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INTRODUCTION 

Couples therapy can be fast paced, dramatic, and a perfect place to apply Hakomi principles and techniques. This article is designed to demonstrate a number of these applications such as mindfulness, contact statements, tracking, probes, taking over and specific kinds of little experiments for diagnosis and intervention in couples psychotherapy. 

The most significant difference between individual and couples therapy is that in couples work the therapist tracks not only the individual processes, but the process that is happening between the individuals. Interventions are usually designed to include both people to help them study their relational dynamics as well as to provide opportunities to try something different than the repetitive patterns that plague couples interactions. 

Here is an example of the use of mindfulness and taking over to create a new interactive pattern 

between the couple which also challenged some basic characterological issues: Whenever Helen entered the office with her husband, Henry, the first thing she did was to grab a pillow and hold it tightly covering the middle part of her body. This was a prominent and clear signal. I proposed an experiment whereby she could sense the difference in her body with and without the pillow. Without it she felt scared. She also noticed how she relied solely on herself to provide safety and comfort. We then experimented with what it was like to have Henry gently hold the symbolic pillow for her against her body. He took over from her, the soothing function it provided, and gave her the opportunity to press her limits of accepting care and contact. She noticed how much she resisted this, shutting him out from providing comfort, yet complaining that he was never 

available. He noticed how much he liked feeling useful to her. This gave them a new basis to 

examine an old problem of "his unavailability," to redefine its causes, and to begin to build a new interactional pattern around the giving and receiving of nourishment. 

WORKING WITH THE PRESENT 

As in individual therapy, it is important to pay close attention to, and acknowledge the moment- by-moment internal experience of the couple. 

It is also important to pay particular attention to the relational process that is occurring in front of 

you and not become entranced by the content of the conversation, which is often quite riveting. 

Cynthia and her husband Ron came to therapy. She began to speak immediately and didn't stop until I interrupted. She spoke without punctuation - no commas or periods. One long, desperate run-on sentence. The content did not speak nearly as loudly as the presentation. When she took a shallow breath, I inserted: "you feel really fast inside, huh"? She calmed down a notch upon being seen a bit. I took this as a sign that I was on the right track and said, "Let's have Ron say something to you and you notice what happens inside -feelings, sensations, images, memories, anything. Would that be o.k."? She said, "Yes." Then I instructed him to say, "I hear you and I see you." (Histrionic personality styles are often based on early injuries of not being seen and heard by the significant others in the child's world.) She sat there, quiet for the first time in the session, tears rolling down her cheeks. Finally she said, "That's what I have been waiting to hear from you all these years." 

Instead of focusing on the content of her speech, I contacted her pace, energy level and quality of 

physical movement, then proposed an experiment wherein her husband could offer an important, potentially nourishing missing experience that was usually unavailable in their interaction. In fact, couples usually come together with important wounds from early childhood that they are hoping to have healed by their partner, only to discover that their partner seems particularly unwilling to cooperate. The lack of cooperation is largely the result of characterological issues in both people that pre-empt the partner from providing the missing experience. 

In this situation, Ron had some difficulty putting his attention on anyone. This was his individual 

issue. Even more important, however, was a  circular, self reinforcing pattern which emerged between them. In her desperate attempt to gain his attention, she talked so fast and so much that 

she alienated him. The faster she talked, the more disengaged and glazed over he became. This kind of mutually reinforcing circular pattern is common in couples.  I wanted to interrupt it, as 

well as to address the wound she carried and how it functioned in the relationship. By noticing and commenting on her pace, we were able to access a significant intrapsychic injury and an interactional pattern based on it, as well as help the couple to develop a new and more satisfying way of relating. 

MINDFULNESS 

In couples therapy you can use the behavior, feelings, pace, beliefs, state of being etc., of one 

partner as a probe for the other. The difficult part is slowing down the action enough so that your 

clients can actually enter mindfulness rather than simply blame the other person for their suffering. For instance, a couple came in and the wife complained that her husband was unavailable. While she looked at him, her whole body was turned away from him. As she slowly turned to face him, she found herself uneasy about performance and dependency issues. Studying her posture in mindfulness enabled her to stop blaming him and to notice that she was also ambivalent about intimacy and found it easier to blame him rather than to face her internal conflicts about it. 

