Crucible ® Webinar #47 Case Description
Helping couples reach “critical mass for change” is an important therapeutic ability. Invariably this involves collaborative confrontation. But what do you do when clients “buy their own balony” (accept their own B.S.) when confronted? What kind of moves can you anticipate having to make? What kind of “third view in the room” issues are likely to come up? How does this become a particular problem when one (or both) partner is a therapist? This month’s case brings these thorny issues into focus.
Case of Daniel and Nora
Why am I presenting this case?
I am failing at reaching critical mass with them.
Everything was there in the last session – but I didn‘t know how to use it so that I get them to move.
When I am with them my functioning goes down although I remain relatively able to act (or am I simply imagining that?)
Daniel, psychotherapist, 51. Tall, round boyish face, round body.
Nora, vet, 51. Medium height, slender, dark hair, dressed in pastels. Friendly face, with slightly annoyed expression around her mouth.
They have been together for 25 years and have been sharing Nora’s apartment for the last 23 years.
Presenting problem
Both claim that they have the same repetitive arguments. That is unproductive and unpleasant. They want to get out of it.
Some of their topics of contention are his messiness (she is convinced that his uncleanliness is severe enough to be classified as a disorder) and sexuality (she is the no desire partner). The elicitation window showed a man who acts remarkably weird: In the initiation phase and during foreplay he permanently makes snide remarks, for example, that this probably won’t develop into anything, because she is never interested. During intercourse he feels pressured when she is aroused and about to come. He then loses his erection although he tries really hard to stay aroused with fantasies. He gets angry and he blames her because rejects all the hot stuff from his fantasies (for example black nylons).
Background
They’ve been to couples’ therapy 10 years ago. He had gone online to find a woman to have sex with, had sex with her once and then decided that it wasn’t an option for him. He told N about it and both worked on the trust issues between them and with the help of various sex therapy exercises they started having a bit more sex. “Unfortunately, we have lost that again.”
My work so far (15 sessions)
I’ve let them show me in two sculptures how each of them experiences the relationship. Daniel presents himself submissive, he is standing in front of her like a begging little boy while he is seeing her as dismissive and disgusted. That makes him angry. Nora stands leaning back and has her hands up in a protective gesture, because she experiences him as threatening and lashing out. She despises him for it.
I have tried experimenting with their posture. Sitting upright, standing in front of each other, breathing, calming themselves down, keeping eye contact. However, that remained superficial, if not to say, ineffective.
Overall, my interventions don’t have much of an impact. For example: Daniel ignores Nora’s requests to tidy up because after all, she is ignoring his need for sex. Nora then points out that she is an esthete and she can’t have sex in a completely messy bedroom. When I pointed out that both of them make it easy for the other person to not move, they agreed. Daniel then didn’t totally refuse tidying up but then gave up on it again, because – as he knew in advance – it didn’t lead to her having sex with him.
I have worked with Daniel that became obvious in the elicitation window: This is not how a man acts who wants to have sex. He agreed happily and reported that everything was ambivalent. He claimed that was the reason why he was hoping to have playful sex with an appreciative Nora more often. If they had sex more often than once a year he could experiment more and finally lose his performance anxiety. 
In the session before the last I have confronted both of them with the fact that there are no indications of them wanting to change anything about their behavior. I had solid points of data and both settled down for a moment. Then Nora started: “But there has to be another way.” And Daniel: “What you are describing was how things were going before we started therapy. I am not like that anymore. I am more content with who I am, I am not so easily offended, and I am ready for playful sexual experimentation!”
What’s conspicuous about Nora’s typical moves. All dialogue examples are from the session before the last one. 
Nora seems extremely settled, understanding and introspective. She talks noticeably abstract and emotionless.
Dialogue:
Th: Are there decisions, developments from the last session that I should know about? 
N: Well, I was pretty frustrated after the last session. And my first impulse. Yes, frustrated because of course, I understand everything you are saying. And intellectually I understood. But I realized anyways that I have slid into the role of “I am not doing this well enough.”
Th: Aha! 
N: And of course, I know that’s nonsense. That’s exactly what I wanted to overcome and want to overcome. This idea of doing everything right, to do everything well. Right? But I left here feeling that I am somehow insufficient, that I am not doing things well enough. That was my first impulse, I must say.
Th: Yes? 
N: That consolidated to me thinking about what makes me dissatisfied about the whole thing. And… apart from naturally UNDERSTANDING that the ball is in my court, too, I still think that our main problem is in the way we interact. What you recently said about that constellation that we did in the beginning. And when you are asking me now at the beginning of the session, I do think that you can help us get out of those roles, because I still think that when we leave those roles, ultimately, it will be beneficial for our sexual problems too, which was very central in recent sessions.
