Marriage counseling: Saving, or sabotaging, a marriage?
The right couples counselor can rescue a crumbling relationship, but

the wrong one can end up making things even worse...
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Not all counselors are trained to navigate the rough winds of a relationship in distress.
And they can do more harm than good, some experts say.

“Unfortunately, many therapists have not been trained to step out of the who's-to-blame
dynamic,” said Diane Gehart, professor of Marriage and Family Therapy at California State
University at Northridge.

“While any number of social workers, psychologists and other counseling professionals can
perform couples therapy — and many do it well — that doesn't necessarily mean they've
had much experience with it or that they've gone through the specialized course work
required of licensed marriage and family therapists. And when a therapist accustomed

to treating individuals brings an individualistic approach to a couples session, it can
backfire,” Gehart said. “Unlike traditional psychodynamic therapy for individuals, the most
effective couples therapy doesn't plumb the unconscious or delve into the past or seek to
identify the psychopathologies causing people to behave in destructive ways,” Gehart
said. “Rather, couples therapy works best when it focuses on the systemic interactions
between partners,” she said, “that is, how the relationship dynamics are

perpetuating patterns that are driving them apart and what positive steps each person can
take to change them.

“You learn to treat the system, not the symptom,” said Pat Love, an Austin, Texas-based
author of several relationship books. “If you don't pay attention to the system, one person
will feel betrayed, left out, reactive and not want to come back to therapy. So in the classic
case of the stoic husband and emotional wife, good couples therapists might identify how
his indifference is driving her panic, and vice versa, so both can make changes and neither
shoulders all the blame,” Gehart said. “What they don't do is point the finger at the man's
inability to express his feelings as the central problem — a sure way to drive away a guy
who probably didn't want to be there in the first place.”

Love said people often come to therapy in hopes of getting the therapist to agree that their
partner is, in fact, a useless lump or a horrid nag. And it's hard not to get sucked into their
worldview. Before she became trained as a couples therapist, Love said, “I thought a couple
came in, and they would tell me their story, and I would say, you're right, you're wrong, and
I would break the tie.” But siding with one partner or even the perception of siding with one
partner hurts the cause. The real client in couples counseling is the relationship, Love said.
And it needs a calm and cogent arbiter whom both partners trust to direct the session when
temperatures in the room rise. “Can you cut people off? Can you intervene? Can you



redirect? Can you draw out emotions? Can you build a bridge between the two people?”
Love said.

Bill Doherty, director of the Minnesota Couples on the Brink Project at the University of
Minnesota, has been writing about bad couples therapy for years. “One of the most
important questions people should ask when seeking a therapist,” he said, “is how much of
their practice is devoted to couples. Look for at least 30% percent.”

Among the missteps a well-meaning but inexperienced counselor can take, Doherty said:

. Appearing to side with one partner over the other.

. Allowing conflict, including letting partners interrupt each other and blame or
criticize each other.

. Offering bromides about good communication but little else.

. Failing to give homework that each partner can work on for the next session.

. Performing a cost-benefit analysis on whether the relationship is worth saving.

. Advising partners that they may be better off split.

Doherty advocates against couples therapy that takes a “values-neutral” approach and
treats marriage and divorce as equally viable options, or the “me”-oriented perspective that
views relationships as platforms for people to be happy. That's not to say people should
stay miserable. But Doherty notes that there's a lot of psychological research showing
the pursuit of happiness is in itself self-defeating. “Happiness is a byproduct of a life well-
lived — of good relationships, of making a difference in the world,” Doherty said.

Doherty didn't always practice what he now preaches. At the start of his career, he said,
he took an individualistic approach to couples therapy, and if one partner didn't want to
save the marriage, he didn't see how it was worth saving. About 30% of couples who

seek counseling are these “mixed agenda” couples in which one person is “leaning

out.” But while not all marriages can or should be salvaged, it's not the counselor's role to
decide.

“I'm the last person to give up; I'm not the first person to give up,” Doherty said.

“People should be able to tell early on if the therapy is helpful. Within the first couple

of sessions, each partner should feel that the therapist understands his or her point of view
and is actively structuring the sessions,” Doherty said. “The relationship should be
improving in five to eight sessions.”

When done right, about 70% of couples therapy cases show positive change, according to a
study last year in the Journal of Marital and Family Therapy. “When done wrong, it can
make things worse,” Gehart said. “In particular, going alone to individual counseling for
marital problems increases the chance of divorce,” research shows. “That's because the
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client is telling only one side of the story to an empathetic therapist, so it becomes a gripe
session about how unhappy the person is in the relationship and the absent partner starts
to look like even more of a monster, exacerbating the couple's polarization,” Gehart said.
“That's not to say it's never appropriate to see an individual therapist for relationship
problems. For example, if one partner's depression or commitment issues caused the
discord, that person might benefit from individual counseling to work on those personal
issues (though if the marital problems came before the depression, couples therapy is the
way to go),” Gehart said.

Still, it can be helpful to bring in the partner for a session or two. Chuck, 60, who asked
that his last name not be published, said poor counseling failed to rescue his marriage when
he and his wife of nine years sought help for their unraveling intimacy. Chuck, a former
general contractor who lives in Kona, Hawaii, and who founded the website
marriageguardian.com after seeing several family members get divorced, recalls that the
counseling sessions focused too much on the past, the therapist gave no assignments
between sessions and offered little direction of what they could do to make things

better going forward. She also recommended they each get individual counseling, and he
got the impression that she was more focused on working on their individual issues rather
than the relationship. “I think the counseling could have helped turn our situation around
had it been done better,” said Chuck, who got divorced 15 years ago. He still has regrets.

If you wish to ensure you see a therapist who prioritizes commitment as the first option,
you can search a registry of therapists who have agreed to a values statement at
www.marriagefriendlytherapists.com.

Two widely recognized evidence-based approaches with research supporting their
effectiveness

include Emotionally-Focused Couples Therapy (EFT), which helps couples shift
their negative interactions to positives ones (www.iceeft.com for a list of
certified therapists); and Integrative-Behavioral Couples Therapy, which helps
each partner accept the other as is (www.ibct.psych.ucla.edu has a list of

trained counselors).

For couples on the road to divorce, the University of Minnesota's Couples on the Brink
Project developed a new type of short-term therapy called “Discernment Counseling” to help
them determine whether it's worth pursuing counseling or if it's better to let the marriage
g0. Go to cehd.umn.edu (search for “Discernment Counseling”) for more information.



