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Week 125, Day 3: Bill O’Hanlon, LMFT 

Helping Clients Move Beyond a Need to be “Right”  

Dr. Buczynski: A client’s need to be right can often sustain patterns of blame.  

Not only that, it can take a toll on intimate relationships, and ultimately keep clients from reaching their 
goals.  

So how can we work with a client whose need to be right is fueling blame and stalling progress?  

Here’s how Bill O’Hanlon worked with one couple to help them shift out of fault-finding and into achieving 
their desired outcome. 

Mr. O’Hanlon: I had a couple that came in; they had five kids and did not want to get divorced. They loved 
their kids. They’d loved each other – in ancient times – and now they weren’t loving each other because they 
had this one issue that put them at big, big odds: she worked a 3:00 to 11:00 shift and he worked in the 
mornings. He’d go out really early so he’d get home in time to take care of the kids. They rarely saw each 
other. The time they would be able to interact would be late at night when she’d come home from her 3:00 
to 11:00 shift. They didn’t have much sex and he really missed having sex.  

When she came home from work she needed to decompress a little and come down. She’d turn on the 
television for a little while. He wanted to go to sleep because he had to get up early, or he’d been asleep and 
he’d wake up when she got there hoping she would come in and have sex with him. 

He’d get up every couple of minutes, open the door, look at her in the living room, go, “Huh!” sigh a kind of 
tsking sigh, and close the door. That just got her back up and she would say, “Well, forget him!” Then she’d 
often fall asleep on the couch. The next morning they wouldn’t speak because he was so mad at her because 
they’d missed their chance for sex, she didn’t come in and sleep with him, and all this stuff. 

This had been going on for six months by the time I see him, and they 
were just ready to get divorced. They are so mad at each other. As I’m 
talking to them, I’m softening them a little so they’re not blaming each 
other so much.  

One of the things she said was, “You know, I actually miss having sex. 
I’d like to have sex, but I’m so mad at him. There’s no way I want to 
have sex with him when he comes to the door like that and does that.”  

I said, “I know you think she’s being irresponsible because…” He thought it was all her and she thought it was 
all him. I said, “but you’re highly motivated – right? – because you really want to have sex.” He goes, “Yes, I 
really do – and feel close to her and stuff.” I said, “I’m just going to ask you to do an experiment for a week. 
All I want you to do is just don’t go to the door and open it and tsk and sigh. I said, “Can you do that?” and he 
goes, “Yes, I can do that.” He said, “But she won’t know that I want her to come in and have sex.” I said, “She 
knows by now. Don’t worry about it. I think she has a hint.” 

I said, “If he doesn’t do this, which keeps irritating you, maybe you can reinforce it for not doing it.” She goes, 
“Yes, that’d be good. If I weren’t so mad at him, I would want to go in and be with him and have sex.” They 
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had sex like four times that next week. So that was a pretty easy fix!  

Then, lo and behold, the next week he went to the door and tsked – and they came back! I was like, “What 
was that about?” He goes, “It was such a great week last week, why didn’t she do it again?” I said, “All I can 
tell you is you have a great theory – it’s just not working. You have a great theory of motivating her to come 
in and guilting her. It’s just not working.” Finally I got him to agree: “Don’t tsk. Don’t open the door, don’t tsk 
and sigh.” He finally got it. I was like, “You know, I don’t care who’s right and who’s wrong – I just would love 
you two to get along.” 

They wanted to get along, and they wanted to be close. They wanted to stay married. It was a pretty simple 
fix. I didn’t care who caused it and who was truly to blame. I knew a very simple solution. It was just a matter 
of getting him to do that – even though he still believed she should get the message when he opened the 
door and tsked and sighed. I just could never understand the righteousness and the non-practicality of that. 
He had experienced both. It was a really instructive thing: people sometimes get locked into who’s right and 
who’s wrong rather than what works. 

Dr. Buczynski: As we just heard, when we help clients focus on “what works” rather than “who’s right,” they 
can find more effective approaches for reaching their end goals.  

Now, let’s take a closer look at how exactly Bill languages his approach. 

Mr. O’Hanlon: [The softening] is this little thing where I validate both of them. It’s really great in couples and 
family work because sometimes one person says something and the other person’s off to the races because 
they say it in a way they’ve said it before, and it’s provocative. What I do is make both of them right. I say – 
like with this couple – “Your idea is that if you go to the door and open it, and you let her know you’re 
frustrated that she’s not in there, it will get her to come in and have sex with you.” He said, “Yes.”  

And I turned to her, because of course she’s going to react to that, and I say, “And your idea is that’s the very 
opposite thing he needs to do, because that turns you off.” She goes, “Yes.” I go, “You’re out there wanting to 
show him he did the wrong thing and he can’t control you. Therefore, you stay out there longer than you 
actually want to stay out there on the couch.” She said, “Yes, that’s right.” “So your idea is then she’s 
punishing you and doesn’t want to have sex.” He goes, “Yes.” And I said, “But she’s just said she’d actually 
likes to have sex. Did you hear that?”  

I’ll acknowledge and join with both of them. Then I’ll introduce a little change. So by the time I say your idea 
is valid, it’s just not working. Both of you have ideas that aren’t working.” I join with both of them and they 
go, “He understands me. My husband doesn’t understand me/my 
wife doesn’t understand me – but this guy understands me.”  

Then I introduce a little change: “As you’re sitting here listening to 
her, do you believe she actually wants to have sex?” “No, I don’t 
actually believe she wants to have sex. I think she’s just saying that in 
here.” “Your idea is she’s just telling me that to look good in front of 
me.” “Yes.” “Your idea is you actually do want to have sex, you’d like to have sex, and he doesn’t believe 
you.” “Yes.” “Okay. That’s it.” 

I just keep going back and forth, and that decreases the tension and reactivity. I’m getting both of them and 
they’re not getting each other. I’m being a bit of the bridge. I don’t actually let them talk to one another 
because they do that at home; they just yell at each other and get silent. I’m being the translator. Then, when 
I see a little opening – and I found that little opening of if he didn’t go to the door that would be a really 
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helpful thing. He agreed to do it even though he believed he was still right. Actually, he believed that till the 
end of therapy. He believed the right way to do it was to open the door and tsk at her to let her know he was 
unhappy about it. I said, “Totally right – just doesn’t work.” 

Dr. Buczynski: So Bill’s back-and-forth approach is designed to help reduce a couple’s emotional reactivity to 
the problem. 

And this can keep blame from standing in the way of reaching a client’s end goal. 

Now tomorrow we’re going to look at a strategy for working with blame that’s built up over time and is 
perhaps fueled by past experiences. 

But right now, I’d like to hear from you. How will you use the strategies you heard with your clients? 

Please leave a comment below. And while you’re there go up and read other people’s comments and maybe 
comment on their comments. That’s how we bring our whole community together. 

I’ll see you tomorrow. 