She irritates me because she’s not simply telling me what is important to her or what has happened. In the last session she took 30 minutes to talk about an incident that violated her boundaries. And if I hadn’t lost my temper and asked what this was about, I wouldn’t have known what it was about until the end of the session!
In every interaction with her, there is one moment in which I am stunned and clueless. Because she has constructed a dead end with no exits. Then I start to struggle within. I try to get some ground beneath my feet by demonstrating her decisions and explaining how she could react differently. She considers everything I say in a friendly manner and then comes up with a “But…” The most common: “It’s what I am doing and it doesn’t change a thing.” Or: “But it has to be possible to find some common ground.”
Th: Your decision becomes obvious. Firstly, you know that he is dissatisfied. Secondly, you will not take care of that for him. Thirdly, You decide to not be so invested and to not lose your mind over it anymore. My fourth point is that you decide to live with his nagging.
N: Mhmm. (understanding) 
Th: Those are four decisions that are certain. Now there is the question if you want to change one of them? Otherwise, the ball would be back in his court, okay, that’s Nora’s decision, what do you decide, Daniel. So.
N: Mhmm. (understanding) TH wants to keep talking…
N: Yes. But there… is, I think, something to work on. To think about, how would it be if I decided differently or would at least try to decide differently.
Th: Mhmm. Well, sounds fascinating . (Brain is out of commission)
D: laughs
N: silence 
Th: (wonders what it was that N has said) Okay, I will have to think about this.
What’s conspicuous about Daniel‘s typical moves. All dialogue examples are from the session before the last one
Daniel always sits there with a friendly smile and wide eyes. His jaw is still constantly clenched, which gives him a mask like smile. He likes to joke around and looking at the dialogue, I realize that unfortunately, I engage in that more often than I should (I am ashamed for this sequence.).
D: And then I thought, I will observe what will happen on THIS trip, because to me, that’s a big deal. Because I am thinking, if we don’t have any sex at all… I WOULD be missing something. And I believe that…
Th (acting surprised): Really! You don’t say! 
D: Weird, isn’t it? (laughs) 
Th: laughs
D: No!
Th (ironic): I have never heard you say that here! That you would miss sex.
Sometimes he drives me up the wall with his superficial psychobabble. It sounds good but often it isn’t as cohesive. And even when it seems to make sense, I don’t see any real indication that his currently reported insight is real.
D: To the topic: after the last session I left here feeling relieved. Because of the issue that I don’t have to make my desire depend on Nora. That was a huge relief. But over time, I still felt slighted. Because she was under the impression that I was only going through the motions in the mornings when I am caressing her and that I am not doing anything nice with her. That overshadowed the following day a little (laughs). And it was a pounding. 
N: (quietly) Pretty much. 
D: Because I thought THAT was really stupid that I thought… wow.
Th: Yes, but that’s interesting. You have decided again to let your day be ruined because this woman somehow has a strange picture of you.
D: That was in the beginning… over time, I realized, no, I want to be independent of this thing. And so over time I let it go within me, over the course of the day. But it hit me again the next morning. Maybe it was like a test: What is this really about? Is it like this? There is something there? Something like that. And that was pretty intense. I wasn’t aware of that before.
Th: How did that affect the caresses?
N: (quiet) Very distinctly. 
D: Phew, it felt weird. Because, for a brief moment, I was wondering about what I am doing here? Is it REALLY like that? No, I am like I am! At least, that stopped our pleasant interaction for a while. (laughs) I questioned myself.
Despite my hard work (and his superficial agreement), deep down he is convinced that Nora is depriving him of the validation that he is entitled to in a relationship.
Th: That’s the decision you make. Nora decides, okay, there are many situations in which sex doesn’t work for me. And you decide that you complain about that regularly. Including here. And then everything is good again.
D: Well, it’s not good! I want to get out of that small space!
Th: Yes, but that’s how it will continue.
D: I want to get out of this small space. Because in the long run, it’s not good for me. And it’s not good for US. … I can’t be bothered. Because this makes me even angrier!
Th: Yes, I know that! You keep saying that. And that is this loop that I can simply see.
D: (cheerfully) Mhmmm! He says it and does it anyways.
Th: Uhm, exactly. So, he’s said it and then he keeps going another week. Everything’s fine. So okay. (laughing)
D: (still cheerful) Mhmmm. 
Th: You can do that!
