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ABSTRACT 

This study examined partners' experlentla1 memorres of slgnrfrcant events 

that occurred durmg particularly d~fflcult mteract~onal sequences of a couples 

psychotherapy sesslon The overarchmg purpose of the study was the discovery 

of the meanlngs chents attach to particular ~nterpersonal events In therapy The 

lnteract~onal events that were exam~ned were ep~sodes of ~nterpersonal 

reslstance between partners In a couple relat~onshlp A theoret~cal framework 

rntegratmg autoblographlcal memory, famrly systems, and attrlbutlon themes 

perm~tted exammat~on at mult~ple levels of analys~s Three groups of couples 

(stuck, unstuck, and m~drange) were d~fferent~ated on the bas~s 01 an attrlbutlonal 

scale and aspects of the emergent theory The lnlt~al construct of stuckness was 

der~ved from the work of the Milan group Experlentla1 memorles were accessed 

using a stimulated process recall procedure ~mmed~ately followmg the couples 

therapy sesslon The transcr~pts of these rntervlews, and other data sources 

were subjected to a grounded theory analyt~c strategy Thls analysls y~elded a 

substantive, Informal theory whlch has as ~ t s  core category the construct of 

reflexlv~ty T h ~ s  ~nterpretat~on of reflexlvlty encompasses three d~menslons the 

lndlv~dual partners, couple relat~onsh~ps, and the couple-therapist trlads The 

core concept of reflex~vlty IS exammed and d~scussed w~th respect to the degree 

to which ~t extends other current conceptual~zat~ons w ~ t h ~ n  the 

psychotherapeut~c l~terature The concept of mterpersonal resistance developed 

In this study was glven a prehmmary review These concept~ons of reflexlvlty and 

Interpersonal res~stance are compared to those of the M~lan theory F~nally the 

lmpkat~ons of the fmd~ngs for theory and practice are explicated The results 

yield ap understanding of ~nd~v~dual  partners' agenlc ablllty couples' 



ab~lity, couples' reconstructwe resources durmg part~cularly d~fficult ~nteract~onal 

sequences, and fac~lltative therapeutic factors whlch ass~st partners to disclose 

Important informat~on about themselves, the~r relationsh~ps. and their experience 

of therapy 
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FOREWORD 

The rdeas examrned and developed In thrs d~ssertatron are ones that have 

been w~th me for a long tlme I have been mvolved In workmg w~th ch~ldren and 

famllres since 1974, and slnce 1981 1 have engaged In t h ~ s  work as a cllnlc~an 

Over thls per~od of t ~me  I became ~ncreasrngly mterested In more serlous 

problems, particularly those most cr~t~cally affectmg ch~ldren Theorres that 

adequately br~dge the perspect~ves of the rnd~v~dual and the fam~ly are few 

Often one d~mens~on IS emphasized at the expense others Perhaps the most 

profound d~scovery I have made durmg thrs journey IS also the s~mplest Human 

problems are complex We are hkely to be vulnerable to mak~ng grave errors In 

our work unless t h~s  complex~ty IS respected Dur~ng these years in the fleld I 

had become ~ncreaslngly frustrated w~th both the research and theory In the 

literature, and ~ t s  relat~onshrp to pract~ce It was at the he~ght of my frustration 

that I chose to return to school 

My hope In pursrng further study was to beg~n to address the Interface 

between the ~nd~v~dua l~s t~c  emphasls found In tradltlon psycholog~cal wrltrng and 

the group emphas~s found rn the hterature on famthes Wh~le thls undertakrng 

sounds rather grand, I merely hoped to rnlt~ate th~s work In a modest way wlthrn 

the context of psychotherapeutlc practlce 

There are other themes In the work, as well ~ncludlng quest~ons of what IS 

considered to be health and ~llness, der~vrng beneflt from prev~ously wrought 

theoret~cal and emprr~cal work, brrng~ng a conceptual focus rnto cl~nrcal practlce 

recognlzlng the central~ty of peoples' affectlve experiences yet the paucity of 

method to capture t h~s  lwrng v~brancy and attempmg to encompass theory- 

bulldlng and theory testmg whlle attemptmg to avo~d the p~tfalls of both I will 

leave tn reader to d~scover these and other related threads of the work 



This work would not have materiahzed w~thout the mvaluable 

contributions from many other people. Most importantly the cllents and 

counsellors of Family Services of Greater Vancouver prov~ded mvaluable 

opportunities for learn~ng, and generously gave of themselves and thelr t~me My 

committee provided generous emotional support and timely, pragmatic 

suggest~ons. And to friends from my work and soc~al hfe. I am forever mdebted 

Without the~r continuous encouragement and caring I would have been unable to 

accomplish this work. 



CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTION 

A Background To The Problem 

One of our most frequently expressed des~res IS for human connectlon a 

connect~on that transcends the lsolatron of the personal, and In whlch the 

thought of oneself IS ~nextr~cably bound up wlth the thought of another (Bloom 

1993) In Western soc~ety, marriage and susta~ned couple relatlonshlps are the 

prlmary veh~cles for ach~evmg mt~macy The self IS felt to be most meaningful 

when ~t IS part of a larger whole. In relat~onsh~p w~th someth~ng beyond Itself 

Bowlby (1969) ma~nta~ns that attachment behav~or In adults IS an essential 

feature of our humanness and plays a vrtal role In our hves from b~rth to death It 

1s generally acknowledged that the growth and development of human beings 

are lntrlnslcally llnked to the capac~ty for mtlmate relat~onsh~ps 

There IS considerable ev~dence to suggest that mt~mate relatlonshlps 

~acllltate good health (Berkman & Breslow 1983 Gottman & Levenson 1992) 

Lowenthal and Haven (1968) analyzed hfe hlstorles and noted that those who 

were happ~est and healthlest In later years were those who were or had been 

lnvolved In close personal relatlonshlps Some researchers have suggested that 

the key to product~ve, autonomous, and sat~sfy~ng hves IS the depth of lntrmacy 

experienced w~th others (Lowenthall & We~ss. 1976 Roseon 1967) 

Mar~tal and fam~ly problems constitute a s~gn~f~cant proportion of all mental 

and emot~onal d~sorders (Bloom Asher & Wh~te 1978) Mar~tal confhct has 

been llnked to fam~ly v~olence (Dav~dson 1978) parent-ch~ld relat~onshlp 

dysfunl-.tlon (Mlnuch~n. Rosman & Baker 1978) a range of deleter~ous effects on 



ch~ldren (Hetherlngton, 1988, Rutter, 1971). md~vldual psychopathology 

(Bateson, Jackson, Haley, & Weakland 1956) rncludlng depression (Watzlaw~ck 

Weakland, & F~sch, 1974), surc~de, and hom~c~de (Bloom Asher & Wh~te 1978) 

as well as mcreased mortal~ty from automobile acc~dents and d~sease (Bloom 

Asher, & Whlte, 1978) Mar~tal problems can have profound ram~f~cat~ons when 

the d~ff~cultles extend beyond the unhapplness exper~enced In the marrr~ed state 

Desplte the frequency of marltal breakdown and the problems that can 

arise from unhappy relat~onshlps, people contmue to enter and comm lt 

themselves to mtrmate dyad~c unlons The couple un~t contmues to be the 

preferred context for the grat~f~cat~on of lnt~macy needs Consequently ~t IS 

Important to gain deeper understand~ngs of what const~tutes healthy and 

nurtur~ng couple relat~onsh~ps as well as how to repalr and rev~tallze flagglng 

ones 

Unresolved lnterpersonal confl~ct IS often one of the key factors ~nfluenclng 

mar~tal unhapplness and d~ssolut~on (Gottman & Krakoff 1989 Gottman 19934 

Whde Interpersonal conflrct 1s an ~nev~table part of human relatlonsh~ps when 

the confl~ct becomes resident wrthrn the rnt~mate bond between partners they 

Lan experience a loss of control, general d~ssatlsfact~on throughout thelr dally 

Ilves, and a lack of resolution for relat~onsh~p Issues (Guerm 1982) Some 

researchers mdlcate that there may subgroups of d~stressed couples some 

whlch w~ll  eventually d~vorce and others whlch wlll not (Blglan Hops Sherman 

Fr~edman. Arthur. & Osteen, 1985 Gottman. 1993b) 

Confllct 1s an mevltable product of partners' efforts to defme the11 

relatlonshlp (Gurman & Kn~skern. 1978) Confllct IS not necessarily pathological 

Or destruct~ve Rather ~t can prov~de the fuel for the growth and development of 

lndlvlduals and couples Through confl~ct . ~nd~v~duals can state the~r views alr 

their differences and work toward mutual and sat~sfactory solut~ons The 



resolut~on of confl~ct can asslst In the stablllzat~on and ~ntegrat~on of the 

~ndrv~duals-~n-relat~onshrp On the other hand, marrtal confllct can be 

dysfunct~onal when ~t results In psycholog~cal or phys~cal harm, d~mlnlshes trust 

or becomes chronlc (Gottman, 1993a) Those couples who are unable to resolve 

confl~ct rlsk engaging In negatlve ~nteract~on cycles (Watzlawlck Bavelas & 

Jackson, 1967) or chronically host~le ways of relatmg (Gottman 1993b) 

Negatwe lnteract~on cycles can become self-perpetuatmg (Green berg & Johnson 

1984) 

Intense unresolved confhct In couple relat~onsh~ps mh~b~ts  the 

development of ~nt~macy Increaslngly, couples are seekmg ass~stance In 

resolvmg thelr relatlonsh~p problems Over the past twenty years, mar~tal therapy 

has become one of the most s~gn~f~cant methods of mterventlon However 

p~ycholog~cal research on mar~tal therapy has been less than helpful In 

ldent~fylng treatment components that are ~ntegral to the resolut~on of manta1 

problems (Greenberg, l986a, 1986b, L'Abate, 1983) 

