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Abstract 

Reflecting team practices invite clients and counselors to take part in a different 

kind of therapy session that includes all participants in the process of honoring multiple 

meanings and narratives. Although there is an abundance of anecdotal and case study 

accounts that herald the benefits of this approach, more exploration is encouraged. This 

project recruits three couples currently in therapy to participate in a reflecting team 

session and to offer their impressions of the experience. The conversations that evolve 

during the sessions are deconstructed in light of relevant literature, and their impact on 

the team's reflections is explored 
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CHAPTER 1 

REFLECTING TEAMS A N D COUPLES: 

THE PROCESS OF CO-CREATION 

Introduction 

Research in the area of psychotherapy and counseling has traditionally followed 

the belief that reality is knowable. If researchers can discover some underlying clues about 

how 'a' contributes to 'b', such knowledge could possibly generalize to similar situations 

and hold the key to unlocking the mysteries of what works in therapy. Attempting to make 

these connections is important but is really only part of the picture, ignoring individual and 

societal factors that also add unanticipated color. Freedman and Combs (1996) highlighted 

the gradual evolution in therapy from believing that reality is knowable and objective, to 

realizing that knowledge arises within communities of knowers and is subjective. The 

postmodern position of realities being socially constructed is complementary to such a 

shift in beliefs, (Neimeyer, 1998) and acknowledges those unpredictable factors in therapy. 

An example of these ideas in practice is Andersen's (1987) use of reflecting teams in 

therapy, encouraging clients and counselors to engage in therapeutic conversations for the 

purpose of co-constructing possible alternative realities. Such an approach is a departure 

from traditional ways of working, and the current project seeks to build on the extensive 

research already pointing toward the efficacy of couple therapy (Halford, 1997) by 

incorporating the premise that meaning is developed through social interaction, and 

change in therapy is the development of new meaning through dialogue (Biever & 

Gardner, 1995; Grandesso, 1996). 
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Reflecting teams have been used extensively in family therapy, but there is very 

little research investigating the use of reflecting teams and couples. Sells, Smith, Coe, 

Yoshioka, and Robbins (1994) participated in an ethnography of couple and therapist 

experiences using reflecting teams, which was one of the first studies adopting this 

perspective. Congruent with a social constructionist perspective, the couples involved in 

the project shared that the most important benefit of having a team was the multiple 

perspectives they were offered (Sells et al., 1994). No mention was made of the kind of 

therapy being used or the particular techniques employed by therapists, which could be 

consistent with findings indicating that all couple therapy seems to be equally effective 

(Jacobson & Addis, 1993). The purpose of the current study is not only to build upon the 

previous project by Sells et al. (1994), but also to look a little deeper at the kind of 

discourse that occurs within the setting of couple therapy using reflecting teams. I would 

like to explore some of the discourses that couples share within the team session, and how 

the way in which those ideas are spoken about influences the kind of reflections offered by 

the therapists 

Reflecting Teams 

The four therapists sat behind the mirror, watching the session unfold. The clients 

were telling a story filled with fear, hurt, and resentment. It seemed like this couple could 

not pinpoint anything positive about their relationship. Quietly, the men and women who 

were watching wrote down their ideas and impressions, mindful of the impact they might 

have on the couple. When it came time for the two parties to switch places, there was an 

air of anticipation about the upcoming conversation. The four therapists sat down in the 

room and began to talk about what they saw and heard during the session. They 



highlighted the couple's strengths, abilities, and challenges in a caring and insightful 

manner. Sometimes they disagreed, often questioning one another about their unique 

perspectives. The clients observed this discussion with rapt attention. This was a very 

different experience from any they had ever taken part in before. 

First described by Andersen (1987), the reflecting team approach has been adapted 

and modified by many (James, MacCormack, Korol, & Lee, 1996). Andersen's (1987) 

work is influenced by ideas from systems therapy, and seems consistent with a postmodern 

perspective. It is the observer who helps to generate reality; our picture of, or knowledge 

about the world, will help create our attitude toward it (Andersen, 1987). Contributing to 

the popularity of reflecting team practice in family therapy is the acknowledgment of 

greater complexity in therapy, and the therapeutic team striving for more collaboration, 

rather than a position of expertise (Perlesz, Young, Paterson, & Bridge, 1994). 

Enthusiasm for the reflecting team process is apparent in the anecdotal and case study 

accounts outlined in the literature (James, MacCormack, Korol, & Lee, 1996). However, 

there has been very little research to support the claims found in such literature, or much 

focus on client experiences of the process (Moran, Brownlee, Gallant, Meyers, Farmer, & 

Taylor, 1995). 

Andersen (1987) outlined several practice guidelines for the use of reflecting teams 

in therapy. The major purpose of such practice is to help alleviate the anonymous 

hierarchy that is inherent in a client-counselor relationship (James et al., 1996). The 

reflecting process encourages respect for the many views and expertise of both therapists 

and clients (Gorman, Lockerman, & Giffels, 1995), by recruiting them as co-therapists and 

collaborators. Therapeutic conversations are defined as experiences wherein new 
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possibilities for change are co-created by one or several people responding to the client 

(Nevels, 1997). Grandesso (1996) summarized that meaning organizes experience, and 

change is the development of new meaning through dialogue. Reflecting team practice 

invites clients to be part of the therapeutic conversations that therapists engage in, and 

fosters the creation of alternative ways of viewing their presenting issues. 

As previously mentioned, research investigating client experiences of reflecting 

team practice is sparse. A very early case study done by Miller and Lax (1988) found that 

the reflecting team model is effective with couples who describe themselves as stuck in 

their ability to be heard by each other. These authors hypothesized that perhaps couples 

who are experiencing communication difficulties are talking in too diverse a manner from 

each other. The reflecting team can help bridge the gap in the couple's different 

communication styles. Smith, Yoshioka, and Winton (1993) employed an ethnographic 

design to investigate clients' perspectives of this experience, and found support for the 

benefits of reflecting teams. One identified benefit was the multiple realities presented to 

clients in a process that demands reflexivity. In 1994, Sells, Smith, Coe, Yoshioka, and 

Robbins conducted an ethnography of couple and therapist experiences of reflecting team 

practice. Supporting the previous study, their findings identified the multiple perspectives 

offered by the team to be of most benefit to the couples involved in the study. Smith, 

Jenkins, and Sells (1995) hypothesized that clients hear affirmation of their position from 

at least one team member, so the sense of connection to the therapy is enhanced. I would 

also like to hypothesize that reflecting team practice encourages team members to respect 

each other's opinions, while at the same time allowing for disagreement. In a sense, when 

couples participate in this practice they learn how to integrate and communicate various 
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perspectives. The research in couple therapy identifies communication training as an 

important factor in successful treatment, and reflecting team practice may be an alternative 

way of opening up space for that kind of work. 

The burgeoning popularity of reflecting team practice in family therapy offers 

many possibilities for future research. The focus of my study is couples and reflecting team 

practice, but that is by no means the only avenue to explore. Reflecting teams appear so 

simple on the surface, yet could potentially offer a meaningful and powerful process for 

clients to experience. The current project is an exploratory endeavor designed to raise 

some questions not addressed by previous studies. I would like to explore further what 

kinds of multiple perspectives are meaningful to the couples, what messages the team 

members were trying to express, and what narratives the couples heard that fit into their 

stories. The process of this journey follows two interwoven paths: part one deals with the 

theoretical underpinnings of a postmodern social constructionist perspective, reflecting 

teams, and couple therapy, while part two describes the experience of the project, the 

kinds of discourses spoken about, and the reflections that fit those ideas. 
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CHAPTER 2 

A Very Brief Guide to Postmodernism 

In my research concerning postmodern thought, one thing stands out in my mind: 

Multiplicity of meaning and respect for diversity is encouraged, and even celebrated. 

While these ideas are liberating, they also cause some confusion. There are no simple 

definitions of postmodernism, poststructuralism, or any other 'ism'. Furthermore, there 

are a number of writers working within these broad parameters each with particular 

emphases and applications of postmodern ideas, and I will add my own interpretation 

according to my worldviews as well. Therefore, I prefer to describe a postmodern view as 

a set of intellectual propositions or philosophical positions that privilege no single method 

or paradigm (Cheek, 2000). In general then, postmodernism can be perceived as a reaction 

to the emphasis modernist views place on the self as an independent entity envisioned as 

separate from the social world (Lyddon, 1998). 

In the following section postmodernism will be described in contrast to 

modernism, with an emphasis on social constructionism Thirty years ago, the field of 

psychology was dominated by experimental psychology and the commitment to rendering 

an account of objective knowledge of the world (Gergen, 1985). The so-called "crisis" in 

psychology in the 1960's and 1970's, in which modernist ideas were challenged, planted 

the seeds of a postmodern perspective. Because of the key role that language and 

communication are afforded in this alternative perspective, looking beyond speech as just 

a bag of labels becomes necessary. "Language, in this view, actually constitutes the 

structures of social reality, requiring the cultivation of new approaches... appropriate to 

analysing the 'text' of human experience in social context" (Neimeyer, 1998, p. 136). 
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Because the seeds of this new approach have started to grow, the necessity to cultivate 

different ways of working that nurture this approach is now necessary. 

Modernist Views 

According to Potter and Wetherell (1987), the key assumption behind most 

traditional models of psychology is that the self is an entity, and like any other entity or 

natural physical object, it can be described definitively. This assumption is compatible with 

the philosophical perspective that there are ultimate truths upon which knowledge rests, 

and that these truths can be exposed through objective scientific inquiry. Knowledge is 

unbiased and fixed, and the knower and knowledge are independent (Anderson, 1995). 

Pare (1995) proposed that the traditional models of psychotherapy are firmly rooted in 

ontological foundations concerned with how the world "really" is. Endorsing this ontology 

leaves psychology open to the challenges facing the "hard" sciences, namely, coming up 

with observable and impartial evidence. " . . .As applied to the human sciences, modernism 

embodies the Enlightenment faith in technological and human progress through the 

accumulation of legitimate knowledge" (Neimeyer, 1998, p. 136). Empiricist assumptions 

emphasize knowledge as an internal representation of the state of nature (Gergen, 1985), 

and research focuses on uncovering "truths" of human existence. From a positivist stance 

then, the sentences we utter can be taken as a direct indication of our thoughts. Language 

is merely an objective method of communication, and is not given the same 

acknowledgement it is accorded from a postmodern stance. 

A Postmodern View 

A postmodern view on the other hand, suggests that there are no objective vantage 

points and no purely universal truths. Knowledge is socially constructed and generative. 
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and knowledge and the knower are interdependent (Anderson, 1995). Attention is drawn 

to the ways in which people are constituted by a vast multitude of contextual influences 

(Lyddon, 1998), and it is impossible to separate individual experience from social 

processes. Gone is the faith in an objectively knowable universe and the elimination of 

human bias. In its place is the celebration of the multiplicity of meaning, and tolerance for 

a multitude of competing discourses. Postmodern approaches do not ascribe to any "grand 

theory" of knowledge, instead aiming for the production of "local knowledges" that are 

more in touch with the domain of practice being described (Neimeyer, 1998). In contrast 

to the empirical stance this perspective may seem too inviting of interpretation, but it 

opens space to rethink some taken for granted ways of knowing. Embedded within a 

postmodern view is social constructionism, which is interested in explicating the processes 

by which people come to describe, explain, or account for the world in which they live 

(Gergen, 1985). 

Social Constructionism 

Although many of the fundamental assumptions of social constructionism have 

been present in sociology for many years, the emergence of this perspective is usually 

dated from K. J. Gergen's (1973) paper "Social psychology as history" (Burr, 1995). The 

main argument is that all knowledge, including psychological knowledge, is historically 

and culturally specific, and we must therefore extend our inquiries beyond the individual 

into social, political, and economic realms for a proper understanding of psychological life 

(Burr, 1995). Gergen's paper was written at the time of what is often referred to as "the 

crisis in social psychology". Dissatisfaction with what Parker (1999) termed "silent" 

psychologies was evident, as was a sensitivity to the importance of language in human 
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activity. At the same time that the ideas of postmodernism were starting to germinate, 

another line of thought was emerging as well. Constructivist ideas can also be 

conceptualized as a reaction to the tenets inherent in a modernist approach, and share 

some related beliefs with social constructionism. While there are some similarities between 

the two, the primary difference seems to be that constructivism does not address the 

importance of social, cultural, and historical contexts in psychology. 

Constructivism as a Basis for Constructionism 

Social constructionism can be interpreted as a refinement of constructivist ideas. 

Constructivism evolved from Gregory Bateson's (1978) efforts to apply cybernetic theory 

to human interactions, and employs the idea of cybernetic feedback loops. "The observer 

becomes part of, or a participant in, that which is observed. Everything that is going on is 

entirely self-referential" (Becvar & Becvar, 1996, p. 76). We are limited by our own 

capabilities and frames of reference, and the implication is that there is no one reality, but 

rather that realities are constructed based upon our interaction with the environment 

(Zarski, Sterling, & Parr, 1998). Similar to constructivism, a social constructionist 

approach also disputes the notion of one objective reality, but grounds itself in a social 

context, paying close attention to "intersubjective loops of dialogue" rather than 

cybernetic feedback loops (Zarski, Sterling, & Parr, 1998). Constructionists argue that 

ideas, concepts, and memories arise from social interchange and are mediated through 

language (Hoffman, 1992). The generation of knowledge and our concepts of reality are 

sparked by a social process, and language is critical to that process. Meaning is located in, 

and is the product of, interaction within the context of continuing relationships (Gergen, 

1985). In general, what we come to understand is greatly determined by the life we have 
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already lived. Moreover, the life we have already lived has led us to general assumptions 

of various kinds concerning how human beings can be understood. "The 

preunderstanding's influence on the actual understanding and the actual understanding's 

turning back upon and influencing the preunderstanding have been called the hermeneutic 

circle" (Andersen, 1995, p. 12). From this perspective the process of counseling becomes 

the co-construction of meanings through conversation (Pare, 1999). 

Key Assumptions 

Burr (1995) stated that there is no single definition of social constructionism, 

highlighting the acceptance of multiplicity in a postmodern stance. Knowledge is thought 

to be co-created between a community of knowers, and the weaving of personal narratives 

against the backdrop of society and culture is the focus. "Human beings are meaning-

making creatures, and they will spin their webs of meaning throughout all of 

time.. ."(Rosen, 1996, p. 3). There is no one feature that distinguishes a social 

constructionist position, but the following key assumptions are important for our 

discussion (Burr, 1995; Gergen, 1985). 

A critical stance towards taken for granted knowledge. A social constructionist 

stance encourages us to be critical of the idea that our observations of the world reflect 

reality. The view that conventional knowledge is based upon objective, unbiased 

observation of the world is challenged (Burr, 1995). Instead, we are urged to recognize 

the subjective nature of our ways of knowing. 

Historical and cultural specificity. The ways in which we come to know and 

understand the world are culturally and historically grounded. "From the constructionist 

position the process of understanding is not automatically driven by the forces of nature. 
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but is the result of an active, cooperative enterprise of persons in relationship" (Gergen, 

1985, p. 267). As such, all ways of understanding are historically and culturally relative, 

and change over time. 

Knowledge is sustained by social processes. From a social constructionist position, 

the world we experience and the people we find ourselves to be are the product of social 

processes. Cromby and Nightingale (1999) highlighted the important link between 

language and social processes: 

It is the social production and transformation of structures of meaning, 

conventions, morals and discursive practices that principally constitutes both our 

relationships and ourselves. This implies that language, both as the dominant 

carrier of categories and meanings and as the medium which provides much of the 

raw material for our activity, is central (p. 4). 

Knowledge and social action go together. As Gergen (1985) put it, forms of 

negotiated understanding are of critical significance in social life. We actively seek to 

make sense of our world, and in this quest we create knowledge which we then interpret 

as "truth" about the way things are. However, other activities for other purposes may have 

produced alternative "truths". Consequently, knowledge is connected to, and emerges as a 

product of, activity and purpose (Cromby and Nightingale, 1999). 

Summary 

In summary, Freedman and Combs (1996) highlighted the evolving epistemological 

stances informing therapeutic practice from believing that reality is knowable and 

objective, to concluding that knowledge arises within communities of knowers, and is 

subjective. Social constructionism advocates that in order to accommodate multiple 
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realities, we need to move from either/or thinking to both/and thinking. In other words, 

both sides of a dichotomy have equal merit and are crucial for understanding multiple 

realities (Burr, 1995). Not only is there room for multiple voices in these approaches, but 

hearing multiple voices is encouraged to enhance the richness of human knowledge and 

experience. The four main ideas inherent in a social constructionist worldview are: (a) 

realities are socially constructed, (b) realities are constituted through language, (c) realities 

are organized and maintained through narrative, and (d) there are no essential truths 

(Freedman & Combs, 1996). 

If we as researchers decide to be open to the flexibility and multiplicity of 

perspectives afforded us through a postmodern approach, then our understanding of 

language will change. Language necessarily must be reconceptualized as performative. 

When people describe events, objects, and so forth, it is a purposeful endeavor designed to 

suit a particular expectation, time, and place. Alternatively, the realization that there is 

more than one description of the object in question must be acknowledged; there is no 

"true" definition of something because truth is a relative concept. Because understandings 

and knowledge are negotiated amongst people, we need to be critical of how those 

descriptions come into existence. Looking at language from this viewpoint transforms it 

from the transparent medium of our thoughts and feelings that traditional researchers may 

have believed it to be, to a complex and multifaceted event that extends beyond mere 

words. Moreover, approaching reflecting team process from a social constructionist 

perspective fully embraces the richness of language and the possibility of having a 

particular kind of conversation on purpose, one that encourages the co-creation of new 

meaning unique to each individual. 
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CHAPTER 3 

The Fit Between Reflecting Teams and a Social Constructionist Approach 

Imagine a therapy session like the caricatures depicted on television where the 

therapist is a crinkled old fellow dozing in a chair, making the appropriate noises every so 

often while the client relates his or her story. Now imagine a different kind of session, one 

in which clients and therapists work cooperatively to find alternatives to the challenges 

that brought these two parties together. Picture also that instead of just one professional 

working with clients, there is a team of three to five therapists all devoting their energies 

to developing different, and perhaps more empowering, narratives from which the clients 

choose. Finally in this new therapeutic circumstance, clients have the freedom to react 

naturally and honestly to therapy, and their input is a critical ingredient. 

Such a process of therapy does exist, but is only fully possible within a social 

constructionist framework. Using reflecting teams in therapy is an exciting and challenging 

new innovation that invites a departure from traditional models. It involves a team of 

therapists working in alliance with clients for the purpose of offering multiple viewpoints 

from which the clients can pick and choose. Endorsement of a social constructionist 

orientation makes the difference between using the reflecting team as just another 

technique, versus as a process devoted to co-constructing new and/or expanded narratives 

(Perlesz, Young, Paterson, & Bridge, 1994). In order to argue that a social constructionist 

orientation and reflecting teams are interrelated, a brief history of the reflecting process 

will be presented. Then, the common elements that both approaches share will be outlined. 

Last, the research with teams will be explored, and guidelines for reflecting team practice 

will be described. 
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The History of the Reflecting Team 

The reflecting team process originated from a most unexpected source, given the 

postmodern underpinnings of the approach. Tom Andersen, a medical doctor from 

Norway, is the visionary credited with the birth of the reflecting team. Andersen (1991) 

described the complete history of how his experiences as a physician in the Norway health 

care system contributed to the development of this approach, and I will start this 

discussion with the circumstances that led up to his first attempt at using this process in 

March 1985. 

Tom Andersen (1993) started his psychotherapy career with a very biological view 

of the self, gradually shifting to a more psychological view as he increased and expanded 

his experience working with clients. The idea for reflecting teams grew out of his 

discomfort with occupying the "expert" role that is part of practicing from a systems 

perspective (It is also part of most traditional approaches to therapy.). While he believed 

that the Milan systems team approach (Selvini-Pallazoli, Prata, Ceccin, & Boscolo, 1978) 

was a useful tool, he always felt uncomfortable delivering the intervention. Presenting the 

one agreed upon intervention to the family made him feel like he and the team continually 

had the expertise and knowledge to propose a better way for the family to handle the 

problem than they themselves could have formulated (Andersen, 1992). In particular, 

Andersen (1991) noticed that the primary therapist never revealed all the interesting and 

diverse ideas from his or her consultation with the team. Furthermore, the team itself 

found it difficult to agree upon just one intervention; there was always a tendency for each 

team member to fight for his or her own suggestion. Wanting to keep the diversity of ideas 
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inherent in the team approach but change the process of presenting the intervention, 

Andersen started to ponder some ideas about how to work in a different way. 

Something a Little Bit Different 

Andersen's (1987) different way of working is based upon the idea that the 

therapeutic session is a process. In this process, the client system is viewed as "stuck" and 

seeking therapy in order to get "unstuck". Revealing more of the therapeutic process to 

the stuck system, namely the workings of the team, might help clients see how the team 

deals with finding new routes, or more routes, to the goal (Andersen, 1991). The 

underlying assumption of this new way of working is that the information generated by the 

team must be shared with the clients. Clients need to hear the differences among team 

members for the purpose of enriching their pictures of whatever motivated them to seek 

help. In effect, this approach demystifies the team and the process of therapy (Andersen, 

1991; Jenkins, 1996; Kassis & Matthews, 1987; Roberts, Caesar, Perryclear, & Phillips, 

1989). Andersen (1991) and a fellow co-therapist had been struggling for three years with 

these new ideas, and it was one day in March 1985 when the opportunity to try this new 

approach presented itself. 

Andersen's team was supervising a young therapist interviewing a family. This 

therapist was continually drawn into the pessimism of the family he was interviewing. 

Each time the team would suggest different questions, the family pulled him back into 

their pessimism. The team then decided to switch places with the family and primary 

therapist, for the purpose of allowing the clients to listen to the team talk. After about 15 

minutes the team and clients switched places again, and the interview progressed in a more 

positive fashion. The idea was so simple, yet the results were so positive. Hence, the 
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process of the reflecting team was born (Andersen, 1987). Reflecting teams can be said to 

have originated from the Milan systems approach, and it is important to describe that 

evolution. 

Reflecting Teams as a Reaction to the Milan Systems Approach 

The Milan team approach can be credited as the first generation of reflecting team 

practice. "In their groundbreaking work, Paradox and Counterparadox, (1978) Selvini-

Palazzoli, Prata, Checcin, and Boscolo, the so-called 'Milan Team', describe a remarkable 

approach to family system therapy... strongly rooted in both Ludwig von Bertalanffy's 

General Systems Theory (GST) and Gregory Bateson's cybernetic epistemology" (Durkin, 

1987, p. 26). In general, the therapeutic interaction is viewed as a process occurring both 

within and between two living systems, namely the client system and the team system. 

When the client system comes in for help as a result of the problems "caused" by 

one of their members, that person is then designated as the indicated patient (i.p.). In a 

parallel manner, one of the team members is designated as the indicated therapist (i.t.). 

While the therapist talks with the family, the rest of the team observes the conversation 

from behind a one-way mirror. The indicated therapist develops a working hypothesis to 

help the family, which guides the interview. During an inter-session break the therapist 

leaves the family to consult with the team. The reunited team encourages, criticizes, re-

emphasizes, redirects, hypothesizes, and so forth, and then sends the therapist back to 

deliver this new understanding in the form of an intervention (Andersen, 1992; Durkin, 

1987). 

It was his discomfort with the "either-or" stance endorsed in a Milan Systems 

perspective that encouraged Andersen (1992) to find an alternative way of working, one 
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that respects the views of all the participants and opens space for a "both-and" stance. 

Andersen's revised way of using the team approach exemplifies the mutually shared 

position of interactive responsibilities of meanings and understandings (Zarski, Sterling, & 

Parr, 1998). In simple terms, both the team and the clients have responsibility for creating 

new understandings that are respected and validated in the process of the revised 

reflecting team experience. 

My interpretation of Andersen's initial shift from using the Milan systems approach 

to using what he termed as the reflecting team is as a reaction to traditional modernist 

ways of working. However, I also believe that it took Andersen several years to fully 

embrace the reflecting team as a process, rather than just another intervention technique. 

In his earlier writings Andersen still seemed to adhere to a systems perspective as a 

supplement to the reflecting team he described, but in his more recent work his shift from 

a constructivist, or biological orientation, to a constructionist, or social orientation, is 

evident. Similar to the emergence of reflecting team processes social constructionism also 

evolved as a refinement of constructivist ideas, which is an appropriate beginning to our 

conversation about the common elements. 

Common Elements of Reflecting Processes and a Social Constructionist Approach 

Before the common elements of reflecting teams and social constructionism can be 

addressed, it is important to make the distinction between reflecting team technique and 

reflecting team process. Perlesz et al. (1994) defined reflecting team technique as a 

circumstance ".. .whereby a team of therapists present their views about the therapy 

process, problems or solutions, to observing family members and the therapist at selected 

moments during the therapy" (p. 119). Accordingly, the technique of using a team is seen 
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as another tool in a therapist's toolbox, to be pulled out when an opportunity presents 

itself. In contrast, reflecting team process embodies a way of viewing the world from a 

therapeutic stance: 

Reflecting team process on the other hand, involves an overall therapeutic 

process, whereby the guiding principles used when making reflections are applied, 

trot just during the moment of reflection in front of the family and therapist, but at 

all moments of therapy and team discussion (Perlesz et al., 1994, p. 119). 

Lowe and Guy (1996) made the further distinction between pluralistic and 

theoretically aligned reflecting teams. These authors argued that pluralistic teams are 

atheoretical in nature, versus theoretical teams that are linked to the theoretical process 

and content of a particular approach. I agree that reflecting team process is pluralistic in 

nature, but argue that it is inextricably linked to a social constructionist orientation. The 

lack of defining procedures and prescriptions for conducting a reflecting team mirrors the 

respect for multiplicity of meanings inherent in the social constructionist underpinnings of 

reflecting as a process. In accordance with Freedman and Combs (1996), I will be 

referring to reflecting teams as a process that is part of a social constructionist stance, or 

way of being. 

Both reflecting processes and social constructionist theory are anti-essentialist and 

anti-foundationalist in nature, meaning that the notion of an underlying "taith" is rejected. 

It is this rejection of traditional modernist assumptions that provides the freedom for a 

new interpretation of language, meaning, and reality. Reflecting team process endorses a 

social constructionist worldview. and as such constructs certain elements in a similar 

fashion. These common elements include the primacy of language and knowledge, 
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meaning, problems and change, power, the self, and reflexivity. Each element will be 

discussed in terms of its theory, practice, and applicability to reflecting team process. 

Language and Knowledge 

A social constructionist perspective heralds an emphasis on language and 

communication in psychology. Language is viewed as more than just a collection of 

signifiers; language constitutes the structures of social reality (Neimeyer, 1998). The 

generation of knowledge and our concepts of reality are sparked by a social process, and 

the use of language is critical to that process (Rosen, 1996). Social constructionism is 

interested in describing the progression through which people come to explain and 

account for the world in which they live. Furthermore, the terms in which people come to 

understand their worlds are social artifacts, products of historically situated interchanges 

among people (Gergen, 1985). The implication is that reality can never be objective 

because it is based on people's perceptions. ".. .The process of understanding is not 

automatically driven by the forces of nature, but is the result of an active, cooperative 

enterprise of persons in relationship" (Gergen, 1985, p. 267). People generate meaning 

with each other through language, be it verbal or non-verbal. Language is reality and 

provides us with order and meaning in our lives. Knowledge therefore, is linguistically and 

socially constructed, and the knower and knowledge share an interdependent relationship 

(Anderson, 1995). Knowledge is interpreted as being represented in linguistic 

propositions, and something that people do together through their use of language 

(Freedman & Combs, 1996; Gergen, 1985). 

Practice. Psychotherapy as a practice is dependent on language, verbal and/or non

verbal, and our ideas of "effective" treatment are relevant to the societies in which they 
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originate. From a social constructionist viewpoint, psychotherapy emerges as a 

communication process whereby participants have consented to work together in 

constructing alternative social realities; it is socially defined as a context for evolution and 

change (Fruggeri, 1992). Or as Rosen (1996) defined it, psychotherapy is a dialogical 

process between two or more people leading to the reconstruction of old meanings and 

the co-construction of new ones. Reflecting team process with its emphasis on open 

dialogue and language is congruent with such a perception of practice. 

Reflecting teams. The reflection process can be described as the open dialogue of 

therapists' reactions to clients' narratives (Jenkins, 1996). Therapeutic talk is therefore 

viewed as public conversation (Shilts, Rudes, & Madigan, 1993), and the reflecting team 

builds on open discussion. When people talk to one another their worlds get constructed, 

so language in this conception is a form of action (Burr, 1995). The reflecting team is one 

way to have a particular kind of conversation on purpose, a dialogue that invites 

comparisons of different viewpoints and "talking in the open" (Andersen, 1992; Katz, 

1991). The process itself formalizes inner and outer discussion, or the shift between 

talking and listening. The concepts of inner and outer talk are built on the notion that we 

are always conversing, whether it is private (inner) or public (outer). "Reflecting team 

processes at their best are like a 'back-and-forth community conversation' with 

community members moving in and out of the light" (Andersen, 1999, p. 8). Critical to 

reflecting teams is the conception of conversation as the vehicle for co-creating meaning. 

Meaning 

Meaning is developed in the context of social interaction, amongst a community of 

knowers. Each person possesses a unique meaning-narrative, and each story is true for the 
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person telling it. "Because we are inherently social creatures, we make meaning in 

relationship to other people, in conversation and dialogue" (West, Bubenzer, & Bitter, 

1998, p. 6). One objective reality is impossible because each person interprets the world 

differently based upon his or her beliefs, values, backgrounds, and so forth. Moreover, 

alternative realities are co-constructed in conversation with others; meaning is socially 

constructed over time and in multiple contexts through language (Pare, 1999). There is a 

focus on the way people interact with one another in constructing, modifying, and 

maintaining what society holds to be true, real, and meaningful (Freedman & Combs, 

1996). From this perspective, people are not bound to endorsing just one truth. Space is 

opened up for alternative interpretations and meanings that may facilitate more 

empowering narratives. 

Practice. Conducting therapy from this philosophy involves collaborating with 

clients in the co-construction of alternative realities or ways of viewing the situation, and 

offering a myriad of opportunities from which clients can pick and choose. People come to 

therapy when dominant narratives are oppressive, or when they are unsatisfying and don't 

tell the whole story (Freedman & Combs, 1996). Clients can be described as looking for 

alternative chapters to the stories of their lives in their continual process of re-authoring 

their narratives. Therapeutic conversations are opportunities for developing new language 

and new meanings that give legitimacy to multiple views of reality (Freedman & Combs, 

1996). There seems to be a shift in therapeutic practice towards a greater tolerance and 

acceptance of complexity and difference between colleagues in the field, and their clients. 

Therapy is perceived as an intersubjective struggle for coherent meaning that invites 

collaboration and co-evolution (Perlesz et al., 1994). Reflecting teams offer clients the 
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opportunity to hear a range of interpretations in an environment that is respectful and 

supportive of unique personal meanings. 

