1

DOUBLING IN COLLABORATIVE COUPLE THERAPY

Dan Wile

This is Chapter 2 from Solving the Moment: Theory and Method of Collaborative Couple Therapy (in preparation), which is composed in large part out of entries from my blog. I am putting this chapter online for couples therapists who want to learn about the Collaborative Couple Therapy approach to doubling and also to solicit suggestions for how to improve the chapter. Please email your comments and suggestions to me at Dan Wile. 
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As described in Chapter 1, the task in Collaborative Couple Therapy is to solve the moment by turning the partners’ immediate concern into an intimate conversation. The principal method is doubling, an intervention originated by Jacob Moreno for use in Psychodrama. Doubling, speaking as one partner talking to the other, allows you to help the partners come up with the needed conversation by:
· Going within to bring out what each partner needs to say in this conversation.
· Going above to deal with impasses that occur by creating a platform—a vantage point above the fray—from which partners can talk thoughtfully about the impasse. 
· Going between to guide the conversation and keep it on track.
GOING WITHIN, ABOVE, AND BETWEEN

I assume that partners in an alienated exchange, whether fighting or withdrawing, are in need of a conversation and I try to figure out with them what that conversation is.
Ingrid says to Mark, “It’s always about you. You’re selfish. You never consider anyone but yourself. You never think about me anymore.” In an effort to avert the looming fight, I reshape her “you” statement into an “I” statement. Speaking as if I were Ingrid, I say: 

·  “I don’t feel special to you the way I used to feel.”

· or “We’ve drifted apart and I miss how we used to be.” 

· or “I worry that you don’t like me very much anymore.”
I’m going within in search of a vulnerable feeling that might trigger an intimate exchange. If my comment resonates with something in Ingrid, she might say to Mark, quietly and sadly, “What happened to us?”—words that could easily draw a warm response from him. 

Or I could go above in an effort to describe the couple predicament. Speaking for Ingrid, I could say:

· “As you can see, I’m angry. And I imagine you’re not very happy with me.”
· or “We’re dealing with issues that take a toll on relationships—Nathan [their emotionally disturbed 13 year old son], my getting sick, and you losing your job. No wonder we’re having problems.”
· 0r “We’re in this difficult situation in which you deal with stress by getting quiet, which leaves me feeling lonely, and I deal with it by getting angry, which leaves you feeling rejected.”

My task—whether I go within or above—is to go between in an effort to turn a fight or withdrawal into a conversation and then to keep the conversation on track. In an effort to turn Ingrid and Mark’s fight into a conversation, I reshape her angry “It’s always about you. You’re selfish” into a warm, reaching-out statement. Speaking as Ingrid talking to Mark, I say softly, “We’ve drifted apart and I miss how we used to be.” 

Ingrid (tearing up): What happened to us? We used to be so close.
Mark (reaching for her hand): I know.
Ingrid: We had such fun. We’d laugh and laugh. Remember that time at Lulu’s?
Mark: It was all so magical. 

My doubling for Ingrid has sparked a conversation—an intimate exchange in which each partner responds to the other’s warm comment with one of her or his own.

Ingrid: We went places I’ve never been before.

Mark: I’d never met anyone so full of life. And to my amazement you liked me.

Ingrid: What’s not to like? You were funny. You were loving. I felt so cherished.  You put me first. (Suddenly darkening:) Unlike now. 

Ingrid takes her hand out of his.

Mark: Don’t go there. 

Ingrid: I’m already there.

Mark: Yes, I can see that

Ingrid: We don’t do anything anymore. We don’t go anywhere. We don’t—

Mark (interrupting): We’ve got kids and jobs.
Ingrid: That’s just an excuse.
I move in to try to rescue the conversation.

Dan : I’m going to make up some stuff and see what you think. I’ll be you, Ingrid, talking to Mark. “Mark, that was lovely just now talking about how it used to be—for a moment it was almost as if we were back there again. But then I got upset comparing it to where we are now. I know that having kids changes things. I know our difficult jobs and long commutes take their toll. I know getting upset with you doesn’t help. I just wish you missed what we had as much as I do—so I wouldn’t feel so alone in it—and we could find a way to recapture some part of it.”  (To Ingrid:) Where am I right and where am I wrong in my speculation about how you feel? 

In an effort to go between and turn Ingrid and Mark’s rekindled argument back into a conversation, I: 

· Went within—replacing Ingrid’s complaints and accusations with wishes and acknowledgments. 

· Went above—showing how it might look if Ingrid were to step back from the gridlocked situation and talk with Mark collaboratively about it.
My goal is to turn Ingrid and Mark’s fight into a conversation and keep it there. Of course, I wouldn’t have to double to achieve this goal. I could simply say:

· “Do I have it right, Ingrid, that you don’t feel special to Mark as you used to feel?”

· “I guess you’re saying, Ingrid, that you miss how things used to be.”
·  “Ingrid, are you worried that Mark doesn’t like you much anymore?” 
· “Okay, Ingrid, you’re upset with Mark. And Mark, you’re probably not very happy with Ingrid.”

·  “You’re dealing with issues that take a toll on relationships.”
· “Here’s the difficult situation you’re in. Mark, you deal with stress by getting quiet, which leaves Ingrid feeling lonely. And, Ingrid, you deal with it by getting irritated, which leaves Mark feeling criticized.”
· “The two of you were reminiscing in a lovely way about your early years and then something happened that turned it back into the fight. Do you know what that was?”
These are fine interventions and I use them often. Much of the time, however, I prefer to transform them into doubling statements in order to increase their impact. 

· Instead of “You miss how things used to be,” I speak as if I were Ingrid and say, “I miss how things used to be.”

·  Instead of “Are you worried that Mark doesn’t like you much anymore?” I say, “I’m worried that you don’t like me much anymore.”

Use of the pronoun “I” collapses the space between me and Ingrid. I practically disappear as a separate entity—a vanishing made visual if I vacate my chair and sit or kneel next to her. The person I’m speaking for now has someone literally on their side helping them (1) get their partner to understand or (2) just figure out what they want their partner to understand. They feel less alone.

RECASTING WHAT EACH PARTNER SAYS

My goal is to recast what each partner says to make it more satisfying to that person and easier or more pleasing for the other partner to hear. In my effort to turn the partner’s angry or withdrawn statement into an intimate one, I change the tone, add feelings, make acknowledgments, and report anger rather than unload it. I turn that person’s: 
· overly-long, wandering, repetitive, or difficult-to-understand comment into one that’s crisp, straightforward, and easy to understand.

· or overly-brief, said-in-passing, implied-but-not-stated, or easy-to-miss comment into one that’s fully developed, explicit, and hard to miss. 
Restating what partners have just said provides them with an opportunity to re-evaluate whether they really believe it. After hearing my rendition, partners may say, “I know I said that, but now that I hear you repeat it, I realize that:

· It’s not what I really feel.”

· What I really feel is hurt [or fear, anger, or hopelessness].”

· I’m being unfair.”

· It sounds like an excuse.” 
· It’s too harsh.”

· It’s too conciliatory.”

· That’s not the half of it.”
As Carl Rogers showed us, getting behind what clients say—giving them the experience of being heard—can enable them to go to the next level and discover more about what they really think and feel.

For purposes of this chapter, I’m using examples of doubling that more or less capture the partner’s experience. In my actual couple therapy practice, a fair number of my doubling efforts are only vaguely in the ball park. Even then, they’re useful, since they slow the action, get partners thinking, and spur them to specify exactly how they do feel. 