Mindfulness is a lot like slow motion. It allows one to notice what was previously unconscious. Couples can become upset, emotionally volatile and begin to blame each other in a session. This is usually not very therapeutic unless they have previously been highly disengaged, in which case it represents the beginnings of re-engagement. If, however, mutual blaming and uncontrolled feelings threaten to take over a session, I generally ask the couple to slow down " as I am rather 

simple minded" and have partner ' A' repeat the central phrase that triggered the emotional reaction in partner 'B'. I will direct partner 'B' to let their spouse know when they are ready to be triggered and then to carefully study and report their reaction, as opposed to acting out in such a way to alleviate their internal pain or conflict. 

Working in mindfulness with couples tends to undercut blaming and promote self focus. Any therapist who has worked with couples knows the tendency of partners to shift the focus onto the character flaws of the other and to save themselves the narcissistic injury of self examination. When one notices the present time responses that each partner has to the other and shifts the focus towards exploring their response, there is hope for the interaction disentangling as opposed to escalating in a circular fashion. 

For example, when Jim and Sally started to talk about their recent dinner out, it soon became obvious that there was a lot of underlying emotion and the session was beginning to get out of control. She complained that he did not pay attention to her when she talked. He complained that she was trying to abridge his freedom. A good case could be made for both their indictments, and had I been a judge, I could have convicted and beheaded them both for their interpersonal crimes against the other. However, the legalistic arguments not withstanding, this was supposed to be therapy. I wanted to study with them her sensitivity to abandonment and his to being controlled. 

Two experiments came to mind that could be conducted in mindfulness. One was to have her try to turn his head towards her and for him to study the images, memories, sensations, emotions and beliefs that surfaced. The second was for him to turn his attention away from her so that she 

could equally study the internal effect of this. By proceeding like this, they were able to stop arguing and make productive use of their therapeutic time. It is investigations like this that 1) undercut circular escalation, that is the hallmark of painful couples interactions, 2) help develop sympathy for the partner and 3) reduce the tendency to take one's partners sensitivities - personally. 

EXPERIMENTS 

Many experiments can be created in therapy to provide the couple with an opportunity 1) to study their issues, and 2) to gently push the envelope of what is already possible to do, be or feel in a relationship. Providing such opportunities to deeply understand and to actually modify behavioral, cognitive and affective patterns is an important cornerstone of effective couples therapy. 

For instance, Phil was upset that Kathy always got angry when he asked for something. A therapist would have a couple of options to help her explore her reaction to his requests. One 

possibility is for her to talk about how she feels and what she thinks when he asks, and to explore her associations around this issue. This is a fine method and is certainly tried and true in the analytic tradition. The Hakomi approach would be to ask her to become mindful, and to direct him to ask her for something. They then both have the opportunity to study the dynamic 

underpinnings of this potentially conflictive interaction in a very real, undeniable and 

responsible way, as opposed to a method which tends to be more mental and which can lack in deep internal connection. 

This is the same reason why working with the transference in individual therapy is so powerful. By studying the live interaction in mindfulness, the couple can study t he crucial subtleties of 

object representations in the present, because they tend to be obscured and distorted with the 

passage of time and implementation of defensive strategies. They also have the opportunity to 

develop a "relationship observing ego" which can be applied outside of the sessions.

Needless to say, one would also explore Phil's issues around asking, and the escalating 

communication patterns that took place between them surrounding this issue. 

There are many different types of experiments one can construct: verbal, touch, taking over, physicalizing- much the same list as in individual therapy. However, in couple's sessions it is useful to include both partners. Here are some examples: 

PROPRIOCEPTIVE SIGNALS: One kind of experiment is based on proprioceptive signals. 

For example: Kevin and Janie had trouble getting and staying close for very long before an 

emotional explosion occurred. I asked Kevin to sit some distance away and I asked Janie to begin to come physically closer to him while he noticed precisely what happened in his body. When she got within about five feet of him, he started reporting uncomfortable feelings, “squirminess", anxiety, a constriction in his chest, trouble breathing, and the feeling of being trapped. This 

experience was a window through which to study his earlier emotional intrusion by his mother 

which colored his interactions with Janie. Instead of acting out from his discomfort to make it (and her) go away, he began to become more conscious of what was driving him. Janie was also able to depersonalize her experience so that she did not feel so much the target of his withdrawal. 