Reflecting teams. Reflecting team process invites the sharing of multiple personal 

meanings in a therapeutic context. Team members are encouraged to express their 

impressions and ideas, and at the same time respect the views of each other. This process 

highlights the greater tolerance for complexity inherent in a social constructionist 

perspective. At the same time, clients receive a first hand look at how to honor the unique 

meanings that others bring to the conversation, as well as the opportunity to integrate 

those aspects that enrich their personal narratives. White's (1999) description of reflecting 

team work as definitional ceremony underscores the importance of honoring people's 

personal stories and interpretations. Andersen (1991) offered some suggestions on how to 

appropriately open up space for different meanings: 

Our task is as much as possible to engage in a dialogue in order to understand how 

the various persons came to create their descriptions and their explanations. 

Thereafter, we invite them to a dialogue to discuss whether there might be other 

not-yet-seen descriptions and maybe even other not-yet-thought-of explanations 

(p. 39). 

The reflecting team is premised on the idea that offering different meanings of a problem 

can promote movement in the stuck system (Roberts et al., 1989). 

In the encouragement of multiple meanings, each viewpoint is given equal validity. 

As such, when offering reflections Andersen (1987) suggested using tentative language in 

order to respect that the reflection may not fit for the client. Furthermore, tentative 

language underscores that we can never truly know another person's meaning. We can 
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only try to get the best description possible, given the subjective nature of interpretation, 

by approaching the clients' experiences from a position of curiosity and "not knowing". 

Also, it is important to share different versions of the same world, but to ensure that it is a 

"difference that makes a difference" (Bateson, 1978). In other words, the difference 

should not be so small that it is ignored, or so large that it causes disorganization. It 

should be an appreciable difference that is large enough to be noticed (Andersen, 1987). 

"The sharing of different versions of reality permits new perspectives to be considered by 

the individual and permits his or her framework of meaning to be transformed by the 

differences perceived" (Grandesso, 1996, p. 305). There are very few studies done with 

reflecting teams, but Sells et al. (1994) found that couples involved in reflecting team 

practice stressed that the benefits of the experience were directly linked to the different 

perceptions of their problems offered by the team. Offering multiple views may open up 

the space for differences that make a difference, and lead to change. 

Problems and Change 

A social constructionist stance locates problems in the social arena (Pare, 1999). 

People's experience and perceptions of the world are mediated through language, and 

language is the vehicle through which we create meaning. Problems therefore, are 

linguistic positions that are often described in many ways. Each problem is perceived as 

unique to a particular context, and only has meaning in the social exchange in which it 

occurred (Anderson, 1995). The implication then, is that there are multiple descriptions 

and solutions to any given problem. Moreover, social constructionism considers the 

ecological view of problems by locating them in their cultural and historical contexts; it is 

impossible to separate the person from the social world (Pare, 1999). What may be 
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described as a problem in one historical and cultural context, may not be described the 

same way in another. Such a definition of problems implies a linguistic route to change. 

The concepts of problems and change go hand in hand in psychotherapy, and are 

negotiated through language. 

Practice. The process of psychotherapy from this perspective acknowledges the 

multiple descriptions of problems. With conversational and narrative approaches, language 

and meaning become prominent and privileged. Multiple meanings inherent in the 

conversational process facilitate opportunities to create new understandings and options 

for change (Friedman, 1995). A stumbling block arises in therapy when the conversations 

stop. Related to Andersen's (1987) work, if an appropriately unusual difference is 

introduced, discussion can resume and hopefully new descriptions can be generated. In a 

social constructionist perspective change in psychotherapy involves a change in language, 

and is successful when clients change their premises, conversations, or narratives 

(Fruggeri, 1992). 

Reflecting teams. Reflecting team practice is based on the idea that multiple views 

of clients' dilemmas offer hope of obtaining fresh perspectives of the situation (Jenkins, 

1996). The experience of participating in a reflecting team allows clients to witness that 

doubt and ambiguity can exist on a team, and that there is no one solution to a dilemma. 

Through exposure to these various perspectives, clients may alter their perceptions, which 

in turn facilitates change (Jenkins, 1996). The crucial ingredient is for the team to create a 

variety of ideas, realizing that clients will select those ideas that fit best (Andersen, 1987). 

Based upon the ideas selected by clients, new meanings for problematic beliefs, feelings, 

and behaviors can be negotiated and legitimized (Freedman & Combs, 1996). Underlying 
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this conception of change is the power of clients to choose what works for them. 

Andersen (1991) advocated change that emerges from the exchange of ideas between 

people and that facilitates a sense of ownership in clients, versus change that is imposed 

and disrespects clients' power. 

Power 

Power between people is defined as ".. .a systemic or co-dependent operation 

involving oppression by one party and collusion or acceptance of that oppression by the 

other. Power does not exist wholly in one party or the other" (Owen, 1992, p. 397). 

Social constructionism is a reminder that all values, ideologies, and social institutions are 

human made. Power is a social construction. There is a close link between knowledge and 

power: Those who possess knowledge are powerful (Gergen, 1994). These dominant 

meanings or discourses both produce, and are produced by, social interaction, a particular 

language community, and the socioeconomic context (Hare-Mustin, 1994). Social 

constructionism focuses on these dominant meanings and how they are maintained in 

society, and calls attention to the ways in which people may be marginalized by these 

discourses (Pare, 1999). 

Practice. Therapy as part of the mental health system both depends upon and 

upholds dominant discourses (Hare-Mustin, 1994). Practicing from a social constructionist 

perspective requires that professionals be vigilant about how the political nature of therapy 

can serve to marginalize clients and place therapists in the expert role (Doan, 1997). 

Therapeutic discourses concerning definitions of normal behavior and deficits can be 

oppressive. Counselors are invited to reflect upon the impact of therapeutic discourses in 

their practice, and how the hierarchy structure may be minimized (Cohen, Combs. 
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DeLaurenti, DeLaurenti, Freedman, Larimer, & Shulman, 1998; Hoffman, 1992). There 

seems to be a move toward appreciating the power of the client-counselor relationship 

gained through collaboration, and therapy is aimed at being more co-constructive and 

respectful of clients' own healing abilities (Perlesz et al., 1994). No one can determine 

which problem is more pressing, or which definition is correct. Rather, the intent of 

therapists should be a critical stance that reflects awareness of hidden power relationships 

(Hoffman, 1992). As an illustration of this shift, Fruggeri (1992) hypothesized that 

perhaps at times it is not the therapists' interventions that are powerful, but rather the 

meanings that clients attribute to them. 

Reflecting teams. Reflecting processes respect the expertise of clients in a variety 

of ways. Lax (1995) suggested asking clients at the beginning of the session what they 

would like from therapy, and integrating that information into the treatment plan. By 

opening the opportunity for client questions and contributions, more of the therapist's 

perspective can be elucidated and more of the client's agenda can be introduced. Andersen 

(1999) conceptualized these more transparent processes as a movement away from an 

ethic of control, and towards open talk and more democratic therapeutic relationships. 

Reflecting team practice attempts to redress the power imbalance between clients and 

therapists by making the process of therapy more open and transparent. White's (1997; 

1999) notion of situating reflections and questions in the history and experience of the 

therapist making the contribution is important to minimizing hierarchy; clients are given 

the opportunity to understand the motivation behind the reflections. All contributions are 

viewed as equally valid, and the context of the reflecting team ideally provides all parties 

with opportunities to collaborate in the process of change (Young, Saunders, Prentice, 
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Macri-Risely, Fitch, & Pati-Tasca, 1997). Therapists are invited to talk openly and 

honestly, adopting a position of "not-knowing" and curiosity. Clients are encouraged to 

exercise their rights to choose what fits and what does not. While power issues in therapy 

can be minimized, they will never be fully diminished. Rather, acknowledging when these 

issues arise and what impact they have on the relationship is the key. 

Young et al. (1997) interviewed ten families after they had participated in 

reflecting teams, and discovered that they still viewed the therapist as the expert, despite 

efforts to create a collaborative atmosphere. Although the client feedback did not indicate 

that reflecting teams equalize power between therapists and clients, it did suggest that they 

enjoyed the openness of the process in comparison to traditional approaches. Reflecting 

team process can be interpreted as an opportunity to create an environment that solicits 

more collaboration, cooperation, and co-construction, while at the same time realizing that 

the power hierarchy can never be fully erased. 

Tne sen 

Honoring multiple perspectives and the co-creation of meaning disputes the 

essentialist notion of personality. Gergen (1994) proposed a relational perspective of self-

conception that views it not as an individual's private and personal cognitive structure, but 

as a discourse of the self. Conceptions of the individual derive from social processes, and 

relatedness precedes individuality. The person that we are can be interpreted as the 

product of social encounters and relationships, or in other words, socially constructed 

(Burr, 1995). As summarized by Pare (1999), we inhabit multiple contexts and possess a 

multiplicity of selves that are not necessarily consistent with each other. The self is 

perceived as a narrative in constant evolution, and we define our identities in the process 
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of developing stories of our lives in interactions with others (Grandesso, 1996). We can be 

thought of as discourse users, searching for appropriate descriptions for constructing 

preferred versions of our motives and actions in relation to others (Neimeyer, 1998). The 

freedom that this multiple, and purposeful, view of the self affords therapy are the endless 

possibilities for co-constructing new personal narratives. 

Practice. " A pluralistic view of the self... suggests a non-confrontatory 

relationship, because it does away with the notion of clients being 'in denial' of the truth 

about 'who they really are'" (Pare, 1999, p. 297). Clients live their lives in language 

through narratives, or stories that they have constructed about themselves. People usually 

seek help when their current narratives are incomplete or unsatisfactory, and therapy is an 

opportunity for clients and counselors to co-create alternative stories that may be more 

facilitating or empowering (Lax, 1995). Furthermore, clients then pick and choose new 

meanings that are appropriate to their immediate objectives. This conception of therapy 

affords counselors the freedom and flexibility of tailoring treatment plans to the needs of 

clients instead of searching for the "correct" way of defining and fixing the problem 

Reflecting team practice is one opportunity to develop multiple descriptions of a client's 

situation. 

Reflecting teams. Reflecting teams by their very nature strive to provide clients 

with multiple descriptions and interpretations to choose from. It is like offering people a 

smorgasbord of ideas from which to sample bits and pieces, and encouraging them to 

select what they like best. Having a team of therapists creates an opportunity for 

descriptions to be thicker and richer. Smith, Jenkins, and Sells (1995) hypothesized that 

clients hear affirmation of their position from at least one team member, so the sense of 
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connection to the therapy is enhanced. Andersen (1987) warned that reflections should not 

include interpretation, but should be based upon what is seen and heard in the session. A 

collaborative spirit needs to be maintained, instead of trying to figure out "the root of the 

problem". With the abandonment of the notion of an essentialized self, people are free to 

negotiate with others more satisfying and fulfilling narratives. Reflecting teams provide a 

safe and respectful environment for clients to engage in that process of negotiation. 

Fundamental to the process of negotiation, Andersen (1992) stressed being respectful of 

clients' autonomy of choice, and inviting them to take in what they find relevant. These 

guidelines are complementary to the view of the person as a purposeful discourse user 

searching for descriptions that are empowering and positive, and also underscore the 

importance of therapist reflexivity in reflecting team practice. 

Reflexivity 

Reflexivity is defined as the bending or folding back of a part upon itself (Hoffman, 

1992). It is the act of making oneself an object of one's own observation (Lax, 1992). It 

brings into focus the interactional processes that shape social meanings (Fruggeri, 1992). 

The implication is that a stance of objectivity is impossible because each of us comes from 

some perspective or other, and the questions we ask, our theories, and our hypotheses 

arise from the assumptions embedded in our perspectives. Burr (1995) noted that a 

position of reflexivity draws attention to the fact that when someone gives an account of 

an event, that account is simultaneously a description of the event, and part of the event. 

Because of the constitutive nature of conversation, we cannot separate ourselves from that 

which we are describing. In therapy it is impossible to be a neutral observer of the process. 

Therapists play a critical role in the co-construction of meaning with clients. 
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Practice. Psychotherapy is based upon the hermeneutic circle of interpretation-

action whereby the observer relates to the system through an understanding that modifies 

his or her relationship with the system. Modernist notions of therapist neutrality are 

discarded in favor of the perception that how we describe things relates to who we are. In 

other words, therapists construct, based upon their own histories and experiences, the 

interactional process they participate in with their clients (Fruggeri, 1992). It also 

sensitizes us to the ways that helping professions may both construct and maintain power 

differentials between therapists and clients (Neimeyer, 1998). This reflexivity calls into 

question the socially constructed descriptions and diagnoses of clients, and the expert role 

afforded therapists. Practicing from a social constructionist perspective invites therapists 

to fully participate with clients in the co-construction of meaning, but to be very vigilant 

about how their personal experiences and training impact the process. There is a 

preference for a mutually influenced therapeutic process, rather than a hierarchical 

relationship. 

Reflecting teams Reflecting team process embodies the principles of minimizing 

hierarchy and working collaboratively to co-construct meaning. Andersen (1991) 

described the process of being reflexive in questioning, and paying attention to the client's 

reactions. "...I have to wait and see how the other responds to what I say or do before I 

say or do the next thing. The next thing I say or do must be influenced by the other's 

response to what I just said" (Andersen, 1995, p. 15). White (1997; 1999) talked about 

decentered sharing in reflecting teams whereby comments are situated in the context of 

one's own experience. When one's interest in clients' lives are grounded in one's personal 

context, it is less likely to be interpreted as academic or patronizing. Furthermore, a 
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distinction is made between decentered sharing and self-disclosure. The narratives of 

clients are always privileged above those of the team, and there is no space for sharing that 

is not for the purpose of providing rich descriptions of clients' experiences (White, 1997). 

The underlying principle of reflecting team process is transparency of the therapist and 

team, and this is achieved through open and public conversation. 

Summary of the Common Elements 

Language forms the building blocks for both reflecting team process and social 

constructionist theory. Through language and social processes a myriad of opportunities 

for co-creating meaning is possible. These unique meanings are expanded, maintained, and 

shared through narratives that form the bedrock of our lives. Reflecting teams and a social 

constructionist perspective both use language and the co-construction of meaning as 

springboards to deal with issues of knowledge, problems and change, power, the self, and 

reflexivity. With a grounding in social constructionist thought, reflecting teams offer the 

rare opportunity to engage in conversation for the specific intent of designing, enhancing, 

and co-creating narratives that are respectful, empowering, and facilitating of clients' 

personal goals. Once the theoretical foundation of reflecting team process is in place, it is 

possible to put it into practice. In previous sections I have touched upon some studies that 

have explored reflecting teams in practice, but in the following section these studies are 

described in more detail. 

A Closer Look at the Research 

Reflecting team practice is becoming more common in therapeutic settings around 

the globe. They seem almost irresistible in their simplicity: gather together a few close 

colleagues who endorse such a practice, facilitate a session with clients who are open to 
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such an experience, and, viola! It's like five sessions in one. But is it really that simple? 

That appears to be the question that some researchers have asked concerning this practice, 

and there are some noteworthy studies to be discussed. 

Relevant Findings 

Most of the studies that I will describe have used the three-part format suggested 

by Andersen (1992), whereby the team observes the session from behind the mirror and 

after approximately 40 minutes the two parties switch places. The client(s) and therapist 

then observe the team's discussion, lasting between 10 to 15 minutes, after which the 

ciient(s) have an opportunity to debrief with the primary therapist. The discussion begins 

with a very early case study done in 1988, with more recent studies being addressed 

thereafter. 

Mller and Lax (1988). The couple that took part in this study was described by the 

authors as embodying the stereotypical battle between the sexes. Their goals for using the 

team format with these clients included allowing each partner to have sufficient space to 

observe the other's impressions, to explore sensitive material in conversations with neutral 

parties (the team), and to articulate each partner's perspective. What the authors 

discovered was that the team approach allowed a number of voices to be heard and the 

freedom to explore a variety of issues, questions, and feelings. Also, the therapists were 

less likely to get caught in a referee position and less hampered by their own gender 

histories (Miller & Lax, 1988). 

Griffith, Griffith. Krejmas. McLain. Mittal. Rains, and Tingle (1992). These 

researchers' work was one of the first studies examining the effects of reflecting teams in a 

clinical setting. Specifically, they looked at the influence of reflecting team consultations 
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on interpersonal processes of therapy sessions for somatic symptoms (Kleist, 1999). The 

structural analysis of social behavior (SASB) was used to code the process, through the 

microanalysis of social communication. Family member and therapist interactions were 

analyzed in an initial family therapy session using a reflecting team. The participants were 

12 families who had been referred by hospital physicians for single or multiple somatic 

symptoms. Results suggested that there is support for the use of reflecting teams to 

facilitate the therapeutic alliance in clinical contexts that may have a tendency for 

premature termination. 

Smith, Winton. and Yoshioka (1992). This study seems to be the first project in a 

series of investigations of reflecting team practice by this group of researchers. One 

professor and two doctoral students utilized participant observation to engross themselves 

into the routine activities of a reflecting team at a marriage and family therapy training 

clinic. Their goal was to learn how the therapists perceived the process, and along with 

their own impressions, post-session interviews were conducted with therapists. Results 

revealed that reflecting teams offered more therapeutic maneuverability as the team took 

more extreme positions, provided different viewpoints, and helped therapists stay open 

and flexible. However, teams did not work when rapport was not established in the 

therapeutic relationship, when too much information was presented, when clients did not 

understand the process, and when the clinical concern involved significant boundary issues 

i.e.: sexual abuse. Overall use of reflecting teams for training purposes rather than for use 

in community settings was suggested. 

Smith. Yoshioka, and Winton (1993). The focus of this investigation was client 

perspectives of the benefits of experiencing a reflecting team, using ethnographic 
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methodology. The research was conducted at a marriage and family training clinic, and a 

total of 11 clients from eight cases were interviewed. Three thematic areas emerged for 

questioning including client understanding of the reflecting teams, value of reflecting 

teams for clients, and client-perceived limitations of reflecting teams. The results seemed 

to show that clients understood the process as one in which the team shares what they 

heard and saw in the session, and the benefits were the variety of perspectives offered and 

the open debate of ideas. Limitations included the intimidating experience of the team 

process, team members becoming side-tracked by their own views, and the disruption of 

the flow of the session. 

Sells, Smith, Coe, Yoshioka, and Robbins (1994). Seven couples and five 

therapists were interviewed to examine their perspectives on the use and process of 

reflecting teams at a marriage and family therapy training clinic. Domain analyses of 

separate post-session interviews of couple and therapists, and the therapists' field notes of 

observations was the methodology employed. The results indicated that all couples 

benefited from their experience with a reflecting team, and that the acquisition of more 

perspectives was most helpful. Also, couples perceived teams consisting of both men and 

women as less intimidating, whereas therapists did not identify gender as a significant 

factor. The reflecting team was not effective for couples when it occurred at the beginning 

of therapy because trust and rapport need to be created first, before the team experience 

could be seen as unthreatening. Therapists believed that teams were not effective when 

goals were vague, or no problems were evident. Last, couples identified the importance of 

physical separation between client and team, because it invites clients to listen and not 

reply to team members' comments. Overall, the benefits of teams were confirmed. 
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Smith, Sells, and Clevenger (1994V This project continued the previous line of 

research by examining the frequency of themes in the categories that emerged from the 

study by Sells et al. (1994). The categories looked at were: a) benefits of a team, b) impact 

of therapists' gender, c) clients' and therapists' use of the reflecting team, d) specific times 

when the team was not useful, e) times when couples were able to hear what the members 

said, and f) examples and effects of spatial separation between clients and team. Results 

revealed that 61% of all the categories coded from couple transcripts were focused on 

benefits, process of hearing, and spatial separation. For therapists, 78% of the categories 

focused on recommended use of the team, contraindications, and the index therapist. The 

authors reported that overall their findings support the use of reflecting teams as an 

"impartial judge" for clients, and as an opportunity for combative spouses to reflect on 

their interactions. 

Hoger. Temme, Reiter, and Steiner (1994). This project represents one of the first 

known international efforts to investigate the use of reflecting teams. Two studies were 

conducted in communities in Germany and Austria, hereafter referred to as the Gottingen 

and Vienna studies, respectively. Four areas were focused upon: a) whether therapy with 

reflecting teams was effective in alleviating symptoms and global satisfaction with 

treatment, b) whether insights would be gained in terms of differential indications, c) 

whether multiple perspectives offered would be regarded as helpful, and c) whether the 

number of therapists comprising the team would have any impact on outcome. 

The Gottingen study utilized 33 families with a child or adolescent receiving 

treatment at a psychiatric outpatient clinic. The Vienna study was conducted at an institute 

of marital and family therapy, and involved 26 families and couples. Both locations 
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endorsed a similar three-part format of reflecting team practice, with the team ranging 

from one to three members. Videotaped sessions, questionnaires, and semi-structured 

interviews formed the data that was analyzed. Overall across settings two thirds of the 

clients reported positive changes in the initial complaint, and 79% were satisfied with 

therapy. However, families dealing with a mental diagnosis reported less satisfaction with 

therapy, and a significant portion chose to discontinue services after only one session. 

Upon follow up with those families discontinuing treatment, there was no difference in 

their level of satisfaction compared to families that were seen for more sessions. The 

authors concluded that the use of reflecting teams may be a cost-effective option for those 

conducting family therapy. 

Smith, Sells, Alves. Pereira, Todahl, and Papagiannis (1995). Building upon the 

previous studies done by this group, the goal for this project was to examine how patterns 

of reflecting team conversation encouraged the development of multiple perspectives 

through the use of an interpersonal process recall methodology. Ethnographic interviews 

of four clients and four therapists who viewed segments of a taped conversation of a 

reflecting team were utilized. Results indicated that setting the stage for a reflecting team 

is critical to the effectiveness of the process for clients. Clients need to be ready to listen 

and have that trusting therapeutic alliance in place, and if these two conditions were not 

met, clients did not perceive the experience as being useful. 

Jenkins (1996). Jenkins' research was based on the premise that the reflecting team 

literature lacks conceptual and practical clarity. Employing a Delphi technique he sought 

to develop clarity on the theoretical guidelines, techniques, mechanisms of change, goals, 

appropriateness of use, and contraindications of reflecting team practice The panel of 
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knowledgeable persons that Jenkins questioned came up with the following results: a) 

reflecting teams endorse a social constructionist epistemology, b) interventions involve 

multiple perspectives, listening and talking positions, respectfulness, and collaboration, c) 

change occurs through accepting the client, offering multiple perspectives, and assisting 

clients to understand their situation in new ways, d) panelists endorsed the use of 

reflecting teams as a training tool, and e) teams should not be forced on clients, should not 

be used if therapist and client do not believe in their usefulness or if team members are 

critical, and should be avoided if not guided by the dialogue in the session. 

Summary 

It would seem that the research supports the case study and anecdotal accounts of 

the advantages of the reflection process, but also that approaching the experience from a 

particular position is important. A position that respects the expertise of both clients and 

counselors, and that endorses the utility of providing multiple viewpoints that do not 

always agree. The following section talks about the guidelines for using teams in therapy 

that fits with such a perspective 

Guidelines for Reflecting Team Practice 

Reflecting team practice is more than just a recipe for an intervention with clients. 

It involves fully embracing respect for multiplicity and client narratives. Furthermore, there 

are a variety of ways the reflecting team can be constructed (Zarski, Sterling, & Parr, 

1998). For example, Andersen (1991) discussed the use of therapeutic conversation 

without a team whereby their suggestions are telephoned in during the course of the 

interview (this diverges from the Milan approach in that there is no break in the session 

and no formal intervention from the team). Pare (1999) proposed the use of videotaped 
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reflections or therapeutic letters as an option to a live team. Wangberg (1991) illustrated 

the case of a therapist engaging in verbal self- reflection when a team is not readily 

available. Russell and Arthur (in press) discussed the utility of using a reflecting team with 

group therapy. Many authors have outlined various procedures for conducting reflecting 

team practice, all of which are largely based upon Andersen's (1987) original suggestions. 

Clients should not feel pressured to participate in a reflecting process, so it is 

crucial to properly prepare them for this unusual experience (Pare, 1999). If clients do 

decide to accept a team, it is helpful to describe the team as a group of counselors who 

may provide some useful insights. Giving clients the option of meeting the team is 

important, but respecting their wishes if they prefer not to is critical. Share a step-by-step 

description of the process, and walk through the space and procedure with clients if 

possible (Pare, 1999). In general, the reflecting process involves three phases (Andersen, 

1987; Pare, 1999): 

1) The client(s) and counselor talk about what they choose to talk about in 

the manner they prefer. The team typically observes from behind a one

way mirror. Ideally the session is not interrupted by questions or 

comments from the team, and usually lasts for 30 to 40 minutes. 

2) Client and counselor switch places with the team, going behind the mirror 

to observe the team talk about their impressions of the session. This phase 

lasts approximately 10 to 15 minutes. 

3) The two groups change places again, and the counselor debriefs with the 

client for the last part of the session. This is an opportunity to solicit 



clients' initial reactions concerning what was helpful or not helpful, and 

care should be taken that new areas of exploration are not opened up. 

In the spirit of respecting multiple narratives, Andersen (1987; 1991) also 

suggested some guidelines for offering reflections. The three central objectives of 

reflecting are: (a) to develop an empathic understanding and to convey it to clients, (b) to 

notice experiences and ideas that are exceptions to the specified challenges that brought 

clients in, and (c) to notice discourses that support these challenges, and to trace their 

origins (Freedman & Combs, 1996; Pare, 1999). To respectfully fulfill the objectives of 

reflecting, the suggested guidelines are (Andersen, 1991; Lax, 1995; Pare, 1999): 

1) Speculations are restricted to the conversations that have taken place in 

the room. Team members do not talk behind the mirror in order to 

respect clients and enrich the multiple reflections offered. 

2) Ideas are presented tentatively, with qualifiers such as "I was 

wondering", "perhaps", "possibly", or "it's just an idea". 

3) Comments are formed as positive or logical connotations as opposed to 

negative attributions or blaming. 

4) Team members maintain eye contact with one another, without being 

discourteous, maintaining the separation between the listening and 

talking positions. 

5) Perceptions are shared and situated in the context of team members' 

personal values and experiences. 

6) Reflections attempt to present both sides of a dilemma, moving from an 

"either/or" position to a "both/and" position. 
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7) All clients are included in the reflections, and the reflections are brief and 

focused. 

Reflections are intended to be diverse, focusing on the positive strengths of clients, 

and designed to introduce a difference that makes a difference. However, these guidelines 

are just that - suggestions for practice that can be tailored to suit the particular situation. 

There is no formula for the "correct" way of conducting a reflecting team, but if it is based 

upon social constructionist ideas, respect for clients' narratives and meanings will be of the 

utmost importance. 

Conclusion 

Sitting in the darkened room behind the mirror, watching the stories unfold, I am 

struck by the awesome responsibilities I share with my colleagues. Instead of thinking of 

the reflecting team as just another way to come up with a clever intervention or task for 

the client, fully embracing the process involves opening up and being moved by the client's 

story. Respecting the different views of people implies really trying to understand their 

perspectives, without jumping to conclusions, and taking their stories at face value. At the 

same time, the expectation to be intentional in my reflections and to share the innermost 

workings of my thoughts with virtual strangers, is present. Sometimes offering an 

intervention without becoming personally involved would be easier than the commitment 

necessary for participating in reflecting processes. Sometimes I wonder why we as a team 

even really need to become so involved with our clients' narratives. That is the time when 

I am reminded that using reflecting teams as just another tool in my endless repertoire of 

clever devices misses the spirit of collaboration underlying the process. Embracing the idea 

of reflecting processes as mirroring a social constructionist approach implies that the one-
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way mirror transforms into a two-way mirror. Not only are the clients changed by the 

experience, but the team members are as well. It becomes a two-way street, with both 

clients and counselors agreeing to face the challenges, risks, and growth that coexist with 

such a unique opportunity. 

The project that I have decided to embark upon focuses on couples. When I think 

of working with couples, the image of a sort of built in team comes to mind. There are 

two very different partners, each who possess a unique meaning narrative, coming 

together for the purpose of creating a collaborative story that blends the two. Most times 

they can offer each other different perspectives and ideas, opinions, and suggestions, but 

what happens when they get stuck and can't hear each other? Traditional ways of working 

with couples may address some of these kinds of issues, but working from a social 

constructionist approach offers different possibilities for change. 



4 2 

CHAPTER 4 

Couple Therapy and the Contribution of a Social Constructionist Approach 

Couple therapy is one of the most common forms of psychological treatments to 

date, with the number of professionals practicing in the area growing exponentially 

(Lebow & Gurman, 1995). Distress in relationships is recognized as the most frequent 

presenting problem in counseling, with couple therapy identified as the preferred mode of 

treatment (Johnson & Lebow, 2000). Couples who generally present for counseling are 

highly distressed, or on the verge of divorce. Not surprisingly, the majority of research is 

focused on relationship difficulties (Lebow & Gurman, 1995). Comprehensive reviews of 

couple therapy have been conducted over the last decade, and there is evidence for the 

integration of common factors across models (Johnson & Lebow, 2000; Lebow & 

Gurman, 1995; Pinsof & Wynne, 1995). An increase in the popularity of postmodern 

approaches including narrative, solution-focused, and collaborative models is also 

apparent (Johnson & Lebow, 2000). Similar to the ideas of Gergen (1998), rather than 

viewing postmodern and traditional therapies as competing bodies of knowledge, they will 

be conceptualized as forms of discourse. As such, these discourses can be considered 

cultural resources, each offering a new range of insights to the other. In the field of couple 

therapy traditional modernist approaches predominate, but postmodern approaches speak 

to issues not touched by other models. First, a summary of the state of couple therapy will 

be described. Then the contributions of a social constructionist approach to couple therapy 

will be addressed, focusing on issues left out by the dominant models. 
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Summary of the Current State of Couples Counseling 

Separation and divorce rates in the United States remain extremely high, ranging 

between 50% to 67% for first marriages, and 10% higher for second marriages (Gottman, 

1998). In light of such grim statistics couple therapy is at a practical and theoretical 

impasse (Gottman, 1998; Jacobson & Addis, 1993). "It appears that all treatments are 

helping some couples, all treatments are leaving substantial numbers of couples unchanged 

or still distressed by the end of therapy, and all tested treatments appear to have about the 

same success rates" (Jacobson & Addis, 1993, p. 86). 