WHEELING, KNEELING, OR staying WHERE YOU ARE

When you double, you can increase the impact by getting out of your chair and moving next to the person for whom you’re speaking. An advantage of not moving—staying where you are—is that you can slip into doubling without an introduction.  

“So you’re saying….” or “So you’d be saying….?”

 “Are you saying…?” or “Could you be saying….?”

“What would it be like if you said…?” (Lynn Maya came up with this variation)

“If I were you I might be thinking/feeling…” (Jane Nolan Yen came up with this variation)

“Here, I’m you, Rosa, talking to you, Jackson, and for you I’d say….” 
Statements such as these are within the range of what clients generally expect from therapists. You don’t need any special explanation. Some sort of explanation is necessary, however, if you move next to the partner you’re speaking for. Without some sort of statement, clients can become startled: “What are you doing?” 

The first time I move next to a partner to double, I say something like:  

“I’d like to do something here that I often do, which is to come over and speak as if I were one of you talking to the other.  I’m going to do it now for you, Rosa, and then at other times I’ll do it for you, Jackson.”

At times I may go on to explain my purpose: 

“I do this for various reasons: to check whether I understand what you’re saying, to see how it sounds to you if someone else says it, to come at things from a different direction, to make guesses about what you might be feeling, to sneak in ideas of my own or, as in this case, to draw attention to something touching that one of you said.” 

I end by acknowledging that what I’m doing may seem strange: 

“It may feel weird at first. If it continues to feel weird, I’ll stop doing it.” 

As I move next to the person, I look to see how she or he is taking it. Most people seem curious, even intrigued, wondering what I’m going to say. An occasional partner seems uncomfortable or unreceptive in which case, of course, I back off. 

If it’s early in the first session and the couple and I are not yet comfortable with each other, I don’t move when I double. I remain where I am. Even in later sessions, I stay where I am much of the time when I double. I reserve moving-while-doubling for occasions when I want to have special impact:
· A partner has just made a stinging comment that I want to detoxify. Susan Johnson calls this “catching the bullet.”
· The couple is engaged in an intense fight and I want to get their attention and show them how it might sound if they were having a conversation rather than this fight. At times, I spend much of the session moving back and forth between the partners, doubling for each in turn.

· The couple is stuck in a devitalized exchange into which I want to inject energy and emotion.

You may have heard the story of the psychology professor who was delivering a lecture on Skinnerian conditioning to a class at a university. At the break, the students got together and decided to use Skinnerian shaping on the professor himself. They agreed that each time he moved toward the corner of the classroom, they would reward him by smiling, taking notes, nodding, and sitting up alertly in their seats. By the end of the class, the professor was delivering his lecture from the corner.

Something like that happened to me with my couples. Some years ago while seeing a couple, I must have shifted for a moment from speaking to one of the partners to speaking as that partner. In place of, “You must have felt sad and heartbroken,” I must have said something like, “Could you be saying, ‘I felt sad. It broke my heart.’” Tears came to the eyes of the woman for whom I was speaking and her husband was moved, also—which encouraged me to try doubling with other couples. They liked it, too, and I began doubling more and more. When I shifted a little in my chair toward the partner for whom I was speaking, they liked that even better. My chair has wheels and soon I was scooting next to the partner for whom I was doubling. My behavior had been shaped in a Skinnerian way by the couples I saw.
One couple, after listening to a tape that I gave them of our couple therapy session, came back the next week and reported, “You need oil for your chair.” I never figured out how to put oil in my chair, but something happened the next month that made that problem moot. I was giving a demonstration of couple therapy to a professional audience. The couple and I were on a riser so the attendees could see. Since the riser was too small to allow me to move my chair, I contented myself with kneeling next to each partner as I spoke for them. The couple told me later that they liked my kneeling, since it put me lower than they were—which made it all the more clear that I was working for them rather than imposing something on them.

That’s what I do these days—get out of my chair when I want to have special impact on a couple, kneel next to the partner for whom I want to speak, and look directly at the other partner. If, as some women therapists tell me, such kneeling is objectionable to you, or if it’s difficult, uncomfortable, or awkward, you can wheel your chair to them, sit on a chair or stool next to them, or stay where you are and double from there. 
CHECKING
To make sure that I’m working with and for the partner rather than imposing something on her or him, I end my doubling by asking:

· “Where am I right and where am I wrong in my guess about how you feel?”

· or, “Do I have that right or is there a better way to put it?” 
· or, “I made up some stuff here. Tell me which parts, if any, capture how you feel.” 

· or, “I’m speculating. Is there anything to any of it?” 

At times, partners respond by saying something like, “That’s what I meant” or “That’s what I was trying to say” or “I wish I’d put it that way” or “What he said” or “That’s spot on” or “You’re good” or “Can we take you home with us?” I’ve (1) helped them express what they had been struggling to say but couldn’t find words for, or (2) introduced a new way of thinking about the matter—a way they didn’t have before but that sounds good to them and, as a result of my suggestion, might now begin to have.

If partners respond positively to what I just doubled for them, I sometimes go on to say, “Would you like to say to (partner’s name) in your own words the part of what I just said that’s most meaningful to you?” I hope in this manner to spark an intimate exchange.
Sometimes, partners respond to my doubling statement for them by saying something like, “That’s not quite right” or “That’s partly right” or “That’s almost it.” That’s a good outcome, too, since I can then say, “What would make it exactly right?” which will enable them to put their own stamp on it—make it more accurate and state it in their own words.

At still other times, partners respond by saying something like, “That’s wrong” or “That’s not it at all.” Again that’s a good outcome, since I’m then in a position to say “What is the right (accurate) way to put it?”

Partners generally forgive my errors as long as I accept their corrections. In fact, the immediate, nondefensive way in which I accept their corrections increases their sense of safety with me, strengthens our relationship, and reaffirms their role as the final arbiter in our joint effort to map their world.

Occasionally partners object to my effort to soften their accusatory comment by, for example, acknowledging their role in the problem. They say, “That’s not how I feel at all.” Immediately I backtrack. “Oh,” I say, “I got it all wrong. It’s more that you’re saying, ‘I’ve got a totally justifiable grievance here. I know that they say that it takes two to tango, but in this case I think it takes only one.’” 

In other words, I have a Plan A and a Plan B. When partners make angry comments, the first thing I try—Plan A—is to double for them in order to soften their comment. I turn their “you” messages into “I” messages, replacing their accusations with acknowledgments. If they don’t like my restatement—they think I’m being too Pollyannaish and saying it too nicely—I quickly shift to Plan B in which I restate a version of their original angry comment. I don’t want to whitewash their feelings or talk them into anything. And I don’t want them to lose the sense that I’m with them. 

When I adopt Plan B and restate partners’ original angry comments, I don’t do it exactly the way they did it.  Tamara’s original comment to Jacob was an outraged, “You never do… and you always do…and another thing…..” Adopting Plan A, doubling for her, I said, “And beneath all that is hurt.” “That’s not it at all,” she snapped back. “Oh,” I said, “I got it wrong.” Shifting to Plan B, I said, “It’s more that you’re saying, ”As you can see, I’m pretty angry about a lot of what you do and don’t do. At a time like this, it’s hard for me to remember what I like about you.”  