Research on the process of fam~ly therapy represents a relat~vely recent 

endeavor (Plnsof, 1989) Smce the 1960's researchers have been concerned 

h ~ t h  the problem of determmng adequate methods and measures for the 

explorat~on and testing of processes of mdw~dual and famlly therapy Although 

these efforts have not produced a coherent body of substantwe knowledge 

there has been some success In art~culat~ng conceptual frameworks and 

methodolog~cal cr~ter~a to gulde both ~nd~v~dua l  psychotherapy and fam~ly process 

research (Gurman. 1988, R~ce  & Greenberg. 1984) Greenberg and Pinsof 

( 1986a) defme process research as the study of lnteract~on between the patlent 

and therapist systems They suggest that the goal of process research IS to 

Identify the change process In the ~nteract~on between these systems Process 

research covers all of the behav~ors and experlences of these systems wlthln 



and outs~de of the treatment sessions. wh~ch perta~n to the processes of 

psychotherapeut~c change 

Pmsof (1 989) has extended th~s  def~n~t~on to encompass famlly therapy 

process research by spec~fy~ng a focus on the mteract~on between therapst and 

fam~ly systems wh~ch ~ncorporates both ~nd~v~dual  and collect~ve levels of 

funct~onmg T h ~ s  defln~tlon does not depend on who IS d~rectly mvolved In 

treatment Mar~tal or couples therapy IS mcluded as a subclass of famlly therapy 

Trad~t~onally In the f~eld of psychotherapy, research methodology has been 

grounded In the pos~trvrstrc tradltron of reductrve scrence Research on 

d~fferent~al treatment effects has faded to y~eld conclus~ve results No one 

therapeut~c treatment has proven to be greatly superlor to any other over tlme for 

any particular set of problems (Sm~th, Slass. & M~ller. 1980 St~les Shap~ro & 

Elliott, 1986) As well, attempts to hnk cl~ent tralts to therapy outcome have 

yielded d~sappomtmg and mcons~stent f~ndmgs (Gurman & Kn~skern 1981 ) 

Despite the search for real understandmg of therapeut~c events, there IS very llttle 

In the psychotherapeut~c research hterature that Increases our knowledge about 

complex and r~ch lnteract~ons In the therapeut~c context As Mart~n has noted 

with the factors studred rn psychotherapy research accountmg for only 25 to 30 

percent of the varlance In psychotherapy outcomes, the most s~gn~flcant f~nd~ngs 

from t h ~ s  work may be the extreme prevalence of ~nd~v~dua l  d~fferences and the 

enormous mdetermmancy potent~ally attr~butable to human w~l l  and agency 

(Mart~n. 1994) 

Increas~ngly, concerned researchers and c l~n~c~ans  are seekmg a new type 

of research parad~gm that w~l l  perm~t mtenslve analys~s of the structure of 

therapeut~c Interact~ons, as well as more appropr~ate methods for verrflcatlon of 

Processes of change These developments have co~nc~ded w~th a parad~gm shift 



in the social sciences and with the emergence of general concerns about 

psychology as a science of human behavior and experience (Hoshmand. 1989) 

B An Alternative Research Paradigm 

Researchers of psychotherapy are searching for a research paradigm 

capable of incorporating a variety of ways of knowing Some researchers 

provide convincing arguments for the recogn~tion of cl~nicans' tacit knowledge 

and the use of rigorous emp~rical observation (Elliott. 1986, Rennie Ph~llips & 

Quartaro. 1988, Rennie, 1992, Rice & Greenberg. 1984) Others advocate 

rational-empirical strategies wh~ch use both across situation theoretical models 

and intenswe observation of particular in-therapy performances (Pascaul-Leone 

& Sparkman, 1978) A variety of new research strategies arislng from different 

philosophical pos~tions has emerged for the intensive analysis of 

psychotherapeutic processes Many of these approaches share a common focus 

on the ~dentif~cation and in-depth analysis of recurring change events In the 

psychotherapy context The particular alternative paradigm that serves as an 

overarching framework for this study has been described as a discovery-oriented 

approach to s~gnificant change events in psychotherapy (Elliott 1986) and thls 

framework is mformed by the central tenets of social constructionism A 

fundamental assumption of this alternat~ve paradigm IS that the pschotherapeutic 

process represents largely uncharted territory. with current psychotherapeutic 

theory offermg little guidance There are four further assumptions of the 

discovery-or~ented approach 

The first of these arises In relation to the choice of perspect~ve adopted 

during the research process Discovery-oriented research often focuses on the 

~hencnenological perspectwes of the client and/or theraptst as srgnlflcant 



sources of information In particular, clients are the consumers of psychological 

help, and thew psychotherapy experiences are important and have 

consequences Specifically, when chents are viewed as active participants in 

psychotherapy, their experiences and internal dec~slons made wlthm 

psychotherapy are of potentla1 value Researchers require good descriptions of 

client's phenomenological experience before theor~es of uncharted territory can 

be mapped 

The second assumption is that phenomenolog~cal data are more 

llluminatmg when anchored to spec~fic behavioral events Particularly i n f ~ r m a t l ~ e  

are methods which connect cllent or theraplst psychotherapeutlc experiences 

wlth observable events during actual psychotherapy sesslons (I e client or 

theraplst verbal or nonverbal behaviors) by means of an Interpersonal Process 

Recall procedure (Elliott, 1984, Kagan 1975) 

A third assumption is that it is lrnportant to focus on significant change 

events These episodes in psychotherapy are moments when something of 

Personal Importance IS occurrng or changlng for the chent In some critical way 

Often, these episodes have important consequences for the chent's 

urlderstandings and actions 

The fourth assumption is that significant events should be studied 

comprehens~vely because these episodes are infrequent and highly complex 

Elliott focuses intensively on significant events through the use of 

comprehensive process analysis whlch relles on a series of in-session process 

measures (Elhott, 1984) Other strategies, such as grounded theory analysis 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967), can be used to yleld fine-grained descr~ptions of 

meaningful therapy events In the current study both of these strategies are 

utlllzed, and are Informed by an overarching social construct~on~st framework 

The chc Ice of analytic tool depends on the goal of the research endeavor 



Potentially, data der~ved from various mtens~ve methods can ass~st in 

understandmg psychotherapeut~c change, and prov~dmg guidance to therap~sts 

who seek effect~ve mtervent~ons 

In fundamental ways the d~scovery-oriented approach mcorporates 

lnduct~ve processes of lnqulry which often culm~nate In, rather than begln w~th 

hypothesis testing Thus, ver~ficatlon comes toward the end of the lnqulry 

process, after a deeper understanding of focal therapeutic events and 

experlences has been obtained Of crltrcal rmportance are the theoretical 

foundations, background, and experiences of the researcher As much as 

possible these theoretical perspectives must be expl~cated and bracketed where 

necessary, to enable phenomenolog~cal analys~s It 1s ~mportant that these 

theoret~cal influences do not become a bias and dehmit the scope of the flndlngs 

Thus, the meanlngs of sign~ficant events In couples psychotherapy sessions may 

be more ~d~osyncrat~c than they are common across partners Partners' 

meanings of psychotherapy events may reflect unique hfe stor~es or purposes 

Nevertheless, to the rndlv~dual lnvolved In the particular mterpretatlons these 

meanings represent the essence of the~r lrved experience 

C Potential Y ield of a D~scovery-Or~ented Stategy 

Some key Issues that remain unresolved after years of psychotherapy 

research are reflected in quest~ons such as "What would we f ~ n d  out ~f we 

asked clients to point to s~gnif~cant moments of change In couples therapy'"" 

"How would they descr~be particular moments of s~gnrf~cant change?" and 

"Does th~s  srgnificant event constrtute or suggest a phenomenon such as a 

crltrcal event rn therapy that may occur across chents7" 



Can research arisrng from an alternatrve research paradrgm one that 

emphasizes discovery and deep descrrption, yreld meaningful answers to these 

questrons7 One of the challenges of psychotherapy process research IS related 

to the nature of psychotherapeutlc phenomenon These phenomena present 

unrque problems of access and measurement, and require extenswe 

interpretation Although a discovery-oriented research strategy will not solve 

such d~ff~culties, it IS developed and employed in full knowledge of them Thus 

chent understandrngs and experiences are viewed as central and therapist and 

observer perspectives can be woven into contextual networks to be rnterpreted 

Perhaps most significantly, the client is vlewed as an active and lntentronal agent 

In the change process Not only do clients have part~cular reasons for therr 

actrons rn certarn crrcumstances, but the~r actions are seen as the products of 

their mterpretations of thelr experience When researchers wlsh to examlne the 

impact of particular interventions or understand what compels a client to act one 

way as opposed to another, they must grasp the meanings that particular 

events have for individual clients However. ~t is also the case that certarn 

Internal objects of interest (processes1 st ructuresl mechan~sms) may operate 

odtslde the awareness of indrvldual clients, and may Influence thelr behavlor In 

these Instances, external observers or therapists may provide perspectrves that 

supplement the phenomenology of clrents' experiences and perspectrves 

Clrents are the ones in whom change takes place and thelr perspectives of 

psychotherapy are ~mportant Nevertheless. ~t IS not assumed that chents are 

completely aware of what they're experiencing (Nrsbett & Wilson 1977) or are 

able to verbalize all of thelr understandings (Rennle & Toukmanlan 1992) As 

well clients may ~dentlfy events unrelated to speclfic planned rnterventrons as 

memorable and relevant Nevertheless, Rennre & Toukmanlan ( 1  992) note that 



participant self-reports prov~de a check agarnst the rerfrcat~on of constructs that 

can arise from an external view of the phenomenon. 