Approximately 75% of couples report improvements in marital satisfaction 

immediately following couple therapy (Gottman, 1998), but only 50% of treated couples 

are happily married by the end of treatment (Jacobson & Addis, 1993). The discrepancy 

between marital satisfaction and happiness may be explained by the distinction between 

statistical significance and clinical significance (Jacobson & Addis, 1993). Clinical 

significance is conceptually independent of psychometric measures, and is defined in a 

number of ways including improvements in everyday functioning, and changes that are 

recognizable to significant others (Jacobson, Follette, Revenstorf, Hahlweg, Baucom, & 

Margolin, 1984). Statistical significance on the other hand utilizes psychometric measures, 

and even the smallest changes in an experimental treatment are likely to be significant 

(Christensen & Heavey, 1999). Congruently, there seems to be a movement toward more 

effectiveness research rather than efficacy research. Pinsof and Wynne (2000) argued that 

in order for efficacy research to be conducted, the treatment under scrutiny bears little 

resemblance to the actual practice of couple therapy. In comparison, effectiveness research 

explores the treatment in actual practice. The question becomes one of measuring whether 
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or not the chosen approaches work for clients both during and after the course of therapy, 

but to date most of the studies of different models utilize efficacy research. 

Effects of Different Models 

Replication studies indicate that all therapies appear equally effective in treating 

couples regardless of the specific approach, yet there are a number of mitigating 

circumstances. For example, there is a large relapse effect indicating that upon long-term 

follow-up only 30% to 50% of couples remain improved, compared to the original 75% 

(Gottman, 1998). Also, there seems to be an allegiance effect in couple therapy research 

consistent with the general outcomes of psychotherapy research. When investigators 

assess their own treatments, effects tend to be greater than when the assessment is 

conducted by others (Jacobson & Addis, 1993; Lebow & Gurman, 1995; Shadish, 

Montgomery, Wilson, Wilson, & Bright, 1993). Further, questions concerning fidelity to 

treatments have been raised. It is difficult to compare approaches effectively when the 

overlap between them is so great that their distinct qualities become blurred (Jacobson, 

1991a). Last, early investigations of treatments tend to show greater effects than do 

subsequent investigations. Thus, it is hazardous to form conclusions about a treatment 

based upon the first few investigations (Jacobson & Addis, 1993), and with the exception 

of behavioral and emotion-focused approaches, research with specific models is limited. 

There are a number of different models of couple therapy, but the systems, emotion-

focused, psychodynamic, and behavioral approaches seem to be most utilized. In contrast 

to the dominant models, a social constructionist approach to counseling focuses 

specifically on couples' meanings and consideration for the language, culture, and social 

contexts are integral components of such an approach. 
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The Contributions of a Social Constructionist Approach 

Looking at the current state of couple therapy, it seems that we as professionals 

are missing part of the picture. It is important to take all the research into consideration 

and as Gergen (1998) suggested, learn from what it is telling us, but maybe the focus on 

improving relationship satisfaction is too narrow (Christensen & Heavey, 1999). Perhaps 

the assumption that the goal of couple therapy should be to keep partners together 

obscures what our clients want. Or, maybe that is an appropriate goal, but there are some 

cultural and social issues to consider. Most of the major approaches propose fairly clear 

guidelines for working with couples, but adopting a social constructionist stance offers 

more freedom and flexibility. Reflecting team practices are heavily informed by social 

constructionist theory, and provide an alternative avenue for working with couples in the 

spirit of collaboration and multiple meanings. 

Social Constructionism and Reflecting Team Practices in Couple Therapy 

A social constructionist view offers a workable alternative to the search for truth 

inherent in a modernist perspective. If one accepts that no final, absolute truth exists, 

acceptance of the subjective nature of human existence comes within reach. Life is a 

tapestry of intertwined stories, and couples need to know that their stories are valued and 

accepted as valid constructions of their lives (Boughner, Davis, & Mims, 1998). Reality is 

co-constructed, reflecting language, culture, and social contexts (Johnson & Lebow, 

2000). Therapy from a social constructionist perspective "...is a collaborative 

conversational process, a structured dialogue that engenders new perspectives and new 

possibilities for action" (Friedman, 1996, p. 413). In particular, therapists collaborate with 

couples to discover the strengths within the relationship, their stories, their affective and 
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behavioral patterns, and the power differentials that influence their collective relationships 

(Gottlieb & Gottlieb, 1996). Through collaborative exploration, new stories and meanings 

can be co-created, and more empowering and facilitating narratives can be adopted. The 

reflecting process fits with these ideas, and this kind of session is an opportunity for clients 

to shift from talking participant to listening participant (Cox & L'Amoreaux, 1998). 

Transparency and open dialogue of therapists' intentions is key to the respectful nature of 

this approach. Clients are invited to collaborate with the team and the primary therapist for 

the purpose of co-creating new meanings and conversations. 

While some issues related to personal meanings and individual needs are 

mentioned in the major approaches to couple therapy, adopting a social constructionist 

stance explicitly concentrates on these areas. A social constructionist approach and 

reflecting team practices address issues in couple therapy related to three broad areas: 

(a) meaning and language, (b) power issues, and (c) culture and history. 

Meaning and Language 

In counseling therapists and clients co-construct meanings in conversation, and 

therapy becomes a language-based activity (Friedman, 1996; Johnson & Lebow, 2000). 

Each partner in a relationship develops a unique narrative over time, and the stories 

become interwoven and integrated to form the fabric of their relationship. A therapy that 

respects these unique stories and meanings invites clients to consider future options that 

are not bound to a biological or structural basis. Viewing change as challenging traditional 

perceptions, assumptions, descriptions, and language about a couple's experience expands 

the repertoire of meaning and interpretations available (Gottlieb & Gottlieb, 1996). In 

short, change becomes relational in nature, and determined by the co-creation of new 
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descriptions and behaviors within couple therapy (Gottlieb & Gottlieb, 1996). Reflecting 

teams offer an opportunity to have a conversation for the purpose of generating multiple 

meanings and interpretations. 

Reflecting teams. Reflecting teams offer clients the opportunity to hear a range of 

interpretations in an environment that is respectful and supportive of unique personal 

meanings, and at the same time depend on clients as active participants in the process. 

Therapists and team members approach clients' situations with an attitude of "not 

knowing" and curiosity, rather than from a position of expertise and knowledge 

(Andersen, 1987). The process is client-driven, and client stories and interpretations are 

privileged above therapeutic narratives. With couples in particular, team members can 

address the meanings that both partners express, and can validate each person's position 

(Smith, Jenkins, & Sells, 1995). Furthermore, the team process can mirror effective and 

respectful communication for couples, and demonstrate that there may not be one 

"correct" interpretation. Acknowledging the importance of respecting multiple meanings is 

one way to address some of the power issues in therapy. 

Power Issues 

Instead of ignoring or minimizing the power hierarchy present in the counseling 

relationship, a social constructionist approach directly addresses this imbalance. The idea 

of a neutral therapist is pushed aside in favor of the therapist who is aware of his or her 

biases and their potential effects on the counseling relationship. Therapists' descriptions of 

clients' situations are directly linked to their personal maps. Therapists will see what their 

viewpoint allows them to see, and an objective description is impossible (Fruggeri, 1992). 

To minimize this hierarchy clients are invited to take a more active role in therapy, and the 
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client's story is given primacy over the therapist's interpretation. While the power 

imbalance can never be completely destroyed, it can be mitigated through increased client 

involvement. 

Therapists are also urged to be aware of the ideas or discourses concerning mental 

health that can contribute to hierarchies of privilege and embody oppressive assumptions 

about personality deficits (Gergen, 1990; Hoffman, 1992). For example, gender discourses 

and societal expectations can have a large impact on the couple relationship, and it is 

important to identify and describe these effects. Part of working from a social 

constructionist perspective involves exploring the dominant themes and subplots that 

influence a couple's relationship, and that expand and/or restrict the possibilities for new 

meanings to emerge. Reflecting teams attempt to minimize the power imbalance by 

making therapists' intentions transparent. 

Reflecting teams. In the reflecting team process all contributions are viewed as 

equally valid, and all parties are given an opportunity to collaborate in the process of 

change (Young, Saunders, Prentice, Macri-Risely, Fitch, & Pati-Tasca, 1997). 

Interpretations of clients' stories are discouraged, and team members are instructed to 

focus only on what was seen and heard in the session (Andersen, 1987). The language 

used in reflections is understandable to clients, and therapists generally abandon 

therapeutic jargon (Andersen, 1991). Particularly important for couples is respecting each 

perspective regardless of gender and acknowledging the different voices of both men and 

women as equally valid (Sells et al., 1994). The representation of both genders on the 

team and the demonstration of the possibility for all perspectives to be heard mirrors the 

consideration of multiple perspectives in the absence of a power struggle. 
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Culture and History 

Al l knowledge, including therapeutic knowledge, is developed in a particular time 

and place. Most major approaches to therapy do not openly acknowledge the influence of 

historical and cultural factors in their development, but these influences cannot be 

overlooked. Freud's theory of hysteria is a classic example of a model that was developed 

during a time of sexual repression and patriarchy. Furthermore, clients' stories are also 

products of a cultural and historical context. Social constructionism urges exploration into 

these factors, and realizes that knowledge comes into being as a result of an active, 

cooperative enterprise of persons in relationships (Pare, 1995). 

Reflecting teams. By their very nature of not taking meaning for granted, reflecting 

teams open up exploration of cultural and historical influences in client stories. Again, the 

attitudes of not knowing and curiosity adopted by team members encourage client sharing 

of personal experiences and narratives (Andersen, 1987). White (1999) described the 

process of definitional ceremony and the importance of respecting the diverse cultural and 

historical experiences of clients. Also, team members are invited to situate their reflections 

in their own personal experiences, so as to make the suggestions more accessible and 

understandable for clients. For couples in particular, reflecting teams can acknowledge 

partners' different histories and their impact on the relationship. Miller and Lax (1988) 

found that the reflecting team offers couples a meta-position in relation to individual and 

historical biases, and makes partners aware of these contributions to the relationship. In 

addition, having a team comprised of people with diverse backgrounds will encourage 

exploration of various cultural and historical contributions. Couples can benefit from the 
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multiverse of ideas that such exploration can bring, and the richness that various 

backgrounds endow to the interpretations of their relationships. 

Summary 

Working with couples from a social constructionist perspective opens up 

possibilities that traditional approaches may not consider. Although there has been a 

movement towards less hierarchical, more collaborative relationships in traditional 

therapeutic settings, there still remains an emphasis on the expertise of the professional. A 

social constructionist approach, and in particular reflecting teams, try to recruit 

professionals and clients as team members working together to come up with the most 

empowering interpretations of the situation. While the major models of therapy may 

consider issues of meaning, power, and culture and history, adopting a social 

constructionist orientation appreciates how these experiences are interwoven in the 

narratives of clients' lives. 

Now that the theoretical stage has been set for the current project, the last task in 

this part of the story is to introduce the kind of methodology I have chosen, and how it fits 

within a postmodern position. With that information in mind, chapter five introduces 

discourse analysis and its congruence with a social constructionist position. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Discourse Analysis 

Language is the cornerstone of our existence as social animals. It makes the 

writing of this paper possible, and it also forms the basis for our interactions with one 

another. Although other animals communicate with each other, language is unique to 

human beings and as such, has a much more important role in human life than traditional 

psychology has given it (Burr, 1995). From a postmodern perspective, "language 

produces and constructs our experience of ourselves and each other, and is not the simple 

reflecting mirror belonging to our traditional (western) humanist philosophy" (Burr, 1995, 

p. 44). Discourse analysis is an approach to the study of human beings that focuses on 

how people appear to be constructed by language, and at the same time manipulators of it. 

However, this approach is not always compatible with traditional scientific paradigms. I 

will begin this discussion with a brief history of the postmodern underpinnings of discourse 

analysis. Then a description of the important theoretical considerations of analyzing 

discourse will be offered. Last, the applicability of discourse analysis as an approach to 

research will be addressed. 

The Connection Between Language and Discourse 

At first blush it may seem that language and discourse are the same thing. In fact, 

sometimes the terms are used interchangeably. I will argue however, that language and 

discourse are two interrelated aspects of the process of communication. Language 

provides us with the tools for communicating our messages to others, whereas discourse is 

the medium through which these symbols of language are understood. Or, using an 

analogy of embedded circles, language is the innermost circle that gives us a basic 
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understanding of another person's perspective, whereas discourse is the outermost circle 

that provides us with all the added nuances and meanings that form a rich context for 

communication. 

Language 

According to Potter and Wetherell (1987), language is not just a code for 

communication. It is inseparably involved with the processes of thinking and reasoning, as 

well as being the most basic and pervasive form of interaction between people. When 

people communicate with each other their worlds are co-constructed. The way people 

think, categorize, and conceptualize knowledge provides a framework of meaning for 

them that is unique (Burr, 1995). Consequently, our deliberate use of language can be 

interpreted as a form of action. ".. .Language itself provides us with a way of structuring 

our experience of ourselves and the world, and.. .the concepts we use do not pre-date 

language but are made possible by it" (Burr, 1995, p. 33). People generate meaning 

through language, through the words, signs, gestures, and sounds that we all use to 

communicate with one another. Wittgenstein (1953) summed it up nicely when he reminds 

us that the limits of language correspond with the limits of our worlds. However, as I 

previously mentioned, discourse is integral to understanding the meaning of our language. 

Discourse 

There is no one definition of discourse, but fundamental to understanding the idea 

of discourse is acknowledging that we need to look beyond the words used in language to 

their history and context in order to understand their meaning. As summarized by Hare-

Mustin (1994) discourse is a system of statements, practices, and institutional structures 

that share common values. " A discourse includes both linguistic and nonlinguistic aspects; 
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it is the medium that provides the words and ideas for thought and speech, as well as the 

cultural practices involving related concepts and behaviors" (Hare-Mustin, 1994, p. 19). 

Parker (1992) offered a more tentative definition, stating "...discourse...is a system of 

statements which constructs an object" (p. 5). Finally, Burr (1995) suggested that a 

discourse refers to a set of meanings, metaphors, stories, images, and so forth that 

together produce a particular version of events. 

Many different discourses surround any object, event, person, et cetera, each with 

a different story to tell about the object in question, and a different way of representing it 

to the world. Even though a postmodern perspective appears to encourage multiple 

discourses, not all discourses are created equally. Discourses do not simply describe the 

social world; they categorize it and in effect sustain a certain world view (Hare-Mustin, 

1994). Accordingly, some discourses have a privileged and dominant influence on 

language, thought, and action. These dominant discourses produce, and are produced by, 

social interaction, a particular language community, and the socioeconomic context (Hare-

Mustin, 1994). 

The best way to demonstrate the connection between language and discourse is 

with an example. Let us suppose that we are in conversation with a Ph.D. student. This 

person appears to be quite successful in the academic route, yet seems to be experiencing 

negativity from others for choosing such a career. This negativity does not make sense. 

Why would such a motivated and ambitious person be discouraged from a career choice 

that is obviously satisfying? What if I told you that this student happens to be a married 

woman, relatively young, with no children9 I think the negativity that this person, who 

happens to be me, has experienced will become clearer. My experience is an example of 
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the dominant discourse entrenched in Western society of masculine and feminine 

differences. Women are viewed as caring, nurturing, and oriented to meeting the needs of 

others, whereas men are thought to be independent and achievement oriented (Hare-

Mustin, 1994). My experience as a woman pursuing a Ph.D. has placed me in direct 

opposition to this discourse, and I have felt some repercussions for not conforming to 

those standards that are taken for granted. Researchers with a postmodern/social 

constructionist orientation who are drawn to the study of language as a form of social 

action, analyze the way language is structured into different discourses that together form 

a particular version of events (Neimeyer, 1998). The next step is to describe how those 

researchers would analyze those discourses. 

The Process of Discourse Analysis 

Looking at the history of discourse analysis seems to mirror the multiplicity of 

meanings valued in a postmodern view. Depending upon which authors are consulted, 

different features of a discourse approach to research are highlighted. For example, Potter 

and Wetherell (1987) provided a succinct version complete with descriptions of 

Chomsky's linguistic programme and Harre's notion of social competence, whereas Burr 

(1995) emphasized the work of Saussure and Foucault. I will temper the rest of this 

discussion with the admission that the elements I have chosen to discuss are important to 

my own personal interpretation of discourse analysis, which may differ from someone 

else's version. First, it would be useful to have a working definition of discourse analysis. 

A Working Definition of Discourse Analysis 

Conducting research from a postmodern perspective is a double-edged sword: one 

edge boasts freedom and flexibility, while the other edge hints at ambiguity and confusion. 
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Discourse analysis is not free from this predicament. As I mentioned earlier, different 

researchers have applied the concepts of discourse analysis in different ways, and as such 

there is no concrete recipe for describing discourse analysis. As summarized by Cheek 

(2000), discourse analysis is an interdisciplinary concept drawing on linguistics, cognitive 

psychology, anthropology, and sociology. Parker (1992) cautioned that discourse analysis 

is not a method to be wheeled in and applied to every topic, but rather, "research into 

discourse should be led by the issues and problems that are to be addressed, and where 

possible, by research participants (p. 122). In other words, it is not a free-for-all where 

anything goes. 

The definition that fits best for me is offered by Willig (1999). As she stated, 

language is conceptualized as constitutive of experience, rather than being representational 

or reflective. There is always more than one way to describe something and our choice of 

words to package these perceptions results in particular versions of events, illustrating the 

notion that language constructs reality. Instead of categorizing and measuring variables in 

the pursuit of an overall theory for predicting human behavior, discourse analysis is 

concerned with discovering how language constructs objects, subjects, and experiences. 

However, discourse analysis also involves rigorous methods and principles of systematic 

analysis that are modified according to the approach adopted (Cheek, 2000). As quoted in 

Cheek (2000), Van Dijk (1997) stated: 

An analysis of discourse is a scholarly analysis only when it is based on more or 

less explicit concepts, methods, or theories. Merely making "common-sense" 

comments on a piece of text or talk will seldom suffice in such a case. Indeed, the 



56 

whole point should be to provide insights into structure, strategies or other 

properties of discourse that could not readily be given by naive recipients (p. 42). 

Usually the analyses are confined to speech and writing, eventually focusing 

exclusively on the writing, whether it be transcribed interviews or written accounts such as 

newspaper articles (Parker, 1999). Texts then, such as books, articles, observations, or 

drawings, are embedded within discursive frameworks that are constructed by particular 

discourses, and in turn reciprocally construct understandings consistent with those 

frameworks (Cheek, 2000). In discourse analysis texts are an example of the data itself, 

and analyses of these texts are critical and reflexive. Furthermore, the texts are situated in 

their social, political, and historical context with the purpose of uncovering the unspoken 

and unstated assumptions implicit within them, that have shaped the very form of the text 

in the first place (Cheek, 2000). 

When I started the daunting task of trying to pull together the foundations of 

discourse analysis, I realized that two things are happening: (a) I am learning from the 

material that I am trying to formulate into a coherent understanding, and (b) my final 

interpretation in the form of this discussion will be different in some way from the original 

material. These two processes are inherent in any qualitative research endeavor, and mine 

is no exception. In my reading of the different approaches to discourse analysis I could not 

find any concrete steps, but I have identified four ideas that I perceive as being important 

to consider regardless of the approach adopted. 

Four Concepts Important to Discourse Analysis 

There seem to be two main approaches to the study of discourse: (a) conceptions 

of discourse as related to issues of identity, selfhood, personal and social change, and 
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power relations (Burr, 1995; Parker, 1992), and (b) a line of inquiry focused upon the 

performative qualities of discourse, or what people are doing with their talking and writing 

(Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1987). There is also a third type of 

discourse analysis directed at a systematic account of the organization of conversational 

exchange (Potter & Wetherell, 1994). I picture this kind of process as a linguistic method 

of textual analysis whereby pauses, the frequency of particular words, and so forth are 

concentrated on. This approach is less relevant to my conception of discourse analysis 

because of its focus on the mechanics of conversation, rather than the meaning. Fairclough 

(1992) made a further distinction between critical and non-critical approaches to 

discourse. Critical approaches differ from non-critical approaches in not just describing 

discursive practices, but also demonstrating the constructive effects of discourses, and 

how these are shaped by power relations in society. Consideration of power relations in 

discourse is inevitable, and therefore all analyses are critical in some fashion. The four 

main ideas that I view as important to all these differing conceptions are: (a) structuralism 

and poststructuralism, (b) reflexivity, (c) the performative nature of language, and 

(d) issues of power. 

Structuralism and Poststructuralism 

Structuralism. Before I can adequately describe poststructuralism, I first need to 

touch upon structuralism. At the heart of structuralism is the idea that the structure of 

language determines the lines upon which we divide up our experience (Burr, 1995). For 

the purpose of discourse analysis, the work of Saussure (1974) is critical. Basic to his 

work is a distinction between a concept, for example, student (frazzled-looking person 

with lots of books in her arms), and the speech sound, "student". Saussure called the 
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concept the signified, the speech sound the signifier, and the combination of the two the 

linguistic sign (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). The important point is that there is no natural 

relation between the signifier and the signified, so the link between them is arbitrary. In 

other words: 

Language does not reflect a pre-existing social reality, but constitutes, brings a 

framework to, that reality for us. It is the structure of language, the system of 

signifiers and signifieds and their meanings as constituted in the differences 

between them, which carves up our conceptual space for us (Burr, 1995, p. 38). 

Saussure (1974) also believed that once a signifier becomes associated with a 

signified, the relationship between the two is fixed. This is the point of departure for 

structuralism and poststructuralism. A poststructuralist orientation acknowledges 

Saussure's contribution of the arbitrary nature between signifiers and signifieds, but 

disagrees that this relationship is fixed. The meanings carried by language are always open 

to question, always contestable, and always temporary (Burr, 1995). A good example of 

this arbitrary relationship is the word "gay". In the past it was taken to mean joyful and 

happy, but today it also has a homosexual meaning. Or to demonstrate the cultural 

context, the word "fag" has derogatory homosexual meaning in some Western cultures 

(like Canada), but in England it is another word for cigarette. The importance for us is that 

poststructuralism opens up the possibility for alternative constructions of the self and other 

events in the world at any given time. 

Poststructuralism. The similarities between poststructuralism and postmodernism 

are apparent, and the terms are often used interchangeably. Briefly, poststructuralism is a 

rejection of the notion of hidden structures or rules as the deeper reality, or truth, 
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underlying the surface features of the world (structuralism). Any word has available to it a 

vast array of descriptions dependent upon time, context, person, et cetera. The 

contribution that this anti-humanist and anti-essentialist approach adds to the discussion is 

its insistence upon the nature of language as constantly changing and varied (Burr, 1995). 

In other words, language is not transparent and we need to beware of the assumption that 

language is a pure, clear medium for our thoughts. As language-users, we play an active 

part in how our observations are constructed and accounted for. 

Reflexivity 

Approaching research from a postmodern perspective acknowledges the 

constructive role of the observer in any process of observation, description, or knowledge. 

It becomes impossible to separate the researcher from the researched. According to 

Fruggeri(1992): 

The acknowledgement of the constructive function individuals have in their 

relationships with the world constitutes the foundation for unbinding scientific 

discourse from mechanistic elements as well as from the use of timeless logical and 

mathematical metaphors (p. 41). 

Research becomes more than just a matter of representing or reporting the world, it 

becomes a matter of creating it through a representation (Usher, 1996). Therefore, 

participants' own accounts of their experiences must necessarily be privileged over that of 

the researchers' interpretations. Furthermore, the researchers' own part in the activity 

needs to be acknowledged (Burr, 1995). Rather than viewing this issue of reflexivity as a 

problem, in the framework of postmodernism it is seen as a resource (Usher, 1996). 
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Three kinds of reflexivity. Research from a postmodern perspective can never be 

value free, and this skepticism signals a recognition that reflexivity is always present in the 

endeavor of inquiry. Space is opened up for researchers to be totally up front about their 

work and their personal stakes in it, and Parker (1992) suggested asking questions such 

as: "Why was this said and not that? Why these words and how do they fit with different 

ways of talking about the world?" Usher (1996) urged researchers to consider three kinds 

of reflexivity. The first is personal reflexivity referring to the researcher's own identity, 

interests, and values. The second type involves the identity of the research, or what exactly 

is occurring in the process. "What is involved.. .is a continuous, critical examination of the 

practice/process of research to reveal its assumptions, values and biases (Usher, 1996, p. 

37). Third is a disciplinary reflexivity involving recognizing that because research is itself 

located within a particular community, it too carries with it a theory or epistemology 

about truth and knowledge and their relationship to "reality" (Usher, 1996). In the case of 

discourse analysis, the epistemology underlying it, namely social constructionism, must 

itself be recognized as a social construction (Burr, 1995). Discourse analysis is not just 

simply describing the content of texts. It involves critical and reflexive analysis moving 

beyond the level of common sense, or what is immediately apparent (Cheek, 2000). Part 

of being critical and reflexive is acknowledging the performative nature of language. 

The Performative Nature of Language 

A large part of our activities are performed through language, and talking and 

writing are mediums for action (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). In general, conversation is 

oriented to many different functions, and a person's account will vary according to the 

purpose of the conversation. In other words, ".. .people are using their language to 
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construct versions of the social world" (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 33). People are 

simultaneously constructed by discourse, and at the same time using it for their own ends. 

The notion of people as purposeful discourse-users fits with Gergen's (1989) idea of 

warranting voice. We all want our version of events to prevail against competing versions, 

and achieving that "voice" depends upon how skillful we are at presenting ourselves in 

different ways according to different demands of the moment (Burr, 1995). Language 

becomes the tool through which people achieve their goals. 

Both Edwards and Potter (1992) and Potter and Wetherell (1987) put forth the 

view of the person as an agent, choosing and implementing forms of representation 

appropriate to his or her goals. So even though we all draw upon the same tool-bag of 

language for constructing our own accounts, principles of discourse analysis suggest that 

any conversational or textual formulation will be variable in nature, because it is designed 

to fit a particular occasion. As has been stated earlier, language is not a neutral system for 

conveying information, and analyses of discourse need to account for these variations. 

Related to the variable nature of representations is the notion of deconstruction. 

Deconstruction. The term deconstruction represents a range of approaches that 

search out and illuminate the internal contradictions in language, and in effect show how 

particular images of people and their actions are presented (Burr, 1995; Cheek, 2000). In 

general there are three types of deconstruction of texts. First, revealing contradictions 

(associated with the work of Derrida) involves looking at texts in a particular area to 

reveal how they contain internal contradictions, and making those repressed meanings 

clear for the reader. Second, the archeology of knowledge (associated with the work of 

Foucault) concerns itself with tracing the development of present ways of knowing with 
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the purpose of showing how current "truths" are constructed and maintained. Third, the 

analysis of discourses involves examining prevailing discourses and revealing their identity 

and power implications, for example, discourses of gender, sexuality, disability, and so on 

(Burr, 1995). The process of deconstruction implies that there is more to our current ways 

of knowing and discourses than meets the eye. 

This discussion is a good example of my own intentionally performative use of 

language. I am trying to convince you that discourse analysis is an exciting research 

endeavor. Instead of discussing how reflexivity can cause problems like not wanting to 

admit personal biases, I have portrayed it as an insightful resource. Also, I have not 

mentioned the hours and hours of transcription involved, instead skipping over that 

mundane aspect to the much more intriguing notion of discovering how people construct 

their realities. Someone less enamoured with the process of discourse analysis would 

describe it quite differently from my account, and those variations would perhaps serve the 

purpose of highlighting the strengths of a different approach. I have chosen to use certain 

aspects of language to portray the benefits of discourse analysis, and if you were to 

deconstruct my account, the influence of postmodern thought would be apparent. I have 

also chosen to position or represent myself in a particular way, and inherent in any 

representation are issues of power. 

Issues of Power 

Inextricably linked with the notion of positioning ourselves in discourse are issues 

of power. ". ..Representations of people can serve to support power inequalities between 

them, while passing off such inequalities as fair or somehow natural" (Burr, 1995, p. 62). 

To understand these power inequalities in society we need to examine how discursive 
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practices create and uphold certain forms of social life. Prevailing discourses cannot be 

properly redefined without challenging existing institutions and social organizations 

(Neimeyer, 1998). I mentioned earlier that not all discourses are of equal importance. 

Meaning-making and control over language are important resources held by those in 

power, and "correct" representations are shaped by the dominant and specific historical, 

cultural, and political practices that constitute them (Hare-Mustin, 1994). Important to the 

issue of power in discourse is the work of Foucault. 

Foucault's work has greatly influenced social scientists and has been consistently 

associated with postmodern perspectives (Fairclough, 1992). He challenged the notion 

that knowledge is objective and value-free, inevitably progressive, and universal. Instead 

Foucault (1995) argued that knowledge is bound to power. Furthermore, words and 

phrases have meanings that are organized into systems and institutions, namely discursive 

practices, that position us in relation to power (Parker, 1999). For Foucault power is an 

effect of discourse, and knowledge is a power over others, a power to define others. 

Power and resistance are two sides of the same coin, and "the power implicit in one 

discourse is only apparent from the resistance implicit in another" (Burr, 1995, p. 64). 

Power is essential to understanding subjectivity and the co-creation of meaning, because 

the personal-social histories from which this knowledge emerges are always molded and 

shaped by power relationships. Power appears in and operates through discourse, and 

discourse analysis can be used to usefully map its contours and processes (Cromby & 

Nightingale, 1999). The quote in Fairclough (1992) by Foucault is appropriate: 

Has not the practice of revolutionary discourse and scientific discourse over the 

past two hundred years freed you from this idea that words are wind, an external 
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whisper, a beating of wings that one has difficulty in hearing in the serious matter 

of history? (p. 37). 

Regardless of the approach adopted in analyzing discourse, the four theoretical 

dimensions of poststructuralism, reflexivity, the intentionality of language, and issues of 

power must always be considered. The next step is to describe how to carry out a study 

involving discourse analysis. Again, there is no set "recipe" for discourse analysis, but 

some authors have recommended certain key features. 

Key Features of Discourse Analysis 

I as a researcher have decided that the process of discourse analysis fits with my 

goals for the particular research I am conducting. The issues I wish to explore are 

compatible with a postmodern perspective, and amenable to discursive investigation. What 

is the next step and how do I actually perform discourse analysis? Both Parker (1992) and 

Potter & Wetherell (1987) suggested some guidelines for conducting an analysis of 

discourse. The most well-known and detailed stages of discourse analysis are the 10 steps 

suggested by Potter and Wetherell. Nevertheless, the four stages outlined by Parker are 

clearly defined and incorporate the 10 stages mentioned above. Parker's (1992) four 

stages will be described in turn, with reference to Potter and Wetherell's (1987) work. 

Stage 1: Introduction 

According to Parker (1992) the introduction involves positioning the study with 

respect to its relationship to other works on the substantive area. A literature search is 

necessary, and features studies with various approaches to research. The types of texts to 

be analyzed and the types of questions driving the research are discussed, which fits well 

with Potter & Wetherell's (1987) first stage of clearly elucidating research questions. 
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Stage 2: Methodology 

Parker's second stage deals with the specific texts to be analyzed. An important 

consideration to be discussed is why these texts are chosen over other texts as the focus of 

study. Information should be given concerning how texts are to be obtained, and a 

research plan needs to be outlined. This stage is complementary to Potter & Wetherell's 

stages of sample selection, collection of documents, and interviews. 