BOUNDARIES: One filter through which to evaluate a couple is the continuum from 

enmeshed to disengaged. An enmeshed couple has overly permeable boundaries, while a 

disengaged couple has boundaries that are overly rigid. A somatic method for diagnosing this and working it through is to have a couple sit facing each other and use either a string or soft chalk to create a physical representation of their personal boundaries. This technique relies on the 

proprioceptive experiences of the clients as discussed above. 

Alexandra complained in therapy about John's lateness. She organized every aspect of his life. He responded to this by stealing time for himself and by passive-aggressively being late. She responded to his attempts at autonomy with escalating rages. I asked them to draw boundary circles and to note how it felt different inside their bodies with and without the circles. John felt instantly relieved when he drew his circle. Alexandra, however, was faced with an intolerable feeling of aloneness and the memory of her father's abandonment of her and her family when she was twelve. 

Now, instead of John being the villain, the couple was able to appreciate the depth and intensity of her feelings and to creatively and compassionately deal with them, rather than 

fighting about his lateness and further alienating each other. Alexandra also began to disassociate 

John from her father and to give him a little more breathing room which resulted in less rebelliousness on his part. 

WORKING WITH DEFENSES 
Inexperienced psychotherapists tend to oppose their client's defensive system rather than helping them identify, appreciate and re-own the wisdom of the defense. When this happens, one of the only honorable things the client can do is to resist. Another approach is to support the defense. By doing this, the defensive system relaxes, feels sympathized with and the feelings it is designed 

to protect begin to surface naturally. This is one of the ways that the therapist gains the cooperation of the client's unconscious. 

This approach is different from paradoxical intention in that is not a covert activity on the part of the therapist. Supporting a defense is always done with the permission of the client for the express purpose of studying the defense, providing therapeutic safety, and allowing inforn1ation and feelings to surface from a deeper  level. 

In couples psychotherapy, one looks for components of the defensive system and arranges to have the spouse take them over, or have the spouse pull for non-defensive behavior while you (the therapist) take over the defense. 

For instance, Jake complained that he had to do everything and that Sally was never there for him. This reflected certain beliefs he had about the availability of emotional nourishment and his 

ability to take it in. As he spoke, I noticed that he held his head rigidly on top of his shoulders in a military fashion. I asked him if it would be o.k. if Sally helped him hold his head up high. He said "Yes". As she gently took the weight of his head that he had to hold up by himself since his father taught him to be a 1ittle man", he first noticed how hard it was for him to let go of this control. 

Beliefs such as "No one will ever be here for me" started to become apparent. He could hear 

internally his father's injunction to "be strong and not depend on anyone." Finally he started to let go and experience the sadness of his early abandonment which had influenced every subsequent relationship. 

He was defended against dependency. The somatic representation of his defense was literally trying to hold his head up high. Allowing Sally to help him challenged a core belief and increased his capacity to tolerate the anxiety of his own dependence. 

In another example, the husband, Jay, was torn between two internal voices: "Its time to stop 

hiding" and "Protect yourself from judgments and criticism. Don't get too vulnerable." I took 

over the voice of protection while his wife, Ellyn, took over his longing for openness and 

connection with himself and his feelings. He sat between us silently for a while and then starting sobbing with the memory of how he had to shut himself and his love off to protect himself from his father's rages.

 EXPERIMENTS WITH GESTURE, POSTURE AND TENSIONS 

A tremendous amount can be learned about a couple by noticing their postures, gestures and tensions individually and in relation to each other. Here are some more specific samples of 

how to use this kind of somatic material with a couple: 

In the case of a couple afraid of intimacy, one way to work with gestures is to have one partner reach out to touch the heart area of the other while both study the internal effects of this action as well as what the hand seems to be saying. 

An example of working with posture follows: Carl would get very upset with Mary. When he did, he fell into a private world of darkness and did not look up at his wife. We noticed that if he made visual contact with her, his image of her as a cruel and dangerous woman immediately diminished. 

When Jessica and Dan came in to the office and sat down, the most obvious thing about them was the difference in the tension in their ankles. Dan's were more relaxed than humanly possible, while Jessica maintained a high level of tension, wiggling her foot constantly. One could speculate from this, the type of conflicts they had around time, money and agreements. By pointing out and discussing these differences with them, they both began to relax. In the next session, she 

commented that she no longer felt compelled to make him make him be like her. As an alternative intervention, I could have had each one try to make the other's ankle like their own, or I could have asked him to take over the tension in her ankle. 