Perhaps the most important potential yield from the discovery-or~ented 

research paradigm is the uncovering of chent experlences In psychotherapy 

sessions This focus permits an in-depth examination of the mterpretatlons of 

individual cl~ents and their agentic capacity during the change process The 

Identification of new factors and relationships In the context of psychotherapy 

may provide maps that can enhance understanding of this uncharted territory 

Withm this alternative parad~gm and its approach to research. 

relat~onsh~ps between process and outcome can be described In a more 

systematic and fine-grained manner, supplemented by the perspectives of 

therapist and observer. Whether the connections of process to outcome, or 

small outcomes to broader and more general outcome are s~mple or complex. 

each study that deepens understandmg of change phenomena advances 

comprehension of psychotherapeutic change Questions about wh~ch therapist 

Interventions facilitate the unfolding of clients' ins~ght and understand~ng can be 

asked. When cl~ent and other-ident~f~ed s~gnif~cant psychotherapeut~c events are 

exammed, ~nformat~on about whlch therap~st behav~ors fac~l~tate chent's 

understandlng and agency In particular s~tuat~ons w~th reference to particular 

problems may be very relevant to therapist training and supervisron 

In-depth analysis of psychotherapy events may yield richer understand~ng 

of therapeut~c change process for researchers More provocative and 

appropriate quest~ons about therapeut~c change may emanate from such 

enhanced conceptual~zat~on 



D. Marital Relationship Impasses 

To date most discovery-or~ented research strateg~es have been appl~ed 

to mdlvldual cl~ents In therapy w~th a focus on chent experlenclng (Elllott 1984 

Renn~e. 1992, 1994), and key events (Greenberg, 1984, Mathleu-Coughlan & 

Klem, 1984) Wh~le t h ~ s  l~terature IS of potent~al value to researchers and 

cllnlc~ans workmg wrth fam~hes, there are factors unique to fam~ly and couples 

therapies that requrre part~cular attent~on, such as the greater ~nteractlonal 

complex~ty As well, fam~ly therapy IS a relatively recent enterpr~se, and there 1s 

a serlous lack of adequate theoretical concepts to gulde both cllnlclans and 

researchers Whde varlous models of pract~ce ex~st, most mcorporate concepts 

that are dlfflcult to operatlonahze and often focus on therapeut~c mtervent~ons 

wlthout d~fferent~at~ng the type of chents for whom, or problemat~c sltuatlons for 

which, the lnterventlons may be most benef~c~al 

In response to these problems Gurman (1988) calls for the ~dentrflcation of 

components of fam~ly treatment that are common across theoretcal approaches 

One such element may be what frequently is descr~bed by theor~sts and cllnlclans 

as "client reslstance " Desp~te the recogn~tlon of the phenomenon of cllent 

reslstance In ~nd~v~dua l  therapy, very llttle has been sa~d about reslstance wlthln 

the couple system In marltal and famlly therapy There IS no agreement among 

fam~ly theorles wlth respect to partlcular classes of relat~onsh~p events Each 

theory or clusterlng of theones emphasizes the~r own key concepts w~thout 

reference to slm~lar~t~es or d~fferences w~th other concept~ons, and most fall to 

Identify aspects of the theory that are incomplete The followmg discuss~on will 

review the notion of res~stance w ~ t h ~ n  couple relat~onsh~ps as ~t IS ~dentrfled or 

described by a var~ety of partlcular psychological theorles 



The class of theories described as "mult~generatronal famdy therapy" 

derlves key concepts from the psychoanalyt~c tradition of Freud. and emphasizes 

past unresolved emotional Issues whlch are beheved to be transmitted 

generat~onally Bowen (1 976) descr~bes couples that experience relat~onshlp 

stalemates as enmeshed or emotionally fused with each other Thls situation IS 

believed to arise from inadequate emotional differentiation from partners' famllles 

of orlgin. Bowen describes the constellation of an emotional tr~angle In marltal 

therapy, where partners attend to the therapist rather than each other However 

he does not address the ways In which partners might begm to engage more 

directly with each other. 

Another grouping of theories der~ves ~ t s  central concepts from the more 

general psychodynamic approaches. The conceptualization of Intimate 

relationships arises from the notion of powerful affective bonding believed to take 

place between infants and their parents (Bowlby, 1969) Emot~onal tles between 

marital partners are interpreted as an attempt to achieve the proximity, safety. 

and nurturance of the ideal child-parent relationship. It IS assumed that when 

these developmental needs of the child are not met, they remain latent untll an 

intimate relationship prov~des the adult with an opportunity to resolve the loss and 

despair of past, unmet emotional needs. Siegal (1991) proposes that partners 

are profoundly influenced by the~r unresolved emotional conflicts with thew 

parents when they choose a marital partner Spouses that experience severe 

problems in their relationships are re-enact~ng past unconscious conflicts They 

create intense projective identificat~ons in their intimate relationships. Through 

this process, the partners seek each other as containers for feellngs or undesired 

aspects of themselves. Couples that experience extreme dlstress tend to blame 

each other, experience thelr interaction as traumatic, and tend to escalate their 

compelltion for need grat~flcat~on 



Theones derlved from the behavioral approach to marital therapy borrow 

ther key concepts from soclal exchange theory (Thlbault & Kelley. 1959) 

Essentrally, couples are conceptualized as estabhshmg quid pro quo contracts 

with each other as they cont~nuously negotiate the respons~b~lit~es and rewards of 

the relationship Relatronsh~p stalemates are Interpreted as the escalation of 

conflrct due to partners' employment of coercive t acks  in efforts to modlfy each 

others' behavror In the competrt~on to achreve favorable exchanges (Jacobson & 

Margolrn, 1979) Th~s  theory, as IS common w~th many behavroral theorres 

cons~sts of numerous parametric defrnrtrons of the core concepts of marrtal 

d~stress, but does not provlde an adequate conceptual elaboratron of thts Idea 

lmpllclt In these deflnltrons are assumptrons about what constitutes healthy 

Intimate relationships The terms marital adjustment and marital dlstress actually 

encompass varlous operatronal defrnrtions, but are often used mterchangeably 

throughout thls literature lntegratlve mapprng of conceptrons of marital d~stress 

to the in-therapy behaviors of couples has not been accomplished 

The theor~es designated as famrly systems theorres emphas~ze notrons of 

lnteractlon between famlly members, focuslng on patterns and sequences of 

rnterpersonal behavlor The Idea of describ~ng ~ndivlduals In relationsh~p to each 

other as systems developed from varlous interpretations of General Systems 

Theory (von Bertalanffy, 1968) wrthrn applred psychology Such interpretations 

spawned a number of famlly therapy theorres, each stress~ng drfferent aspects of 

relatronships as systems 

Several wrlters In this tradition have discussed thew own interpretatrons of 

the emotional Impasses that can occur between marrtal partners In particular 

structural theorrsts (Haley, 1976, Mlnuchln & Flshman, 1981 ) view couples as 

structurally interconnected with each other, and emphasize the concept of 

Interpersonal boundaries Der~ved from this central conception of famrly structure 



are other concepts of hierarchy, power, and coalitions According to thls 

perspective, some couples become overly Involved emotionally wlth each other 

Thls over-involvement IS Interpreted as enmeshment, or the presence of overly 

permeable lndivldual boundar~es. Alternatively, other couples are vlewed as 

emotionally disengaged with each other. This type of distance IS Interpreted as 

due to the presence of rigld and impermeable boundarles While structural~sts 

discuss the notion of "engagement" in therapy, this term IS used to descrlbe the 

active participation and alllance of individual partners wlth the therapist. rather 

than emotional engagement between partners. According to the structural 

theorists, resistance in the family IS a result of its structure, and must be 

addressed so that the family can make changes. In other words, resistance to 

therapy must be overcome, before engagement in the therapeutic process can 

proceed. 

Friedlander, Heatherington, Johnson, and Skowron (in press) have 

recently extended this notion of engagement to the Interpersonal lnteractlons 

between family members wlthin the therapeutic context . After iden:lfylng 

examples of successful and unsuccessful "sustained engagement" between 

family members, they conducted qualitative analyses of the Interpersonal 

dynamrcs differentiating these events These patterns of Interaction were 

examrned in concert with particular therapeutic interventions that targeted the 

disengagement. The resulting conceptual model of sustained engagement 

Identifies four therapeutic factors believed to be important In the resolution of 

relationship impasses: (a) recognition of personal contribution to the Impasse. 

(b) communication about the impasse, (c) acknowledgement of others' thoughts 

and feelings, and (d) new constructions about the Impasse. 

Another group of theorists who have addressed the notion of relatlonshlp 

Impasses or "stuckness" IS the group led by Mara Selvlnl-Palazzoll The 



theoretical model of the Milan group incorporated the ideas generated by the 

Mental Research Institute (MRI) in Palo Alto California during the late 1960's 

This model was mfluenced by dlrect clinical practice wlth severely drstressed 

families having a psychiatrrcally diagnosed child The theory, described in the 

1978 publication, Paradox and Counterparadox (Selvinl-Palazzol~. Boscolo. 

Cecchin, & Prata, 1978a) made several knowledge claims. The most notable 

claim 1s that some couples/families are unable to step out of "stuck" lnteractron 

patterns of which they are unaware These patterns constitute the underlying 

reasons for the resistant behav~or of these fam~lies/couples The Milan group 

explicitly focused on such relationship stalemates, and planned rnterventlons 

rntended to disrupt the stuck interact~onal patterns. Although members of the 

Milan group presented clinical material on videotape and in print, they did not 

study the features believed to be common to the resrstance of famllies Rather 

the Milan group became known for its paradoxical interventions targeted at 

unravelling particular family "knots." 