Stage 3: Analyses 

Parker suggested coding the data under different discourse headings, but does not 

give specific guidelines. Of particular interest to the analysis is the absence of possible 

discursive frames, or ways of thinking and speaking about the reality in question, that are 

not present. There are no set ways of doing analysis, and it is inevitable that a degree of 

history and experience must be employed (Edwards & Potter, 1994; Parker, 1992; Potter 

& Wetherell, 1987). Edwards and Potter (1994) agreed that intuition is part of data 

analysis, but that the researcher becomes more skilled at analyzing the data over time. 

Potter and Wetherell's stages of transcription, coding, and analysis are compatible with 

this step. 

Stage 4: Discussion 

In this stage Parker encouraged researchers to link their analyses to other material 

in the area, in order to highlight points for discussion. Issues of reflexivity are important 

here, particularly the position of the researcher. Potter & Wetherell emphasized this step 

more fully. Their topics of validation, writing the report, and application cover these ideas 

in more detail. In particular, four main techniques of validating this particular research are 

suggested: (a) coherence, which demonstrates how the discourse fits together, and how 
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discursive structure produces effects and functions; (b) participants' orientation, or what 

they see as consistent and different; (c) new problems, which by their existence provide 

further confirmation that linguistic resources are being used as hypothesized; and (d) 

fruitfulness, or the scope of an analytic scheme to make sense of new kinds of discourse 

and to generate novel explanations. Ideas for writing the report in a manner that makes the 

researcher's interpretations clear to readers are presented in stage 9. Potter and Wetherell 

concluded stage 10 by stressing that researchers need to think beyond the report, to the 

applicability and practical use of their work. 

Summary 

Discourse analysis is an approach to research that is complementary with viewing 

the world from a postmodern perspective. Research utilizing these methods uncovers 

discursive positions, and identifies alternative ways of viewing the situation, person, 

object, et cetera. Some researchers argue that the very act of making these meanings 

transparent is a form of intervention in and of itself. Willig (1999) however, suggested that 

more concrete steps need to be taken with the knowledge acquired through discourse 

analysis, and that most research fails to go beyond the identification process. Regardless of 

the extent of intervention, the knowledge co-created amongst researchers and participants 

is priceless, and all the contributors to that process cannot help but be changed by the 

experience. 

Conclusion 

Utilizing a postmodern perspective in approaching research offers the researcher 

possibilities not present from a traditional perspective. Multiple views and interpretations 

are encouraged, and discourse analysis offers one way to discover some of these views. In 
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particular, how people construct their experiences and make sense of their worlds against 

the larger backdrop of history and culture can be explored. However, an investigation of 

discourse is not just based on common sense. Explicit concepts, theories, or methods need 

to be in place in order for the analysis to be scholarly. Along with explicit theories and 

concepts, the importance of participants' voices and their impact on the research needs to 

be recognized. 

Giving voice to the experiences of the participants is of major importance. There 

exists a reciprocity between the process of research and the participants involved, each 

one impacting and changing the other. Research, and in this case discourse analysis, is not 

viewed as an endeavor whereby the persons conducting the investigations remain 

uninvolved. Rather, the researcher is a primary component of the research, and hopefully 

learns and grows as a result of the process. The journey of discourse analysis offers 

flexibility, frustration, hard work, collaboration, reflexivity, learning, discovery, ambiguity, 

and probably a whole host of other experiences I have not thought of, but will encounter 

along the way. Now it's time to embark on the second part of this journey, the current 

project. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Approach 

Purpose of the Project 

The purpose of this study was to take a different approach to researching 

outcomes in couple therapy. Rather than measuring successful treatment in terms of 

couples staying together, a closer look at the process of reflecting team work with couples 

was the focus. In line with postmodern philosophy, the multiple narratives available to 

couples in a reflecting team format and their impact set the stage for the current project. In 

accordance with standards acceptable to the supervisory committee, a minimum of three 

couples participated in the study. The discourses they addressed and the manner in which 

they spoke about these discourses were explored to discover their impact on the kinds of 

reflections offered by the team. The knowledge acquired from the study will be used to: 

1) enhance reflecting team practice with couples, 2) inform practitioners about some 

possible improvements in working with clients, and 3) complement existing research by 

exploring couple therapy from the perspective of the clients. 

Three couples were asked to participate in one session each using a reflecting 

team. The ideas of multiple realities, performative uses of language, and contextuality 

guided interviews conducted with both the couples and the team. Compatible with social 

constructionist ideas, meaning is co-constructed through language and conversation. 

Therefore, during the process of the research project, meaning was continually unfolding 

and changing, with all the parties contributing to that evolution. Input from couples was 

also be solicited during the analysis of the data in order to ensure that the interpretations 
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were accurate. The project was an invitation for all the participants to explore the multiple 

narratives that make couple therapy with a reflecting team meaningful. 

Sample Selection 

With the cooperation of the co-directors of the Eastside Family Centre, an 

information letter (Appendix A) was distributed to therapists describing the study and 

inviting those who were interested to contact the primary researcher. The participants of 

the study were three couples and their primary therapists currently involved in counseling 

at the clinic. Participation in the study was on a voluntary basis, and couples that had at 

least two sessions were given preference, following suggestions made by Sells et al. 

(1994). Therapists interested in participating in the project were requested to discuss the 

study with their clients and provide them with information (Appendix B) concerning 

reflecting team process. Providing that the clients were interested in participating in the 

project, the primary researcher met with the therapist and the couple. The consent forms 

were signed at that time (Appendix C). No particular demographic factors were being 

considered as variables due to the voluntary nature of the project. 

The Reflecting Team 

Therapists comprising the reflecting team to be used throughout the study were 

chosen by me. Professionals in the field and/or graduate students having a strong interest 

in post-modern philosophy and reflecting team practice were considered. Four therapists 

were chosen and informed about the project and its purpose. If the candidates were 

interested in participating in the study, they were requested to sign consent forms at that 

time. Once the team had been chosen, discussion concerning the guidelines for practice 

was implemented. A mini-workshop introducing Andersen's (1987) guidelines for practice 
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was conducted with the team for the purpose of developing a standard and respectful 

approach to the reflecting process. A complete description of the guidelines suggested by 

Andersen (1987) are outlined in chapter three, pages 37 to 40. 

Procedures 

Specific appointment times for each session were arranged at the convenience of 

the co-researchers and the reflecting team. Data was collected in the following ways: 

1) Pre-session data: the researcher prior to the session interviewed the 

couples, and the interview was taped. This interview might have been 

brief, but it provided important information concerning the couples' 

expectations from therapy and from the reflecting process. Also, any 

reservations concerning the process were addressed at that time. 

2) The primary clinician gave the team a brief summary of the clients' 

situation, in the presence of the couple. The purpose was to give the 

team an understanding of the context for the presenting issues, and to 

give the couple the opportunity to amend, contradict, or add to the 

information, and to also meet the team. 

3) In-session data: the first part of the session was conducted in front of a 

one-way mirror, with the team and the researcher observing from 

behind the mirror. The second part of the session observed the reverse, 

with the team sharing their reflections of what they noticed about the 

couple. The last part of the session involved the couple debriefing with 

the primary therapist in front of the mirror. All parts of the session were 

videotaped. 
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4) Post-session data: the couple was interviewed concerning their 

experience of the reflecting team practice. The interview involved 

discussing relevant moments and themes. This interview occurred two 

to three weeks after the team session. 

5) The reflecting team participated in a post-session debriefing to discuss 

what they noticed to be significant in the experience. The debriefing 

was taped. 

6) Prior to writing the final reflections from the project a meeting was 

scheduled with each couple and their therapist to generate feedback 

concerning the findings-in-progress, if they chose to be involved. This 

process encouraged any changes or additions to the interpretations if 

appropriate. 

Data Analysis 

All of the interviews were videotaped or audiotaped. The principal researcher 

reviewed the tapes, and transcribed all the conversations. Keeping in mind guidelines 

suggested by Parker (1999) themes of power, relationship dynamics, and gender 

discourses provided a frame of reference. In particular, couple's development of these 

themes through their conversations during the session became the primary focus as the 

project progressed. The researcher's supervisor at this stage Dr. Pare, was also consulted 

throughout the process to collaborate on identifying relevant themes, as were members of 

the reflecting team. 

To identify the themes I utilized a combination of personal and process reflexivity 

(Cheek, 2000). In particular, I took care to be very transparent about my intentions for the 
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journal about my thoughts and impressions. Finally, I focused the analysis on the 

conversations that occurred during the session and the nature of the discourses of the 

couples and the team. The identification of relevant themes took the following steps: 

1) I read through the entire transcript of one session, making notes about 

the main ideas I was noticing. In general, each session generated 10 to 

15 main ideas 

2) Within those main ideas, I searched for common threads that linked 

them into themes 

3) I requested the assistance of my team to also look over the session 

transcripts and identify themes 

4) The team member(s) and I had a conversation about the themes that we 

were noticing, and what it was about those ideas that stood out We also 

discussed how our personal experiences of the session and therapy 

impacted the types of themes we were identifying as meaningful 

5) I reexamined the transcripts with a different perspective, and decided on 

the themes that I found to be important 

6) I linked those themes to the themes that the reflecting team introduced 

to the couples, and identified exemplars for each one 

Once the initial interpretations were formulated, the couples were invited to 

consult about their impressions of the reflections, and any changes to the interpretations 

were made at that time. Only one couple chose to be involved in this opportunity, and 

their feedback was incorporated into the analysis. 



Compliance with Ethical Standards 

a. Access to participants 

As previously discussed, potential participants were identified by therapists 

working with couples at the Eastside Family Centre. The primary therapists were 

approached first, and they in turn provided the couples with information 

concerning the study. If the couples were interested in participating, the primary 

researcher then met with each couple directly to discuss the project. The only 

criterion guiding participant selection was that the couple must have had a 

minimum of two sessions with the primary therapist. 

b. Informed consent 

All participants were asked to complete a consent form prior to the beginning of 

the project. The participants were given a detailed description of the purpose for 

the study, the nature of their involvement, and any possible risks they may 

encounter. Also, they were made aware that they could choose to withdraw from 

the project at any time without penalty. Further, once the project was completed 

the participants had the opportunity to debrief with the primary researcher and/or 

her supervisor if appropriate. 

In addition, all participants were asked to sign video and audio taping consent 

forms, with the understanding that the tapes may also be shared with the primary 

researcher's supervisor, Dr. Pare. 

c. Confidentiality 

Telling the stories of people's lives and what they find meaningful poses a 

challenge to the issue of confidentiality. To respect the participants' rights, any 
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names used in the project were pseudonyms. Also, the participants were consulted 

at the end of all interviews to determine if there was anything they would prefer to 

keep confidential. Last, participants were consulted prior to the completion of the 

project concerning the interpretations of the data. Any changes or additions that 

were appropriate were made at that time, 

d. Use of information and disposal of records 

The information gained from this project was used to complete the dissertation 

requirement for the Ph.D. degree. Also, the information may be used in future 

publications for the purpose of informing professionals practicing in the field. 

In terms of the video and audiotapes, the tapes were erased once the transcripts 

had been made. The principle researcher and her supervisor Dr. Pare reviewed the 

transcripts. They will be stored in a locked filing cabinet at the University of 

Calgary for a period of no longer than two years. After that time, the records will 

be shredded. 
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INTRODUCTION TO CHAPTERS 7, 8, AND 9 

Looking at the Discourse 

There are many ways to tackle discourse analysis and rather than looking at the 

microanalysis of a piece of text I will focus on the construction of meaning through 

language, similar to Gillies' work (1999). Therefore, the text I present will not include any 

of the pauses or structures that one might find in conversation analysis. Instead I will be 

deconstructing a particular piece in terms of the kinds of discourses that are spoken about. 

In particular, I am wondering what it is about some couples and their interactions with the 

team that facilitates the possibility for more openness to the reflection process than other 

couples. My hypothesis is that the kinds of themes or discourses that the couple introduces 

and speaks about influence the kinds of reflections offered during the process, and can 

potentially change the role of the team. As mentioned in the previous chapter the co-

researchers all embrace a post-modern approach to working with clients, and I think their 

reflections really highlight such a perspective. In the following chapters I will explore each 

couple's experience in three ways: (a) looking at the kinds of discourses shared by the 

couple during the session, (b) exploring the reflections that fit with the couple's 

discourses, and (c) comparing the ideas put forth by the team with what the couples might 

incorporate into their stories. These three aspects will be investigated against the backdrop 

of the performative nature of language, as well as the issues of power, meaning, culture 

and history when appropriate. 

Of importance to note is that only three couples participated in this project, 

meeting the minimum number of participants deemed acceptable by my supervisory 

committee. As such, the nature of my analysis is exploratory and designed to raise 
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questions or thoughts. Furthermore, I found it necessary to act as the primary therapist for 

two of the couples. Originally I had hoped to remain a little bit distanced from that part of 

the project, but it was difficult to find therapists willing to participate. One of the ways 

that I dealt with my concerns about how my biases might affect the process was by 

journaling about my impressions and talking with the team regarding their thoughts. 

Through our conversations the team and I addressed any concerns we had, and if 

anything, I think I was more cautious about how I approached the sessions than I normally 

would have been. However, if particular issues arise throughout the analysis and 

discussion I will address them at that time. I am approaching these conversations from the 

standpoint of a therapist versed in the theories and research of couple therapy, and will 

ground some of the discussion within that frame. I am also looking at this project with a 

vested interest as a clinician who participates in reflecting teams, with the motive of 

learning more about how the process works. At the conclusion of this journey I am left 

with some ideas and hypotheses of my own, which I will talk about in the last chapter. All 

the names of the clients have been changed in the interest of privacy, and initials are used 

to denote speakers. Please note in the case of Tracy and myself, "T" will represent me 

and Tracy will be represented by "TR". 
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CHAPTER 7 

Rob and Sue 

I remember during my first meeting with Sue and Rob that I was struck by their 

insight about the kinds of problems they are dealing with in their relationship. They have 

been married for seven years, with two daughters ages six and three. Both partners are in 

their late twenties, and they were married very early in their lives. It is almost like they are 

growing up together, and forming their pictures of who they should be with each other. 

Rob pursues a career outside the home, while Sue is the primary care giver for the 

children. Their life together seems very happy on the surface but both Rob and Sue felt 

that something was missing. The couple separated on two occasions, each time deciding 

to reunite and make the family a priority. When I started working with them they identified 

communication as the main issue, but it later became evident that more lay beneath the 

surface. My impression of this couple is that adhering to the prominent discourses of 

gender and appropriate roles plays a very large part in their lives i.e.: Sue classifies herself 

as the emotional partner, whereas Rob is responsible for providing for the family. 

However, they are starting to look past their comfort zones into discourses thought to be 

appropriate for the opposite gender, such as Rob's expression of emotion. As I look a 

little bit deeper into the conversation I think that this couple's commitment to discourses 

such as the gender dichotomy changes the team's role from one of inviting the co-creation 

of new stories, to one of starting to introduce the possibility of considering multiple 

meanings and ideas. 
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The Reflecting Team Session 

The team seems to pick up on these dynamics during the session, and their 

reflections mirror those insights and invite the couple to ponder the idea of thinking about 

some new discourses for themselves. Overall, there seem to be three main themes the team 

addresses in their reflections: (a) Sue and Rob's focus on negative times in their 

relationship, (b) prescriptions of gender and social discourses and their impact on the 

relationship, and (c) the search for compromise. Excerpts from the session that 

demonstrate these themes will be analyzed in light of relevant research including the work 

of Foucault (1999) and Schnarch (1997). The kinds of reflections offered by the team in 

response to each theme will then be deconstructed. 

Focus on the Negative 

At the start of the session one of the things that Sue and Rob identify is the 

negativity in their relationship. This is a common way for our sessions to start, and the 

team session is no exception. Rob and Sue appear to have a lot of strengths in their 

marriage but they typically focus on the things they do not like, and it is quite common for 

most people to forget the good things in favor of the bad: 

T: How's it been for you the last week since I've seen you 7 

S: Oh, no, this has been the worst week we've had in a long time. ..we just fell 
apart totally. Well, two, two days of big fighting. In between there was 
some tension but we really didn't fight during it. I would say the only really 
good time I think would have to be Tuesday when we went trick or 
treating with the girls. 

From Sue's perspective, she states that out of seven days there were two days of 

fighting. However, even though that leaves five possibly good days, she classifies the week 

as being the worst in a long time: "...we just fell apart totally..." She seems to be 
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interpreting the situation from an all or nothing perspective, and Rob mirrors Sue's 

description: 

R: And we had a big blow out and we both pretty much resorted back to our 
old tactics, the way it was before and it turned into a big blow up. We 
managed to resolve it. 

The difference from his perspective is that although there was a blow up, they were able to 

handle it; Rob's description is less of an all or nothing kind of situation than Sue's, and 

leaves more room for different interpretations. Also, he states that they resorted back to 

their old tactics, intimating that they have learned new, and perhaps better ways of coping. 

The couple goes on to describe their opinions a little bit more with some examples of 

times when the negatives have won out over the positives: 

S: .. .But yeah, I look at those and I think we can have a good time, you 
know, and it's just, but then the problem will come up and it's like - then 
all of a sudden when you're in a bad day, you're just thinking, it's never, 
we never have good days and we never have any of this.. .It's like when 
you're having an argument you think: every single day sucks. We never 
have any fun in this marriage. And then 1, when you're happy you think, 
yeah, we did this, we did this, we did this, and we're having a great time 
together, and one bad day and it's like, whoa! It's like, we never get along, 
we never have any fun, we never like each other. 

R: Well, we really emphasize the bad days. Like, we could have a really good 
week, and one day could be really bad, and it's like the whole week was 
terrible. We seem to really miss.. .where it was good. 

S: Yeah, we don't remember the good stuff. It's all negative. It turns the 
whole week sucks. 

R: I think if we hadn't had any of the previous counseling sessions with you 
we have had, I don't think we'd be doing as well as we are right now. I 
think it's helped a lot. I feel it has for me. 

S: And like it has been getting better, but I think when we fall into 
like... Sunday and yesterday we just fell right back into old patterns. And it 
was just like... And then we forget about how well we've been doing ahead 
of time. 
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You're going to have setbacks, and you have to realize that it takes a lot of 
effort and a lot of work to get back. And I think sometimes it's like we 
expect because we've come here that everything's going to be just perfect. 
And that if we have a bad day what we have to say is: you know what, the 
day's over it's done with, it's time to go to the next one. Instead of saying: 
well that's it, counseling isn't working, life sucks, let's just leave. But it's 
so much easier to just.. .you know. You do, you want everything to be a 
quick fix, you want it to be perfect the next day. 

From this text Rob and Sue's choice to focus on certain aspects of their 

relationship is apparent, as is an opening for some other ways to look at their setbacks. 

Making room for the possibility of introducing multiple perspectives fits with a social 

constructionist position of the performative nature of language, and individuals as 

discourse users (Burr, 1995). Such a position implies that the discourse user has the 

freedom to choose how he or she will interpret the situation, and react accordingly. For 

example, Rob states: "We had a big blow out and we both pretty much resorted back to 

our old tactics". Similarly, Sue emphasizes: "We have plenty of good days, we just never 

look at them". Also, Sue talks about the realization that things won't go perfectly all the 

time and that counseling will take work, which helps to put their struggles into context; 

Rob credits the work they have done in counseling as helping them to make some changes. 

All these statements hint at the possibility for them to choose different tactics or to look at 

the good days, and gives the team some opportunities for introducing these kinds of ideas. 

The Team Process 

For this theme the team offers reflections that summarize the change that happens 

during the session. In particular, the session begins with Rob and Sue recounting the 

disappointing events of the past week, but they are able to turn the flow of conversation 

toward a more positive tone: 



81 

C: One of the things I noticed just at the end, and it was interesting 'cause 
they were talking about almost the story of, of part of their relationship that 
uhm, that they noticed, that it was easier in the past to notice the difficult 
stuff, to notice the bad stuff. And in fact they came in to the session and it 
started out on that note. Focusing on how bad things had been this week. 
And there was a transformation throughout the session to which they each 
started noticing the strengths in each other's patterns, and the way that 
they were breaking out of them, and how they could learn from each other. 
And I just wondered how that will carry on into, into their everyday life, 
and how they will continue to cue each other into noticing those good 
things about what they have together and the changes they were making. 

S: Yeah, well I think that really stood out for me too. Uhm, in that they both 
spoke very strongly and openly about how... even though they may have 
had five or six really good days together, uhm, with the family, the one bad 
day seems to erase all that and there's an over focus on the one bad day 
versus all the other things that have gone well. And I'm just kinda 
wondering what difference it would make to this couple...if they were 
celebrating and looking more at the things that they do well, and the things 
that really go well for them in the family. 

One thing I sometimes think about in change, like on this diagram, a lot of 
people will look upon change as it's going straight up like that. But in fact 
it goes more like - you know, there's peaks and valleys. I know sometimes 
when I'm working with people, they tell me when they do have a blow up 
or set back, it feels like they're right back to the beginning again, rather 
than just a valley, you know? Where you have gained some ground, you're 
never going back to where you started from, right? Although sometimes it 
feels like you're right back at the start, it's important to look at the ground 
that you have. 

C: So I wonder how they'll develop some ways of reminding each other of the 
ground that they have gained, and that would be really important to look 
at. 

From these passages the focus on Sue and Rob's ability to change their 

perspectives is evident. Carolyn describes it as focusing on the bad stuff, and Simon talks 

about the bad day erasing all the good ones before it. Furthermore, continuing along on 

this thread of freedom to choose, both team members invite the couple to look at the 

positives: "And I just wondered.. .how they will continue to cue each other into noticing 

the good things"; "I'm wondering what kind of difference it would make... if they were 
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celebrating and looking more at the things they do well"; "Although sometimes it feels like 

you're right back at the start, it's important to look at the ground that you have". The 

language of these thoughts is very tentative and respectful of the acknowledgment that 

looking at the good things is new to this couple. Phrasing the reflections in this manner fits 

with what Andersen (1992) talked about as a difference that makes a difference; teams 

need to offer ideas and thoughts in ways that are congruent with where the couple is at 

during the session. 

Similar to Burr's (1995) conception of language as a form of action i.e.: the way 

you speak about something will influence your behavior toward the event/person/thing, 

these reflections invite Rob and Sue to contemplate looking at and talking about the 

situation from a different angle than their current one, and to build on their recognition 

that there are good days. Also, incidents that could be viewed as signals of as the way 

things are or something that must be accepted, are put forth as opportunities to celebrate 

the positive days fitting with the idea that people's perceptions are mediated through 

language (Fruggeri, 1992). Another theme that this couple talks about that might invite 

space for choice is their acknowledgement about how discourses of gender play out in 

their relationship. 

Prescriptions of Gender 

The awareness that Sue and Rob show concerning societal values and ideas is 

remarkable. Previous sessions had not touched upon these discourses to any great extent, 

but this conversation points out many ways that they feel caught up in prominent beliefs. 

One factor that might have made a difference is the kind of questions that I asked which 

focused on exploring each person's world-view, consistent with a social constructionist 
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approach. However, this session is not drastically different from our other sessions. The 

difference seems to be in the way that Rob and Sue decide to expand upon their responses. 

What I really notice is the manner in which the discourse of male gender seems to 

restrict this couple, especially Rob. He speaks quite eloquently about his struggles with 

emotion and feelings and a good portion of the session focuses on these topics. In 

particular, when they are recounting the events of their blow up Rob talks about realizing 

that emotion is a very important part of the marriage: 

R: And then last night - or yesterday we had another big blow up and it was 
actually a pretty bad one.. I could feel how she was feeling. Like I knew -
I knew why she was feeling like she was. And after lots of thought, I gave 
it a lot of thought to about what I really wanted out of life, you know. But 
she came downstairs and said, so you think this is it? I thought about it for 
a while. And I came up after her and I told her, I said that I thought about 
it and what I really want out of life is you guys. I said I want the family and 
that. 

T: What do you think Sue was feeling at that point? 

R: Very hurt and felt like she couldn't count on anybody to be there when she 
was hurting. That's, you know, that's what she wanted was somebody to 
be able to be understanding and supportive for her, and to be - to give her 
a little attention because she needs the attention. 

T: And how do you show her that support and understanding and attention? 

R: Showing emotion. 

T: Which is different for you. 

R: Very different. 

From this conversation it is clear that Rob usually chooses to behave in a way that 

conforms to society's ideas about gender and how men and women should be. However, it 

appears that he is experiencing some questioning as to how those notions fit for him as a 

partner in this relationship. Recognizing that his expression of emotion will be interpreted 
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by Sue as understanding and empathy is an important first step toward making any 

changes, but Rob also states that this kind of behavior would be a huge step for him. This 

piece of talk opens the door for the team to build upon his realizations with more 

discussion about perhaps breaking from societal discourses about men and emotions, but 

appears to indicate that he may not be ready for taking up any different ways of being just 

yet. Sue's surprise at his revelation is apparent: 

S: When he finally said he didn't want to lose me and that - I was like, it was 
nice to hear and I was shocked. I think it was like: yeah, is this Rob I'm 
talking to or someone else? And like he admitted, he's very - he's very 
closed off. He doesn't talk about how he feels. The only time he ever really 
brings up any emotions is if we're fighting. That seems to be the only way I 
ever find out anything. 

He'll act like everything is fine. As soon as we have and argument, that's 
when all his true emotions come out, but it seems to be the only time, so I 
was just to the point where I was going: you know what? We both deserve 
something better than this. It wasn't just me. It was us. Both of us. 

Sue's description acknowledges the differences that Rob is talking about, but does 

not create an opening for her to think about some other ideas about alternatives she could 

take up. This leaves the team vulnerable to the danger of offering only one-sided 

reflections that address Rob's piece but that might ignore Sue's perspective. Her last 

statement though, suggests she might be ready to hear some other possibilities for thinking 

about their story: "We both deserve something better than this. It wasn't just me. It was 

us." Their insight about gender discourses carries over into recognizing the pervasiveness 

of these influences in their own individual narratives, and how each of them learned to 

conform to such expectations: 

S: Okay. I'm not complaining against his mom and dad, but his dad's the 
boss, his mother does what she's told and the man makes the decisions in 
that family which is fine. Their marriage seems to work that way and they 
like it that way. But there's no emotional. There is no emotional 
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connection that I ever see. With his family. They don't hug, they don't do 
anything. Their parents show very little towards each other and he has 
complete control of basically of anything that goes on and she just goes 
along with what she's supposed to. 

R: I identify with Sue the way that my dad and I, our relationship was when I 
was a kid. You know, he was working and he worked to support the family 
and if he wasn't there that was life. I mean, you have to deal with it. And I 
used to follow that pattern a lot but lately I've been - you know, I've been 
trying my hardest to break that pattern and... 

He continues to talk about noticing how he follows the pattern, his mystification 

about different ways of being, and his discomfort with trying out new ways: 

R: Well I hear her say all the time she wants me to be more emotional and 
everything, more sensitive, and like, for one, I don't know how to. And I 
guess in all honesty I think it's stupid. 

S: Well thank you dear! 

R: No, no, 'cause I don't understand why people have to be that way. 

T: But you're willing to go there. 

R: But I see where she's coming from, and for her that's what I want to do. I 
want to try that and in all honesty, it's not a bad thing. Uhrn, it seems 
different to me. And, uhm, this is the way people are, and I didn't realize 
things like that before. 

T: This is a learning process for both of you. 

R: There's also the society expectations that men showing emotion is a sign of 
weakness. 

S: Your dad I think, thinks that. Your dad is so... 

R: But I mean, going to school, the guys at work, I mean I used to work in 
the oilfields, and they're on of the roughest, ruggedest people in the world. 
And, showing emotions, I mean come on! Like, get with it, type thing. And 
you're I guess brainwashed into believing that that is not the way a man 
should be. And like I told her, don't tell the counselor I was crying last 
night, 'cause that's, to me it's very embarrassing. 
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The previous text describes how Rob interprets the male gender discourse, and 

how he believes he falls into behaving according to its tenets: "And showing emotions, I 

mean come on!... And you're I guess brainwashed into believing that that is not the way a 

man should be". Again, his conversation hints at the readiness to contemplate other ways 

of behaving but then Rob closes that door to some extent: "... And I guess in all honesty, I 

think it's stupid." There is a fluctuation in the conversation from talking as if there are 

openings for alternative narratives for Rob to consider, to slamming the door shut and 

retreating back into the comfort zone. It reminds me of how saturated our society is with 

these kinds of dichotomous ideas and how difficult it is to break away from those ways of 

being. The work of feminist writers has long highlighted these unwritten ways of being for 

women as well as for men: 

We think of manhood as eternal, a timeless essence that resides deep in the heart of 

every man. We think of manhood as a thing, a quality that one either has or 

doesn't have. We think of manhood as innate, residing in the particular biological 

composition of the human male, the result of androgens or the possession of a 

penis. We think of manhood as a transcendent tangible property that each man 

must manifest in the world, the reward presented with great ceremony to a young 

novice by his elder for having successfully completed an arduous initiation ritual 

(Kimmel, 1997, p. 223). 

Children are assigned to one category or the other based on biology, but a social 

constructionist perspective implies there are alternative ways of viewing gender. Wetherell 

(1997) suggested viewing femininity and masculinity as ideological practices that develop 

from contradictory and frequently fragmentary pieces of discourse available to individuals 
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to make sense of their positions. "In psychology, feminine and masculine have usually been 

understood in terms of a communion/agency, or alternatively expressivity/instrumentality, 

distinction" (Wetherell, 1997, p. 151). This distinction is one that Rob and Sue identify 

with very strongly, and during the session both partners speak about the discomfort 

associated with acting outside those accepted narratives. 

The notion that gender is socially constructed entails agreements about sex-specific 

qualities, and a belief in gender's intrapsychic nature (Bohan, 1997). The continuing 

process of doing gender recreates the construction of gender, in a context where men's 

ways of being are revered while women's ways of being are demeaned (Bohan, 1997). 

According to Foucault, the human subject is placed in relations of production and 

signification as well as in power relations that are very complex (1994). Further: 

Discourses are multiple, and they offer competing, potentially contradictory ways 

of giving meaning to the world. They offer "subject positions" for individuals to 

take up. These positions or "possibilities" for constituting subjectivity (identities, 

behaviors, understandings of the world) vary in terms of the power they offer 

individuals.. .The dominant discourses appear "natural", denying their own 

partiality and gaining their authority by appealing to common sense... So, for 

example, systems of meaning such as feminism are currently limited in their power 

because they are marginalized and unavailable as yet as subject positions to many 

women (Gavey, 1997, p. 54). 

Rob and Sue seem to be at the point where they recognize that there are other 

subject positions they can consider taking up, but that doing so might be uncomfortable 

and unknown. Moreover, Sue especially appears to be struggling with operating within the 
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subject position she has chosen, particularly in reference to issues of power in their 

marriage. Hooks (1984) emphasized, "like most men, most women are taught from 

childhood on that dominating and controlling others is the basic expression of power" (p. 