I’m trying to match, even exceed, the angry content of Tamara’s remark. I’m going beyond it in saying, “At a time like this, it’s hard for me to remember what I like about you.” I’m trying to reassure her that I understand the depth of her feeling. At the same time, I’m trying to make what she says easier for Jacob to hear. I do this by adopting a conversational rather than an angry tone of voice. 
As long as partners are able to tell me that my statements for them are too nice or off the mark, I can make adjustments. Problems occur, however, when partners have difficulty correcting me. They are reluctant to disagree with an authority figure, have a wish to please me, lack confidence in their own perceptions, or assume that I, as the therapist, must be right. 

Accordingly, I try to make it easy for partners to correct me:

· I may preface my doubling by saying, “This is a total speculation. I give myself about twenty percent chance of being right.”

· If partners respond to my doubling by saying, “That’s mostly right,” I say, “Tell me about the ‘mostly” or “What would make it perfectly right?”

· If partners say “You’re right” but do so in an unenthusiastic or perfunctory way, I say, “That’s a hesitant ‘You’re right.’ I think I got it wrong.” 

A partner responded to the doubling statement I made for her by saying, “You’re 99.99 percent correct,” I said to myself, “99.99 percent? That’s virtually indistinguishable from perfect. That’s certainly good enough. I’ll let it go.” But then I remembered the guideline I set for myself: follow up on any slight hint partners give that my doubling statement is off. I asked, “Tell me about the 00.01 percent.” I’m glad I did, since what she went on to say showed my originally doubling to be totally off the mark.  

SPEAKING TO PARTNERS WHILE SPEAKING FOR THEM
I like to bring the couple in on the purpose of my doubling. As I kneel next to them, I often say something like:

· I’m going to change the tone.

· I’m going to make up some possible things you might be feeling and see what you think.
· I’m going to recast what you said as a wish.  
· There’s something striking (clarifying, moving, remarkable, important, powerful) in what you just said that I want to emphasize (repeat, highlight, celebrate, make sure doesn’t get lost).

· I’m going to make a statement for you and start with an acknowledgment —which is always a useful thing to do.

· Let me try something here and see what you think.

If, in the middle of my statement for a partner, I begin to have doubts about what I’m saying, I express them. 
.

· I’m saying all kinds of things you haven’t said. Well, you can tell me later whether any of it captures how you feel.

· I’m not sure whether I’m accurately catching what you think or just imposing ideas of my own.

· I’m getting a little carried away (or a little wordy) here.
· I don’t know what you’re going to think about this next part.
By acknowledging my uncertainty about what I’m saying, I make it easier for partners to reject it. People feel more at ease if I bring them in on what I’m thinking. I feel better, too, since I’m no longer struggling alone wondering whether I’m being unclear or speculating too wildly. I’ve brought them in on my concern.
At any moment I may interrupt my doubling and speak directly to the partner for whom I’m speaking. At times, I ask their help in coming up with an accurate statement of how they feel.
· And then you said—I forget what it was. Do you remember?

· I’m not sure exactly what you were feeling when you said…. Was it …. Or was it …. Or was it something else entirely?

The partner and I work together to arrive at an accurate description of how she or he feels. 

An important part of doubling are these side comments I make to partners while speaking for them. Such comments create a platform or meta-level—a relationship about our relationship, as Bernard Apfelbaum put it—which deepens our exchange and models the kind of relationship I’m trying to help the partners have with each other. 

MEETING PARTNERS WHERE THEY ARE
When doubling for partners in an adversarial cycle, I replace accusations with acknowledgments and angry feelings with vulnerable ones. Suppose, however, a partner doesn’t want at the moment to make acknowledgments or look at their vulnerable feelings. What do I do then? 

Jack (to Anna): You fuss too much with the baby (Jack goes on in this manner for some time). 

Dan (doubling for Jack): Jack, I wonder if you’re feeling—here, I’ll be you talking to Anna. And for you, I’d say, “Anna, I miss the alone time we used to be able to have before Ella was born.” 

Turning to Jack, I say, “I made that up. If that doesn’t capture how you feel, can you say what does?” 

I’m using an example—missing alone time with Anna—to suggest the range of soft underbelly feelings. I’m saying in essence, “Jack, there’s a whole different angle from which to look at this situation—the angle of vulnerable feelings. For example, maybe you miss the alone time you used to be able to have with Anna. If that doesn’t capture how you feel, is there a vulnerable feeling of another sort that does?” 

Jack might not want at the moment to talk about vulnerable feelings. He might say, “What I feel is that Anna fusses over the baby too much” or “No, you’ve got it all wrong. It’s what I said, which is….” 

But let’s say Jack welcomes the opportunity to confide softer feelings. Turning to Anna, he says:

· “I feel so foolish being jealous of my own daughter.”

· or “I miss the intimacy that you get breast feeding Ella. I feel so left out.”

· or “I wish my mother had been a fraction as concerned about me as you are about Ella.”

He’d be confiding feelings in a way that could jumpstart an intimate conversation. 

But is it really a good idea to skip over Jack’s complaint (“You fuss too much over Ella”) and to suggest the issue is also within him? Couldn’t he feel embarrassed or undercut? Couldn’t he believe I’m siding with Anna and putting the blame on him? He might. Accordingly, before making my intervention, I ask myself, “Is there a chance that my comment will alienate Jack in a way I can’t easily repair?” If I believe there is, I content myself with a less chancy intervention such as:

Dan: Here, I’ll be you, Jack, talking to Anna. And for you, I’d say, “Anna, I know we disagree about Ella, but don’t you wonder sometimes whether there might be at least a little something to my concern?” 
Or:

Dan: “Anna, I wish I had a way to talk with you about Ella that didn’t just lead to an argument—because it’s hard for me to believe I’m entirely wrong about you being overly involved with her.” 
I’m getting behind Jack in what he has been trying to say, but recasting it in a manner I hope he’ll appreciate, since he’ll see how it gets a better response from Anna than his more vituperative version. If I stick more closely to what Jack has been saying—if I meet him where he is and pay attention to what he’s trying to express—he may be able to look at his vulnerable feelings, if not immediately, at least later in the session. People need to feel heard in order to feel safe enough to confide their vulnerable feelings or even just recognize that they have them.
CREATING A MYSTERIOUS INTIMACY
When I double, I serve as each partner’s spokesperson, scriptwriter, and advocate—their Cyrano de Bergerac—finding words for what they had been struggling to say or recasting what they did say to make it more heartfelt. I show how it might sound were they to speak from a place of greater vulnerability and generosity of spirit. 

People generally welcome my efforts to speak for them.  When I get out of my chair and move next to a partner, decreasing our physical distance, some of the emotional distance between us disappears also. Simply moving close to a partner can create a mysterious intimacy. The partner softens and, in response, I do, too. Suddenly, I have a more palpable sense of that person’s struggle. We work together to come up with a statement that better communicates how she or he feels.

But doesn’t the other partner feel sided against?  Not if my statement on behalf of the first partner is more respectful, conciliatory, heartfelt, or self-revealing than that person’s original comment. “Put that way,” the second partner says, “I can hear it.” 

Furthermore, the second partner knows I’ll soon come over and help them express their point of view. In fact, I start speaking for this second partner while still kneeling next to and speaking for the first. I include in my statement for this first partner an acknowledgment of the second partner’s point of view: “You’re right that….” or “I get what you’re saying, which is…” or “I can understand how you might feel that …” or “I know I have a role in it, too, which is that…” or “I know it didn’t help that I came home grouchy” or “I’m not proud of how I behaved.” 