E. Rationale For The Current Study 

There currently exists a considerable gap between clinical research and 

practlce In psychotherapy, especially with families and couples Contrrbuting to 

this gap is the complex~ty of the phenomena of interest Until recently, most 

studies have not considered the tnterrelated complex~ty of rndividual cognltlve 

and affective processes, the relationship context, and broader social contextual 

factors that influence the construction of personal and shared meanings in 

couples/family therapy An lncreaslng number of interpretive studles of cllnlcal 

practice seems to hold promise for clinic~ans seeking pragmat~c and effective 



strategies for assisting family members to deal w~th the~r problems Some 

researchers of clin~cal practice have advocated theory development 

that IS closely hnked to the clinical phenomenon of Interest (Rennle. 1992. 

Renn~e. Ph~llips, & Quartaro, 1988). Greater understanding of couples' 

reslstance within the context of psychotherapy sessrons may ass~st In the 

development of adequate theoretical conceptions of psychotherapeut~c change In 

intimate relationships. As well, the rdentification of factors that asslst some 

couples successfully to resolve their differences may hold promlse for more 

effective clinical work with distressed couples and famlhes. 

This chapter has provided general background to an emprrical drscovery- 

orrented study of particular rn-session events in couples' therapy. The 

researcher's own theoretical framework is particularly important, since the 

researcher mediates the data that subsequently forms the grounded theory Key 

influences of my theoretical orientation to pract~ce include Ex~stent~al- 

Philosophical theories, family systems theories, and cognitive theories. The 

theoretical framework of this study integrates conceptions drawn from 

psychological work on autob~ograph~cal memory and attribut~on theory, and 

Incorporates a systems' perspective on couples' relationship problems, derlved 

from the Milan group. The three theoretical areas of autobiograph~cal memory. 

attribution theory, and the Milan group's interpretation of famlly systems theory 

are discussed in more depth in literature reviews in chapter two This conceptual 

foundation is broad enough to examine individual, contextual, interactwe factors 

and relationships among them. In this context, a systems perspective refers to 

a theory of communication based on a model of human relat~onshlps as systems 

(Watzlawick, Bevelas, & Jackson, 1967). This network of understandings 

prov~des a context for the core concepts and terms of the study 



The overall purpose of t h~s  study IS to gain a greater understandmg of 

meanings that couples give to part~cular mterpersonal events when they are 

stuck in negatwe mteractional sequences within the context of a psychotherapy 

session Five goals of the current study are 

1) The discovery of partners' ~nterpretat~ons, memorles, and meanings during a 

couples psychotherapy session, 

2) the ident~fication of significant events within particular segments of couples 

therapy sessions which are expressed as partners' experiences, ~nterpretations 

and memorles 

3 )  a comparison of couples that are stuck In their resistance to each other and 

those that are not, with respect to the Interpretation of significant 

psychotherapeutic events, 

4) the analysis of signifcant psychotherapeutic events across couples and the 

determination of common themes, and 

5) the development of a tentative model generated from the empirically 

emergent themes, and comparisons with the concepts and propositions of the 

Milan model 

To achieve the purposes of the study, an overarching discovery paradlgm 

Informed by the assumptions of social construction~sm. is adopted for the lnqulry 

The spec~f~c method of data collect~on ~nvolves the utilizat~on of a st~mulated 

process recall (SPR) procedure (Elliot, 1984, Kagan, 1975) The purpose of the 

SPR procedure is to capture ~nformation about partic~pants' memories for and 

the subjectwe meaning and impact of, events In couples therapy It enables the 

researcher to locate significant moments of therapeutic change described by 

part~c~pants While part~cular v~deotaped segments of the couples' therapy 

sesslons were selected by the researcher, it is not assumed that these eplsodes 

are nec essarily s~gnif~cant for clients Rather the segments are ut~lized to 



st~mulate partners' memorles of the sesslons and to gain access to partlcular 

lnterpretat~ons of events that they cons~dered to be personally s~gn~f~cant A 

grounded theory strategy for data analys~s IS employed to Interpret partners' 

construals of s~gnif~cant psychotherapeut~c events Thls strategy y~elds a theory 

that IS grounded In the phenomena under mvest~gat~on 

The partlcular focus of Interest is res~stance between lndivldual partners In 

couples therapy sesslons More spec~f~cally, the research study will examlne the 

recurrent and troublesome interact~ons between mar~tal partners, and the 

relat~onsh~p between partlcular kmds of ~nterpretatlons and partners' reslstance In 

psychotherapy sesslons 

In t h ~ s  study several counsellor-couple tr~ads partlc~pated In a therapeutlc 

sesslon that attempted to employ some key conceptual and procedural 

character~st~cs of the M~lan team approach to therapeutlc mterventlon 

Partlclpatmg counsellors made use of a consultmg team In the~r analysis of 

slgnlflcant ~n-session events and the creatlon of su~table mterventions Where 

appropriate, pos~t~ve reframe lntervent~ons were Integrated w~th other 

lnterventlons The session followed the f~ve  part format developed by the Mlan 

group (Selv~nl-Palazzol~ et al, 1978a) Follow~ng the therapy session each 

spouse part~c~pated In a SPR Interview w~th the researcher that focused on In- 

sesslon events that partners found to be memorable and meaningful within 

segments wh~ch potent~ally represented particularly d~fflcult lnteractlons between 

partners A grounded theory framework (Glaser & Strauss. 1967) was used for 

the analys~s of these data Us~ng the ~nduct~ve analys~s of thls method, observed 

behaviors are analyzed as potentla1 ~nd~cators of phenomena to be explicated 

conceptually (Strauss & Corbln, 1990) The resultmg conceptual model IS 

described, drscussed, and exammed cr~t~cally 



CHAPTER II REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The primary focus of thls study is the exploration of the relatlonshlp 

between lndividual partners' interpretat~ons of significant events In couples 

therapy and the interpersonal resistance between partners. This chapter 

encompasses three literature revlews that provlde background to the current 

study. Previous work that contributes directly to the study IS crltcally revlewed 

with attention given to both content and methodology. Thls work provrdes a 

foundation for understanding the way that the current study aims to advance 

relevant theoretical conceptions and methods of inquiry. 

A. A Soclal Definition of Memory 

The first literature revlew, A Social Definition of Memory, explores the 

definitions and conceptions of memory that are particularly salient to current 

research purposes. These conceptions encompass understandings of peoples' 

lived experiences in their everyday lives. This framework allows for a view of 

memory as constructive, ongoing, and involving the mcorporation of couples' 

shared and individual idiosyncratic understandings of relatlonsh~p events 

1 The Not~on of Ecoloqlcal Validity 

At the opening address of a conference on memory. Neisser raised a 

concern about the ecological validity of memory research: "If X IS an lnterestlng 

or socially significant aspect of memory, then psycholog~sts have hardly ever 

studrec X" (Neisser, 1978, p.4). He proceeded to challenge researchers to ask 



the 'important quest~ons' related to the funct~on of memory In ~ t s  ecolog~cal 

context, including the pragmatic problems and concerns of everyday memory In 

response to claims by laboratory psycholog~sts of the generahty and lawfulness 

of memorial processes, Nelsser argued that the concept of memory requlres 

fundamental revis~on, from a view of the human m~nd as contalnlng numerous 

detached and independent faculties, to a view derived from mmd and memory In 

context 

What we want to know, I think is how people use the~r own past 

experiences in meet~ng the present and the future. We would hke 

to understand how this happens under natural cond~tions the 

circumstances in which it occurs, the form it takes, the var~ables 

on which it depends, the differences between individuals In therr 

uses of the past (Neisser. 1978, p. 13). 

2. Functions of Memory 

What are the functions of memory in varlous contexts of everyday Me7 

The relevant literature suggests several multiple uses, some of wh~ch are as 

follows: 

a) Memory of the past defines the self, as well as creating expectations of the 

future relating to self (Shotter. 1990; Robinson & Swanson. 1990). 

b) Private and shared recollect~on provide a connection with others (Mlddleton & 

Edwards, 1 990). 

C) The public record shapes individual understandings, although it IS not often 

experienced directly (Connerton, 1990). This record prov~des an ~nterpretatlon of 

soc~al events that often serves as a po~nt of reference for soclal d~scourse 



d) Daily remembering assists in efficient everyday activity, whereby surface 

details may not be remembered but "meanings" may be salient (Middleton & 

Edwards, 1990). 

e) Memory is an ~ntellectual activity in itself, as in the acquisition of knowledge 

(Martin, 1994). 

Acknowledg~ng the multiple funct~ons of memory, Neisser suggested that 

researchers ask fundamental questions that are relevant to pragmatic concerns. 

and that these questions be guided by theories of human nature, social life. and 

relevant contextual phenomena. The challenge is to sh~ft from testing 

hypotheses concerning memory processes and situat~ons in artificial 

experimental contexts to understanding memory as a primary tool in everyday 

living (Neisser, 1978). Neisser proposes that the key to the structure of memory 

is not memory traces, or representations in the head, but characteristics of things 

remembered. These categories are not mental but envlronmental 

3. Memory within a Systems Framework. 

The study of memory ut~liz~ng a systems perspective has been suggested 

previously (I e , Smnott, 1989) This view locates the ~ndividual w~thin social and 

envlronmental systems Things remembered by mdividuals may ~imultaneo~sly 

be const~tuted w~thin the public record, w~thin a relationsh~p descript~on, and as 

significant aspects of personal experience Thus, research quest~ons concerning 

everyday, exper~ential memory encompass several nested systems 

Some argue that ~nd~v~dua l  and soc~al memory cannot. In fact, be 

separated These commentators suggest that part~c~pants in a society create 

shared memorles Without this shared memory, partic~pants In a soc~ety cannot 

share txperlences or assumpt~ons necessary for communal existence (Cole 



1990. Connerton. 1989) These shared experiences are vlewed as the reference 

points for the development of a sense of self, and a sense of soclal belongmg 

Once mind and memory are seen as extendmg beyond the '~nd~vldual 

sltuat~on' to encompass both the cultural rn~lleu and the 'body 

pollt~c', other drchotom~es fall too The not~ons that psycholog~cal 

content can be str~ctly separated from process, or that sclence 

can be strictly separated from hlstory by ~ t s  relrance on the 

experimental method, come In for po~nted sceptrcal scutmy (Cole 

1990, p VIII) 

Thus, rather than studying memory as the exclusive property of 

Individuals, or focussing solely on the situational factors influencmg ind~viduals' 

memory, there is a shift to considering remembering as inherently a social actlvlty 

(Middleton & Edwards, 1990; Wertsch, 1985). 