85). Sue seems to be working to obtain power within the existing structure of her 

relationship, as can be hypothesized from the following conversation about Sue's reaction 

to an incident where Rob made an independent decision: 

S: You didn't ask, you didn't talk to me about it, you could have come home 
and...and it's like...and I thought about it later, and I thought that's stupid, 
he's not going to do anything that's going to ruin our financial.. .our things. 
And like he has said I haven't made any final decisions, this is what I 
thought was best, yet they still had a talk next week after he talked to me, 
but I didn't take it that way. I took it: you made a decision without asking 
me, and... so that was what the fight turned in.. .1 just got totally mad 
because I wanted to control it. 

T: So you are able to look at it from a different perspective today. 

S: Yeah, ah, it's hard. It's my biggest...I think it's very hard for me to let go 
of wanting to control every.. .1 feel like if I let him make a decision, then 
I'm letting him control me. So it's like, I have to make the decisions. I'm 
the one who has to decide everything. 

Contained in the text are certain words that hint at the underlying issue of Sue 

choosing to view the situation as a fight for control: "you didn't ask'"; " i f I let him make a 

decision"; "I wanted to control if. Her admission of this issue as being the most difficult 

one for her to tackle suggests that she might be ready to hear some of the team's thoughts 

about how she can do that. However, she hints at some reserve when she states how hard 

it is for her to want to let go of that control. She continues by talking about the 

repercussions if she is seen as letting go of that control, consistent with the idea that one's 

failure to meet the "correct" standards or values may result in punishment (Davis &; 

Gergen, 1997): 
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R: I think she gets a lot of that from her mom. One thing we do like, if we're 
ever going out with our friends, or do something, we don't really ask 
permission from the other person, but we kind of let them know is this 
going to affect us in any way? 

Like she'll say: you know, uhm, I'm gonna go out with my mom, is that 
okay? Yeah, that's fine. I mean it's not interfering. And her mom will jump 
in and say: you're asking him permission to go out? She's not asking my 
permission. She's making sure everything's okay. 

S: It's a sign of weakness if I ask. It's a total sign of, of giving in. And she has 
to make sure I know I'm caving. You're letting him control you.. .Problem 
is.. .when I let go of the control, I find out, I get in trouble from her, and 
it's just like, do I get him mad, or do I get her mad? 

Sue likens this power struggle in their marriage to a game that both she and Rob 

play in which the person in control is the winner, setting up a discourse of either/or instead 

of both/and (Anderson, 1995). I wonder if this description might be indicating that 

perhaps she is not ready for the multiplicity of ideas that will be presented by the team: 

S: It's always got to be his way, or... and I'm the same way. It's always got to 
be his way or my way, and whoever gets - basically we score each other, 
like who wins by who gets their way. It's not a compromise with us. It's 
like if we don't get our way, we're letting the other person have the control 
and win. It's automatic. It's like if he gets what he wants, he wins the 
battle, and if I get what I want, I win the battle. We need to just come in 
between and say, you know what, it shouldn't be who wins, because really 
neither of us are winning because we're just fighting and not getting along, 
so neither of us really have won. 

Following the discursive ideologies associated with the gender dichotomy denies 

the richness and diversity available to Rob and Sue if they instead elect to view these 

discourses as subject positions from which they can pick and choose (Bohan, 1997; Davis 

& Gergen, 1997; Gavey, 1997). Further, entrenching themselves more deeply into that 

dichotomy by viewing their relationship as a battle closes their eyes to the possibility of 

other ways of being. However, Sue talks about compromising instead of getting caught in 

the game, which opens space for the team to present some opportunities to think about 
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challenging the ideas they have been working from. Respecting the position that Sue is 

operating from during the session makes me wonder if she is ready for the team process. 

Just before we switched places, it seems that the openness she displays through the session 

is closed: 

T: So it seems that you guys have had this knowledge for a long time. I mean 
each of you has been learning from the other for seven years. But it's 
almost like now you're ready to open that door and do something 
differently. I think it's a good time to switch places with the team. 

S: I don't want to listen to them. 

T: Are you ready? 

S: No. 

Sue says these statements with a smile on her face, and while she is in the process 

of getting up and walking toward the door. There is a definite incongruence between her 

actions and her words, and I am reminded of Foucault's ideas of the Panopticon (1983). 

Briefly, the Panopticon consists of a large courtyard with a tower in the center, and a set 

of buildings divided into levels and cells on the periphery. Each cell has two windows, one 

to bring in light and the other that faces the tower to allow for surveillance of the cells. 

The cells are like small theatres where every person occupying one is constantly visible to 

the tower, but invisible to the other cells. "He is the object of information, never a subject 

in communication" (Foucault, 1983, p. 189). The panopticon seems to bring together 

knowledge, power, the control of the body, and the control of space in an integrated 

manner (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983), and could be similar to how the reflecting team 

process might be perceived by some clients. 

Sue's confession about her issues with control might be challenged by the set up of 

the reflecting session. The team consists of four therapists sitting behind the mirror 
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watching every move made by this couple. There is no direct interaction between the two 

parties, and it is possible that Sue felt like she was under surveillance. I think her 

comments are very revealing in the sense that she could have felt obligated to participate, 

but probably was not open to hearing what the team was going to say. To use her analogy 

of the game Sue may not have wanted to be a part of the process but because Rob won 

the game by being more open to hearing different ideas, or we won the game by our 

positions as therapists, she felt forced to participate. The team may have sensed Sue's 

reluctance to hear some of their thoughts and ideas, so the reflections are directed 

primarily at Rob. 

The Team Process 

Two of the strengths of reflecting teams are the diversity of its members and the 

opportunity to have both genders represented (Smith et al. 1995). Having male team 

members offers the possibility of normalizing some experiences unique to men, and 

reinforcing the feelings that go along with trying new behaviors. The reflections 

incorporate the language of this couple as well as some new language, inviting them to 

think about other stories. For instance, in response to Rob's description of his behavior as 

a "block", and his willingness to step around that: 

S: It was interesting, I just loved Rob's description of how he notices 
something that he really appreciates about Sue. He wanted to say 
something, he thought about what he wanted to say, but then he said that 
there was a block. Like I wonder what that block would be. How he, what 
would he name that block. Later when Rob was talking about some of 
these sort of prescriptions about how men should be in our society, that we 
don't show our emotions or feelings, that it might be a sign of weakness 
somehow. 

I was wondering if these kind of things.. .Would he say that these kind of 
things are part of the block, or was it something else that he sees as being 
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the block that restrains him from saying those things that he thinks would 
be helpful, and worthy of saying to his wife? 

C: Yeah, yeah, he talked about it like being brainwashed. Which was 
interesting kind of from both their perspectives. Sue and Rob both had a lot 
of insight today about how they might have been brainwashed by our 
society or their own families about the way things should be between a 
husband or a wife, and the way they should be. And it went into that issue 
of control, and it went into the issue of emotions and how we express 
them. 

And they did kinda come to a joint view of what that vision might look like 
together, which I think was a great thing. It'd be scary sometimes to break 
out of the beliefs and the things we've been taught. But they both sounded 
really willing to go ahead and look at how they might act differently about 
how they both choose to be, not how their parents taught them, or how 
other people might teach them. 

TR: Wow, and I agree. I saw that too, with the... I saw the frustration of, you 
know, he's not as emotional as I am. And I saw Rob's frustration where 
he's not understanding about the emotion, but he's willing to, they're both 
willing to look at the differences, and how can those two things come 
together. 

And looking at deeper levels of communication and intimacy, and what that 
looks like. And I wonder, they also are aware of the larger system, the 
influences of their parents, and culture, and I really was surprised when 
they took all those pieces and brought them together into, you know, what 
we're going to look like as a couple. 

For the most part the reflections respect the place that these partners are at in their 

readiness to contemplate new ideas by not suggesting any kind of interventions that 

require action at this time. The team commends Rob and Sue for the discoveries they have 

made about perhaps diverging from the ways they have been taught, but do not suggest 

any kinds of new narratives or meanings. However, presented in the dialogue is the 

implicit idea of externalizing the problem, such as when Simon states: ".. then he said that 

there was a block.. .what would he name that block,\ Carolyn talks about Rob's 

description of being brainwashed: "It'd be scary sometimes to break out of the beliefs and 
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the things we've been taught". Externalizing the problem puts more of the responsibility 

into the social realm, but also invites clients to view it as something more manageable than 

if it were an inherent character trait (Freedman & Combs, 1996). The reflections 

encourage Rob and Sue to do more thinking about what they imagine contributes to their 

adherence to the beliefs that seem to be constricting them. 

This way of conversing about such issues is also consistent with the social 

constructionist idea of multiple ways of defining a dilemma once it is located in the social 

realm. As Anderson stated, problems are unique to a particular context and only have 

meaning in the social exchange in which it occurred (1995). Therefore, if one were to 

change the context and the way the situation is spoken about, the possibility for multiple 

descriptions and solutions comes into reach. The team puts forth two ways for Rob and 

Sue to think about the dynamics of their relationship, namely as a block or a set of beliefs, 

leaving them with the choice of which discourse to take up. Another way the team invites 

this couple to continue to question their current narratives is through self-disclosure. 

S: As a male I was very impressed as to where, uhm, Rob went today with his 
emotions and talking about crying, and tears, and feelings. As a male I 
know I've struggled with this as well. Being in a situation, holding back the 
tears, and later thinking, why am I holding back the tears here? This is... 

D: Sometimes it's safe, and I think what Rob was saying I there are these 
people who could be considered unsafe, given the relationship. Such as 
coworkers, which I don't find myself.. .1 have coworkers who respect 
gender differences, but with some of them I'm not allowed to show 
emotion. 

C: And sometimes it's not even a gender difference. I know for myself, it can 
be scary in certain situations to show emotion. And especially with 
someone you're really close to, or feeling vulnerable about a different 
topic. And it does take a lot, as you said to look for those opportunities to 
try something different. And it may not come out right, you know, and it 
may not come out the way you wanted it to, and it's okay to kind of 
bumble through it. 
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But it is kind of scary, and it's new ground for both of them. I think that's 
great that there's a real willingness to find some balance in their 
relationship. Kind of redefine it, take a stand against some of these 
messages, messages of gender and what men are 'sposed to be like. 

So while the reflections acknowledge the discomfort of behaving within the 

confines of particular discourses, they also ask Rob and Sue to consider what it would be 

like to take a stand against these meanings. The male members of the team share their own 

experiences of dealing with such conflicting messages, and the struggle is restoried as a 

search for balance rather than seeing who can win the game. The language the team uses is 

supportive of what Rob and Sue talk about, and intended to encourage these clients to 

contemplate proceeding with some of their realizations of the possibility for co-creating a 

new vision of their relationship. Again, the team does not offer any opportunities for co-

creating new meanings with this couple at the present time, instead honoring that they are 

still in the contemplation stage and looking for ideas that are different, but not too 

different. 

The Search for Compromise 

The last discourse the team reflects on during the session is the pressure to be the 

same, but the desire to create a space for compromise. It appears that these partners share 

the belief that they need to conform to the same ways of feeling, thinking, and behaving. 

However, with the acknowledgement of the possibility for different ways of being or 

subject positions, a tension seems to be happening in the relationship. I wonder if part of 

that tension stems from Sue's reluctance to want to give up control, and to "lose" the 

game. Deconstructing the tension helps to start opening up space for change, as illustrated 

in this piece of text that talks about what the partners are learning from each other: 

T: And what do you think you can learn from Sue? 
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R: Sue I think is very emotionally knowledgeable I guess you would say. And 
she has lots of good ideas. And I know for our relationship to work I have 
to compensate and allow some of hers and some of mine to, you know, mix 
and hopefully we can both come to a middle ground where we're both 
happy with it. So I mean she'll have to give a little and I'll have to give a 
little. 

T: Yeah. It sounds kind of scary. 

R: Not really scary but just - for me it's hard. Like I don't know - and a lot of 
time I don't understand why people have to be this way. Like I was raised 
independently and to me that's the way people should be, and people who 
are very emotional I don't -1 don't know why they should be that way. 

Rob talks about his inexperience with emotion and the realization that even though 

he has not felt the urgency to express himself that way in the past, their marriage is at the 

point where each one of them will need to learn something from the other. In spite of this, 

the fluctuation I mentioned earlier from being open to talking about changing, to moving 

back into current patterns is evident: ".. .1 don't understand why people have to be this 

way..." Despite this discrepancy they describe the balance as consisting of give and take 

of emotional expression: 

T: And what do you think you can learn from Rob? He said some things that 
he can learn from you. 

S: I think I need to learn that I don't need to be as emotional as I am. I mean, 
I'm over-emotional about everything. I mean, that's just the way I was 
raised. And I need to learn that not everything needs to be -1 don't have to 
emotionalize every single thing in my life, you know, or, you know. And if 
I do, I don't expect him to be the same way, you know? 

I'm very emotional with the girls and I'm very critical when he's not the 
way I expect. Like he's good with them, but then I'm always thinking: well 
I do this, and you should be doing exactly the same thing I do with them. 
And it's like I have to learn that he's different than I am and that he's going 
to do it his way and I have to do it my way. And it doesn't mean that either 
of us is better parents, it's just, well I just have to learn to let go and not be 
so critical when he is not being the way I think he should be. 

T: And that might be a little bit of a challenge for you at first. 
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S: Oh, yeah, 'cause when he's not emotional I just go: oh, here we go again. 
And it's not fair to expect him to be - I'm, you know, like I'm expecting 
him to be like me yet I'm not trying to understand how he feels about 
things. Like, he has to change a lot more, so I have to learn to be a little bit 
less demanding of certain things. 

There seems to be a genuine acknowledgment from both of them about the 

challenges they are each facing: "And I know for our relationship to work / have to 

compensate and allow some of hers and some of mine to, you know, mix..."; "Like, he 

has to change a lot more, so / have to learn to be a little bit less demanding of certain 

things". Their conversation signals that they are at the very beginning of laying the 

groundwork for facing those challenges, which entails more thought about what the 

challenges are and how they will deal with them. Accordingly, the reflections that will be 

most helpful to Rob and Sue need to start them thinking about some other ideas outside 

their usual patterns of interaction. Each of them talks about the notion of compromise, 

especially in terms of how their new way of communicating will look: 

T: How about your communication with Sue. What will that look like? 

R: To be able to sit down with a problem, to discuss it, uhm, hopefully come 
to a solution. I know you can't always do that, but at least be able to 
discuss the problem calmly and effectively and hopefully come to an 
agreement on it. Same with the emotional stuff. Like, I'm hoping that when 
I'm feeling down or whatever, I can tell her, and even if I don't want her to 
help me fix it, at least let her know how I feel. 

I mean some problems will never resolve. Maybe you can come to a 
reasonable compromise where, you know, it works. But you know, there's 
also, like we've talked about there's issues that you just.. .you can't 
discuss. And ah, avoid those types of issues. If you don't need to talk about 
them, don't bring them up. 

T: Sue, how about your communication with Rob? 

S: Uhm, I think for a lot of things I'm going to have to stop being so critical 
right off the bat. If it's not a big deal, just, whatever! I think in my head: 
well, that was stupid. But is it really worth saying, 'cause it isn't going to 
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change his opinion of what he just said, it's really not relevant to anything 
we're saying or do.. .It's not like a really prob.. .Like if something 
happened at work and I think he dealt with it really stupidly, me sa> ing I 
think that was dumb isn't going to make him feel better because I have 
nothing to do with that. 

And me then coming down and saying I don't agree with what you're 
doing, all it does is cause a fight. So I guess sometimes all I have to say is: 
you know what, that's his decision, it's his thing he has to deal with it. Me 
telling him I think I would have done it this way instead of that way, all it 
does is make him feel: okay, well I shouldn't have told her anything, 'cause 
now she's just gonna criticize it. I don't have to agree with what he does 
all the time, I just have to say that's his choice, he has to do what makes 
him feel - and not put my two cents in all the time. 

Both Rob and Sue mention the discourses they have learned to adhere to in their 

families, with Rob's discourses already starting to incorporate some of Sue's ideas about 

the importance of emotion. On the other hand, Sue's descriptions do not appear to be very 

reflexive in terms of building on what Rob has said. She is still speaking in very black and 

white terms with no middle ground; her answer seems to be ignoring what she does not 

agree with. Nevertheless, Sue continues by talking about how their new relationship of 

compromise will take the good parts of what they've both been doing and incorporate 

them into the marriage. The conversation is one where we are exploring a little further 

how ideas about gender permeate their marriage: 

S: Oh Lord, if you want to ask someone who's a perfect worker, it's my 
husband! He's very - and that's his dad. His dad believes in being a good 
father and a good husband, and a good, a very good provider. He puts a 
roof over my head, he feeds me, clothes us, our kids have extra things, they 
go to school, they can have gymna.. .you know, they can do stuff. Because 
he works hard. And that's how his dad believes and shows his emotion that 
he's a good father, and a good supporter. And Rob gets that. 

Which is a really great trait because he could be a bum, going out there and 
drinking all our money away. But he's not, and that's a good thing to have. 
That's a great trait to have, to be somebody who really wants to provide 
for his family. And I think he gets a lot of these things from his parents. 
And I get a lot from mine. My controlling, emotional freakiness is 
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especially from my mother. We need to recognize that we get our good 
traits from both our parents and we need to work together to help, 1 need 
to help him with emotions, he needs to help me with... and you can take the 
good sides from our families and from both of us to complement the other. 
Everybody has weaknesses in their personalities where they're not great at 
certain things. We need to start helping each other with them, instead of 
being critical of the other person. 

There is an appreciation in Sue's dialogue of the strengths that each partner brings 

to the marriage. I am also very impressed by the honesty with which they reveal the areas 

they need to work on. Nevertheless, the language Sue uses is very firm and leaves no 

room for alternative stories: "I need to help him with emotions, he needs to help me 

with..." She already appears to have made up her mind about what the appropriate path 

is, which might restrict the kinds of reflections the team members can offer. Rob resumes 

the discussion by sharing his 'breakthrough' from the night before, and Sue talks about 

being less pushy: 

R: I thought about it and the choice for me was obvious. And I said, okay, if I 
want this, I'm going to have to try harder because the way it's going it's 
not working. And I don't want to be miserable in life and I don't want her 
and the kids to be miserable and this is the way we have to fix it. 

S: I think I have to be less pushy about how I feel. Like, when we see his 
parents, I say: go hug your mother. Or, I mean like, go do something 
because it drives me nuts that there's no emotional connection between you 
two. And I have to realize that's just how they are. And stop trying to push 
my beliefs down his throat that you have to - you know, because if they 
don't feel comfortable doing it, then, I'm not being fair to them either. I 
mean, they have to do what's best for them. 

It seems that the big blow up they experienced has led them to a point where they 

believe that change is necessary. Schnarch (1997) talked about the idea of couples going 

through cycles of growth and disruption mixed with periods of comfort and stability, and 

how eventually all grid locked partners will reach the critical mass. The critical mass is 

defined as "the amount of energy necessary to create a self-sustaining reaction" (Schnarch, 
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1997, p. 366). If a couple works through the critical mass it leads to growth, change, and 

a more fulfilling relationship. The team seems to recognize that Rob and Sue might be 

reaching the point of the critical mass, and needing some encouragement or normalization 

about that process. 

The Team Process 

If we look at this couple as going through the experience of working through the 

critical mass, the team's reflections restory the fear and anxiety that goes along with 

change into taking a stand for what they value in the relationship. There is also mention of 

the ability to self-soothe, which leads to letting go of the need to control the other person 

in the relationship (Gottman, 1999; Schnarch, 1997). The team starts the conversation 

about this theme with the thread of thinking about creating different endings to their story: 

D: And you mentioned respect, and it sounds like in the last 24 hours he's had 
this revelation. Some gained respect. And I wonder what would happen if 
there was an opportunity that was missed to complement on either person's 
part, how that would be for each of their comfort zones to go back, even a 
day later. 

I know that I've done that in my personal life, you know you miss an 
opportunity because there just wasn't time, or for whatever reason. And 
you also have that time to take away and think about how you want to 
word that, how you want to uhm, sort of script that. And then you 
mentioned even 24 hours later, even a week later, you know but that's a 
missed opportunity. 

Dan suggests the idea of being able to take some time to think about how Rob and 

Sue would like to behave differently after a 'missed opportunity', and he invites them to 

".. .think about how you want to word that, how you want to uhm, sort of script that". 

The implication here is that this couple can start to imagine re-enacting a particular 

situation differently, and introduces the concept of alternative stories. The team's 

reflections continue on the topic of introducing the idea of different narratives: 
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C: ... And the second part of that for me was there's a lot of fear in change, 
and I know that's very true for me in my life, too. It's not comfortable to 
try new things. And I heard Rob saying that there's a real willingness for 
him. And, and sometimes appreciating that it's not going to come out 
perfectly. You know you're talking about the missed opportunities, that it's 
okay that it doesn't come out perfectly. And on Sue's part she had a real 
willingness, that part of her piece might be, being really non-judgmental, 
and really open to the fact that it might not come out that way from Rob. 
That they're both practicing these new ways of being. I though that was 
really neat. 

S: ... And in listening to them speak, Sue really identifies strongly that there's 
this urgency for sameness, you know, this is the way I think, this is the way 
I see things, you need to think this way, you need to uh, see things this way 
as well. This urgency for sameness, right? But, uhm, this flavor seems to be 
changing from the great conversation that I heard today, where they both 
seem to be respecting differences that they both have. 

That they both come from different, they have different genders, different 
backgrounds... Sue's speaking very nicely about...so, how do we take our 
differences and put them together to become stronger? And to complement 
each other, versus feeling like we're both on different sides. I got the sense 
that there was sort of this movement from feeling like they're both on 
different sides against each other, versus they're both on the same side, 
uhm, working towards the marriage. 

D: I agree with what you're saying. It kind of goes with what Tracy was 
saying about this willingness to see things differently. You know, uhm, sort 
of halfway through Sue was talking about weakness as having no control, 
or, having, being in control as important. And Rob talked about weakness 
as showing emotion. And there is this willingness to sort of step out of that 
mindset and do something differently. 

Simon's metaphor of Rob and Sue starting to view themselves as being on the 

same side working towards the marriage instead of on opposing sides is similar to the 

hallmarks of reaching the critical mass (Schnarch, 1997), and is also a more concrete way 

of conceptualizing this couple, complementing the manner in which they themselves are 

speaking about the issues. Ways to identify partners reaching the critical mass include the 

following: 

1) One partner can sense that the other is changing 
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2) Partners settle down and realize that their future is at stake 

3) The tone becomes quiet and calm 

4) Distancer-pursuer oscillations stop 

5) The full picture emerges 

6) People stand up and take action 

7) Partners express themselves from a position of quiet conviction 

8) Blaming and criticism stop 

9) Anger doesn't escalate and ultimatums are rare 

10) Respect and empathy increase 

Placing the conversation in the context of this discourse seems to fit what Rob and Sue are 

dialoging about in their marriage. Each partner makes his or her point very clearly, 

without blame, in light of the full picture of family and societal factors. Also both Sue and 

Rob express a degree of empathy for each other's position as well as respect for their 

strengths. The conversation moves from one about the urgency for sameness that Simon 

addresses, to one about acknowledging their differences, respecting the strengths of those 

differences, and combining them to complement each other: 

TR: ... It sounds like there are different examples within their families of how 
marriages could be. It was interesting how uhm, they both came to, they 
have the answers. They were picking little pieces of, uh, I think it was Sue 
that said uh, well let's take the best of it, you know, make it our own. 
Looking at what, what role models they've had in their lives, and what 
society is saying or what they know they want in their relationship. And 
creating their own, regardless of what people are saying. 

S: Right. So which ideas do we like, and which fit for us, and which do we 
want to have as part of our relationship? Maybe looking at the ideas, and 
values and beliefs that are out there, that you've got from society and 
families that are out there and say: which fit for us? Which do we want to 
have9 Which will form sort of the bedrock foundation for our relationship9 
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Overall, the reflections primarily summarize the situation in light of the multiple 

discourses to choose from, but also invite Rob and Sue to think about the possibility of 

starting to create a new relationship vision: a vision that combines the discourses from 

family, society, and each other into a story of their marriage that they'd like to live out. 

This kind of summarization and tentative suggestion of the opportunity for other ways to 

envision their experiences seems to characterize the reflections addressing each theme, and 

followed from the ways in which Sue and Rob dialogued throughout the session. 

Epilogue 

During the process of the session my impression was that it provided a variety of 

invitations for Sue and Rob to consider different ideas and narratives, and how to 

incorporate them into their current story. I felt moved by the experience and assumed that 

they did as well. Now that I have had the opportunity to analyze the discourses that were 

talked about and how they were discussed, my opinion has changed somewhat. As I 

mentioned earlier, the way that Rob and Sue spoke about their challenges and experiences 

impacted the kinds of reflections offered by the team. The reflections were encouraging 

and supportive of what this couple is already doing, but largely stayed at the level of 

summarizing their accomplishments. Any kinds of new ideas that were introduced were 

very tentative and not too different from their current stories. Sue especially seemed to be 

very committed to her present way of being, and I believe that she was not as open to the 

team process as Rob might have been, as can be hypothesized from the post-session 

debrief: 

T: Okay, so what I usually like to do after the end of one of these sessions is 
really quickly... 

S: Are they back there still? 
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T: They' re back there. 

It still seems that Sue had the feeling of being under surveillance, which probably took 

away from what she heard during the team process. When I asked each of them what they 

found meaningful about the session, their responses continued to mirror their conversation 

during the session: 

T: How was that for you Sue? 

S: It was fine. I think they did say things I think are very true. So. Like the 
diagram the one did, I don't remember his name. 

T: Simon. 

S: Simon. Yeah. 'Cause any time we have an argument or anything, I feel like 
we're right back to where we were. I don't look at it as just a minor 
setback. I look at it as: oh, that's it, we're done. 

T: Rob, how about for you? How was that9 

R: Uhm, I really enjoyed it. There was uh, like the feedback, or a good 
summary of what went on. Kind of reviewed how it started, and how it 
finished, and you realize a lot of stuff. I really appreciate their input. Helps 
out a lot, I think for me anyway. 

This piece of conversation reaffirms for me that Rob and Sue's descriptions about 

the way they have come to understand their experiences set up the kinds of reflections that 

fit for them, and what they were able to hear. Although both partners heard the same 

reflections, each one took away from the process what resonated for him or her: Sue 

heard ideas that confirmed her beliefs about the process of change, and Rob heard an 

overall summary and some different ideas to start contemplating. 
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CHAPTER 8 

Claire and Gene 

Claire and Gene have been dating for about a year, and are in the first stages of 

building an intimate and fulfilling relationship. As part of their work toward that goal they 

have decided to participate in couple therapy with Liane. Claire had previously been seeing 

Liane for individual therapy, and the team session is this couple's second session together. 

It seems that they are at a point in their relationship where they are exploring 

different areas, in particular the concept of trust. They have similar backgrounds in terms 

of finishing post-secondary educations, Claire's in environmental technology and Gene's in 

teaching, and both work full-time. Their relationship has been on and off for the past year 

and in the last two weeks they've decided to move back into the space of being friends, 

but would like to discover the long-term potential that might possibly exist. The stories 

that each of them come from are quite different and have different impacts on their story 

as a couple, and they are finding that these different experiences challenge the way they 

relate to one another. It's like there is a barrier or block between them and what they 

describe as intimacy, which is what they would like to tackle in therapy. During the 

session Claire admits that she and Gene have decided to resume their intimate relationship, 

which sets the stage for the themes that emerge from the conversation. 

The Reflecting Team Session 

The main themes I've identified and that the team expand upon are: (a) the goal of 

achieving intimacy, and (b) the roadblocks that are standing in the way of that goal, 

namely fear, risk, expectations, and each partner's unique meaning narratives. Based upon 

the conversation that happens during the session, there is an opening for the team to 
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introduce new ideas and meanings as well as facilitate the co-creation of new stories with 

this couple. Similar to the previous couple, each theme will be demonstrated by pieces of 

text from the session. The analysis will be linked to the work of specific researchers 

including Gottman (1999) and Schnarch (1997), and the reflections put forth by the team 

will be deconstructed in light of the discourses from the session. The narrative begins with 

Gene and Claire's vision of what a couple looks like to them. 

Becoming a Couple 

The story of this analysis unfolds with Claire and Gene's description of what it 

means to be a real couple, and progresses from that point. Liane uses the idea of 

videotaping sessions and rewinding them to identify this couple's evolution from tapes one 

through three, with number three happening in a month from now: 

L: Let's give movie #3 a chance. Let's say a month. Movie #3 in a month. 
What would be different9 

C: I think uhm, I think you'd see a little more intimacy between us. Uh, just 
more... connection. 

G: Comfort. 

C: Yeah. 

L: Can you tell me what that looks like? I'm not sure. Connection. You're not 
connected right now. The way you're positioned. Is that right? 

G: Oh, no, I'm not necessarily sure it's that. I mean it's just more of a 
dynamic. I mean if we had a couch, we'd probably be sitting on the couch 
next to each other. I think... I'm not, I'm not sure how to put it into words. 
But I think kinda like what we're saying.. .1 mean certainly the comfort 
level or the intimacy would be more. ..it would seem more natural. You 
know, 'cause we've been there before and we're sort of going there again. 
But at the same time we're trying to go there on a different premise. 

C: Well I'm not sure if we've been there. 
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G: Well... and maybe that's... maybe that's part of it. Is that, you know, if we 
go there again it'll be on a different level. Maybe a little bit.. .you know 
what I'm trying to say, I'm just not sure how to... 

C: Well, I think it all goes back to trust and honesty and sharing. Uhm, we 
can't be intimate, you know, unless we have vulnerability. You have to be 
able to open up, you know? And I think we're sort of heading that way. 
But, you know, it's baby steps. 

In response to Liane's question about the noticeable differences in video #3 this 

couple's immediate answer is intimacy, connection, and comfort. Gene goes on to 

elaborate by saying: "...it's just more of a dynamic... it would seem more natural". From 

his perspective then, being intimate is not necessarily something that can be seen by 

outside observers. Rather, it is something that happens between the two people in the 

relationship, an intangible and immeasurable sensation. From Claire's perspective intimacy 

is inextricably linked to trust and honesty: "...we can't be intimate, you know, unless we 

have vulnerability". There is an unwritten expectation of unconditional empathy and 

regard that can only happen when the foundation of trust is established. Gene states that 

they've been there before, but this time they are ".. .trying to go there on a different 

premise". His statement suggests that the last time they were more connected and 

intimate, the premise did not fit with what they are now working towards. Interestingly, 

Claire disagrees by saying, "Well I'm not sure if we've been there", and instead of refuting 

what she says, Gene incorporates her response into his next statement: "Well...and maybe 

that's... maybe that's part of if. 