I’m showing how it would sound if the partners were having a conversation rather than a fight—an exchange in which each partner makes acknowledgements, looks at things from the other’s point of view, and engages in a kind of informal active listening.

DECIDING HOW OFTEN TO DOUBLE
If partners are caught in an intense, going-nowhere fight, I may double after practically every comment either of them makes. In most sessions, however, I double less than half a dozen times and often only once, twice, or not at all. The following are examples of the reasoning I use in deciding to double at a particular moment. 

· They’re doing fine, but I think I have a way to take things deeper.
· This fight is escalating and I have to do something. Mel’s the more upset so I’ll go over and speak for him, even though I’ve only the inkling of an idea of what to say. I hope it takes shape by the time I get over to him.
· There’s something conciliatory in what Elena just said, but Barry missed it. I’ll repeat what she said in a way that emphasizes the conciliatory element.
· Uh-oh, I’m getting caught in Sam and Joellen’s depressed mood. I’m fading out along with them. Okay, I’ll speak for each and try to inject some spirit into this room.
· This first session is nearly over and I haven’t yet doubled, which I need to do to give them a sense of what therapy with me would be like. 
The following are examples of the reasoning I use in deciding at a particular moment not to double. 

· They’re doing fine—coming up with better things than I could think to say for them. I’ll just listen. Afterwards I’ll comment on the great conversation they were having 
· They’re having trouble, but I can’t think at the moment how to intervene. I hope something occurs to me soon. It usually does.

· I’ve been doing a lot of doubling, but I can’t tell for sure whether it’s helping or just getting in their way. I’ll back off for a while and see what happens.
deciding WHICH PARTNER TO double FOR

How do I decide which partner to double for? I choose the one who seems at the moment to be in greater need of a spokesperson or on whose behalf I’m able to think of the more useful thing to say. In a session with me, Luis and Ava argue about childrearing.

Luis (to Ava): You spoil the kids rotten. You let them run all over you. They’re never going to learn how to deal with the real world if you… 

There’s something that Luis is trying to say, but he’s blasting away in a manner that makes it impossible for Ava to listen. As he talks, I try to think of a statement to make in his behalf that might more effectively make his point. I’d begin with an acknowledgment and emphasize his fear.

Dan (the comment I imagine making for Luis): “Ava, I know I can be too strict with the kids. I need to work on that. I worry you make the opposite error and that won’t prepare them to deal with the obstacles they’re going to face later in life.” 

I doubt that Luis would endorse this statement. He’d probably say something like, “I’m not strict. I’m just consistent”—which would demoralize Ava and make matters worse. So I reshape my statement into a doubling comment for Ava. Kneeling next to her, I say:

Dan (the comment I do make): Here I’m you, Ava, talking to Luis. And for you I’d say, “Luis, there’s truth to what you’re saying. I try so hard to avoid being like my critical mother that sometimes I overdo it. I just wish I could get you to see how you might be a little too strict with them.” 

Ava looks pleased.

Dan (to Ava): Where am I right and where am I wrong in this statement I made up for you?

Ava (turning to speak to Luis):  I am too lenient sometimes. In fact, I’m learning from you how to stand my ground. I just wish you’d learn a little from me and we could meet somewhere in the middle.

Is Luis going to respond in kind to Ava’s conciliatory move? He may not.
Luis (to Ava): You’re too lenient with them all the time.

For the remainder of the session, Luis insists that the way he relates to the kids is just fine and the problem is all Ava. There’s a possibility, nevertheless—I’d give it about a forty percent chance—that he and Ava will return the next week reporting that he’s been more gentle and understanding with the kids. 
My goal is to shift partners out of the adversarial and into the collaborative mode. If this shift doesn’t occur during the session, there’s a chance that it might afterwards when the partners calm down and are able to think about what was said.
At any given moment, I think “Who needs me to speak for them the most?” “Can I think of something good to say for that partner?” and, “If not, can I think of something to say for the other partner that will have somewhat the same effect?”
INTERJECTING BITS OF DOUBLING

In addition to making the kind of full-throated multi-sentence doubling statements I’ve been describing, I interject bits of doubling here and there—often just a few words. 

Zack (to Mary): I’ve been trying to help more around the house. 
Zack stops at this point and I want to hear more. I could ask Zack, “In what ways?” or “Can you say more about it?” There’s a fluidity, however, and a rhythm and parsimony, in speaking for Zack and building upon what he just said.

Dan (speaking for Zack): for example, I— 

As people usually do when I add a few words to what they’ve just said, Zack repeats my words and, getting into the spirit, goes on as if were his idea to give examples. 

Zack: for example, I—did the laundry, emptied the dishwasher, and made the kids’ lunch three days this week.

At times I encourage clients to expand on what they just said by asking, “What do you think that means?”, “What did that lead you to conclude?” or “How did that make you feel?” Generally, however, I prefer to append to their comment a few words such as:

·  “—in that—“ or “–because—“ to encourage them to  elaborate on what they just said.
· “—for example, I” or “—an example of which is—“ to ask for examples. 
·  “—which leads me to conclude—“ or “—which I take to mean that—“ to invite them to draw conclusions.

· “—and what most upsets (strikes, delights, pleases) me about that is—“ to direct attention to what is most personally important to them about what they’ve just said.
· “ —and that makes me feel—“ to prompt them to shift to the feeling level.
At times I suggest specific feelings they might be having.
Arianna (to Eric): I’m angry that you didn’t text me.

Dan: —and I also feel a little hurt. 

Since I’m speculating, I quickly add. “Arianna, I made that up. Is there anything to what I’m saying or is my speculation entirely wrong?”

When a client is asked by a therapist, “What are you feeling?” and the client answers with a thought, some therapists respond, “That’s a thought, not a feeling; I asked what you are feeling.” I prefer, following Harville Hendrix, to omit the “that’s a thought not a feeling; I asked what you are feeling,” since these words can be heard as a rebuke, and go directly to the  “—and that makes me feel—.”

It is possible to add a few words to what a partner just said without speaking as if I were that person. I could say “and that leads you to conclude—” instead of  “and that leads me to conclude—.” I prefer the more intimate feel of saying “I” or “me” instead of “you.”

By adding a few words to what a partner just said, I can:

· Deepen the conversation: 
Greta (to Wendy): I realize that our moving to the country will require an adjustment for both of us.  
Dan: —and my greatest hope (or, what scares me the most) is—
· Bring out the contradictory feelings a partner might have about a matter.

George (to Esther): We’re so very different. I’m slow but steady. You’re emotional and out there. 

Dan: “—which I love in some ways and have difficulty with in others.”

· Add an appreciation. 

Carla: Jerry has been a great help in this difficult time when I’ve been studying for my exam.
Dan: “—which I really appreciate.”
· Complete a statement a partner began but didn’t finish.
Lena: At the time, I was unhappy with you about it. (stops at this point)
Dan : “—but now I realize that--.” Or “but now, with the advantage of hindsight, I see that—“ 

· Shift to childhood. In Harville Hendrix’s effort to get partners to relate their reactions to childhood, he appends to a partner’s statement,”—and that reminds me of—.” If these words fail to get the client to talk about childhood, Hendrix follows up with, “—and that reminds me of how in childhood—.”
Adding a few words to what partners have just said allows me to guide their comments in a particular direction. I invite them to give examples, draw conclusions, shift to the feeling level, develop further what they just said, deepen the conversation, express appreciation, reveal their contradictory feelings about a matter, connect to childhood, and so on. 