The integration of a systems perspective with a social concept~on of 

memory allows for a framework where memory is recognized as existing 

simultaneously within the individual and with~n the social-cultural context Both of 

these levels of analysis are ~mportant and cannot be reduced to one or the other 

The family systems approach contributes to a perspective wh~ch 

emphas~zes the processes of information exchange among intimate networks of 

people. The emphasis is on the context of any personal event. The shift from 

lntrapsych~c to interactional factors involves a focus on organlzatlon. 

relationships between people, and interactional patterns that take place over 

time. Marital conflict is understood as repetitive interpersonal sequences which 

inhibit the growth and development of partners in their relationships. The family 

systems framework places these episodes of cyclical behavior w~thin the wider 

context of ongoing behavior. Negative mteraction sequences are conceived as a 



symptom of ineffective problem resolut~on strategres, and as communication acts 

in themselves. These negat~ve sequences can be maintained over time by each 

partners' reactive response to the other. While thrs perspectrve emphasizes 

patterns of behavior, it does not provide adequate conceptrons of indivrdual's 

cognitive, affective, and experiential processes, the unconscrous, or the structural 

organrzation of the mind. 

A social conception of memory contributes a perspect~ve of rndlv~duals as 

they interact in their social context, selectively integrating data relevant to the 

self, shaping and modifying these data, and making choices about actlons Thls 

perspective is not necessarily inimical to the development of rdiosyncratrc 

understandings and agential capac~ties of individuals within social networks 

Rather, it generally is understood that individuals' experiences in the socral world 

will be diverse, and that commonalities in social contexts will underdetermine 

personal theories and systems of belief (Martin, 1994). 

An integration of a family systems perspective and a social conceptron of 

memory brings together two sign~ficant vantage points of interpersonal behavror 

social interaction and individual experience and interpretatrons in social contexts 

This framework permits questions about how couples construct partrcular 

versions of events during their everyday interactions. 

4 The Role of Memory in Communication 

With this shift of perspective, communication can be perceived as the 

practice of reconstructing and creating shared memories. Social memorres are 

variable. This variability means that negotiation or contest IS the core activity of 

arriving at common views. The common view gives a sense of belongrng There 

is an &)going retelling of social, cultural, and personal stor~es. This narratrve 



provldes a context of meaning that orients people In relation to the past and the 

future. 

Shared soc~al remembermg extends beyond the sum of each person's 

perspective. It becomes a bas~s for individual remembering In the contest 

between varylng accounts of shared experiences, people relnterpret and d~scover 

features of the past that become the context and content for what they w~l l  jointly 

recall and commemorate on future occasions (Middleton 2% Edwards. 1990) 

The tension between continuity and revision of the past occurs as part of 

the pragmatics of everyday communication. It manifests in arguments about 

plausible accounts of who is to blame, be acknowledged, thanked, or trusted 

The 'truth' of the past is always, at least potentially, at Issue. It 1s 

not to be found unambiguously deposited in some objective record or 

archive, nor yet as infinitely malleable in the service of the present 

It obtains neither as 'fact' nor 'invention,' but as an epistemological 

enterprise, created in dialectic and argument between those contrary 

positions (Middleton & Edwards, 1990, p. 9). 

In this study, I do not talk exclusively of an individual memory or a soclal 

memory. Rather, memory is seen as both "in" the indiv~dual, and "outs~de" In the 

social context. These conceptions are interdependent . The concern IS not with 

how individuals' internal mental processes represent past experience, but wlth 

how people construct versions of events and memories of these in ord~nary 

conversation. 

A focus on discourse takes people's accounts of the past as pragmatically 

variable versions that are constructed with regard to particular commun~cat~ve 

circumstances (Middleton & Edwards, 1990). Descr~ptions vary depending on 

the pragmatic purpose, and the interpersonal, social, cultural context. 



The goal of research focused on conversatron or drscourse as a 

component of memory, is to understand how people represent therr past and 

construct versrons of events when they talk about them The actrvrty of 

reconstruction can have an impact on rndividuals who are rememberrng 

Middleton and Edwards (1990) utilized a discourse-analytic approach to the study 

of parents' conversations wrth their children about past shared events. The 

researchers concluded that parents use these opportunities to emphasize 

particular events as significant by accessing childrens' recall of their emotronal 

reactions, and focusing childrens' attention to particular cues, such as contextual 

markers. These researchers hypothesize that children acquire shared ways of 

talking about things, shared references and evaluations, and various versrons of 

experience. 

The foregoing considerations emphasrze that there is no neutral ~nput to 

individual memory. It is the nature of the original event that is frequently at Issue 

Thus, versions of the past include both the idiosyncratic cast of indiv~dual 

memory and the conversational shared construction of past events. Some key 

Concepts proposed by Alexander (1988) will be used to facihtate the examlnatlon 

of individual memory of relationship events, and shared understandings of 

relationships by partners. These concepts are familv constructs and famlly 

coqnitions , and will be explicated later In the chapter. There are clearly many 

other ways to operationalize the abstract ideas central to these conceptions 

Nevertheless, these constructs can help to focus some of the research questions 

to be explored in the present work. For instance, do couples spontaneously 

discuss and describe their shared relationship beliefs? Do couples that are stuck 

In negative and repetitive interpersonal patterns differ from unstuck couples In 

their memory for, or abstract understanding of their relationsh~p patterns? Can 

memot es of shared relationship events be reconstructed In such a way as to 



sh~ft the emotional meaning ascribed to them7 One potent~ally promlslng 

perspectrve for understanding the srgn~f~cance of partners' partrcular 

mterpretations of relationship events is through the study of attr~butrons 

B. Attributions Within Intimate Relationshrps 

The following literature review examrnes support for a view of attr~butrons 

as interpersonal events that have consequences in rntimate relationsh~ps. Thls 

framework provides the foundation for a concept~on of couples' resrstance that 

Incorporates relationship attrrbutions as a distmctive feature. 

1 Def~n~t~ons and Theoret~cal Perspect~ves of Attr~butrons 

A substantial literature exists on couples' attributional processes. 

Attributions within couple relationships can be defined as the causal explanations 

that spouses provide for events in their relationships (Baucom, Epstern. Sayers. 

& Sher, 1989). The various frameworks utilized in observing these processes 

have led to different research emphases and theories. Researchers have tended 

to emphasrze either persons or their environment in the explanat~on of human 

behavior. There are three predominant theoretical positions reflected In the 

literature on marital attributions. 

a) The first position represents the person side of the person-envrronment 

d~chotomy. Researchers in this tradition propose a trait approach where people 

are viewed as differing on continuous, stable trait dimensions which determine 

their behavior (Doherty, 1982). 

b) The second position represents the other side of the person-env~ronment 

dichotomy, emphasizing the Impact of situations on persons. Theorrsts 



supporting a situat~onist approach view behav~or as a funct~on of external 

s~tuational constraints (Jones & Nisbett, 1972). 

c) The th~rd position represents an attempt to reconcile the person or s~tuat~on 

d~chotomy The central tenet of t h~s  posit~on is that the d~chotomy IS 

unneccessary and undesirable because behavior is the outcome of the 

mteraction between persons and situations (Kelley & Michela. 1980) 

Each of the three theoretical positions examines part of the total picture 

In a recent review of relevant literature, Bradbury and Fincham (1990) note that 

much of the research on mar~tal attributions addresses the explanations spouses 

give for marital events and the relationship of these explanations to marltal 

quality, but that attributions typically have not been studied as interpersonal 

behav~or. Researchers have tended to treat spouses as passive recipients of 

stimuh rather than active creators of their own experience. In order to vlew 

couples as active creators of their experience, a framework is required that 

integrates the three positions described above, and promotes a view of 

attributions within a dynamic and interactive relationship context. Withm this 

framework, couples may be viewed as negotiating key attributions that have 

significance for their relationship (Watzlawick, Bavelas. & Jackson. 1967) 

2. The Function of Attributions in Communication 

Although researchers have disagreed about the role that attrlbut~ons play 

In couple's relationships, all have noted the apparent importance of partners' 

prlvate beliefs about their relationship (Doherty. 1981a; Heider, 1958: Thompson 

& Snyder, 1986; Wemer, 1986). Much research activity has focused on 

identifying the causal dimensions that differentially influence mar~tal satlsfactlon 

These hmensions include locus of control, blame, rntent, respons~b~lity, globallty. 



and controllabll~ty ( Camper. Jacobson. Holtzworth-Monroe, & Schmallng. 1988. 

Fincham & Bradbury, 1987; Holtzworth-Monroe & Jacobson, 1985, Kyle & Falbo 

1 985: Lavln, 1 987). 

Studies emphas~zmg broad general attribut~on dirnenslons, or slngle 

attributions have ylelded some Information about the nature of the relatlonship 

between marital conflict and attributions. One of the most consistent fmdlngs 

across many studies is that distressed spouses tend to rate causes of negatlve 

partner behaviors as global and stable (Creamer & Campbell. 1988; Flncham & 

Bradbury, 1989; Lavln, 1987; Ross & Sicoley, 1979; Thompson & Kelley. 1981 ) 

Researchers also have noted that causal attributions for relationship events 

serve to maintain or even initiate marital distress (Fincham, 1985; Fincham. 