Gene and Claire's conversation is about what their combined vision of intimacy 

will look like, and how they will know that they are a couple. While each of them has 

come to the session with different narratives of their history together, in this text they are 

actively co-constructing an alternative story (Freedman & Combs, 1996). Gottman (1999) 
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also talked about a couple going through the process of creating shared meaning, and how 

that can only occur once the foundation of their relationship is in place. Building a solid 

foundation first seems to correspond with what this couple is experiencing, and Claire 

describes the process as taking 'baby steps'. Liane continues to question them about their 

alternative story: 

L: Okay. So if you were to look at videotape #3, say you were to 
describe, and I think you were going that way, both of you, if you 
were to describe the interaction what would be different about that 
interaction? How would we know for sure that was video #3? How 
would we know - oh, yes! That's video #3. Something's changed 
in video #3. 

G: I think, I mean, 'cause Claire mentioned this before, that even while 
we were going out she never felt like we were actually a couple. 
And I mean I would like to think that by video #3 that that would 
be sort of a... a noticeable, you know, can't put your finger on it, 
but it'd be sort of, hmmm... .Those two are a couple. You know, as 
in there's some sort of an exchange going on, you know what I 
mean? That you could recognize that might be different from the 
other ones. 

L: Okay. You like that point. 

C: Absolutely. It was on of the things that I'd brought up but kind of 
forgot about that. And that sort of connects with the idea of... like 
Gene said before, of just uhm, the comfort level and just.. .it'd be 
normal interaction. It wouldn't be strained, it wouldn't be an effort 
It would just be natural. Just... 

These two already appear to be creating shared meanings and similar language. For 

example, Gene incorporates Claire's concern about her previous feelings of doubt into his 

new definition. Similarly, Claire talks about Gene's idea of the comfort level and feeling 

natural. The underlying respect for each other's perspectives and unique meaning 

narratives is interwoven in the discussion, and fits with constructionist notions of the co

existence of multiple ideas (Gergen, 1985). There does not appear to be a struggle for 
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control in the relationship as talked about in Schnarch's (1997) work, and the dichotomy 

between either/or is replaced with the opening for a both/and perspective (Andersen, 

1995). Furthermore, Gene describes how their relationship has fluctuated between strain 

and comfort in the past, using a scale from 1 to 10(10 = very strained): 

G: I mean I look at it a little differently. I think that our relationship together 
in my opinion, has always been not very strained. Like, I mean I think we 
get along well enough in general that our, you know, I think we're usually 
sitting at about a 3. As far as it's not very strained. But I think the problem 
was.. .we've been stuck at a 3. Or stuck at a 3 and then all of a sudden you 
go to a 4 and 5, then you go back to a 3. But never the 2, or the 1, which I 
think is the breakthrough that we kind of have been looking for. 

The impression from this passage is one of a desire for movement or change, but 

that something needs to happen to get them 'unstuck' before they can move past the point 

that they've been stuck at. Part of the process of getting unstuck for them might be 

participating in couple therapy, and particularly this team session which will give them 

alternative visions of their situation: 

L: Isn't it neat how Gene is already thinking very relational? 

C: Yes, it's just... 

L: What does that say, do you think? I dunno, something's different. I 
dunno.. .can you help me out? Is there anything you like about what's 
happening right now? Is there anything you like? 

C: I like the fact that Gene's here with me to participate in this. 

L: What does that tell you about Gene? That he's caring and participating. I 
guess as well as introducing him into this process, as well. 

C: Yeah, actually it gives me some sense of, uhm, that he's there for me, but 
also that he's willing to take some chances and open up in order to see 
where, you know, where we can move forward. Together. As opposed to 
just one of us doing homework and make it happen. 
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I guess it's based on some males that I know, had I tried to bring them into 
this situation, it wouldn't have happened. So.. I mean it's awesome that 
he's willing to do that with me. 

L: Seems like you really appreciated that. Gene, for you for instance, uhm, 
when you were invited in to talk as a couple, what's it been like for you so 
far? I know it's still very early, but uh, what's it been like for you to share 
with Claire in this kind of context? 

G: Uhm, I think it's been good. I mean I think it's something that not 
everyone would want to do. I mean my hope is that from the sharing that 
this does help lead to some solutions. I guess.. You know from my, I still 
have some concerns in that, I think that in general our relationship has 
always been pretty good. I think the problem is that there are some definite, 
you know, characteristics or behaviors or things about me that.. .all the 
talking in the world theoretically may not change. Because if it's a behavior 
lecture or whatever, then that's not actually gonna change it. My hope is 
that perhaps if it's something that I can't change, or won't change, or 
whatever, that the conversation helps Claire understand maybe why I do 
things. And then... lead to a point where, you know, there can be a little 
more understanding of why I do things, and maybe accept it. 'Cause I mean 
I think that that's part of who we are, and there are things that you do, 
idiosyncrasies we all have and either we... 

The process of getting unstuck for this couple involves committing to doing the 

work to make change happen together. The conversational exchange between Claire and 

Gene is very reflexive in nature because there seems to be an integrative action - reaction 

- action loop occurring in their dialogue, similar to what Gergen (1985) talked about in 

social constructionist thought. What I noticed during the session is that when one partner 

brings up a concern or point, the other partner really gives the impression of taking that 

point into consideration. The response then provides an acknowledgement of his or her 

role/action in the dynamic of whatever is being discussed. For example, when Claire states 

that they are working together to make change happen but she has been hurt by some men 

in the past, Gene's response reinforces his willingness to participate, but also introduces 
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the idea of being able to accept some inevitable differences that the two of them could 

have. 

The implication in his statement is that there will be differences that they can never 

resolve. The issue moves from one of resolving the difference to learning to accept the 

difference, and reminds me of Gottman's work concerning perpetual problems (1999). His 

research shows that an overwhelming majority of couples (69%) deal with issues that have 

no resolution. Further, these problems that couples are facing deal with: (a) basic 

differences in partners' personalities, and (b) basic differences in needs that are central to 

their concepts of who they are as people. When dealing with perpetual problems the core 

issue is not resolution of the conflict, but the affect around which the conflict is not 

resolved (Gottman, 1999). This couple's shared relationship vision at this point in time 

includes ideas or discourses about expectations for each partner, as well as mutual respect 

for discourses that will not, or can not, change. The reflections offered by the team in 

regards to their vision focus upon reinforcing the 'baby steps' that this couple is taking. 

The Team Process 

Most of the reflections center around the obstacles Gene and Claire must topple on 

the road toward their goal, but they also notice the steps that this couple has already 

taken: 

C: Wow, I love that, I love that ending. I thought that was wonderful. Uhm, 
they were talking about looking like a couple and when they turned to each 
other and did that exercise, you could see the playfulness and the joking 
and the body language start to shift. And the chairs got closer, and I just 
really enjoyed that playfulness. And to me that looked like being a couple. 

S: Many of the activities they talked about sounded like a couple, too. They 
talked about what they do together, and how they spend their time 
together. 
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D: And even admiring what each contributes to that. What you're saying is 
what they're noticing about... when the question was asked about how the 
differences would be seen between video 2 and video 3, and I think it was 
Gene that said, uhm, they'd notice they'd be more of a couple. And that's 
what I saw at the end. 

The conversation embraces the social constructionist perspective of change through 

dialogue, and how therapy is a socially sanctioned arena for change to happen (Frugerri, 

1992). Gene and Claire came into the session believing they were at the beginning of their 

journey toward change, whereas the team's reflections talk about their observations as if 

change is already occurring: "...I just really enjoyed that playfulness. And to me that 

looked like being a couple"; "Many of the activities they talked about sounded like a 

couple, too". The reflections not only point out what the team notice, but ask the couple 

to think about their situation in a new way; the difference they introduce is different 

enough to prompt Gene and Claire to some new ideas, but not too different that it puts 

them off (Andersen, 1992). They also pick up the thread of working through this process 

together: 

TR: I think they're both wanting this to work. You know, their vision of the 
next movie, or down the road, or in retirement. So it's it's that end goal 
that they're both working towards. And both supporting each other by 
being here. 

S: And I just hope they can... I noticed a lot of joy when they did that exercise 
at the end, and I thought when they talked about it, and they honor and 
celebrate the very good things that they have in this relationship, and 
appreciate and support each other, that it seemed to bring a.. .1 don't know 
how you'd name it, but it seemed to bring a very qualitatively 
different... And I wondered what difference it would make to honor and 
celebrate that. Maybe they do already, but more. What difference would 
that make? 

It is almost like the team is trying to reassure this couple that the end goal of 

achieving comfort and intimacy is within their grasp because they are working toward it 
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together. Although Gene and Claire are at a different point in their relationship than the 

previous couple, the team still reminds them to celebrate the good things that are already 

happening rather than fixating on the work ahead. However, in order to leave behind the 

current chapter of their relationship and move onto the next one, there are some obstacles 

or roadblocks that they've identified standing in the way of their progress. 

The Roadblocks 

Their mutual goal of becoming a couple who feels comfortable with each other and 

where sharing, intimacy, and honesty are integral parts of their relationship seems to be 

within reach for Gene and Claire. Part of the journey toward this goal entails toppling the 

roadblock of fear that originates from past hurts, past experiences, and each partner's 

unique meaning narratives. In particular, Claire's past meaning narrative includes the fear 

of sharing her feelings, especially in regards to some family issues that have come up: 

L: Because I know that this is a very big piece for you Claire, and I guess 
probably too because even though when we started sessions we knew that 
your parents were.. .that this was going to be the end result, they were still 
living together, so sometimes there's still kind of somewhat hope. Or, at 
least things aren't changing too drastically, right? 

So what's it been like for you Gene, to have Claire share this with you? 
More on a personal level? 

G: Well, I appreciate it because I can't know what she's going through. I 
mean I can't, you know, I mean I've talked about that before. I've got 
parents who've been together for 30 odd years, and are still very much 
together. So for me to understand anything that Claire's going through is 
very difficult. 

But at the same time, I've always said that I want to be there and do what I 
can. And part of that is, you know, whatever she wants to share. It's 
helpful because at least you have a sounding board, or somebody that you 
can talk to about it, because certainly this type of issue is not something 
you can talk to.. .you know, this is the type of thing that you'd wanna talk 
to you parents or someone else. And, you know, when you don't really 
have anybody.. Like it's important that she has, you know, me that she can 
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talk to, and I can at least give feedback or an opinion or something, for 
what it's worth. So, I definitely appreciate that she does share with me. 
Then I can at least be there to help, whatever I can do. 

Gene recognizes the different background that he brings to the relationship, and 

how his idea of what commitment is like may differ from Claire's experience: "I've got 

parents who've been together for 30 odd years.. .so for me to understand anything Claire's 

going through is very difficult". Despite his lack of experience, Gene emphasizes that he 

wants to be supportive to her and do what he can, which is a departure from gender 

discourses that do not ascribe the willingness to explore emotional expression to men 

(Hooks, 1984). His openness to framing his role in this relationship outside the confines of 

gender ideas leaves space for dialogue about different ideas and subject positions he can 

take up. The dialogue continues with Claire's description of her parent's divorce and its 

impact on her relationship with her father: 

C: ... And he.. I guess in a sense he's trying to make up for lost time. For the 
relationship he hasn't had with my sister and I as a father. And it's sorta a 
new outlook on life, so.. .And he knows that we're willing to go there with 
him, so... 

L: Is part of that exciting for you? Knowing that you're gonna be developing 
a new relationship with your dad? 

C: Yeah. It's something I've always kinda been envious of other people of. 
My dad's never around. He's working all the time. 

Her previous experience may not have included many close relationships with men, yet she 

is willing to leam how to establish that kind of relationship with her father. Also, her 

relationship with Gene might be paralleling this conversation about going forward into that 

unknown territory with him as well: 

C: ...It's not like we've had a lot of. ..well, I won't say not a lot of quality 
time. We try to make quality time of what we do have together. But 
uhm.. I haven't focused very much on one particular thing. It can't be 
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solved immediately, and we both realize that. The question is do we want 
to make the commitment to give us a chance to grow? Do we want to 
grow together, so.. .1 haven't really focused on that the last couple of 
weeks. I'm just sorta. ..just going with the flow. 

L: .. I find it really interesting Claire, that there's been kind of a pattern. That 
when things are kinda going really tough for you, and especially when it 
comes to your family, you tend to withdraw. But however, something was 
different about this time. Where you were able to feel safe enough, I guess 
in some ways, to let Gene in a little bit. Into the situation. I find that really 
amazing that you were able to do that. 

C: I guess the difference is.. .1 didn't hesitate to share things like that with him 
before. I just felt bad and guilty for doing it. I felt like the fact that he was 
willing to support me, I found difficult to accept. So there was still the 
exchange of information, but I was still not necessarily feeling much better 
afterwards because I felt like I was dumping on him. And that's just him 
helping me in a time whenever the load's bogged. And my perspective has 
changed that way of being able to accept and receive. Which I find difficult 
to do at times. 

The opening for co-creating new stories with this couple is already present Claire 

describes her previous discomfort with accepting Gene's support, but later states that her 

perspective has changed. They are both at the point where they realize they want to take a 

different path this time, and the team has the freedom to act more as a facilitator of their 

search for other trails rather than introducing this couple to the idea of creating multiple 

endings to their journey. An integral part of the process is Claire and Gene's readiness in 

this conversation to tackle ideas and discourses that might be problematic. The 

conversation picks up at the point where Gene and Claire are discussing a swimsuit 

magazine that she has found amongst his things, which she finds very offensive: 

L: What would be your best guess? If you were to try help Gene 
understand.. .why that particular piece tends to cause you sadness? 

C: Well, I don't know if I can tie it back directly but, uh, there's a lot there 
but.. .yeah, the fact that there was a breach of trust. From my ex-husband. 
Getting involved with another woman. That doesn't exactly connect to 
what he's trying to explain here. 
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L: What do you think does help to make the connection do you think, Claire? 

C: Uhm.. .Well, a tremendous amount of insecurity on my part, which really 
bothers me. I don't know what I can do to remedy that. Uhm, the first 
boyfriend I had whom I was sexually involved in, had pornography 
everywhere, all the time. Uhm, I was too young and naive to realize that 
that wasn't a healthy situation. And since that time I've always been 
bothered by seeing.. just the way we depict women in society. It's like, 
men like to gawk at women who dress like that or look like that, and yet: 
but my girlfriend can't look like that so.. .Or my wife, or... 
You know? And it's just.. .that whole concept bothers me. Oh, it's okay to 
look, but don't touch. But my girlfriend's.. .you know I wouldn't date 
anybody who looked like that. You know like just.. I 'spose deep down 
I'm dragging that from my teen years. 

In this excerpt Claire links Gene's possession of a swimsuit magazine to the 

betrayal she's experienced in a past relationship, and the portrayal of women as sexual 

objects in society. She talks about not knowing any better when she was younger, but now 

it could be said that she is taking a stand against those objectifying messages: "...1 was too 

young and naive to realize that that wasn't a healthy situation". What Claire talks about in 

this passage reminds me of the male sexual drive discourse, and the meanings concerning 

sexuality (Hare-Mustin, 1994; Holloway, 1984). Men's sexual urges are assumed to be 

natural and compelling, whereas women are seen as the object of men's sexual drive and 

expected to comply (Hare-Mustin, 1994). Her admissions describe her discomfort of 

complying with the sexual drive discourse and reject that particular subject position. 

Gene's response to Claire's next statement also minimizes his adherence to that discourse: 

C: Probably something in there that he likes. 

L: Uh hum. Would you agree with that Gene? 

G: I don't think that...see.. .as a general statement there's something in there I 
like is the swim suit edition an appealing edition? Yeah. I mean there's 
nothing the matter with the edition. But is there something that I feel the 
need... 
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C: There's nothing the matter with the edition. 

G: No. I mean I'm basically saying that, are there attractive women in there? 
Well yes, there are. But is it something I've kept because I need to look at 
it on a regular basis, and there's someone in there that I want to have on 
my wall but I don't? No, because the reality is that I have the edition 
because I got it from the school, I looked at it, then it sat in a box with 
everything else. And it came out when I was cleaning up stuff. 

Gene admits that he enjoys looking at the magazine, but just as a diversion and not 

because there's an underlying meaning for him. Claire expresses some disbelief by stating 

there must be something he likes about the edition, which can be linked to the images of 

women portrayed by the media. For example, Telford and Farrington (1991) highlighted 

the three conventional representations of women in the media as being mother, housewife, 

or slut. Further, men are supposedly rendered helpless to resist the perfect body and face 

represented by these images. Gene refutes such an assumption with his description of 

throwing the magazine in a box and forgetting about it. Both these partners give the 

impression of being able to choose from different subject positions to find what is 

comfortable for them. It seems that the dialogue between Gene and Claire talks about 

replacing the traditional images assigned to men and women with new images that 

incorporate care, sensitivity, and collaboration: 

C: Part of my problem is I think I don't hesitate at all to say what I'm feeling. 
Whereas Gene is often in the mode of still trying to protect me. 

L: And are we trying to break that a bit? Are we trying to get rid of that uhm, 
that piece? Gene feeling like he has to protect you like a china doll, or 
whatever that was? Okay. Because you're standing up against that. You 
don't want that anymore, right? I don't even think you ever did, right? 

So something's very interesting that's happening. Right now. You guys are 
being able to open up. Being able to talk.. .in ways that are more honest, 
more honest, for you.. .for both of you. Which is what you want, Claire. 

C: Ultimately, yeah. 
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This bit of talk affirms the aspiration Claire and Gene have for discarding the 

constrictions of old ways of being and adopting new ways. In particular, Claire's desire to 

break the pattern of protection that has been occurring in the relationship and Liane's 

reframe of standing up to that dynamic speaks about the space this couple is making for 

challenging their issues in new ways as the conversation continues: 

L: ... So anyways, you both have really complementary styles. You kinda roll 
off each other once in a while. 

C: Yeah, but that can also mean not seeing eye to eye. Because we're focused 
on different things. 

L What you guys have noticed though, is you're trying to share more in order 
to get a similar focus? 

G: I think so. And like you say, I mean it's a process. I mean.. I guess you 
find out more when issues come up how you deal with them. I mean, I 
don't think we've had any huge issues over the last few weeks, that, you 
know, that we've had to really discuss. But I mean, when the shit hits the 
fan, that's when you know how your communication's working out. But I 
think in general, over the past couple weeks, I think it's been... 

C: How many times has the shit have to hit the fan? 

G: Well, I guess I use that proverbially, but.. I think it should hit the fan more 
often. Before.. .you know what I mean? Like, before an issue becomes a 
big issue where you go: this has been bugging me for a long, long, time. 
It's kinda like, well, we should make sure we talk about those things before 
it hits that part. 

Discarding their constraints of the china-doll/protector dichotomy, they start to talk about 

a different way of approaching problems. A way in which disagreements do occur but will 

be dealt with as they come up, instead of building to the point where they become 

insurmountable as demonstrated by this couple's analogy: "How many times has the shit 

to hit the fan? .. .1 think it should hit the fan more often". Once again the discussion 

illustrates the reflexive nature of this couple's dialogue in that they are each building upon 



118 

the other's responses, and could be an indication of their receptivity to a more 

collaborative kind of reflection process. 

The last part of the session deals with the final fear that this couple shares, which is 

the previous pattern of facing a crisis situation and instead of confronting it, breaking off 

the relationship. However, Claire states that she wants to stop the pattern that they've 

been engaging in: 

C: I don't want it to be an issue. I don't want it to be an underlying fear. For 
either one of us. I don't want him to have to tippy toe around, to think that 
because I have done this before, to have ended our relationship, that it 
could happen again. And, so, once again there's a catch 22. I don't want to 
make an ultimatum and then everybody.. .are not really acting naturally 
under the circumstances. 

L: ... So when the shit does hit the fan, we're gonna turn the fan down a little 
bit, sit down, and talk and come to some sort of solution. Rather than 
throwing the fan out the door. What do you think about that? Do you think 
that's what the first of moving towards you goal? 

G: I think that that's realistic. I mean, I guess to be honest, I've always 
thought that I'm the person on thin ice. And I think that Claire's been 
standing on firm ground. And that's mainly because, like she said, I mean 
any of the breakups have been initiated by her. So certainly I'm the one 
personally, that feels like I have to be careful, or has had to be careful not 
to do things.. .because you never know when the boom is gonna get 
lowered. And I mean that's a tough place to be, because at the same time 
you're trying to do everything right, when you do do something wrong 
then you're kinda like a dog in a corner going: oh God, I did something 
stupid, now what's gonna happen? 

And I think we've acknowledged that, and.. I think at this point, I'm 
honestly at the point where I 'm just saying I want this to work. So I ' ll do 
whatever it takes. And if I'm doing what I honestly think is the best that I 
can do, and Claire still, I'm not trying to put the onus on her but for the 
sake of the statement, if Claire still believes it's not good enough, you 
know it's not quite how I wanted it to come out, but if it's not good 
enough, then... There's nothing more I can do. I just want to make sure 
that if we do end up going.. .you know, I just want to make sure that if we 
do get to that point again, I want it to be definite. So that we both know, 
yeah, we've done everything we could and maybe there just are some 
compatibility issues that just won't happen. 
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In both of their statements is an acknowledgement of what they need to do in 

order to follow a different path from the one they previously took. Claire shares her desire 

to eliminate the fear that underlies the relationship, while Gene emphasizes his openness to 

starting from this point on and working with Claire in co-creating the relationship they 

both want. All of the words that each of them have shared throughout the session speak 

about that willingness and openness for alternative ways of looking at their situation. They 

are already breaking out of their current patterns and wanting to have some different 

perspectives presented to them. Furthermore, their different languaging about the situation 

embraces the idea of multiple definitions: the analogy about dealing with conflict, Claire's 

description of walking on tippy toes. Gene's feeling of being on thin ice, and the idea of 

taking baby steps toward their goal. The statement that really struck me about their 

potential receptivity to the team is the following one by Claire: 

C: It's like we have to work on our, our attitude as to how we want to talk 
about this. And if we're both thinking well.. .if Gene get that sense that if I 
do anything wrong, then that's the end of it. And I think that I'm realizing 
that he's thinking like that, and maybe he resents me and bla, bla, bla, and 
/'m already creating that ending. 

This declaration seems to be an appropriate way for the team process of the session to be 

introduced, and a fitting way for me to move on to the reflections. 

The Team Process 

Because this couple seems more open to the idea of multiple narratives or new 

stories, I think the team's reflections are geared toward that kind of co-creation of 

different ideas through dialogue. The team members build on a couple of metaphors, 

especially in reference to the fear that holds them back from their ideas about being a 

couple: 
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C: To me I guess one of the things I was noticing or wondering about was 
part of being a couple entails the risk of being vulnerable with one another. 
And I really saw that was a theme about what they were talking about. And 
it was almost as if there was this fear that comes into the situation 
sometimes and prevents them from moving forward to that being a couple 
that they wanted to see on tape 3. And for me, I wondered, you know, for 
Gene I heard him talking about the sense that it's really difficult when 
Claire's upset or hurt, and he might want to come in and fix the problem, 
and it's really hard for him to kind of stay there and listen and be with his 
feelings. 

By the same token, I heard Claire talking about that fear in a different way, 
when it was scarier for her to maybe allow that support into the situation, 
just into her heart. And that fear seems to be something that's almost trying 
to hold them back from taking the next step of continuing to be vulnerable 
in that way. 

S: I was just going to say sometimes I think of mistrust as needing fear to 
survive. So if mistrust is to survive in this relationship, it kind of needs the 
fears to feed it. Then it becomes sort of what I think you were saying, an 
exorcism of the fears from this relationship, and to cast them out of this 
relationship sort of thing. 

These reflections incorporate the language of the couple, but also add some new terms 

like vulnerability and risk. Carolyn speaks about fear as if it has latched on to Claire and 

Gene and is holding them back. Similar to the work of narrative therapists this analogy 

promotes an idea that the fear is something they can push off and get away from, and it's 

different for each partner (Freedman & Combs, 1996). Simon's reformulation of fear and 

mistrust as two entities that feed off one another takes Carolyn's analogy a little bit farther 

by starting to name some of the things that give the fear its strength in their relationship. 

Tracy introduces another term that could be giving fear its strength: 

TR: Yeah, and I see the same theme too. Risk is a word that stuck out for me, 
in terms of risk and fears. And how to take the risks in a relationship. 
Because there's you know, given Claire's mom and dad's stuff that's going 
on, her previous relationship, there's lots of fear of risking again. And uhm, 
I think, and uh, for Gene to admit, yeah this is a risk for him too, because 
he feels like he just might be one more. 
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And I really wanted to know what it would look like when they get to a 2 
or a 1. And I think I was part of that with the last little bit. And it' s... I 
guess I'm wondering, how do they challenge risk? How do they challenge 
their fear and put it together in their relationship? 

S: And how have they been doing that? I think they've been doing that all 
along. 

TR: It's not conscious. 

The introduction of another element that feeds the fear suggests to Gene and 

Claire that they can break the overarching feeling down into smaller chunks that might 

seem more manageable. Also, Tracy assumes that they will succeed in getting to a point of 

less strain in their relationship, and prompts both partners to start thinking about what they 

will be doing at a more comfortable level. Talking about this achievement starts to move 

them a little farther along on the path of their goal by inviting them to envision how they 

will be different, with the implication that they are already challenging those little pieces 

that make up fear: " How do they challenge their fear and put it together in their 

relationship9"; "...I think they've been doing that all along ". The pivotal piece is this 

couple working together to fight the fear, and risk, and mistrust, and Simon presents the 

idea of degrees of trust: 

S: Well, uhm, I think that part of what you're saying is uhm, to being united 
against the fears as being a helpful thing in order to decrease their influence 
in the relationship. The other thing that I was thinking about with trust was 
uhm, sometimes when I hear people talk about it, it almost sounds like it's 
a have it or don't have it sort of thing. And recently I've been playing with 
the idea of degrees of trust. And trusting enough to start a relationship 
growing. And uhm, just from my own perceptions, thinking about Gene 
and Claire in that light of trusting enough to be able to forge forward in this 
relationship. I think I saw some of that. 

C: And that, that sort of degrees of trust, I could also look at. I saw when 
Gene was able to talk about his fear of being on the thin ice. That's a pretty 
vulnerable thing to talk about. And I guess I'd also just wonder whether 
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Gene and Claire can see that both together as a positive thing to share. 
Something scary like that. 

'Cause I almost got the sense at one point that when fear or pain starts to 
happen, that they tend to equate that with this could be the next end. And I 
heard that from Claire, when Gene shared that. If Gene is feeling this way, 
does that mean we're that step closer to being the end? But to me, I was 
seeing it as: we're that step closer to that increase in trust. And that all 
relationships involve sharing some sort of pain and fear of vulnerability. 
And then when we name it that way and put it out there on the table, that 
that courage grows that trust you're talking about, and makes that fear just 
that little bit smaller. It doesn't have the same power that it does when we 
never speak about it. 

Picturing trust as a matter of degrees instead of an all or nothing event is intended 

to put the discomfort and vulnerability Gene and Claire are feeling into perspective. It also 

makes the struggle sound like a natural part of the process toward becoming a couple, and 

a step in the right direction. They are invited to rethink the metaphor of being on thin ice, 

and change that instead to a metaphor of putting all the fears out on the table and naming 

them. Naming the fears takes away their power, which in turn pushes this couple one step 

closer to a higher degree of trust. Self- disclosure of this kind of alternative story could 

potentially help Gene and Claire put their challenge into perspective: 

S: So it's almost like it's a good thing that they're facing this in the way that 
they are. Which is kind of how I was looking at it when they were talking 
about Claire's parents splitting up. 

When I first met my wife, her parents split up about six months after, and I 
had a great deal of difficulty understanding why it was so difficult for my 
wife. Because both of her parents seemed happier for it, and I didn't really 
understand. I remember at the time thinking: what a crummy thing just to 
be in a relationship with a person, and now her parents are going through 
this. And it was really difficult at the time. When I look back at it, I can say 
fortunately, that it was probably one of the best things that happened to our 
relationship 'cause it forced us to talk about and work through things, and 
build trust in a way that I don't think would have happened if that... at the 
time it was like, what bad timing. How can this be happening just when I'm 
starting in the relationship? But it was the best thing that ever happened for 
us. 
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C: Sometimes crisis and opportunity can be the same thing. I think in one of 
the Asian languages it's the same symbol. And it is as though that crisis in 
her life with her parents has provided an opportunity for them to share 
more 

Simon's self disclosure provides a personal example of this new way of looking at 

the situation, and Carolyn puts a positive slant on it by suggesting that it is an opportunity 

for sharing. The team picks up the analogy of thin ice again: 

C: .. .It takes a lot of courage and I really believe it when we start to look 
inside at what those fears are, and we put them on the table and start to 
name them and start to look at them together, start to name them and start 
to challenge them, that sometimes it means going inside and stepping a 
little farther out on that ice. 

Or, you know, maybe we need to flood the ice and get some more snow on 
top of the ice, or whatever that is. Together. And there's a real sense of 
them wanting to do it. And the fact that they're here, and I heard that from 
Claire, I'm really impressed by the fact that Gene is here with her. Which is 
a vulnerable place to be. 

TR: Support for each other, and trust, and facing fears. 

S: So, define the fears. 

D: Yeah, a lot of times, I think it's more so with men, you know, there's this 
idea that getting help means that you have a problem. And uh, I don't think 
that's the case at all. There's a lot of uhm, just acknowledging that yeah, 
we both need to do something. 

C: So I'd just encourage them to keep taking a look at those fears, and keep 
talking and looking at the ways that together they can. You know, it's, it's 
very true sometimes fear quashes our creativity. And if we can take a look 
at it, we can start creating a different kind of us or couple. 

The team incorporates the metaphors used by Claire and Gene, and builds upon 

those to give them some ideas for alternative ways of interpreting their situation. Instead 

of just introducing the notion of different ways of seeing the same thing, the team takes it 

one step farther to include some ideas for taking action. Also, the larger context is pulled 

into the stories in the form of self-disclosure as with Simon's piece, and Dan's 
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contribution about men's perspectives of counseling. The team co-creates the new story 

by building on each other's ideas to formulate one that goes something like this: Gene and 

Claire working together to build increasing degrees of trust by placing the fears on the 

table, naming them, which in turn floods the thin ice, and once that sense of security is 

created, whacking those fears off the table. 

Epilogue 

Having the opportunity to watch the entire process of the team session was very 

different from being a part of that process. Also, there was a noticeable difference in the 

interaction that occurred during this session versus with the previous couple. Claire and 

Gene have already begun the journey of co-creating a new narrative for their relationship 

as their reflexivity and openness during the conversation demonstrate. I could really see 

the impact that the reflections had on this couple, and during the post-session debrief 

Claire and Gene are already taking the information offered and deciding what fits for 

them: 

L: What stood out for you? About the team? 

C: It's amazing, uhm, the insight that they have to offer. Individually and as a 
group. Uhm.. .and also from the male and female perspective, of course, 
attitudes and beliefs and things, that adds a nice balance. I guess I come 
back into this room with ah... some sense of hope. Like, ah, a different 
focus. Good things instead of bad things. It's been a struggle for me 
because there's you know, bad things lately. But, uhm, it was most 
interesting, very beneficial. 

