning which means “I 

accept you as you are.” So there we are back again.  

Then there’s this common problem of “When I’m in pain, I don’t think 

of the relationship as a problem – I think it’s you. You’re the problem.”  

Dr. Buczynski: So when we can help each partner of a couple learn how to be good “handlers” or managers 

of the other, as Stan put it, that can help them shift their focus more toward altering the relationship instead 

of each other. 

People only change when 

they’re resourced.  

“Most everybody is 

predictable.” 
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Now tomorrow, we’ll look at how we can help a client find the part of themselves that’s protecting their 

inner child. 

But right now, I’d like to hear from you. How can you use what you just heard with your clients? 

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