COUPLES SCULPTURES 

If a picture is worth a thousand words, a couples sculpture is worth at least ten thousand. 

Particularly for couples who are highly verbal and cannot stop long enough to notice what they are actually doing, having them produce a sculpture of their relationship dynamics is very useful. 

The technique works as follows: Have the couple stop whatever they are doing and notice the 

psychological stance that they are taking with their partner. Ask them to imagine what a physical sculpture would look like that personifies this dynamic. Each will probably come up with something different. Then ask one of them to silently direct him or herself and their partner into this precise position in regards to each other - and hold it for a minute noticing how it feels in their bodies, noticing the memories and images it calls up, tensions, etc. After a while, ask for a report from each. From here, you can explore in a variety of ways. They can each exaggerate a certain aspect of their sculpture, or diminish it. They can look for memories or images relating to their stance. One partner can modify their stance while the other person notices 

internally how it effects them. Finally, it is usually best to have them recreate the sculpture to fit their ideal prior to continuing with the other person's sculpture. At this point it is also very important for them to explore any part of themself that resists it being this ideal way. 

A turning point came in therapy with Howard and Susan when they constructed his sculpture. He placed himself in a corner with her reaching out towards him, as he beckoned with one hand and held her off with the other. He was able to study each part of his internal conflict about intimacy as he explored the feelings and meanings connected with each hand. We were able to experiment with what it would be like if only one hand was operative, and in particular, what it was like as he let her in more, breaking the trance of the transference and beginning to experience her as his wife rather than his intrusive step-mother. 

BREAKING THE TRANCE OF THE TRANSFERENCE 

We are all familiar with the way in which emotionally laden images from the past form an overlay on present time experience, and how one's partner seems to take on an uncanny resemblance to the emotional characteristics of earlier intimates. This is the work of transference. Part of the challenge of couples therapy is to break the trance of the past. What follows is an example of a technique which may be useful in achieving this result. 

Debby had been molested as a child by her father. When her husband, John reached out to touch her in a way that could be construed as even a mild sexual advance, she was immediately filled with fear and revulsion. John, of course, had interlocking issues about his masculinity and 

rejection which were easily triggered by Debby's sexual withdrawal. In the middle phase of 

therapy we tried an experiment designed to break the automatic association between John and Debby's father. Although intellectually she was able to tell them apart, on an emotional basis, they merged, and the image of her father was cast over John, making their sexual relationship mpossible. After describing the experiment and asking for both of their permission, I asked Debby to go inside, check into her inner experience and let John know when she was ready by opening her eyes. He then started reaching out his hand towards her arm (a spot designated as 'safe'). He did this in slow motion as she tracked her experience for the point where the fear and ..I, revulsion began to appear. At this juncture, rather than deeply exploring those feelings, (which 

would be appropriate in an individual session) I asked him to say to her: "Debby, I am John, your 

husband. I am not your father. I love you, I do not want to hurt you, and you can say 'no' to me 

whenever you need to." She took this in, and her feelings calmed down. We tried this three times before it was o.k. for him to actually touch her arm without triggering her old response. They 

were then able to successfully apply this to their sexual relationship outside of the session to the point where she no longer had an automatic association between her adult voluntary sexual 

activity and her childhood sexual abuse. He had more sympathy for her conflict and pain and 

personalized her sexual rejection considerably less as a result of this experiment. 

CONTRAINDICA TIONS 

Always remember to ask both people for their permission prior to setting up experiments, and to track carefully the effects of any intervention. 

Some clients that are very rigid or are from a conservative subculture need to be first approached with more traditional talk therapy to build an alliance. In situations such as these it is best to use somatic signals for diagnostic purposes and only use the mildest form of interventions. For instance, instead of physically constructing a sculpture, you would work only with the image of the sculpture. 

SUMMARY 

The basic Hakomi principles and techniques can be easily applied to enhance couple psychotherapy. The focus should be on the dynamics between the couple and how their individual character strategies and communication systems interact with each other. I have tried to present as many practical examples of these applications as possible to illustrate this way of working. I would like to acknowledge Devi Records who developed and taught many of the applications mentioned in this article. 
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