G: Well it's.. .1 mean it's through the proverbial looking glass. I mean 
everybody likes to be able to, you know, step back and look at a situation 
from outside your body, and I have a great hesibility to do that. And like I 
said, to be able to sit there and listen, and I mean certainly the focus from 
the group was quite positive, which is nice to hear. I mean everybody likes 
a little bit of affirmation. I mean, 'cause we're so deep into the hole sort of 
thing, sometimes you don't notice. You know you do focus on the bad 
things. 
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That's supposedly why we're here. We've got all these bad things we have 
in our relationship, etc., that have to be solved. You know, they talked 
about putting the fears on the table and stuff like that, and it's just kinda 
nice to listen to other people going: well there's an awful lot of good 
things. You kinda forget about that. You know? And I think that that's 
something that we've, we've tried to do, but it always gets tempered by, 
you know, you say the good things that you have but, there's still the bad 
things. You know, there's always the 'yeah, but', sort of thing. 

C: Well, as they point out, it's that risk and fear component that keeps getting 
in the way. It's whatever roadblocks, whatever that may be, that we just 
work on, tackle it. 

Gene and Claire genuinely appear to appreciate the different perspectives and are 

talking through their understanding of how that information applies to their unique story. 

The dialogue continues with some discussion about gender roles and Gene's willingness to 

step out of the accepted discourses: 

G: .. I don't know about Claire, but to me I don't, I don't look at it as that 
big of a deal, I just think it's a process that is helpful. Like, I don't know, 
do you think it's a big deal to actually be talking about this stuff? 

C: Yeah, it is, it is a big deal Gene, because a lot of men your age wouldn't be 
here. And as they point out, where we are in the relationship, when you're 
in a relationship. Yeah, it is a big deal. It's a big step. Maybe it's effortless 
on your part, it doesn't seem like a big deal, but in the grand scheme of 
things, yeah, it is a big deal. 

G: Yeah, and I mean maybe it has to do with my personal life, maybe it has to 
do with my job. I mean this is something that theoretically I expect from 
the kids that I teach. I guess for me to be sharing and to be doing this is 
something that I.. .it's, it's just a logical expectation. 

L: ... Good for you, Gene. You're in the modern era. Good for you. 

G: Oh, I'm not, I'm not that modern! 

C: He's the Millenium Man! 

Again the easy give and take and sincere respect for one another that was present during 

the session is present in this exchange. Right here in the small piece of text that I've 
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presented is an example of some co-creation occurring: Gene is being transformed through 

the dialoguing from someone who is just doing what he believes is reasonable, to the 

Millenium Man. I think this is a perfect example of the opportunity for creating new 

narratives during the team process, and how this couple fully embraces that invitation. 
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CHAPTER 9 

Jeff and Kathy 

I have been working with Jeff and Kathy for the last few months. They are quite 

young, 20 and 18 years old respectively, and have been together for 14 months. Their 

relationship is fairly new but they are experiencing some very serious problems. I originally 

met with Jeff for individual counseling to deal with his ideas about expressing anger (he 

revealed that he had pushed Kathy, which frightened him), and we jointly decided that 

couple therapy would be appropriate as long as Kathy's physical safety was not at risk. 

Kathy is dealing with sexual, physical, and emotional abuse she experienced in the 

past and seems to be trying to get a sense of her own independence, both in life as well as 

in the relationship. Jeff on the other hand, is a person who has been very independent for 

many years and has set ideas and standards for how the relationship should be. When they 

first met the kind of relationship they created facilitated the dynamic of Jeff as the 

protector and provider for Kathy, and Kathy as the emotional supporter. According to this 

discourse Kathy is expected to adhere to rules set by Jeff and work toward attaining a 

relationship that follows traditional kinds of ideas for men and women i.e.: the gender 

dichotomy of expressive/instrumental. The difficulties that are arising might be stemming 

from Kathy's search for a sense of self, and how this changes the way the partners are 

relating to one another. This session is our third one together, and the first team 

experience for this couple. Because of the manner in which they are speaking about certain 

discourses in their relationship, the team's role becomes one of introducing the possibility 

for alternative ways of viewing their experiences, rather than helping to co-create different 

stories. 
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The Reflecting Team Session 

The main theme that underlies this conversation is the struggle for control in this 

relationship. Interwoven within this struggle are Kathy's steps toward her own 

independence and self-expression, and Jeffs reactions to those steps. During the session 

the language is indicative of subject positions of dominance and obedience, and the team's 

reflections seem to name that dynamic and put it out there for the partners to consider. 

Moreover, the theme of control that seems to be present will be illustrated by pieces of the 

conversation and linked to relevant literature, including work by Wade and Todd (in 

press). The team's reflections will then be deconstructed in light of this analysis. To my 

knowledge there have not been any incidents of physical abuse since we began working 

together. 

The Struggle for Control 

This couple's interactions usually follow a predictable pattern of tension leading to 

fights leading to the honeymoon stage. Prior to the session Jeff and Kathy had a serious 

argument, and the major sticking point is Kathy's way of communicating her differing 

views: 

J: Oh, we had one fight and now we're lovey-dovey again. 

T: Okay, you had one fight and now you're lovey-dovey. What does that 
mean? 

J: Well, we had a fight and now we're happy. 

T Okay. But you told me some information that I was pretty surprised by. 
So... 

J: Well, the fight got.. .intense. And I told her to pack her bags and I was 
taking her to the bus depot. It got as far as that night and into the next day. 
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K: I called my mom, and told her to pick me up at the bus station. And then I 
went up... we went out of the house. We went to his friend's. We went to 
Chris' house and played a game of Risk. Then we came back home. 

T: So it actually got to the point where you guys were ready to just pack it in. 
Go running, screaming, from the edge of the cliff. 

K: Yes 

T: But you didn't. 

K: No. His friend talked some sense into him. 

T: How did he do that9 

J: He didn't. She's just mistaken. 

The wording of the conversation hints at the discourses that this couple adheres to, 

discourses concerning who has power in the relationship and who does not: "... I told her 

to pack her bags"; "...She's just mistaken". Commitment to these kinds of discourses fits 

with the notion of power being equated with domination and control over people and 

things. Furthermore, most men and women are taught very early on that dominating and 

controlling others is the basic expression of power. (Hooks, 1984). The Western, 

masculine conception of the self-contained individual is the epitome of mental health and 

social evolution, and therefore the more powerful subject position according to these ways 

of being (Bohan, 1997). There does not seem to be much room for movement away from 

the discourses of domination and control in this relationship: 

J: ... I was feeling kind of... I was upset because I feel like she was scape-
goating all her problems onto my mom. 

T: Okay. 

J: And then she was talking to her mom and saying, a whole bunch of, well 
not a whole bunch of things. She was saying that my mom spent four or 
five hundred dollars on groceries and there's nothing to eat. And I told her, 
well there's lots to eat, you just gotta cook it. And then just from there, she 
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didn't agree with me I guess. She started giving me a lot of attitude so I 
got mad. Sat down and wrote her a note. It wasn't the nicest of notes, but I 
figured it was better than yelling at her. And then I went downstairs and 
she come and she threw the note at my head. Then I got real mad at her. 

K: That's 'cause I wrote on the back. 

J: She threw the note at me, and I got mad. Just snapped when she did that. 
Started yelling. 

T: So when you snapped, what does that mean? 

J: I tur, turned around and I started screaming at her. 

T: Screaming... 

K: He should smack me. If he was closer he would smack me. 

Wade and Todd (in press) described the discourse of suppression of resistance as 

one in which the perpetrators of oppression and violence anticipate resistance from their 

victims. As a result, they take specific steps to control and suppress this kind of action 

with physical and discursive strategies. In effect, the victims face not only the violence 

itself but also the ever-present threat of retaliation for any act of open defiance. Kathy 

stages a couple of attempts at resistance with describing the situation in a way that does 

not fit with Jeffs perceptions and throwing a note in response at him, and she is very 

aware of the form of retaliation: "He should smack me. If he was closer he would smack 

me". During the conversation both partners are very entrenched in playing their parts 

according to this discourse. However, Kathy starts to reveal small ways that she is staging 

a protest: 

J: ... I was just upset because she threw something at my head. It was very 
intentional. A piece of paper, well ooh, that's not gonna hurt. But it's 
just. .1 wasn't expecting it, and something happened, and I swung around, 
no fists or anything, and just turned around. Don't throw things at my 
head. She basically told me to just piss off and ran up stairs. So I went up 
stairs and told her . .pack your bags. 
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T: So she really stood up for herself that day. 

J: Uh hum. 

T: Is that, is that usual for her? 

J: No. Well, in a way. 

K: No. I usually back down. 

T: So what happened this time that you didn't back down, Kathy? 

K: He pissed me off. I got mad at him. He wrote me that note, I wrote back 
and I threw it at him. Before he could do anything, I ran back up the stairs. 

T: So you went so far, but then you knew maybe you'd gone a little too far. 

K: No, he just got a little slightly mad, so I ran up the stairs. 

When Jeff describes the reasons for his anger, I reinterpret Kathy's actions as 

standing up for herself. This seems to be a new way to look at the situation and fits with 

Kathy's ideas of what happened, up to a point. She agrees that she took a stand but does 

not accept my impressions that things may have gone too far: "No, he just got slightly 

mad...". This bit of conversation demonstrates the extent of their willingness to accept 

different slants on the argument, such as naming certain pieces of their behavior, but also 

illustrates that they are not yet ready to think about creating a different outcome to their 

story. There is space in their narrative to start naming things that are happening, but not 

enough space for any kind of transformational work. The couple continues by describing 

another example of Kathy's resistance veiled in her recent attempts to stop smoking: 

J: Yeah, she's doing quite good. I don't know what she's smoking now, two 
on a day, or every other day, or... 

K: I had two on Monday, though. But I was mad at him. So I said screw it, 
I'm not gonna try anymore. 
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T: So it seems to me that you smoke when you want to get back at him in a 
way sometimes? 

K: Not necessarily. Just...he was telling me to get out and I was like, what's 
the sense of quitting? Like.. .yeah. 

T: So Jeff, what do you think of the fact that she took some of your concerns 
seriously, and decided to quit smoking? 

J: Uhm, I think it's just like a: yes, dear. 

T: You're not sure if it's sincere enough, or deep enough? 

J: Well, there's not doubt that the intentions are.. .that she does want to quit. 
But I, I think it's for the wrong reasons. Shouldn't wanna quit for someone 
else, you should wanna quit for yourself. 

T: So you think she wants to quit for you, and that's it. 

J: Yeah. Yeah. 

In this excerpt each of them have very definite ideas about what occurred, and they 

only accept different views up to a certain extent. For example, when I offer an idea about 

how to look at the situation they are both very assertive in choosing what can be 

incorporated into their current narratives and what cannot: ".. .you smoke when you want 

to get back at him..." "Not necessarily"; "...you're not sure if it's sincere enough..." "...I 

think it's for the wrong reasons". Also, these partners do not seem to be ready to co-

construct portions of their narratives like the previous couple was. When they are sharing 

bits of their stories there is no indication of elaboration on the other's version, or 

incorporation of their partner's perspectives into their own. Looking at Gottman's (1999) 

work, it would appear from this discussion that Jeff and Kathy have not yet established the 

stable foundation needed to start creating their shared meaning narratives. Perhaps this 

session is part of the process of naming the pieces of that foundation that need to be 
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worked on. At this point Jeff and Kathy are in the playful or lovey-dovey stage of their 

cycle, and we continue by exploring what will happen the next time tension occurs: 

T: So what happens when you guys hit the stage again where that fight could 
happen again? 

K: Gotta watch what we say. 

J: And do. 

K: Quit pushing buttons. 

T: 'Kay. Watch what you say and do, and quit pushing buttons. 

K: Yes. 

T: You're pretty unanimous on that. 

K: Yes. 

T: So what are you watching for? 

K: Well, I gotta watch what I say about his mom, that's for sure. 

J: But I don't mind if you say thing about my mom, but don't exaggerate, 
don't, don't lie. 

T: And your reaction is telling me you have something to say about that. 

K: No. 

Not only does this piece of talk demonstrate the dynamics of resistance and 

retaliation suggested by Wade and Todd (in press), but I am also reminded of Foucault's 

work. In his account power is a general matrix of force relationships at a given time, in a 

given society, and we are all enmeshed in it (Faubion, 2000). Power is not an institution or 

a structure or a certain strength that we are endowed with, it is the name that one 

attributes to a complex strategical relationship in a particular society (Faubion, 2000). 

Although Foucault's work focuses primarily on the societal level, he also talks about 
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power at the micro level. The gender discourses that this couple seems to be enmeshed in 

follow a complex strategical relationship where power is exercised with a series of aims 

and objectives, namely ensuring that each of them continues adhering to the current 

expectations: ".. .watch what you say and do, and quit pushing buttons". As Dreyfus and 

Rabinow (1983) summarized, "people know what they do; they frequently know why they 

do what they do; but what they don't know is what what they do does" (p. 187). At this 

point in time Kathy and Jeff are engaging in a conversational dance for control in the 

relationship. However, their openness to the team experience does give the impression of 

a bit of space for taking another kind of look at the dynamics of this relationship. 

The session continues with some discussion concerning the importance for Kathy 

of being able to open up to Jeff about the past issues she is working through. The 

conversation reveals that there is a question about the safety that Kathy feels in being 

vulnerable to Jeff: 

T: So if you had to put your finger on it, what do you think's stopped you 
from sharing that with him, 'cause that seemed to be really important to 
you at the end of the last session? 

K: Well the fight. I don't think I should say anything unless I know for sure 
that...I'm gonna see him again. 

T: Okay. So that insecurity is stopping you. And we were also discussing how 
having Jeff believe you was a really important thing for you. 

K: Yeah. 

T: And Jeff, I'd asked you what it would be like for you to have, uhm, to 
suspend your disbelief. What have you thought about that since our last 
talk? 

J: To be honest with you I haven't given it a second thought. 

T: How come? 
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J: I knew... when you said it, I said to myself: alright, fine, if she tells me 
anything I'll believe her. No more lost sleep. 

T: So it's just as simple as that for you. Black and white, you can just go 
ahead and... 

J: Yeah. 

T: Okay. And has she opened up to you, that you've noticed? 

J: Other than throwing things at my head and telling me to fuck off, no. I 
think that was kind of in a way opening up for her. She hasn't ever really 
done that before. She went too far in my opinion. Because, well, she knows 
that I hate when people do things like that. There was no danger like.. .one 
of the first times I actually gave her a push, there was no danger of that. It 
was just, I was venting. She took me too far and I just got mad. It was a 
different direction of far, though. 

Kathy reveals the importance of Jeffs validation but that at this point in time she feels 

invalidated: "I don't think I should say anything...". However, despite her fear of 

disapproval from him, she still manages to communicate some of her feelings through the 

note incident. Jeff acknowledges that her actions might have been a way of opening up, 

but that she went too far: "... She took me too far..." I find that wording to be steeped in 

an underlying threat of retaliation, and it also places any responsibility for Jeffs response 

onto Kathy. Furthermore, safety becomes an issue in this relationship, as Jeff talks about 

when hostility occurs: 

J: Whenever her and I get into our fights, we go towards hostility. But that 
was just a venting, you know? I dunno, it's kinda hard to explain unless 
you feel it. 

T: Okay, so usually you're going towards that hostility, but this time... 

J: No. The hostility is like, a rare thing. It happens every now and then, but 
not very often. 

T: So usually it is a venting. 
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J: Yeah. If she'da stayed right in my face while I was venting, and then turned 
around and like thrown things at my head, and if she'da stayed right in my 
face and given me that 'oh, whatever' attitude, then it woulda led to that 
hostility, but she ran away. 

The manner in which Jeff talks about hostility and how he responds to any input given to 

him, does not leave much opportunity for creating a different way of looking at things. 

There may be an opening for identifying ideas or differences contributing to the problems 

they are facing, as can be surmised by his efforts to differentiate between venting and 

hostility. I am also noticing that there is an absence of reflexive conversation occurring 

between Kathy and Jeff, which was present with Claire and Gene. It is not even clear if 

this couple is aware of each other's perspectives, as I found myself continually exploring 

their different stories in turn: 

T: Yeah. Okay. Do you see it the same way? 

K: I guess so. 

J: That's not very reassuring. 

T: Yeah, that didn't sound very reassuring, did it? 

J: No. 

T: So what was it that sort of wasn't reassuring for you Jeff? 

J: Just the attitude and manner in which she said it. The body language was 
like, well...hum. 

K: Yeah well I didn't think it was very fair. At all. The whole thing. 

T: The fight, the reaction... 

K: Yeah. 

T: What do you think would have been more fair? 

K: Well I don't think he should have acted the way he did. Everyone has 
growing pains. And if I'm 'sposed to listen to him back talk all my 
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friends.. .then I don't see why he should get mad if I say something about 
somebody he knows too. 

T: So there's a real struggle here for you guys to have an emotional 
partnership. 

K: He just figures he has this say in everything. 

Kathy's admission of the unfairness of the situation speaks to the sense of 

disempowerment she mentions during the session. Her body language seems to be 

communicating these feelings before she chooses to talk about them, and breaking her 

silence about the power relations happening in her relationship is congruent with the 

importance that some feminist literature places on telling our stories (Sawicki, 1994). "The 

absence of a sense of self, of one's value and authority, and of the legitimacy of one's 

needs and feelings is a hallmark of femininity as it has been defined in many patriarchal 

contexts" (Sawicki, 1994, p. 357). My last statement addresses these struggles quite 

directly, and neither Jeff nor Kathy respond to it, once again defining the conversation as 

one in which dynamics get named but not reconstructed. 

I have the impression that there is little room for opposing views for this couple. 

As the session progresses we start to explore a little deeper into what leads them toward 

the cycle of tension, and Jeff describes the close relationship he has with his friend: 

J: You gotta have someone you can talk to that's impartial. I 
mean.. .otherwise the pressure's gonna build up and I'm gonna end up 
taking it out on her. I mean like, there've been times when I've been over 
the last four or five years, I'd just cry, and lonely you know, and I can talk 
to my friend Jack and he makes it all go away. And it's the same for me 
and him, you know? Vice versa. Like just the other day, he called me up 
and we went out till 2:30 in the morning. We sat in my truck for two hours, 
three hours and just talked, you know? We can talk about nothing for 
hours, and it's still a great conversation. I wish Kathy and I were more so 
in that respect. 

T: That's a pretty unique relationship you share with your friend. 
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J: Yeah, he and I are like brothers. Real close. 

T: Yeah. And you said you wish you and Kathy could share that. What stops 
you from that? 

J: I don't know. She just doesn't have the same views as him, I guess. 

T: So having similar views with you would be important, or is it something 
different? 

J: Him and I can disagree, and be ready to kill upon opposing sides and we 
can still sit down and have a civil conversation about it. It's no problem. 

The implication from this piece of text is that Jeff does not turn to Kathy to talk about his 

frustrations because their views are too different. It could be surmised that their 

relationship cannot tolerate too much difference at this point, but when I ask the question 

concerning the importance of similar views Jeff chooses not to respond, again 

demonstrating his tolerance level of the introduction of multiple ways of interpreting the 

situation. We continue along the same lines of conversation: 

J: But, ah.. .1 don't know, she just doesn't.. .Her and I are not on the same 
level as me and him. It's not a higher level or a lower level, it's just not the 
same, you know? 

T: What do you think's stopping it from being the same? 

J: She's at a... 

K: Too many opposite views. 

Even though Jeff does not admit that difference of opinion is a problem, Kathy states that 

fact very openly. This couple also introduces the fear of judgment and lack of acceptance 

as being roadblocks: 

J: She's uncomfortable with a lot of my personal life. My private, you know, 
doings and what have you. And that's gotta change in order for me to open 
up and give to her like I give to Jack. 

T: So there might not be the same level of acceptance there9 
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J: Right. Like I was feeling being judged. 

T: Okay, okay. And Kathy, I was really noticing some of your body language 
as Jeff was talking about this. So tell me what was going on for you as you 
were listening to Jeff. 

K: I think we're definitely on different levels. 

T: And, and in terms of that, what do you think's stopping the two of you 
from being on the same level? 

K: 'Cause we don't agree with each other. 

T: So for you the opposing views is the main thing. 

K: Yeah. They're major views. 

T: Major views on.. .what? 

K: Well about his mom, for one. 

T: And what else? 

J: Well, I... 

K: I think he's trying to.. .it seems like he kinda stops me from being me. 
'Cause I do everything for the wrong reason. 

T: So you're feeling judged by Jeff as well. 

K: Yeah. 

During this bit of conversation one of the main themes that this couple is restricted 

by is the fear of being judged. As I look over the transcripts again I am struck by the 

amount of time it takes to have this theme emerge. It is almost like they are being very 

careful in how much they reveal, especially Kathy. More importantly, the interaction 

between this couple and myself is restricted by their limits as to how much new, or 

different, information they are willing to hear. Similar to the absence of a give and take 

kind of interaction between Jeff and Kathy, our conversation lacks that quality as well. 
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However, now that the discussion has reached this point there seems to be some progress 

toward their willingness to have some new perspectives introduced, as this piece of text 

about a new idea I introduce demonstrates: 

J: Well she's saying that I'm goal oriented, and you're more so family 
oriented. And I'm saying, well, they're the same thing. You've got your 
goals for the family, I've got my goals for me and you and how to get 
there. You know you want a healthy family, you want your kids, or boy 
and girl or whatever it is, you know? You've got those little ideas set 
ahead. I'm just more so nearsighted in that respect of goals. And yes, they 
are important to me because, end result, what she's talking about is worth 
more than I'll ever own. 

T: I like how you put it Jeff. You're nearsighted, so would that make Kathy 
farsighted? 

J: Yeah. 

K: I am farsighted. I'm very farsighted. What I don't get is if my reasons for 
what I do is wrong, how come yours are right if it's for the same thing? 

J: You never explained to me that you wanted a healthy family, that you 
wanted this, you wanted that. All's I knew is when you were in Edmonton, 
and ever since we've been going out, you've told me that you were gonna 
quit smoking a dozen times, and it's never happened. You finally got the 
Zyban and I told you, I said if you're gonna do this, do this for you. Don't 
waste our money if you're doing it for any other reason. And you bought 
the Zyban, so it's like great, bonus, she wants to do this. I knew she 
wouldn't waste our money, or so I was hoping. And then you're doing all 
this, you know, work.. .cut down from like a pack of smokes a day, to one 
every other day, which in my opinion is a great accomplishment. 

And then as soon as I was leaving the picture you decided that you weren't 
gonna quit smoking no more. I put two and two together: well she 
obviously didn't do it for herself, then. I mean if I'm leaving.. .if you do it 
for yourself, then no matter what happens, you're still gonna do it. I mean 
like, I want my house, I'm doing that for me. I'm doing it for us, but I'm 
also doing it for me. I wouldn't just throw my whole house idea out of the 
picture if you left me. If you went to Edmonton. 

Just like the cycle that Kathy and Jeff experience in their relationship, our 

conversation mirrors that oscillation through the stages: we start off with a neutral topic, 
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some tension gets introduced in the form of a new idea or different interpretation, there is 

some struggle concerning what fits into the narratives and what is discarded, then the 

conversation continues. Although there is some space for the introduction of more that 

one interpretation, overall very little space is opened for movement from the discourses 

present in the relationship: 

K: I know we have the basic vision of a family. Both of us. 

T: Well tell me what your vision is. 

K: I just want a happy family. That's all I want. 

T: So what's involved in the family? You, Jeff, a couple of kids... ? 

K: Uhm, hum. That's all I want. I'd be the happiest person in the world with 
that. 

T: So what are the expectations for you in that vision of your family? 

K: Well first off I'd have to quit my job. And stay at home. For the next ten 
years. 

T: To raise kids? 

K: Yeah. It's kind of Jeffs idea. It's kind of his family tradition. 

J: I don't wanna be mean, I don't wanna throw a dart, but there's no way in 
hell I'd ever forgive myself for letting my kids grow up the way you did. 
Never knowing if you're gonna have a place to live, let alone food to eat, 
no way. Forget it. I would rather just... 

T: So security is really important. 

J: Beyond anything. I don't want my children to be worried about my issues. 

T: What's hit you there, Kathy? What's going on? (Kathy is crying) 

K: He always throws that at me. 

T: You mean what happened to you in your childhood9 
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K: Yeah. He compares it like he had the perfect life, and I'm just the disaster 
life. 

The discourses that Jeff and Kathy are talking about align with the traditional 

discourse of marriage where love equals taking care of. Men are expected to provide 

economically while women are expected to provide emotionally. Men are expected to 

disregard their needs for relatedness because it will weaken their confidence and dominant 

position. Women are expected to give of themselves to men and children; in effect, love 

equals self-lessness (Hare-Mustin, 1994). Davis and Gergen (1997) deconstructed the 

term 'family values' and suggest that it functions to define a particular kind of family: one 

that is middle-class, with few children, a mother at home engaged in childrearing and a 

strong father who is the major wage-earner. This model is linked with Northern European 

cultural, social, and religious values and may not adequately support diverse opinions or 

ideas. Furthermore, Kathy's willingness to follow this discourse and behave in line with 

what Jeff expects is similar to what Goldberger (1996) talked about as the silent position 

of women's ways of knowing: 

Silence is a position in which women experience themselves as mindless and 

subject to powerful external authorities. In a sense, this is not a way of knowing 

but a way of not knowing. Women who have come out of this kind of silence tell 

us that their silence has been a way of surviving in what they experienced as a 

threatening and dangerous environment. Silence is the best policy.. .They usually 

have grown up in families and communities and schools that have planted and then 

reinforced these women's belief that they are not smart and know nothing, (p. 173-

174). 



143 

This couple's descriptions of their family aspirations, and the dynamics that occur 

during the discussion seem to fit with a silent position of knowing. We continue to talk 

about their versions of this vision, and at one point it seems like there might be room for 

them to co-create a piece of that vision: 

K: There's no way I could get a job and support the kids and family. 

J: If you got your dog grooming thing up and going, you could. 

K: No I couldn't. 

J: Actually I think that that's a brilliant idea on your part. Especially for 
family 'cause you can do it out of your home. 

K: You need school for that, and that's only up in Edmonton. It's the only 
school in Alberta, it's in Edmonton. 

J: Well, I'm pretty flexible. There's roofs everywhere I can fix. 

K: We could buy our house in Edmonton. 

T: It's almost like you guys are creating a new vision, right here with me, 
talking about some of these ideas. 

K: Not really. 

J: It's an old vision we're just revisiting. 

T: You're revisiting. And making some changes? 

K: No. It wasn't really a vision, just ideas that we had. 

It seems like Kathy and Jeff are starting to build upon each other's ideas and meanings, 

but only to a point: "It's almost like you guys are creating a new vision..." "Not really". 

The text can be thought of as a summary of what has been happening throughout the 

session, namely that this couple allows themselves to get to a certain point of accepting 

new ideas and narratives, and then pulls back. Following the conversation the team's role 
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of introducing the concept of different interpretations and ideas about Jeff and Kathy's 

issues is clear. 

The Team Process 

Looking at the discourse during the session and the degree to which Jeff and Kathy 

conform to certain themes and ideas restricts the kind of reflections that the team can 

offer. Andersen (1992) introduced the notion of not too unusual differences, building on 

Bateson's (1972) work involving "a difference that makes a difference": 

Those who do not know what to do, need something different (unusual), but this 

something should not be too different (unusual). That applies to what we talk with 

families about and how we talk with them and what the context of the talking is (p. 

59). 

Participating in the reflecting team process is already a very unusual event for most clients, 

this couple being no exception. It seems that the main theme or discourse that the team 

picks up on is the threat of retaliation and issue of safety: 

D: ... And there's sort of this fear of confrontation that, you know, uhm, some 
communication about that might sort of bring out some fights, or some sort 
of confrontation. Uhm, uhm, and there's some really good things said at 
the end about what they appreciate about one another, and those are the 
things that I've written down prior to us coming to that, actually. And 
uhm, I wonder what would happen if that were the ongoing just like what 
was brought up at the end with the writing exercises, and you know, what 
was appreciated. Because there was things that came out.. .you know, Jeff 
had said that he thought Kathy would probably make a great mother, they 
do want to be together as evidenced just coming here today, so... 

C: Uhm, hum. Yeah, I really related to some of the.. .the same stuff. And for 
me the word that just popped out was fear. And uhm, it is so scary.. .you 
know they talked about the cliff, and sometimes it's so scary to allow 
yourself, uh, to start to share things that are vulnerable. And usually it's the 
vulnerable feelings you know, if the anger is like the iceberg sticking out of 
the water, and underneath the water are all these other feelings like 
sadness, and fear, and loneliness, and all sorts of really vulnerable stuff. 



145 

And sometimes if we don't find a way to let it out by talking, or writing, or 
something, it comes up at the top of that iceberg and it comes out in the, 
the name calling, the swearing, and all of those things. 

TR: Throwing notes. 

The language that both Dan and Carolyn use is very tentative but starts to 

introduce the ideas of fear and threat: ".. .there's sort of this fear of confrontation"; ".. .it's 

so scary to allow yourself, uh, to start to share...". The reflections are moving towards 

identifying the behaviors/actions that can be interpreted as threatening, and starting to 

name some of those things that are occurring in the relationship. The conversation 

continues along the same lines, adding the team's thoughts about difference: 

D: It's funny actually, what I talk to people a lot of times about is, getting that 
out. It's like a trash compactor you know, you can only push it down for 
so long and then it doesn't get compacted anymore, it doesn't get pushed 
down, it just starts going over the sides. 

S: Yeah, uhm, you mentioned family patterns, Carolyn. One thing that uhm, 
came up in the session a number of times was, uhm, families that they came 
from and the family that they wanna be. And uhm, thinking about this in my 
own relationship and other relationships that I know of, is uhm, sometimes 
I think in terms of the story that we grow up with. And uhm, what it means 
to be a family, what it means to be a man, what it means to be a husband, 
what it means to be a friend. We sort of grow up in this context, and we 
have this story that we all carry with us. And then the other partner has this 
story that they all carry.. .There always seems a lot of differences between 
those two stories because they come from totally different contexts. 

And uhm, but then those two people come together. It seems to me that 
the problems seem to occur when they keep living the stories they had in 
the past. Sort of separate stories instead of coming together 
and.. .rep.. .re.. .writing a new story together sort of thing. And that was 
the sort of image that came to me again and again when they talked about 
their families that they came from and the families that they wanna.. .they 
want to become. In the future. And their preferences, and their values, and 
their beliefs, and how sometimes they're different, and sometimes they're 
the same. I also think we can sometimes make the distinction between an 
urgency for sameness, versus an appreciation for difference. 
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Sometimes when we grow up with these stories we have this urgency for 
the other person to be the same as your story, or fit into your story really 
nicely, versus appreciating the differences that we'll have, and making 
room for differences in our stories as we come together and come up with 
one. 