 FILLING IN MISSING PIECES: MAKING USE OF NON SEQUITURS 

People express only a fraction of what they think and feel. As a therapist, I try to fill in some of the missing pieces. It is often difficult, however, to figure out what these missing pieces are, particularly in the heat of the moment when the action is fast and furious. There is one type of situation, however—when a partner makes an abrupt shift in topic—in which it is a little easier to make a guess. 

Ethan (to Bill): You completely shut me out. You didn’t answer any of my texts today. You don’t care about me at all.

Bill: I had to turn off my phone because the battery ran down.

Ethan: That’s so like you. You’re disorganized and careless and you never think ahead.

Ethan shifted from “you shut me out” to “you’re disorganized” without missing a beat. I make a guess at the possible intervening thoughts and feelings.
Dan: Okay, Ethan, it’s like you’re saying, “Bill, it’s a relief to hear that your failure to answer my texts wasn’t personal. But that immediately brings up something else that upsets me: your casual attitude about things.” 

I’m trying to tease out the conversation hidden in the fight. Turning to Ethan, I say, “Where am I right and where is that wrong in my speculation about how you felt?” 

Bill is likely to appreciate my softening of the bang-bang of Ethan’s double-barreled accusation. Ethan might like it, also, since he immediately sees that Bill is more likely to be able to listen to this more gentle and respectful version. 

I’m guessing at feelings that Ethan left out. But suppose he never had these feelings. That’s okay because every comment includes an unspoken message. My unspoken message here is, “Ethan, did you feel a moment of relief finding out that it was just the battery?  If not, what did you feel?” 

Abrupt shifts in topics occur frequently in couple therapy. Whenever I observe one—a non sequitur of some kind—I ask myself, “What are the unexpressed thoughts or feelings that might make sense of this shift?” 

Grace (to Benny): You leave your dirty dishes in the sink and expect me to wash them. I’m not your maid. 

Benny: You know, you forgot to lock the back door again. That’s the second time this week. 

What are the unexpressed thoughts and feelings that might explain Benny’s ignoring Grace’s complaint and instead raising one of his own? Perhaps Benny is truly worried about the door. I could say for him, ‘Yes, maybe I am careless with my dishes sometimes, but, before we get into that, there’s something important I need to say about the door.’” 

When I described this example to Evie Talmus, a colleague, she suggested two other possibilities:

Perhaps Benny is defending against Grace’s complaint by responding with a counter complaint. Doubling for him, I could say, “Benny, are you saying, “Well sure, I leave my dishes in the sink occasionally, but you’re not so perfect either.”  

Or perhaps Benny is reacting to Grace’s tone. I could say for him, "It’s hard to hear what you’re saying because I’m reacting to your tone — I feel hurt and attacked — which makes me want to push back.” 
Before I have a chance to say anything, however, Grace blurts out.
Grace: And it would never occur to you to empty the dishwasher once in a while.

Benny: You know, it’s dangerous to leave the door unlocked.

Grace: And I don’t think you even know where we keep the broom.

Benny: There was a break-in last week just around the corner.

Grace and Benny are having parallel conversations. Neither acknowledges—and perhaps doesn’t hear—what the other says.  

Dan: Benny, could you be saying something like, “Grace, I know you’re telling me I don’t do my share around the house, but I can’t hear that now because I need to get your attention about the door.”
I could just as easily make the same point speaking for Grace.

Dan: Grace, are you saying something like, “Benny, “I know you’re telling me about the door, but I can’t hear that now because I need you to see how upset I am about the housework.”
I’m trying to raise Grace and Benny up on a platform where they can observe what is happening between them. From such a vantage point, they’d be able to realize that they’re experiencing the same difficulty.

Dan: It’s as if each of you is saying to the other, “I’m frustrated because you don’t seem to be listening to this important thing I’m trying to say—and you seem frustrated with me for the very same thing.”
Strictly speaking, I might not be restoring feelings that Grace and Benny left out. They might not have had these feelings in the first place. They might be so focused on making their points—about housework or the door—that there was no room for them to hear anything. What I’m trying to do is to shift them out of their dogged, narrowed-down efforts to make their points and into a more thoughtful, reflective recognition of their shared predicament. I try to shift them into a different frame of mind.

CHANGING A PARTNER’S FRAME OF MIND 

A purpose in doubling is to say for partners what they’re not presently in the frame of mind to be able to say for themselves. 

Batya (to Sol): You came home late yesterday evening—again.

Sol:  I was about to leave when something really important came up
Batya: Something is always coming up.

Sol: The boss asked me to talk down an unhappy customer.

Batya is in adversarial mode. Sol soon joins her.
Batya: My job is tough too, but you don’t see me coming home late.

Sol: You don’t have a Neanderthal as a boss.

Batya: You’re the best worker he has. If he fires you, that would be his problem. 

Sol: That’d be our problem—big time. It’s not easy to find another job.

Batya: I’ll tell you what’s not easy: taking care of the kids all by myself, feeling like a single parent.

Sol: I don’t think you have any idea what it’s like at the garage these days.
When partners argue, neither partner is able to look at things from the other partner’s point of view, which means that neither is able to say what the other needs to hear to shift out of the adversarial cycle and into a collaborative one. So I do it for them. 

Dan (moving next to Sol and appending to what he said): Yes, I was late. And I feel bad about it. I don’t want you to feel like a single parent. I don’t want you to feel alone. 
Turning to him, I say, “Where am I right and where am I wrong in what I just said for you?

Sol: It’s all right. I wish I’d said that.

Sol wasn’t in the frame of mind to be able to make such a gracious and nondefensive statement, but he appreciates my doing it for him. He immediately recognizes that my statement is likely to get a better response from Batya. My comment has shifted him for the moment out of the adversarial and into the collaborative frame of mind. It hasn’t shifted Batya, however. 
Batya (to me): You said that. He didn’t.

I could recast Batya’s comment as a wish. “Batya, are you saying something like, ‘Sol, it’s too good to believe that you might actually feel what he just said for you, but it would be wonderful if you did’.” But I decide, instead, to slip in a bit of psychoeducation.
 Dan (to Batya); Yes, when people are in a fight, no one is able to do what I just did for Sol and look at things from the other person’s point of view. I can’t do it when I’m in a fight. 
I consider adding, “For example, Batya, you’re not in a frame of mind to say to Sol something like, “Poor guy. Your boss gives you a hard time and then you come home and find your wife unhappy with you, too.” Batya, however, is likely to feel criticized by me for not saying such a thing to Sol, so I keep it to myself.
TRANSLATING A FIGHT INTO A CONVERSATION

A major purpose in doubling is to replace partner’s blaming comments with conciliatory ones. Often, I go back and forth between such partners, speaking for one, checking whether I’ve captured how she or he feels, getting the other’s response, speaking for that other, and so on. On those few occasions when I can remember their fast-moving back and forth angry exchange in sufficient detail, I stop the fight at some point and show how it might have gone if they were having a conversation rather than this fight. Here’s an example.
The Fight

