Long response to using touch and directiveness 
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Question: 




I'd like to share an ongoing inquiry that this work has raised for me by way of one couple I have worked with. An insecure-avoidant (dismissive) wife, with an unresolved (ambivalent/frightened) husband. They are bipolar; he tends toward hyperarousal and she toward hypoarousal when dysregulated. When I first starting working with them after the forum I gave myself permission to try to be much more directive than I was up until that point. On occasions I would ask her to reach out and make physical contact with her husband by making firm contact with his thigh when he was distressed and needing connection. She complied on each occasion, and in each moment they were able to better regulate themselves with this contact. He would quickly down regulate and feel comforted by her moving toward him. He was able to talk about how he has always longed for this. His response surprised her, since his aggression did not intensify with contact.




Very cool!


Question: 




After asking her to initiate contact initially, I started to feel that something was missing for the wife by directing her. On one occasion I told her that I would not ask her to reach out to him but instead to imagine reaching out to him and to share what came up for her.




Excellent.


Question: 




Within a few moments, her breathing shifted, her facial muscles tensed and she started to cry very deeply as she explored how painful/impossible it is (has been) to make contact with him when he is distressed. She collapsed into her husband's lap after making her own connection about how neglected she was in childhood; no one reached out to her. 




Wow.


Question: 




So the question I keep revisiting is about technique here. It is possible that by asking her to reach out to touch him on many occasions, we laid the groundwork for her to access her own neglect and how staggeringly hard it is to provide that which she did not receive in her own childhood.




Right.


Question: 




But I wonder if I had not been as directive with her earlier on but had explored the negative space between her and her husband (how she could not reach across the abyss to make contact) if I could have more quickly helped them to reach her own avoidant core. 




What you did seems to have worked beautifully. Now is it possible that you could have moved to this place earlier? I suppose having had performed an attachment interview earlier may have provided you with some clues about her avoidance. Also, I suppose if you had her imagine moving forward as you did later that she might have arrived at this material earlier. But you did terrific work and you got there. 

Question: 




Since that intervention, she is better able to reach across "the electric fence" to her husband when needed without direction from me. I am interested in any thoughts about what is gained/what is lost by directing partners to provide something like, say, firm contact (what the angry/ambivalent partner needs), rather than to create a situation to evoke the fear/paralysis that prevents such contact in the avoidant partner. 






When working alone with someone such as an individual therapy, the therapist can afford to take time to explore the patient’s internal world without any demand to perform in any way. However it in couples’s therapy, there’s another person who is waiting and reacting to delays for behavior that already “sounds good.” In other words, depending on your couple and the state of mind of the receiving partner, announcing intentions and then delaying action and can’t be perceived as persecutory by the waiting partner. For instance, let’s say that HE is becoming upset because SHE isn’t responding empathically. You work with HER resistance to relieving him. During this time HE is anticipating a reparative action (implied by your intervention) while witnessing HER resistance to giving HIM what he needs. From his point of view this is persecutory in his anger will build quickly thus creating a problem for you.

The purpose of direction here is to head off dysregulation if at all possible, and certainly not to contribute to it. The purpose of direction is not to “take over,” bully, showboat, dumb-down, or take shortcuts. Our purpose is to teach interactive regulation whereby the couple becomes very good at amplifying sustaining positive experience and at attenuating and foreshortening negative experience. It is important that this not be interpreted to mean dismissal of negative feeling or experience.

Question: 




One avoidant partner may not have such frozen states and may be able to provide contact without bypassing something in themselves, while another may need to explore the frozen self first before such contact can be made genuinely.






These do not need to be done separately. They can be done it the same time. You can have the person move and make the physical gesture while working with their body either simultaneously or by repeating the exercise moments afterward and focusing on the gesturing partner. 
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