Again the language is very tentative, and the metaphor of a trash compactor is 

introduced: ".. .it's like a trash compactor...you can only push it down so far..." The 

implication is that ignoring their conflicts will only make matters worse, and result in more 

intense confrontations. Simon talks about differences versus sameness, and he grounds his 

observations in his own experience similar to White's (1999) work. Nothing new is 

presented in terms of creating other stories or narratives; rather the existing story of the 

couple is put in the context of compromise and respect for each other's views. The team 

goes on to encourage the openness of Jeff and Kathy in looking at these ideas: 

S: Well how many times have we all had couples in their, say their forties 
come in and say: oh we had all these things, we had all these differences of 
opinion and all that stuff and we just swept it under the rug. You know, 
sweep it under the rug kind of scenario, you know? And they wished that 
they'd gone to those places when they were a lot younger and come 
to.. .or, or, talked through some things and worked through some things 
and come to some shared understandings. Maybe agree to disagree kind of 
thing. But no, we pretended it wasn't there, we swept it under the rug... 

C: That trash pile gets bigger, feeling. 

S: That trash pile, yeah. So I really respect that they're.. .the word initiative 
came up for me when I was thinking about this couple, in that initiative 
they took in Edmonton in saying: well let's turn off the video and work on 
the relationship. And the initiative in coming here and saying: let's go to 
some counseling and work some of this stuff out now, versus down the 
road. 

C: Which is, which is really exciting because what does the research say, 
something like seven years before you usually see a couple after problems 
really start to happen in their relationships. So being able to look at what's 
under the rug now is really an exciting thing. Absolutely it takes a lot of 
courage and a lot of those probably risky, jittery feelings just even coming 
here. And it sounds like they went to a real different emotional level from 
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what I understood about the session today as well. It went to a new depth, 
and Jeff kinda talked about that as jitteriness, but uhm, certainly Kathy was 
very open as well about some of her hurts, and some of her feelings, and I 
thought that was really exciting as well. 

TR: It just.. .it show the commitment they have to each other. Even though, you 
know, for a lot of couples we see they're very young. And to have that 
kind of commitment and willingness to do the work, uhm, now when it's 
happening rather than before too much water gets under the bridge and, 
you know, that's it, I'm outta here. So I really commend them for being 
able to come in and deal with it so early. 

Something that really stands out for me about this team process versus the 

previous ones is the depth of the observations. It seems that the team acknowledges that 

Jeff and Kathy cannot tolerate too much difference, and keep the reflections at a more 

surface level. For instance, this portion focuses primarily on reinforcing and commending 

their efforts to identify some of the problems at work in the relationship: ".. .1 really 

respect that they're... coming here..."; "...it takes a lot of courage... just even coming 

here...". Also, the reflections normalize their experience in terms of the research 

concerning couple therapy and commend them for not sweeping the problems under the 

rug; they are taking a look at them and starting to identify some of the issues now, versus 

later. There also seems to be a note of hope in the reflections because Jeff and Kathy are 

courageous enough to do some of this work, which will help to build a more solid 

foundation for their relationship. Because there is a degree of willingness for this couple to 

hear some views that are different from their own (as is assumed from the session), the 

theme of the reflections eventually turns back towards the issue of safety: 

S: ...I think you can feel messy sometimes. You're in here, you're talking 
about strong emotions, sadness, fears, worries, and uhm, they're going 
there. They're doing that work. 

TR: And worrying about being judged. Not only by their partner, by other 
people. And being able to put that out there. It's really good. 
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D: And it is, indeed, work. Communication is work. 

C: You were just mentioning judgment, and I had this kind of picture in my 
mind, and I think Tanja talked about the judgment that was also hanging 
over there. It's like the judgment was kind of the friend of fear, and 
together they could find a way to stop the playfulness. So that if you didn't 
take these other actions that playfulness was gonna... kind of a death 
sentence to start with anyway, if you didn't start to look at the fears, and 
the fear of judgment and some of the other things that were going on. So it 
was really exciting to see them doing that. And for me it was about...also 
about, learning how to be emotionally safe with each other. And what that 
looks like. Uhm, that, that fear of being judged is a scary thing so how can 
you know that your partner is gonna be there for you, and be able to listen 
and accept differences. 

And, and I think we heard a bit of that cycle as Tanja pointed out, that 
playfulness kinda comes, and then that tension comes as well. So how can 
they learn to initiate a time where they can be calm, and be respectful, and 
have some of that emotional safety that we really need to go to that depth, 
and need to know that your partner's not going to laugh at you and say, 
you know, your feelings are right or wrong. 'Cause that kinda makes you 
wanna stop, not go farther into that journey. So I think that's a huge 
strength to be able to set aside that time, that really might help to create 
some of that emotional safety. 'Cause you can think it through. 

The team takes the approach of grounding their ideas and suggestions in the 

experiences of the couple prior to introducing them. It is a careful way of putting out 

different opinions for Jeff and Kathy to consider, and I think it mirrors the need that the 

interaction between this couple suggests for establishing a sense of safety before sharing 

any vulnerable information. Further, the experience that Kathy talks about in terms of not 

feeling validated by Jeff is addressed as an issue of emotional safety, and the retaliation 

that occurs is identified as tension. The words that Carolyn uses are not as direct as they 

could have been, but I think that her choices respect the kinds of information that Kathy 

and Jeff are ready to hear. For example, if Carolyn were to openly state she believes there 

is a threat of physical abuse if Kathy says something Jeff disagrees with, my guess is the 

information would be too different to make a difference for these partners (Andersen, 
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1992). The team does put forth one avenue for behaving differently, and phrase it in 

language that might fit for this couple: 

S: ...When they were speaking about the tension I got the sense that, I don't 
know if anyone else got it, they felt like there was too much tension in the 
relationship. That it was around too much. And I started thinking, what 
would be the tension busters? Well first of all, what would the tension need 
to survive? Well it would probably need things like misunderstanding, not 
listening, jumping to conclusions, judgment. And then to bust that tension 
what would you need...what would be the tension busters? Maybe it's the 
sort of things you were talking about, and the sort of things they were 
talking about too, in terms of the note writing, and the...turning off the 
video machine. 

C: Yeah, they had a lot of insight about that. And when I heard them saying 
what they appreciated about each other there was a lot of non-verbal things 
like hugging, and just ways that they indicate to each other that they care. 
And maybe now they're going to move into just some more ways of 
working with that. Whether it's talking or writing, some more ways of 
communicating that caring we're talking about. Difficulties and fears, and 
that jittery stuff. 

TR: Building the trust and safety to be able to go there. Starting on a positive 
note. That it won't be thrown back in their face at another time, that it 
won't be teased or laughed at, like you said. That's really tough to do. 

Externalizing the tension in the relationship opens the space to look at it apart 

from the individuals in the relationship, and escapes placing the blame on any one person 

(Freedman & Combs, 1996). It also helps to contextualize what is occurring in their 

partnership as something that can be handled, which fits well with Simon's idea about 

finding the tension busters. That kind of terminology sounds very non-threatening and 

non-judgmental, yet communicates the message that something about the way these two 

people relate to one another needs to change. Overall, I think most of the reflections 

offered by the team have that same underlying message of naming the tension and threat of 

retaliation in this relationship. The team appears to respect their level of receptivity to 

certain kinds of information and tailors the reflections accordingly. Similar to the first 
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couple, the kinds of reflections given focus primarily on identifying Kathy and Jeff s 

strengths, and suggest the idea that there could be other ways to look at the situation. 

Despite the prevalence of resistance/retaliation discourses for this couple, the fact that 

they are both willing to participate in a process that could potentially place them in very 

vulnerable positions hints at an opening for change. 

Epilogue 

With this couple I really had to be careful about my biases influencing how I 

perceived their interactions. In particular, when I was participating in the session I was not 

as aware of the kind of language being used by both partners and for what purpose, for 

example the resistance/retaliation discourse discussed by Wade and Todd (in press). 

During the reflecting process I remember feeling a bit baffled by the approach taken by the 

team. I was surprised by the tentativeness and diplomacy that each person was 

incorporating into the feedback offered to Jeff and Kathy. Now as I look back at the 

transcripts I am aware of what the team might have been seeing in the discourses shared 

by this couple. Apparently I was too involved in my work with Jeff and Kathy to really 

notice how steeped in the discourses of threat and vulnerability their relationship is; I have 

been so impressed by the motivation each of them are showing to working toward change 

that I needed a reminder to pay attention to the issue of abuse that might be going on. The 

team noticed how Kathy and Jeff talk about certain themes in their relationship, realized 

that these partners need an introduction to the idea of multiple interpretations, and 

structured their reflections to invite them to start thinking about stepping outside their 

current stories. 
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bit differently. It seemed to me at the time that they each looked relieved, yet excited. The 

reflections appeared to make sense for this couple, especially Jeff: 

T: So what was that like for you guys? 

J: Well it was... actually, it's kinda weird. If you woulda told me we were 
afraid, I woulda gone: oh, well, you're off the wall. But it kinda made 
sense to hear it from a third person. It just kinda clicked. It's like, yeah, I 
guess that does make sense. And uh, the tension busters and 
misunderstanding that feeds that, the tension, that was.. .Bing! Right on the 
head, hit that nail. 

T: Okay. So a couple things you've already identified that are important for 
you. That stick with you. 

I am guessing that the language used in the reflections was different enough for Jeff to pay 

attention to the meanings, but not too different so as to be unfathomable for him. His 

statement suggests that he heard enough of the idea of threat and retaliation to put it into 

terms that fit into his story, and to start thinking about some ways to fight that tension. 

Kathy's responses indicate she may still be operating from the silent position of knowing 

(Goldberger, 1996), but that she heard affirmation of her concerns and fears: 

T: Kathy, how about for you? What was that like? 

K: It was weird. 

T: Weird? 

K: Yeah. Hearing somebody talk about me, and I'm not there. 

T: Or you get to watch, so you know exactly what they're saying. 

K: Yeah. But that still is...a different experience. But good. 

T: What was good about it for you 9 

K: Well, 'cause they're very smart people. They know what they're talking 
about. 
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T: Okay. 

K: They hit a lot of it on the head. Lots of fear, definitely. An extreme amount 
of fear on my part, anyway. 

J: There's fear on my part, I just didn't realize it 'till now. 

Kathy is able to admit her fear, and Jeff gives the impression of coming to some 

new realizations. This piece of text is different from how the partners were speaking 

during the session because they are both admitting their fear and opening the door to 

considering being vulnerable with each other. It seems to me that the team's purpose of 

introducing Kathy and Jeff to the idea of contemplating other interpretations of the 

dynamics that are occurring in their relationship was successful, and that this is the first 

step toward creating a safe atmosphere for change to happen. 

Summary 

All three couples who accompanied me on this course of exploration appear to 

have had different experiences of the reflecting process. Rob and Sue might have been at 

different places in their readiness for hearing multiple ideas and perhaps this kind of 

session did not fit for them at this point in time. Claire and Gene seemed to already be 

talking in ways that invite collaboration, so the team was able to follow their lead and 

offer some different narratives and stories. Jeff and Kathy showed great courage in their 

willingness to share their story with the team, and the experience may have opened the 

door for thinking about a different kind of relationship. The conversations that occurred 

during my project fit with the spirit of multiplicity of ideas and interpretations inherent in 

embarking on such an endeavor, and I hope added some richness to these couples' current 

descriptions. The last chapter recaps my impressions of this journey, and leaves the reader 

with some questions to consider. 
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CHAPTER 10 

Some Final Words and Questions 

My journey with this reflecting team and these three couples has come to an end, 

but I am left with some final thoughts, questions, and conclusions that I would like to 

share. As a clinician I am impressed with the kind of knowledge that I have gained from 

this project. I began the experience with some general inquiries, which evolved into an 

exploration about the kinds of conversations couples engage in. Such an approach may not 

fit with the typical protocol for research, but in accordance with Cheek's (2000) ideas 

about inductive discourse analysis my questions evolved from the data. My first inclination 

was to focus upon what makes team work meaningful for couples but as the project 

progressed, my focus switched to looking specifically at the dialogue that occurred during 

the sessions. It is important for practitioners to be aware of how the way in which couples 

express and elaborate upon the important discourses adhered to in their relationships 

influences the way reflections by the team are formulated and presented. This intertwined 

reciprocal association can be likened to the intersubjective loops of dialogue mentioned by 

Zarski et al. (1998), as well as the hermeneutic circle Andersen (1995) discussed. My 

newly found appreciation sparked a fascination with the reflexivity that occurred between 

the two conversations, and how this awareness can be used to make reflecting team work 

more meaningful for clients. 

The current project is a departure from previous research with reflecting teams 

because it explores the discourses described by couples and how these descriptions shape 

the role of the team Within the context of qualitative investigation I have come away from 

the experience with some thoughts and interpretations that are supplemented by 
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contributions from other therapists. Overall this study provides a good foundation for 

further and more comprehensive research into the reflexive nature of the process of work 

with teams, as well as raising some questions/issues to take into account when using such 

an approach. First I will offer some general wonderings and conclusions that I am left with 

at the end of this journey. Then, some questions that have been sparked from the follow-

up interview done two weeks after the team session will be discussed. 

Some General Wonderings 

I started my project with a sense of curiosity and openness to new ideas, and the 

understandings I have gained from this work have been continuously unfolding throughout 

the course of the study. My approach to the sessions and the discourses has also changed 

as a result of my interactions with the couples, the team, and my fellow colleagues. 

Similarly, the focus of my analysis transformed from looking at specific meanings and 

messages that the couples may gain from this process, to noticing how the manner in 

which couples speak and interact helps define the role o f the reflecting team. 

Clients' clues. I am fascinated by the idea that clients' descriptions and narratives 

offer clues as to how the team and reflections can be most helpful. Particular clues to pay 

attention to include: a) clients' level of reflexivity during their conversations i.e.: how does 

each partner incorporate the other's ideas into his/her narrative, b) their readiness for 

contemplating new ideas and stories in the session as indicated by receptivity to ideas 

suggested by the primary therapist, and c) their commitment to certain discourses as 

demonstrated during the conversation. Assessing these signs can deliberately attune the 

reflecting team's behavior to couples' demonstrated ability to deal with such issues during 

the process. 
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As with any counseling endeavor a very deliberate sensitivity to the timing and 

readiness of clients' receptivity to new information and interventions is important, and the 

reflecting experience is no exception. Awareness of clients' current level of functioning in 

regards to identifying the most helpful behavior of the team is probably already understood 

for clinicians engaging in these practices, but warrants emphasizing. Personally I will be 

paying closer attention to the clients I refer to a reflecting team session, the purpose of this 

referral, and the kinds of reflections that will best be heard. Moreover, not only is it the 

client's responsibility to communicate his/her openness to multiple ideas offered by the 

team, it is the therapist's and team's responsibility to be mindful of how clients speak and 

to use that information to make the process/reflections more significant. During the 

follow-up interview the couples themselves presented some interesting observations that I 

would like to share, and that offer intriguing notions for different avenues of research and 

team work. 

The Follow-up Interview 

The purpose of this last conversation with each couple was to give them an 

opportunity to express any concerns, to allow me to explore any questions that I had, and 

to provide a sense of closure on the reflection process. I approached the interview with a 

few questions in mind but let the information evolve from our dialogue, similar to Kvale's 

suggestions (1996). The ideas the couples presented centered on demographics of the 

team, demographics of the couples, the kinds of reflections they found to be helpful, and 

some possibilities for follow-up sessions. 

Team demographics. As it happened, the team members who participated in this 

project were of approximately the same age and ethnicity as the couples and the therapists. 
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This was wholly unintentional as I did attempt to find clinicians of diverse ages and 

backgrounds to comprise the team. Given the nature of the agency as a training facility for 

students and professionals, my task of finding clinicians with varied experiences became 

more difficult. While I do think that exploring the issue of therapist diversity and its impact 

on the team process is important, the couples themselves all stated that they felt very 

comfortable with the ages of the therapists: 

C: That's what helped was that they were kind of in our age bracket. And I 
can believe that if it was somebody like my mom or Gene's mom sitting 
there, I'd be going: come on, this is like 2000 lady. You know, that, that 
feeling could come up. 

G: And vice versa. I mean can you imagine if you were you know, a 45 or 50-
year-old couple, and here are these young 20 year olds talking about, you 
know. You guys weren't even...It's my kids telling me what to do, 
basically. 

Although these participants appear to have benefited from the similarity in ages 

between themselves and the team, I think Gene's comment raises an opportunity for more 

investigation about the effects of team demographics on the reflection process. In addition, 

I also wonder if ethnicity and spirituality differences between clients and therapists would 

make a difference to the dynamics of a team session and how the reflections are 

delivered/heard. These are interesting questions that can be considered in future projects. 

In reference to gender of the team members, all the partners stated the importance 

of having both genders on the team with the exception of Sue. Again, I think Sue is 

dealing with some issues concerning her struggles in the relationship, which may have 

impacted how she related to the women on the team. For example: 

T: And how about having a mix of men and women on the team? Was that 
helpful9 
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S: I think, I actually got a lot better..! felt better with the men than I did the 
women. 

Her comment prompts me to question the effects therapist gender has on women who 

might be incorporating struggles of power and control into their narratives. Moreover, if 

the team and I had paid closer attention to the way in which Sue was speaking we could 

have tailored the reflections to better fit Sue's story at the time. While I believe that the 

reflecting process offered this couple some new information, the team and I could have 

presented our ideas in a more meaningful way. 

Given that this session occurred at the beginning stages of the project, we were not 

yet as attuned to the important discourses Rob and Sue spoke about as we most certainly 

would have been had their session occurred later in the process. As I mentioned earlier the 

new ideas and meanings from the project were continuously unfolding, and this couple 

played a very vital role in that process. The awareness I now possess about the importance 

of matching the reflections to the content of the discussion as well as the processes that 

clients are engaged in at that particular point in time is invaluable to my work as a 

practitioner. Related to therapist demographics, demographics of the couples themselves 

also came up in the post-interview as a factor to consider in team work. 

Demographics of the couples. What I found very interesting was the fact that all 

the couples were quite young. Perhaps the younger generation is more apt to seek 

counseling than an older generation. Or, maybe the kind of agency I practice in affects the 

kinds of clients seen. For example, an agency that offers more long-term counseling might 

be utilized by older couples, or couples who are in different stages of their relationships. 

Some of the participants mentioned that the current stage of a relationship might well 

impact how the team process is perceived. In particular, whether a couple is in crisis or the 



degree to which they are at a stage of readiness to make some changes in the relationship 

could potentially be a factor in their receptiveness to team feedback. 

Another question I am left with concerns the educational backgrounds of the 

couples. Claire and Gene were the only participants who had post-secondary education, 

and I am curious if that kind of experience made any difference in how they approached 

the team session. Perhaps the exposure they have had to collaborative conversations at the 

university level made it easier for them to view the team as colleagues. Or perhaps the 

other couples did not have time to conceptualize the experience in the same way. Looking 

at the influence that practice with a variety of educational encounters might have on 

clients' reactions to the reflection process is also be an interesting research question to 

consider. 

In addition, I wonder if same sex couples would have similar impressions of the 

reflection process. Would the same kinds of gender discourses be prevalent in these 

relationships, or would other discourses be present? Given that these couples are already 

stepping out of accepted narratives into meanings unique for them, does this change the 

manner in which they relate to one another and their receptivity to the opportunity of 

collaboration offered by reflecting sessions? These questions only scratch the surface of 

the interesting avenues for future investigation. 

Helpful reflections. During the course of the conversations with each couple, an 

interesting difference between men and women's perceptions of the reflections came to 

light. The men stated specifically that concrete suggestions and ideas for how they could 

do things differently would have been helpful: 

R: ...I guess that my main goal of the session was to learn other ways to 
communicate, and I found they just kind of summarized everything 
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G: ...But it would be kind of neat if they had some specific goals, or things 
that...you know, that's one of the reasons why you're here. Maybe you 
have in the back of your mind how you should be doing things, but to have 
somebody say: hey, here's a concrete something that you could do to try. 

Perhaps this difference is attributable to the ways in which men are taught to deal with 

problems as suggested in the instrumental discourse, or maybe these particular individuals 

just wanted more direction. Whatever the case, it is an interesting piece of information for 

clinicians participating in reflecting processes to consider. 

Ideas for follow-up. The ideas under this section come specifically from my 

conversation with Claire and Gene. Maybe because this couple seemed to be at a stage of 

readiness and receptivity for a more involved kind of co-creation possible with a reflecting 

team they were able to view the experience as an evolving conversation. Or possibly this 

couple's exposure to post-secondary education made some difference in how they 

approached the session because mutually respectful conversations are ideally encouraged 

at that level. In any case, here is what they had to say: 

G: See I wonder whether.. .just from a standpoint whether a third part would 
be feasible or realistic. Which is: they listen to us, we listen to them, so 
what's to say that you can't get into a room with these people and have 
that discussion face to face. And say, well, I heard you say this and I'd like 
some more information. 

C: Yeah, we just might as well be sitting here having a beer together type 
thing, as opposed to feeling like it's a stuffy...I could see that type of 
interaction if there was a phase three. I think it would be comfortable. 
'Cause we did the switch, we each had our turn to listen, and talk, and 
observe. And then to bring everybody together, ah, you know... 

The ideas they present are very interesting, and I believe worth pursuing. Providing that 

third part to the reflection process, whether it is immediately after or at a later time, would 

be intriguing to implement. Offering clients a third component after the reflecting 
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conversation could continue the co-creation sparked during the session and build upon the 

possibilities for new realities that the team process encourages. 

Some Final Words 

A piece of the story that I have found to be very valuable is the opportunity I had 

to act as both a therapist and an observer. I felt extremely buoyed by the experience and 

impassioned by the energy of the co-creation that seemed to be occurring during each 

session. I had the occasion to observe each couple selectively taking away the reflections 

and thoughts that were meaningful for them. Furthermore, as the experience progressed I 

could see the team really improving in their ability to listen to the stories of the couples, 

pay attention to how they spoke about important themes, and use that information to offer 

reflections that fit. The session with Rob and Sue gave the team their first taste of the 

process of intersubjective loops of dialogue, the session with Gene and Claire 

demonstrated their growing awareness of how to facilitate a uniquely meaningful 

reflection experience, and the session with Kathy and Jeff epitomized how the team's 

behavior was shaped by their attunement to this couple's discourses. 

When I started to gather the therapists and couples together I wasn't sure what to 

expect. All the reflecting teams I had been a part of in the past seemed to work wonders, 

from my perspective at least, so I never really embarked on such an endeavor with any set 

plans in mind. Now that I have gone through this experience I feel as if I have gained some 

invaluable knowledge. First, my belief that a reflection process is enhanced if approached 

from a social constructionist perspective is confirmed for me. A social constructionist 

orientation to team work underlines the process of a session devoted to reflection, and 

emphasizes the content involved in the experience of being privy to the constructed 
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realities of clients. Second, my earlier contention that clients actively help to shape the role 

of the team and the kinds of reflections that are heard is illustrated in the stories of all 

three couples. The research in couple therapy demonstrates that clients rate their 

experiences of counseling more successfully when they feel the information being 

presented is relevant to their own situations (Sprenkle, Blow, & Dickey, 1999), and my 

project seems to fit with these conclusions. 

Nevertheless, my indiscriminate enthusiasm for engaging in team sessions with all 

clients has been tempered to some degree. While I still think that team work can be very 

beneficial, I now realize that a reflecting team does not offer the same kinds of advantages 

for everyone i.e.: clients presenting with psychiatric diagnoses, couples exhibiting high 

levels of conflict, or clients dealing with specific abuse issues. This is not to imply that 

only "good clients" should be recruited for work with teams. More accurately, clients and 

therapists who have already established a strong therapeutic alliance will be more able to 

approach the session with an attitude of inviting the team to share in that alliance, as 

suggested by feedback from this project. Specifically, this work adds to the existing 

knowledge that suggests the very crucial nature of not only the original therapeutic 

relationship, but also the relationship that develops between the team and the clients. 

Finally, the discourses that flowed from the conversations underscore that clients 

themselves are a crucial and active part of the process. Previous research demonstrates 

that reflecting teams offer clients multiple ideas and perspectives, reassurance of their own 

positions, and the opportunity to uncover the "mysteries of therapy". This research 

confirms the observation that clients play a very important role in the process, and that 

clinicians need to be highly aware of the reflexive nature of the conversations occurring 



during the reflecting experience. Being mindful of the clues in clients' dialogues 

concerning the kinds of reflections that might be helpful will truly transform the reflecting 

team session into a particular kind of conversation that we are having with our clients on 

purpose, and this research invites clinicians to take up that challenge. 
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Appendix A 
Invitation to Participate in a Conversation about Meaning 

My name is Tanja Haley. I am a graduate student in the Department of Educational 
Psychology at the University of Calgary, conducting a research project under the 
supervision of Dr. David Pare, as part of the requirements towards a Ph.D. degree. I am 
looking for clinicians and couples currently working together at the Eastside Family 
Centre, to be a part of a study aimed at describing the multiple meanings clients find 
important in therapy. 

The purpose of this study is to find out more about the experience of reflecting 
practices in couples work from the perspectives of the clinicians and clients involved. Each 
couple and their primary counsellor will be asked to participate in a session using 
reflecting team practice. During the session, the couple will have the opportunity to 
experience the team's multiple impressions of their situation. They will then in turn have 
the opportunity to provide the team with feedback concerning what was meaningful for 
them. There are many anecdotal accounts about the effectiveness of using reflecting 
teams, and this study will be looking a bit deeper to find out exactly what makes this 
practice meaningful. If you have had some prior exposure to reflecting team work and you 
have a couple with whom you are currently working (for at least two sessions), who 
would be appropriate for the project, you will be asked to be a part of three conversations 
that will be either video or audiotaped: a pre-session interview with the team designed to 
inform the team about the couple's presenting issues, the interview itself with you 
conducting the session using the reflecting team format, and a post-session debrief with 
yourself and the team. Your role in this project will be as the supporter of, and 
collaborator with, your clients. As such, your input and feedback is very important to the 
success of the study. The approximate time commitment on your part is as follows: 15 to 
30 minutes for the pre-session briefing, 1 to 2 hours for the actual session, and 1 to 2 
hours for the debriefing. You should be aware that even if you and your clients give your 
consent to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time for any reason, and without 
penalty. 

This project will take a different and more personal view of the process of couple 
therapy by offering clients alternative ways of looking at their issues. Reflecting team 
practice is a respectful way of appreciating couples' knowledge about their story while at 
the same time presenting them with different, and perhaps more hopeful, narratives that 
focus on the strengths of each partner. If you would like to be a part of these 
conversations and think your clients might benefit from experiencing the reflecting 
process, please feel free to contact me at 277-0952 or my supervisor Dr. Pare at 220-
5662. 

Sincerely, 

Tanja Haley 
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Appendix B 
Invitation to Participate in a Conversation about Meaning 

My name is Tanja Haley. I am a graduate student in the Department of Educational 
Psychology at the University of Calgary, conducting a research project under the 
supervision of Dr. David Pare, as part of the requirements towards a Ph.D. degree. I am 
looking for couples and clinicians currently working together in therapy at the Eastside 
Family Centre, to be a part of a study aimed at describing the multiple meanings clients 
find important in therapy. 

The purpose of this study is to find out more about the experience of reflecting 
practices in couples work from the perspectives of the clients and clinicians involved. Each 
couple and their primary counsellor will be asked to participate in a session using 
reflecting team practice. During the session, the couple will have the opportunity to 
experience the team's multiple impressions of their situation. They will then in turn have 
the opportunity to provide the team with their reflections of the process. If you decide that 
you are interested in participating in the project, you will be asked to be a part of four 
conversations that will be either video or audiotaped: a pre-session interview designed to 
find out your expectations for the session, the interview itself using the reflecting team 
format, a post-session interview where you offer your reflections to the team, and an 
interview later in the process where you respond to my descriptions of your experience. I 
am asking you to be my co-researcher and collaborator, and therefore your input and 
feedback is very important to the success of the study. The approximate time commitment 
on your part is as follows: 30 to 60 minutes for the pre-session interview, 1 to 2 hours for 
the actual session, 1 to 2 hours for the post-session interview, and 1 to 2 hours for the last 
interview. I am available for debriefing after the project is complete, and I am also willing 
to refer you to another colleague if appropriate. You should be aware that even if you give 
your consent to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time for any reason, and 
without penalty. 

Participation in the study will involve no greater risks than those of any therapeutic 
encounter. Issues of a personal and emotional nature will be discussed, new perspectives 
will be brought to those issues, and the experience may be upsetting. Should you require 
therapeutic support after your part in the project is complete, your primary therapist will 
be responsible for working with you in dealing with any resulting issues. 

Data will be gathered in such a way as to ensure anonymity by using pseudonyms 
in the transcriptions and writings. Once the tapes have been transcribed they will be erased 
immediately. The transcriptions will be kept in a locked filing cabinet at the University, 
and only myself and my supervisor Dr. Pare will have access to them. After a period of no 
longer than two years, the documents will be shredded. Pseudonyms will also be used in 
any future publications of the writing that evolves from the project. 

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at 277-0952, my 
supervisor Dr Pare at 220-5662, or Mrs. Patricia Evans, Research Services Office, at 
220-3782. Two copies of the consent form will be provided. Should you decide to 



participate, please return one signed copy to me, and retain the other copy for your 
records. Thank you for your cooperation. 

Sincerely, Tanja Haley 
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Appendix C 
Consent for Participants 

This consent form, a copy of which has been given to you, is only part of the process of 
informed consent. It should give you the basic idea of what the research is about and what 
your participation will involve. If you would like more detail about something mentioned 
here, or information not included here, you should feel free to ask. Please take the time to 
read this carefully and understand any accompanying information. 

I, the undersigned, hereby give my consent to participate in a research project entitled: 
Reflecting Teams and Couples: A Conversation about Meaning. 

I understand that such consent means that I will take part in four discussions that will be 
videotaped: a pre-session interview, the session using a reflecting team format, a post-
session interview, and a follow-up interview. The approximate time commitment on my 
part is four to six hours, and I also have the option to debrief with the primary researcher 
after the project, or to be referred back to my primary therapist if appropriate. 

I understand that this study will not involve any greater risks than those of any therapeutic 
encounter, as described in the information letter. Should any issues arise as a result of my 
experience in the project, I understand that my primary therapist will be responsible for 
working with me in dealing with those concerns. 

I understand that the tapes will be erased after they are transcribed, and the transcriptions 
will be kept in strictest confidence. 

I understand that any writings evolving from the project will use pseudonyms. 

Your signature of this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 
information regarding participation in the research project and agree to participate as a 
subject. In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the investigators, sponsors, 
or involved institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities. You are free to 
withdraw from the study at any time. Your continued participation should be as informed 
as your initial consent, so you should feel free to ask for clarification or new information 
throughout your participation. If you have further questions concerning matters related to 
this research, please contact Tanja Haley at 277-0952, or her supervisor at 220-5662. If 
you have any questions concerning your rights as a possible participant in this research, 
please contact Mrs. Patricia Evan, Research Services Office, Room 602 Earth Sciences, 
telephone: 220-3782. 

Date Signature 

Participant's printed name 