Jennifer (to Damon): You’re immature and irresponsible—just like your father.
Damon: What are you talking about?
Jennifer: Everyone thinks you’re a wonderful guy. They don’t know you. You’ve got them all fooled.
Damon: What’s going on here? We were feeling okay when we walked in the door and now you’re saying all this stuff? Why are you doing this?
Jennifer: You know exactly why. Don’t pretend you don’t.
Damon: I haven’t a clue. I never know when you’re suddenly going to explode all over the place about absolutely nothing.
Jennifer: You think it’s nothing that I walk in here feeling good about us and immediately you accuse me of flirting with some guy at the party.
Damon: Oh, it’s that.
Jennifer: Damn right it’s that.
Damon: Well, you were flirting.
Jennifer: Dude, you don’t get a right to accuse me of flirting after the multitudes of women you—
Damon (interrupting): That was way before we had any kind of commitment. Why do you have to keep holding onto that? And, anyway, it wasn’t multitudes. It was just two.
Jennifer: You never learned how to count, did you? There were way more than two.
Damon: No, there was just Sarah and—
Jennifer: Don’t give me that.
Damon: No, listen, there was—
Jennifer (interrupting): You’re a liar!
Damon: What kind of thing is that to say? I’m not a—
Jennifer (interrupting): And what do you mean I hold onto things! I hardly ever think about those early years. They just popped back into my mind right now when you accused me of flirting.
Damon: Something is always popping back into your mind.
Jennifer: Well it wouldn’t if you didn’t behave like you do.
Damon: We’re talking about something that happened years ago.
Jennifer: Yes, but how can I trust that tomorrow you’re not going to run into some hot chick and—
Damon (interrupting): How can I trust that you’re ever going to stop harping on things from the dawn of time. That’s ancient history—practically the last ice age.
Jennifer: Well, you shouldn’t have done what you did whatever the age.
Damon (to me): See what I have to deal with.
Jennifer: (to Damon): Well, you may not have to deal with it much longer.
Damon: I’m so tired of your threatening divorce all the time.
Jennifer: One of these days it’s going to be more than just a threat.

Recasting the Fight as a Conversation

In my everyday practice, I wouldn’t let such a fight go on so long. I’m using it here for purposes of demonstration: to show how even such an extended fight can be recast into a conversation. My first task is to get Jennifer and Damon’s attention. 
Dan (to both): In what ways is this fight useful and in what ways is it not so useful—or even destructive?”
Jennifer: We’re getting nowhere.
Damon:  This could be our living room.

For the moment Jennifer and Damon have joined me on the platform—a vantage point above the fray—commiserating about their fight. I take advantage of this short respite to bring them in on my plan.

Dan (to both): I want to show you how it might feel if you were having a conversation rather than this fight. You can tell me later where I guess right and where I guess wrong.

In my effort to translate Jennifer and Damon’s fight into a conversation. I:

· Change their tone of voice from harsh to soft.

· Leave out or report the anger.

· Make acknowledgments: 

1. Show Damon accepting some responsibility for the fight rather than blaming it all on Jennifer.

2. Reshape an accusation made by Damon into an acknowledgment made by Jennifer.

· Add vulnerable feelings.

·  Demonstrate a virtuous cycle in which each responds in kind to the other’s warm and understanding response.

Dan: I’ll begin, Damon, at the point where you said, “We were feeling good about each other. What happened?”

I’m repeating what Damon said, but leaving out the angry parts and replacing his harsh tone with a soft one.

Dan (continuing as Damon talking to Jennifer): “Did I do something? Did I say something?”

I’m doing for Damon what people in a fight almost never do: consider the possibility that they might bear some responsibility for the fight.

Dan (to Jennifer): Then, Jennifer, you’d answer, “It’s that comment you made about flirting—which upset me because, because—“ (to Jennifer): Well, actually I don’t know how you felt, so I’ll make some guesses. (Resuming speaking as Jennifer): “I’m embarrassed that people might have thought I was flirting.” Or maybe it’s “That’s just how people talk at parties.” Or maybe it’s “You have some nerve spying on me.”

I make sure to include both a soft, self-disclosing possibility (“I’m embarrassed…”) and a harsh, angry one (“You have some nerve…”).

Jennifer (breaking in): It upset me because I didn’t think I was flirting.
Dan (incorporating Jennifer’s response): Okay, that’s it, “I didn’t think I was flirting.” And then, Jennifer, in my version you’d go on to say, “And what really bothers me is your double standard: getting upset at the possibility that I might be flirting while you’re the one who really messed around with people.”

I imagine Jennifer will like my bringing in the idea of a double standard and that Damon will like my replacing her harsh tone with a gentle one.

Damon’s original response at this point in their exchange was, “Do you have to keep holding onto that? That was way before we had any kind of commitment.” I want to recast this to make it more reaching out and less attacking. The best way to do this is to take the words out of Damon’s mouth and put them in Jennifer’s. Said by Damon, they’re an accusation; said by Jennifer, they’re an acknowledgment.

Dan (continuing to speak for Jennifer): “I know what I’m saying might not be entirely fair, since what you did was long ago and before we made a commitment.”

Such an acknowledgement, if Jennifer were able to make it, could easily disarm Damon—which I now demonstrate happening.

Dan: And then Damon, you’d say: “I appreciate your saying that.”

If Damon and Jennifer were to talk like this—which means that they’d be in a collaborative rather than an adversarial cycle—they might suddenly have access to vulnerable feelings.

Dan: And then, Damon, you’d say something like—and here again I’m pulling stuff out of the air—“Jennifer, it was hard for me to see you talking in such a lively way to that man at the party because I can get insecure at times” Or, maybe it’s “It reminded me of how we used to talk to each other and rarely do anymore.” Or— (to Damon): I’m getting way too speculative here. What is it that you felt when you first saw Jennifer talking to that man at the party?

When I make up a conversation for partners, I sometimes elicit their help. I hope my examples of vulnerable feelings might predispose Damon to come up with such feelings.

Damon (to Jennifer): It was hard to see you talking in such a spirited way when we’d driven to the party mostly in silence.

This kind of heartfelt response could easily jumpstart a collaborative cycle—a self-reinforcing exchange in which each partner’s warm, confiding, conciliatory, admitting, reassuring, and reaching out comment inspires the other to respond in kind.

Jennifer: The drive upset me, too.
Damon: Oh.
Jennifer: I hate when things are bad between us.
Damon: Yes, that’s why I was so upset when I saw you with that guy—
Jennifer: You needn’t have worried. He was a total bore.
Damon: But still, I shouldn’t have gotten so upset.
Jennifer: You had reason. It could easily have looked like I was flirting.
Damon: Still…
Jennifer: Hell, I was flirting.
Damon: Oh?
Jennifer: I hoped you were watching. I can get pretty small-minded sometimes.
Damon: Yes, neither of us does well when things are bad between us.
My made up conversation would have paved the way for this conciliatory exchange. But suppose Jennifer and Damon don’t engage in such an exchange and, instead, appear totally unaffected by the conversation I made up for them and quickly resume their fight. I hope, nevertheless, that something about my made-up conversation registers within them and that later in the week one or the other experiments with her or his own version of talking in this manner.