D: Yes, but it isn’t very successful. (smirking)
Last session (Zoom)
Presenting problem: 
Daniel contacts me because they had an argument and the need my help. This session was online, and I have no recording and no dialogues (too bad!).
What has happened: He was going through his papers looking for his tax identification number and couldn’t find it in his mess. She got upset about his swearing and his mess but made an effort not to say anything. He still knew what she was thinking. Later he came into the kitchen where she was washing glasses. He dried the glasses and put the dried glasses on the table that he hadn’t wiped down before and he knew that this would cause stress. She says something, he takes it as accusatory, to which he licks (!) the table. She thinks that’s just impossible and rolls her eyes. She opens a drawer, the door of the drawer hits him on the head, he grabs her and pushes her out of the door and screams that she should just leave him alone.
For her, that was the straw that broke the camel’s back. She left the house to clear her head. In this time (roughly an hour), he is scared that she will break up with him now. When she came back that this was the last time and next time she would leave.
On the one hand, I thought that was very cool. It seems as if she has reached critical mass. When I ask how serious I should take her on that issue, she quietly replies: “Very seriously.” On the other hand – and that’s the reason why I am presenting this case – has our session taken the steam out of the system, instead of setting something in motion.
During the session I had to fight to keep my level of functioning up. The fact that he licks the table. That stuns me to the point that I can’t say anything about it.
In moments that I was better functioning, I worked with Daniel, for example like this: 
Th: Is N right, do you feel entitled to lose it like this? 
D: No, but so much had happened before, that in the moment, I couldn’t do anything differently.
Th: So you do feel entitled. 
D: That moment, I was with my back against the wall and I am not allowed to leave in a situation like that.
Th: What’s stopping you? 
D: My past experience, knowing how N will react... 
TH: Sounds as if it will happen again the exact same way under the same circumstances. That’s an important information for you, N. In this constellation, D will not react differently.
D: Not YET differently.
TH: You are dodging the issue, Daniel. You are floating the idea that you will be able to do it differently in the near future while at the same time you were saying that you couldn’t get your emotions under control.
D: I find the phrasing of the therapeutic view important. At the moment, I can’t do it YET. When I say that I can’t do it at all, our work here wouldn’t make sense. (Th with spaghetti brain)
TH takes a short time to think: That is therapeutic bullshit. How likely do you think it is that within this year, you would be able to react differently in a similar situation?
D: I can react earlier. I can leave before I blow up.
TH: If you could, why haven’t you done so up until now?
D: Well, now I see the problem more clearly.
TH: This problem was clear and labeled from the first session.
D: Yes, but sometimes, you need an experience to really make it clear… 
Later, he says that he was right to be offended. Even if her criticism was correct because he did not wipe the kitchen table. But she would only ever point out the negative things and he would NEVER hear recognition for what he was doing right.
She starts getting very angry and says that he uses this to end every discussion about things that bother her, by complaining about lack of recognition and she doesn’t get through with her concerns. I ask about mind mapping and she sees that it’s his strategy for avoiding difficult issues.
When I ask her how she deals with this knowledge, she says that she is helpless, she needs his cooperation for her concerns. I point out that she gets a clear answer from him (meaning I am not participating) but then I start to develop strategies for how she could react instead. (Instead of simply telling her: Aha, Nora, you don’t use this insight for anything, but you withdraw back into the role of the tortured mommy.”) She acknowledges my effort with an understanding “that sounds good” and adds something that basically means “I won’t do it.”
Towards the end of the session, it is clear:
He sticks with his psychobabble. He claims to be willing to avoid escalations like this by leaving early because he fears separation. What he means by that: He will storm out of the room with the next opportunity he gets. Because he feels like his is not getting his RIGHTFUL acknowledgement and recognition. And she will keep resenting him for this childish reaction. And both of them know it. 
She says that she will ignore his slightly offended reactions and accept them as a price of the relationship. She says she has been doing that for a while now. But in the situations like with the kitchen table, she will not dance around him anymore and keep her mouth shut for fear of his reaction.
When I ask her what she does with what she has heard from Daniel in this session, she replies: “I don’t believe it and will watch what he does.”
I confront her that she says 1) that she is very serious and doesn’t want to experience anything like this again and says to herself that 2) he won’t fundamentally change anything, and it will happen again. She agrees. 
Th: That doesn’t go together. 
N: yes. 
Th: So how do you decide? 
N: I can’t decide.
My thoughts:
Anything that was said in Webinar #46 applies to this couple, not only in this session. I let them get away with their bad functioning.
Additionally: Am I right that N had reached critical mass? 
How could I have used that better to get one of them to move?