Beach, Baucom, 1987; Holtzworth-Monroe & Jacobson, 1985, Kyle & Falbo. 

1985). Distressed spouses, compared to non-distressed spouses, are likely to 

see negative partner behavior as blameworthy, intentional, and reflective of 

selfish concerns, and to assume that these characteristics represent enduring, 

global attributes of the partner (Fincham & Bradbury, 1987). Yet, it appears that 

the relationship between marital conflict and spouses' attributions is not direct. 

Rather, numerous factors seem to interact in mediating the attribution process In 

close relationships (Bradbury & Fincham, 1990; Thompson & Snyder. 1986) 

In fact, some researchers have suggested that couples may develop a 

general sentiment or shared definit~on of the relatlonship that overr~des speclflc 

negative or positive events (Lavin, 1987). Also, other Individual difference 

variables, such as psychological reactance, may contribute to private attrlbutlons 

that occur within the couples' relationship (Brehm & Brehm, 1981). Wlthin a 

systems framework, these differentiations of individual, private attributions and 

shared relationship definitions function in an interdependent manner. 



Scholars have made several recommendations in previous work In the 

area for the study of couples' attributions within the context of mterpersonal 

behav~ors. In sum, couples' attributions should be exammed as they correspond 

to specific relationship problems, rather than as global measures of satisfaction 

or conflict. There also may be several levels of attributions to be cons~dered. 

including specific cognitions about the partner and the particular problem 

definition. Important mediating variables may include overarchmg shared 

understandings of the relationship, general sentiments about the relationsh~p. 

and individual differences between the partners. 

C. Family Systems Theory and Autobiographic Memory 

The following section reviews some central premises of family systems 

theory, and focuses specifically on the Milan team's interpretation of couples' 

interactional problems. The creation of meaning in intimate contexts is concewed 

as arising from both social interaction, and individual cognitive and affective 

experience. A framework which integrates both of these areas is proposed for 

the study of partners' memories and interpretations of events during a couples 

psychotherapy session. 

1 .  Theories of Families and Therapv 

One common goal of marital therapy across many theoretical orlentatlons 

is the resolution of negative interactional patterns between partners. Attention to 

patterns of conflict is the core concern of marital systems therapy. Steinglass 

(1978) describes a systems approach as characterized by attention to 

orgarwation, to relationship between parts, to the whole as greater than the sum 



of parts, to patterned interactional sequences, and to an emphasis on context 

The central premise of general systems theory is that a system cannot be 

understood adequately by a reductive focus on its component parts The whole 

entity is viewed as being greater than its additive parts. 

Although famlly and marital systems theorles have incorporated some of 

the broad principles of general systems theory, it is not the case that all are 

direct descendants of this theory. A number of family systems theories have 

evolved with a wide range of adherence to, and deviation from, the language and 

logic of general systems theory. Communication theory is one verson that has 

derived directly from general systems theory (Gurman, 1978). 

Most family systems therapies share some understandings about 

couples' interaction. Marital systems are conceptualized as slmilar to cybernetic 

systems, in which the generating concept of causality is circular rather than 

linear, and complex interlocking feedback mechanisms and behavlor patterns 

repeat themselves in sequence. Individuals' symptoms serve as homeostatic 

mechanisms which regulate the couples' transactions (Gurman, 1981). The 

concept of homeostasis is an organizing principle in family systems theory In 

marital therapy, the couple that achieves equilibrium is seen as resisting or 

counteracting forces that threaten this equilibrium. The notion of circular 

causality is interpreted to mean that each partner's behavior is viewed as a 

reaction or adjustment to the behavior of the other. The behavior of the couple 

system is conceptualized as a complex series of interactions. The symptoms of 

partners are seen as both system-maintained and system-maintalnlng , and 

individual problems are perceived as an outgrowth of marital-family disturbance 

Thus, marital conflict is a reflection of difficulties in interaction rather than an 

indication of individual intrapsychic disturbance. Partners' symptoms are 

assumd to have interpersonal meaning and to function as commun~cation acts 



For change to occur, both the individual and the couple system must change 

(Gurman, 1981 ).  

The multi-disciplinary group at the Mental Research Institute (MRI) in Palo 

Alto California has studied family interaction from the perspective of 

communications theory. The central focus of communication theory is the 

interactional behaviors of family members, which are viewed as a type of input 

and output. Inner processes such as the structural organization of the mind, 

thoughts, and feelings, and the unconscious, are disregarded and considered 

unimportant. Fisch, Weakland, and Segal (1982) note that their intention was 

not to create a comprehensive theory of human nature, human existence, or the 

mind, but to develop a theory based on the observable interaction and 

communication of family members. 

As well, the MRI group subscribes to a pragmatic criterion when different 

interpretations of events are in contention. They maintain that all perspectives of 

human behavior are interpretations and hence there is no single truth. Some 

views are simply more useful or effective in accomplishing particular goals. The 

MRI group asserts that there are two orders of reality. The first deals with 

physical properties of objects and our perceptions of them, while the second is 

concerned with the attribution of meaning and value to these objects. Most 

human problems involve the second type of reality. 

Watzlawick et al (1 967) maintain that communication in marital systems is 

not pathological unless it involves sequential patterns of interaction. Jackson 

(1965) believes repetitive patterns of communication reflect a rule about the 

nature of a marital relationship. In the early years of marriage two people bargain 

to work out the rules that will govern the nature of their relationship. Jackson 

refers to the marital quid pro quo as the initial bargain that is struck between 

partners. If the marriage contract is flexible, the couple may do well, but if the 



agreement is too rigid they may risk escalating conflict and repetitive 

disagreement. 

Essentially, the MRI group focuses on the symptoms or reactive 

interactional cycles of behavior that have developed between partners. Negative 

interactional patterns within the marital system are assumed to have 

interpersonal meaning, or to function as communication acts. It is presumed that 

one person cannot change unless the system changes. While communication 

therapists do not deny the existence of motivation, intentions, or agency, they 

believe these are not directly relevant to the conceptualization and treatment of 

marital disorders. 

The Milan group adopted the ideas of the MRI group and gradually 

developed their own understandings of family and marital therapy. Selvini- 

Palazzoli was joined by Boscolo, Cecchin, and Prata. Together they began to 

use a team approach in their treatment of families. The Milan group (Selvini- 

Palazzoli et al, 1978a) recommended that clinicians think broadly about family 

system in terms of content, reciprocity, effects of behavior or beliefs, and 

behavior patterns that are cyclical. 

The Milan team's assumptions about truth are similar to those of the MRI 

group. Statements are considered to be pragmatically true when they are useful 

in facilitating constructive change with clients. Usefulness is judged on the basis 

of the responses of the family and the generation of constructive change by the 

family. As well, the therapist focuses on the clients' strengths, and positive 

rather than negative aspects of the problem. 

The Milan group differs from the MRI group in several ways. The Milan 

team assumes that the symptom is functional, while the MRI group does not. AS 

well, Milan therapists incorporate team discussion and hypothesizing about the 

function of symptoms. The MRI group eschews inference entirely. With 



reference to the context of the problem, the MRI group construes context 

narrowly, while the Milan group places no constraints on what is considered to 

be contextual. More than many groups of family therapists, the Milan group 

stresses the capacity of family systems to change on their own. In other words, 

the Milan team tends to see systems as operating in a process of continuously 

changing interconnectedness, fluctuation, and discontinuous transformation 

(Tomm, 1982). The Milan therapist assumes the family system, even while 

apparently stable, is in a continual process of change. Systems can develop 

"stuck" points, and it is the therapist's task to identify these points. Stuck points 

indicate that particular ideas, meanings, or beliefs are tangled together (Cronen, 

Johnson, & Lannamann, 1982). Intervention is focused on the introduction of 

new associations in order to free the system so that it might continue to change 

spontaneously. The next section will explicate the Milan team's conception of 

these relationship impasses. 

2. The Milan Interpretation of Couples' Relationship Impasses 

Milan theorists use the concept of stuckness to refer to couples and 

families that want aspects of their lives together to be different, seek help for 

these problems, and yet are unable to interact differently despite the usual efforts 

of counsellors. The symptom is believed to serve an important relationship 

function, while simultaneously endangering the well being of one or more family 

members. Further, when these interpersonal relationships deteriorate individual 

family members can exhibit serious problems in their daily functioning. Family 

members tend to blame each other overtly or covertly for their relationship 

problems, and expect other members to change rather than themselves. 



Particular relationship understandings evolve over time and serve to perpetuate 

family and couple functioning. 

Milan theorists assert that a symptom or repetitive problem in a 

relationship may have meaning or perform a function within the marriage, and 

thus may constitute an interactional rule (Selvini-Palazzoli .et al., l978a). For 

example, one partner may be overspending as a way of communicating indirectly 

with the other. At a second order level of interaction, this might be interpreted 

as the partner expressing feelings of neglect to the other. Frequently, this second 

order level of meaning is not discussed between the partners. Often, couples 

define their relationship problems in terms of linear causality and first order 

meaning. In other words, partners claim to be reacting to the others' behavior, 

rather than recognizing the simultaneous influence of their behavior on their 

partners' reactions. To extend the illustration, the partner that is overspending 

may explain this behavior as a response to unreasonable financial constraints 

imposed by the other. In this way, the overspending partner explains personal 

behavior as a direct effect of the partner's pre-existing, causal communication. 

This is interpreted by Milan theorists as a linear, unidirectional, and deterministic 

explanation of the event. The other partner may choose to explain his or her 

attitude toward the expenditure as a direct effect of the partner's pre-existing 

irresponsibility with respect to limitations. These arguments can regress to 

continuous, automatized, linear chains of behavior. Often, couples' attempted 

solutions to their problems are generated by such logic. 