In my effort to jumpstart the conversation needed to solve the moment, I double for each partner, replacing their blaming comments with acknowledging ones and their distant comments with heartfelt ones. At some point, as I just demonstrated, I may act out the ideal conversation they might have had.
EMPLOYING THE SIX PRINCIPLES FOR DOUBLING

When I first began to double, before I had sufficient experience to develop mental guidelines for doing so, I’d simply asked myself, “How can I replace this partner’s angry, inflammatory comment with a less provocative one?” or “How can I replace this partner’s disengaged impersonal comment with a more intimate one?” And I’d stumble along the best I could. As the years went by, I found myself adopting certain principles to help me make my translations. 
The examples in this chapter are to a large extent the application of these principles. Now when I double, I reflexively change my tone, confide vulnerable feelings, translate complaints into wishes and fears, add acknowledgements; report rather than unload anger, delineate the couple predicament, and turn monologues into dialogues by appending a question. 
Principle 1: Change the Tone

People are deeply affected by their partner’s tone of voice. The same words said in a loving way sound very different when said in a flat or angry way. Depending on tone of voice, 

· “I don’t believe it” can mean, “That’s amazing!” or “You’re a liar.”  

· “You’re outrageous” can mean, “You’re wonderful fun to be with” or “You’re a difficult person.” 

· “I love you” can mean, “I’m enchanted by what you just did” or “I know this is the kind of thing I’m supposed to say in a moment like this.”

Tone is expressed also in non-verbal ways, in facial expression and body language. When doubling for angry partners, I replace their harsh tone with a gentle one. When doubling for withdrawn partners, I replace their distant tone with an engaged one.

Principle 2: Confide Vulnerable Feelings and, in particular, Turn Complaints into Wishes and Fears 

When people withdraw, they are, of course, not confiding vulnerable feelings or expressing what’s on their mind. When I double for them, I try to help them do these things.

Dan (to Eileen): How do you feel when Isaac criticizes you as he just did? 

Eileen: I’m used to it.

Dan (to Eileen): By “used to it” do you mean “I tune it out—it’s as if he said nothing at all”—or do you mean “If I thought about it, I’d feel really upset?”

Eileen: If I thought about it, I’ll feel really hurt. 

When people withdraw, they lose contact with their partners. When people get angry, they lose contact with themselves or, more exactly, with the vulnerable feelings that led to their anger. When I double for them, I try to work back to these feelings. 

Rosa (to Daphne): I’m still steaming about last night. I rushed to make sure to be on time and then I had to wait and wait and wait for you to arrive. I’ve got to remember that whenever I’m supposed to meet you, I should bring a book—maybe a trilogy. 

Daphne: For heavens sake, I was barely 10 minutes late.

Rosa: It was way more than that. Get a better watch. While you’re at it, get a better personality. You’re selfish and irresponsible.

Dan (moving next to Rosa and doubling for her): I take it personally when you’re not on time. I feel unimportant and unworthy—which is how I always felt with my father.

Marshall Rosenberg said, “All attack, blame, and criticism is the tragic expression of unmet needs” or, as I like to think of it, unfulfilled wishes and unrelieved fears. When a partner makes a complaint, I ask myself, “Is there a wish or fear down in there somewhere?”

Angela says to Mitchell, “It would be nice if for once you’d manage to come home in time for dinner.” In my search for the wish or fear that might be hidden in her complaint, I flash through the following possibilities. 

· Wish: “It gives me such pleasure when we sit down to dinner as a family.”

· Life-long yearning (John and Julie Gottman’s dream within conflict): “I have this longing to create in our home the togetherness I never had as a child.”

· Fear: “I worry our schedules are pulling us apart.”

· Attachment fear à la Susan Johnson: “I’m scared I’m not important to you.”

Doubling for Angela, I pick the response that seems to fit best. If I come anywhere close to what she’s feeling, she’s likely to welcome my statement, since there’s often pleasure in reconnecting with feelings as well as relief in being understood (in this case by me). Of course, she won’t feel much pleasure if:

· She’s deep into her anger and has no desire at the moment to reconnect with the vulnerable feelings that led to it.

· She’s humiliated at the thought of having such feelings.
Principle 3: Make Acknowledgments

Dorothy Kaufmann pointed out to me that acknowledgement captures an important essence of Collaborative Couple Therapy, since it’s an antidote to the major conversation destroyers: accusation, blaming, criticism, and defensiveness. In a fight, neither partner gets the satisfaction of having the other agree with or acknowledge anything—which is what fuels the fight. When I double for partners, I do the agreeing and acknowledging for them. 

Miranda and Devon are caught in a stalemated fight in which she keeps repeating various forms of “you’re irresponsible; you buy all kinds of things we can’t afford” and he keeps repeating various forms of “I only bought things I thought we’d enjoy and, anyway, that was a long time ago and I’ve changed.” 

In order to break the logjam, I show how it would sound if Devon were to acknowledge the validity, partial validity, or at least understandability of Miranda’s point of view. (I could just as easily speak for Miranda and show her acknowledging in the same way.)

Dan (speaking for Devon talking to Miranda): You’re right that I made some extravagant purchases so I can see why you’re upset at the possibility that I might continue doing that.

Miranda is likely to appreciate this acknowledgment. Devon is likely to appreciate what I now go on to say for him. 

Dan (continuing to speak for Devon): “I just wish I could get you to see that I thought I was doing it for us.

By beginning with an acknowledgment—showing Devon giving credence to Miranda’s point of view—as well as recasting his argumentative comment as a wish, I’ve transformed Devon’s fight-inducing statement into a conversation-inducing one. But suppose Devon doesn’t believe (or doesn’t want to admit) that Miranda is saying anything valid or understandable. In that case, I might say:

Dan (speaking for Devon talking to Miranda): Okay, so you’re saying that you see me as a spendthrift who you can’t trust. And what I’m saying is that I always have the good of the family in mind. 
In my restatement of Devon’s comment, I’m not having him make much of a concession. I’m simply having him paraphrase what Miranda said—engage in a little informal active listening—before going on to restate his point. I’m saying for him, in effect, “Miranda, I hear what you’re saying even though I don’t necessarily agree.” The purpose of such paraphrasing is to interrupt the frustrating exchange in which neither partner feels the other is hearing what she or he is saying. No one is able to listen to what the other person has to say when feeling unheard themselves.
When I double for partners deep in argument, I like to begin with, “You’re right that….” and then go on to acknowledge what I imagine that person I’m speaking for does agree with. My “You’re right” breaks the spell of the partners’ rejection of everything the other one says. Hearing the “You’re right that…” they typically smile in recognition. My cheerful, upbeat words make them aware, by contrast, of the grim, giving-no-quarter state they’ve been in.

Most of the acknowledging I do takes the form, as Dorothy Kaufmann puts it, of “I’m not entirely right and you’re not entirely wrong.” I’ve already given several examples of “You’re not entirely wrong.” Here are examples of my saying for partners, “I’m not entirely right.” 

· “I may be wrong about this, but….”

· “I go back and forth between blaming myself and blaming you and, as you can see, at the moment I’m deeply into the second.”

· “I know I have a role in this problem and here’s what I think it is….”

· “I know I’ve been difficult to live with recently.”
· “Of course, I have a version of the same problem myself.”
I’m acknowledging for partners their doubts about the validity of their position and recognition of their role in the problem

Often when doubling for partners, I start by having them acknowledge what their partner is saying before going on to make their point:

· “I get what you’re saying, which is….. Here’s what I’m trying to say….”

· “I understand your point, which is…. Here’s why I’m having trouble listening to it….”
·  “You’re partly convincing me, but I can’t tell for sure whether it’s because you’re right or because you’re just better at arguing.” 
Or I might start by making their point and then acknowledging their partner’s:

· “I’m getting frustrated because I can’t get you to see that…Of course, you might be equally frustrated because you can’t get me to see that….”

· “I’m having trouble with your example, but I mostly agree with your general point, which is….”