In contrast, some couples discuss both the content (first level) and the 

relationship (second level) aspects of communication in a way that recognizes 

the mutual and simultaneous nature of their communication. For example, the 

overspending partner may acknowledge feeling cared for when the other notices 

an attempted change in behavior. Or, the partner may express genuine concern 



for the behavior of overspending and discuss shared responsibility in the 

situation. This example demonstrates a circular type of causality where 

communication is conceptualized in terms of feedback loops, so that event A is 

connected to event B, which is connected to event C, which is connnected to 

event A. It makes no sense to say event A precedes event B (and thus is 

determined solely by it) because one might arbitrarily choose any point of 

interaction as the starting point. Bracketing an interactional sequence is referred 

to as punctuation. It becomes problematic when individuals conceive of 

themselves as only reacting to, rather than also contributing to interactional 

behavior. 

The next section integrates aspects of psychological research and theory 

relating to autobiographic memory with a famjly systems perspective on 

psychotherapeutic change. 

3. Memory and Family Systems Theory 

The role of individual cognitive processes is not described adequately by 

the family systems theories discussed above, yet cannot be dismissed. This 

point is particularly significant when one considers the proposition made by 

communication theorists that individuals within a human system confuse the 

content and relationship levels of communication. These theorists contend that 

family members cannot step outside the interactional context to meta- 

communicate about it, because it is believed that such a perspective cannot be 

generated from within the system (Watzlawick, et al, 1974). Thus, couples are 

immobilized or stuck in their interactions with each other. This premise does not 

seem to acknowledge the possibility that individuals have the capacity for 



agential activity, including the construction of unique solutions. In part, this 

perception may arise from these theorists' disregard for all inner processes. 

This study is concerned with the function of individual autobioqraphical 

memory within the context of an intimate relationship. As noted by Robinson and 

Swanson in their review of such research, a functional perspective of 

autobiographic memory predicts that social development, memory development, 

and inferential thought about others should be closely interconnected (1 990). 

Autobiographical or episodic memory is distinguished from other types of 

memory because it is essentially memory for information related to the self. 

Autobiographical memory may fulfill several social functions: It may 

permit the construction of a self-history, provide a causal model for the 

interpretation and prediction of others' behavior, and permit a sense of shared 

experience with others (Robinson & Swanson, 1990). As well, it forms the basis 

for the veridicality or consistency of an individual's constructs across situations. 

This reference to the self narrative, and to the self in relation to others, provides a 

potential framework for individuals' attribution processes. In this sense, 

autobiographical memory provides an expansion of couples' punctuation of 

events to include the cognitivelaffective experience of each partner. Other 

theorists have proposed that partners' autobiographical memories are related to a 

social conception of memory (Cole, 1990; Shotter, 1990). 

Memory is most often considered an individual faculty. However, some 

writers contend that there is a collective social memory (Connerton, 1989; 

Neisser, 1978). The question of where the phenomenon of memory is most 

operative is frequently debated. For the purpose of this study, memory will be 

explored at both the levels of the couple system and the individual experience, 

with the caveat that there are other possible conceptualizations of memory. 

Within this framework, meaning is seen as arising from individual experiencing, 



and from negotiation between members of the system. Memory, as such, 

influences our experience of the present based upon our knowledge of the past. 

We experience our world in a context which is causally connected 

with past events and objects, and hence with reference to events 

and objects which we are not experiencing when we are 

experiencing the present. And we will experience our present 

differently in accordance with the different pasts to which we are 

able to connect that present. Hence the difficulty of extracting our 

past from our present: not simply because present factors tend to 

influence- some want to say distort- our recollections of the past, 

but also because past factors tend to influence, or distort, our 

experience of the present. This process, it should be stressed, 

reaches into the most minute and everyday details of our lives 

(Connerton, 1989, p.2) 

4. S h e d  Understandinqs and Individual Experience 

Client understandings and the core activities of psychotherapy can be 

interpreted in various ways depending upon the particular foundational premises 

that are embraced by the researcher. When the client is valued as an active 

being with the creative capacity to represent the environment, not merely to 

respond to it, there are important implications for the role of the therapist. 

Kelly (1955) suggests that clients perceive their worlds through 

transparent patterns or templates which they create, and then attempt to fit over 

the events of which the world is composed. Sometimes a particular template 

provides a better fit than others. At other times, a poor fit may be better than 

nothing at all. These constructs or patterns are essentially ways of construing 



the world which enable the client to chart a course of action. Further, Kelly 

suggests that clients' personal investment in, or dependence on, the larger 

system can be so great that the creation or adoption of a more precise 

construct is neglected. Instead, the client may repeatedly test a favored 

construct against a variety of events. 

Interpersonal events occur within the social domain. A singular event 

may be construed differently by individuals of various backgrounds. The range of 

any individual's construct of an interpersonal event is limited by the particular 

personality of the interpreter, his or her range of experience, and by problems of 

interpersonal relationships. Often, the value of a construct is contingent on its 

pragmatic convenience for the client. 

Kelly (1 955) asserts that personal constructs are always potentially 

subject to review or replacement since there are alternative constructions 

available from which to choose. In other words, there is no need for clients to 

hem themselves in by their interpretations of circumstances, or as a result of their 

partic~~lar biographies. However, it is possible for clients to be relatively unaware 

of the perceptions that guide their actions. People are not necessarily articulate 

about the constructions they place on the world. Some constructions may not 

be symbolized by words. They can only be revealed in action. For this reason, 

Kelly advises therapists to take account of clients' subverbal patterns of 

representation and construction. 

For the purposes of this study, two central concepts require further 

description. These concepts provide one potential explanation for they way in 

which partners of intimate relationships develop individual and shared 

understandings of their relationships. These concepts are (a) family construct, 

and (b) family cognitions. 

Family constructs refer to jointly held beliefs that reflect agreement about 



the order and meaning attributed to relationship events. The couple is believed 

to construct a type of schemata or paradigm for organizing information relevant to 

the family system (Alexander, 1988). However, by nature, these constructs tend 

to be at a higher order of abstraction than most beliefs, are less accessible to 

consciousness, and are less amenable to change. These constructs may vary in 

their level of specificity, but essentially they are general in nature and affect the 

interpretation of a broad range of relationship events. Family constructs are 

beliefs that constitute the definition of the relationship. For example, a couple 

may claim to value equality in their relationship, or they may say that they are a 

close family. Problems arise from a lack of fit between interpretations of 

behaviors and constructs. Although potentially there may be much lack of fit at 

this interface, when behavior is interpreted as inconsistent with constructs it is 

more likely to become a problem. 

Couples that experience repetitive, conflictual problems often differ 

strongly in their individual interpretations of their relationship definition. A pattern 

develops where each partner disputes the interpretation of the other of what is to 

be understood as, for example, closeness or equality. An ongoing escalation of 

rejection and attempted redefinition is fuelled by the actions of both partners. 

What is at issue are propositions of how to live with each other, and how to 

interpret behavior within the relationship. With escalating conflict, these 

Propositions become more rigid and constrained. Each partner seeks control of 

some aspects of the relationship definition. For example, a wife may interpret the 

shared construct that,"We support each other," to mean that she expects her 

husband to share with her the details of his daily frustrations. Her husband may 

interpret support as keeping his problems to himself, and giving his wife advice 

she talks about her own frustrations. These differences in behavioral 

Interpretations of the family construct lead to partners' cognitions about 



relationship events. These cognitions will be referred to as family cognitions and 

are defined as individual partners' beliefs about eact I other and other family 

relationships within the system. These cognitions can be verbalized and are 

conscious. Examples of family cognitions, with the couple that define their 

relationship as equal but are arguing about how to practice this equality are: 

"She doesn't appreciate what I do to help out," or "He has responsibility for those 

chores, so I should not have to remind him." 

Cognitions are maintained by ongoing behaviors and interactions. As the 

conflict escalates, or becomes habitual, less flexible cognitions may arise such 

as, "He's a jerk," or "She doesn't care." At this point the family construci is 

seriously challenged, because the negotiation of its meaning has become stuck. 

The relationship between family constructs and family cognitions is 

thought to be one of interdependence (Alexander, 1988). Partners' cognitions 

influence and can create new family constructs. For example, partners may 

modify a shared construct of equality of their relationship after clarifying that this 

does not mean a 50% split of duties, but refers to the principle that chores will 

not be defined as the sole responsibility of either partner. The construct of 

equality is further elaborated by the cognitions of the partners. The essential 

characteristic of a family construct is that it is shared. When it is no longer 

shared, the definition of the relationship is challenged. With more polarized and 

reactive family cognitions, the continuation of the relationship itself may be at 

risk. The problem definition arises from these disparate family cognitions. 

5. The Construction of a Problem. 

The problem definition is derived from the specific cognitions of each 

Partner, and serves as an explanation or description of their conflict. It usually 



identifies a particular behavioral sequence that is presented as proof that their 

implicit contract (relationship definition) has been breeched. Partners may or 

may not be in agreement about the description of their problem. This 

agreement or lack of it may be interpreted as meaningful by either or both 

partners. The problem definition is linked to the way that each partner 

experiences the relationship. Blaming and rigid problem definitions can 

negatively influence the partners' perceptions of the relationship definition. On an 

existential level, the relationship definition expresses the perceived or 

experienced relation of the self to the other and confirms each person's view of 

self vis-a-vis the other person (Laing, Phillipson, & Lee, 1966) The problem 

definition often provides an impetus for change and revision to partners' 

experience of the relationship. Particular problem definitions may or may not 

reflect spouses' more thoughtful assessments of the nature of their difficulties. 

Problem definitions often provide clues to propositions of how to live with each 

other that are in contention as partners struggle to define their relationship. 

6. Summary 

This chapter has provided a review of three substantive areas that form 

the background for the current study. The social conception of memory 

encompasses a view of memory as constructive, experiential, and incorporates 

the process of partners developing shared understandings of relationship events. 