· “You’re not seeing how hurt I am, but maybe that’s because it’s coming out as anger, so the hurt is hard to see.”
Acknowledging while doubling allows me to speak simultaneously for both partners, which is useful when tension is high and each partner is likely quickly to interrupt if their point of view isn’t immediately represented. That’s the situation with Greta and Hank. Neither will tolerate my presenting the other person’s position without my first acknowledging theirs. 

Dan (speaking as Greta talking to Hank): I’m having trouble listening to what you’re trying to tell me—how hard you worked to make my birthday special, the time you put into it, and your disappointment I didn’t like it better—because I need you to hear how distressed I am that you don’t know me well enough by now to realize that a surprise party isn’t anything I’d want.
While doubling for Greta and presenting her point of view, I’m giving voice also to Hank’s.

Principle 4: Report the Partner’s State of Mind: angry, defensive, shut down, etc. 
The goal when doubling for an angry partner is to speak in a less inflammatory way (so the other partner can hear it) while providing adequate representation to the anger (so the angry partner feels heard). One way to accomplish these two tasks is to report the anger.

Kathy (to Peter, unloading her anger): Do you always have to be such a *ucking narcissist? Couldn’t you once in a while—just for variety—realize that there’s someone else in this relationship?
Dan (doubling for Kathy, reporting the anger): “As you can see I’m totally enraged.
I might go on to say:

Dan: “As you can see by my name-calling and sarcasm, I’m upset that you rode off on your bike this morning when I needed you at home.” 

Kathy spoke from within her anger. She said angry things in an angry way. In my restatement for her, I shifted to the meta-level: the platform. I spoke in a nonangry way about her anger. Peter is almost certain to prefer my version. Kathy is likely to do so also, seeing that a calm, thoughtful reporting of her anger has a quiet power her inflammatory version lacks. Of course, she might be uninterested at the moment in quiet power. She might say, “You said it too nicely.” If she were to do so, I’d say, “I obviously didn’t capture the intensity of your feelings about the matter.”

The task when doubling for a withdrawn partner is to talk in an engaging way about the disengagement. 

Dan (doubling): I know I haven’t been much of a companion lately. I’ve been preoccupied with worry about our son (or caught up in training for the triathlon, or wrapped up planning the youth program for the church, or depressed about losing my job).

A good way to re-establish intimate contact is to talk about having been non-intimate and out of contact—to be present in the act of acknowledging having been absent. 
The task when doubling for a partner who feels devastated by what their partner just said and sits there speechless with a deer-in-the-headlights look is to talk about this fact.

Dan (doubling): “I feel devastated. I’m in total shock. I don’t even know how to begin thinking about what you just said.”

To be able to say “I know I haven’t been much of a companion lately” or “As you can see, I’m pretty angry” or “I’m probably being defensive” or “I’m in total shock” requires self-awareness—the ability to step back from the intensity of the moment and view oneself from a compassionate vantage point.

Principle 5: Report the Couple Predicament

There is, in addition, couple-awareness. Mike would be demonstrating such awareness if he were able to say to his husband Barry:

Mike (talking to Barry): We’re stuck again in this vicious circle in which you withdraw when I get critical and I get critical when you withdraw.

The idea would be for the two of them to commiserate over their joint situation. It’s hard to imagine, however, Mike or anyone else having the presence of mind to be able to do that in the heat of the moment. So I do it for him. 

Dan (speaking as Mike talking to Barry): We’re caught again in this awful place in which we trigger each other’s vulnerabilities. When you get preoccupied, I feel abandoned, which I deal with by getting angry. When I get angry, you feel besieged, which you deal with by closing down.
I’m revealing how each partner’s position is understandable—an underlying theme in Collaborative Couple Therapy. I’m showing how it might look if Mike and Barry were to step back from the situation and recognize the “couple predicament,” to use Erik Grabow’s words, and to appreciate each partner’s struggle. 

When doubling for a partner who has just made an accusation that I believe might disrupt the conversation, I soften the tone (principle 1), substitute a wish or fear (principle 2), add an acknowledgment (principle 3) and/or report the accusation rather than unload it (principle 4). If such doubling efforts fail to turn the fight into more of a conversation, I show how it might look if the two partners were to view themselves from a platform or vantage point above the fray (principle 5). 

Principle 6: Turn a Monologue into a Dialogue by Appending a Question

When partners go into monologue mode—lecturing, making pronouncements, giving long explanations, making indictments, bogging down in repetition, spinning off into unnecessary detail, going off on tangents—I move over and add to what they’ve said something like, “What do you think about what I just said?” I’m hoping to start a give-and-take exchange.
LEARNING TO DOUBLE

If you’ve never doubled, but want to give it a try, pick moments in your couple work when you have an idea of a statement you might want to make for a partner. If you like the result, you may want to double more and more. As time goes on, you’ll improve your skill and develop your own doubling style.

Since the six principles are too much to think about all at once, I recommend incorporating them into your doubling one at a time. Principle 1—changing the tone—is good to start with, since none of the other principles will have much effect unless delivered with a better tone than the one the partner originally used.

I count primarily upon principles 2 and 3—adding vulnerable feelings and making acknowledgments—to produce the transformational effect. So add them next.

The remaining three principles deal with specific situations and can be added last. 

· In principle 4—reporting a partner’s state of mind—you deal with a partner’s inflammatory or defensive statement by showing how it might sound if that person were to step back and talk about being angry or defensive.

· In principle 5—reporting the couple dilemma—you deal with a gridlocked couple situation by showing how it might sound if the partner you’re speaking for were to step back and talk compassionately about the gridlock.

· In principle 6—turning a monologue into a dialogue—you deal with a partner’s pronouncements by asking the other partner what they think about what’s been said.

CONCLUSION
Doubling reveals to partners the problematic aspects of their way of relating. By giving the partners in vivo examples of what confiding, acknowledging, and listening look like, the therapist shows by contrast how they have been accusing, dismissing, and not listening.
For many couples the experience is enlightening. For occasional couples it is transformative. They immediately see what they’ve been doing, quickly adopt their own version of this more productive way of relating, and may leave after a session or two having gotten what they wanted. Most couples, however, don’t change that quickly. Although they enjoy the better conversations the therapist helps them have in the session, it takes a while for them to begin to improve their conversations at home. A few couples never quite get the hang of what the therapist is doing.  

Carl Rogers reoriented the field of psychotherapy by demonstrating the power of active listening: listening to clients in a manner that better enables them to listen to themselves, which, in turn, enables them to discover more about what they really think and feel. Doubling can be thought of, to begin with, as a Rogerian reflection with a change in pronoun. Instead of using the second person (“you”) and talking to the client, therapists use the first person (“I”) and talk as if they were the client. Rogers didn’t repeat exactly what the client said. He modified it slightly but in an important way, often adding a compassionate tone. In doubling for a client, the therapist often dramatically alters what the client said. “Doubling is reflection on steroids,” as one therapist put it.

Doubling is the heartbeat of Collaborative Couple Therapy. It’s a vehicle for pursuing the crucial Collaborative Couple Therapy goal of turning fight- or withdrawal promoting statements into conversation promoting ones—by moving in and showing how it might look. It’s a major means, also, for accomplishing many of the other common couple therapy tasks: creating a therapeutic alliance, establishing a holding environment, providing psychoeducation, providing communication skills training, making reflections, making interpretations, externalizing the problem, engaging in cognitive restructuring and, in particular, positive reframing. 
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