When a family systems framework is integrated with a social memory 

Perspective, partners' interpretations of patterned sequences of interpersonal 

resistance in couples psychotherapy can be examined. 

A review of attributions within intimate relationships provides support for 

the view of attributions of blame, locus of control, and responsibility, as 



interpersonal events that have interpersonal consequences in intimate 

relationships These attributions are advanced as a central feature of couples' 

relationship staiemates. 

Finally, the specific family therapy theory of the Milan group (Selvini- 

Palazzoli et al, 1978a ) is integrated with a conception of autobiographical 

memory. The Milan model of psychotherapy provides a theoretical basis for the 

examination of couples' resistant interactional sequences. Access to individual 

partner's idiosyncratic interpretations of these events is facilitated by the 

concept of autobiographical memory. 

The review of the content and methodology of past work in these areas 

provides a basis for understanding the particular ways the current study aims to 

improve upon previous theoretical conceptions and choice of methods. 

Specifically, significant events in couple's psychotherapy sessions will be 

examined with couples that are designated as stuck, unstuck, or mid-range with 

respect to their relationship attributions. A grounded theory analysis is conducted 

of stimulated process recall and observational data of different kinds of 

memories, experiences, and reactions to a Milan-informed psychotherapy 

session. One of the major purposes of this endeavor is to develop appropriate 

conceptual understandings from the clients' perspective of couples' relationship 

stalemates. These understandings provide the basis for a critical review of the 

Milan groups' conception of stuckness. 



CHAPTER Ill. METHODOLOGY 

A. Grounded Theory Analysis 

The grounded theory approach of Glaser and Strauss (1967) constitutes 

the central analytic method adopted for the purposes of this particular inquiry. 

This method holds promise for research in psychology and education because it 

provides a way of examining complex, highly interpretive phenomena in 

naturalistic settings. The primary goal of grounded theory analyses is the 

creation of analytic abstractions and constructions wh~ch may serve the Purposes 

of description, verification, andlor generation of theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

When this method is employed for the purpose of theory development the 

resulting grounded theory is informed by the particular theoretical orientation of 

the researcher. Care is taken to ensure that these theoretical foundations do not 

present a bias, thus limiting the scope of the theory. In this study, a Stimulated 

Process Recall (SPR) method of data collection was combined with a grounded 

theory analysis in the hope that useful theoretical interpretations relating to the 

central purposes of the study would emerge. The SPR method was used to 

provide access to the personal memories, experiential meanings, and 

Perceptions of participating couples. These data then were subjected to 

grounded theory analysis. 

Glaser and Strauss developed the grounded theory approach to qualitative 

research in the 1960's because they were concerned about theorizing in 

sociology that was too removed from primary data. They developed a systematic 

method of developing theory which is grounded in the phenomena of interest. 

Although this approach has been described in a series of publications (Glaser. 



1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin. 1 WO), the 

particular interpretation of grounded theory which was adapted for this study is 

found in their earlier work. Rennie (in press) has noted that the earlier sources 

outline the general principles of grounded theory development without 

specifying the particular procedures. Thus, it is incumbent on any particular 

researcher to devise procedures which are compatible with personal styles, 

purposes, and contexts. This approach to the data permits the researcher to 

remain faithful to the phenomenon itself, and to develop a description that 

reflects the essence of participants' lived experiences. Thus, the researcher 

attempts to stay as close to the data, or participants' lived experiences as 

possible, while utilizing rigorous data-centered methods of analysis. 

Briefly, the grounded theory approach adopted in this study emphasizes 

the inductive generation of theory, rather than theory verification. Once 

phenomena of interest are identified, all components (i.e. single lines, 

sentences, and pieces of text) of an intial data set (i.e. interview transcripts, 

archiva.1 information) are compared, and common themes are conceptualized. 

Initially, these commonalities are described conceptually in ways which often 

incorporate the language of the respondents so as to ensure valid representation 

of the primary data. Each meaning unit is assigned to as many categories as 

possible, in an effort to preserve the conceptual richness of the focal phenomena. 

During this activity, the researcher records ideas and thoughts concerning the 

emergent theory in the form of memos which are kept separately from the 

developing categories. This strategy is intended to keep the conceptual coding 

of meaning units close to the data, while preserving a record of the researchers' 

own metacognitive assumptions and processes. As the conceptual model 

becomes increasingly elaborate, new data sources are chosen for the purpose of 

further explicating the theory. When new data no longer contribute elaborated 



conceptual description, the categories are considered to be saturated. At this 

point, the theoretical memos are studied to assist in the development of 

overarching abstract conceptions capable of integrating the lower level grounded 

conceptual units. A primary or core category is developed which encompasses 

all other descriptive and conceptual categories. The final model is often 

hierarchical, with each higher order category subsuming the lower categories and 

descriptive units. At this point, all significant relationships among the categories 

and the data, and between conceptual categories are evident. 

Although the constant comparative method keeps the researcher close to 

the data, it is acknowleded that the investigator mediates the analytic process. 

As a consequence, different investigators may develop somewhat differing 

theories. Nevertheless, Glaser and Strauss (1967) maintain that the 

systematization of the constant comparison method ensures that any two 

versions would vary more in regard to the scope of the theory rather than in its 

essential character and credibility. Naturally, the particular theoretical lens of 

each researcher would influence the theory, however the authors do not explore 

or describe the degree to which different lenses may contribute to different 

conceptions. Rather, they caution against permitting theoretical preferences to 

bias the theory in a way which limits the scope of the findings. 

By combining a stimulated recall method with a grounded theory analytic 

method, within a theoretical framework which incorporates social constructionist 

assumptions, it was hoped that useful theoretical interpretations relating to the 

central purposes of this study would emerge. In particular, the overarching 

Purpose of the study is to gain an understanding of the meanings that partners in 

intimate relationships derive when they are stuck in negative interactional 

sequences within the context of a psychotherapy session. The five specific goals 

of the study are: 



a) the discovery of partners' experiences, memories, and interpretations 

that are anchored to specific videotaped sequences of a couples therapy 

session, 

b) the identification of significant events within particular segments of 

couples therapy sessions which are expressed as partners' experiences, 

interpretations, and memories, 

c) a comparison of couples that are stuck in their resistance to each other 

and those that are not, with respect to their interpretations of significant 

psychotherapeutic events, 

d) the analysis of significant psychotherapeutic events across couples, 

and the determination of common themes and, 

e) the development of a tentative model generated from empirically- 

emergent themes and comparisons with the concepts and propositions theory of 

the Milan model. 

Together, the SPR method of data collection and the grounded theory 

analysis allow for potential realization of the study goals. While Glaser and 

Strauss (1 967) acknowledge the influence of the researcher's own conceptual 

and experiential maps in the mediating the emergent theory, they do not discuss 

the nature of this type of awareness. The following section suggests one 

particular conception of this awareness. 

B. Reflexivity 

There ar sev era1 ways in which reflexivity, or the willingn ess of a 

researcher to examine personal assumptions and biases, is relevant to this 

study. At the level of theory, researchers must become aware of, and 

contemplate their own orientations to knowledge and its acquisition. Through 



reflexivity, the benefits and constraints of a preferred style of inquiry can become 

clear to the researcher. Optimally, other choices and their potential strengths can 

be entertained. While conducting the study, the researcher must find ways to 

facilitate personal reflection on the inquiry process, a process that Can ~ s u l t  in 

sound methodological decisions throughout the course of the study. 

Reflexivity during the course of this study was aided by keeping a Journal 

of my experience of the research process. Thoughts, concerns, and decisions 

about the research process were recorded, along with any shifts in emphasis 

with respect to the research questions. For example, the pragmatic difficulties of 

conducting clinical research in a community agency included the unforeseen 

event of the clinical director leaving the agency two months into the data 

collection phase. One consequence of this event was that there was no 

management of the research process from inside the agency. AS interest in the 

study dwindled, and therapists procrastinated in following through with the 

sessions, it was necessary to devise alternative strategies to ensure that the 

research process would continue. By spending more time with therapists in 

discussing their cases, and providing support for their work, I was able to 

increase therapists' commitment to follow through with the study. At the same 

time, this event probably prevented the attainment of a larger sample size, one 

that might have permitted additional forms of analysis and interpretation. 

Nevertheless, I hypothesized that the counsellors were particular fearful of 

showing their clinical work to each other, and began to address this concern as 

unobtrusively as possible. I monitored my own strategy of empowering the 

counsellors throughout the research process in my journal. This led to a request 

by the counsellnrs for a "debriefing" of the research process, because they felt 

that some powerful learning had taken place. (This material constitutes a 

followup study to the dissertation.) Perhaps the most significant events for me 



were my ongoing conversation with the research journal with regard to my 

frustrations, confusion, and later the employment of empowering strategies. I 

recall my excitement as the counsellors responded, and began to take more risks 

in revealing their work with each other. 

Reflexivity is particularly important when conducting clinical research in 

therapeutic settings. With a focus on patterns of meanings that evolve between 

participants, researchers must recognize that their methods of inquiry inevitably 

influence the overall process of meaning creation and its report. For example, 

during the SPR procedure, some subjects appeared to focus inwardly on their 

ongoing and developing thoughts and feelings evoked within the session, as well 

as those generated by the SPR procedure itself. Numerous clients commented 

on the impact of reviewing taped sections of their counselling sessions, and often 

became entranced by their second order internal observations. Given the rapport 

I developed with participating clients during the SPR procedure, participants 

spontaneously asked for advice or revealed their uncertainty and distress in other 

ways. While I attempted to use these opportunities to gain greater clarity about, 

or probe more deeply, matters relating to the inquiry, it sometimes was important 

simply to acknowledge participants' struggles. I was continually amazed at the 

types of personal disclosures partners made to me in their interviews. My 

perspective of my own role as a researcher changed significantly. I realized the 

priviledged position I held by virtue of being a researcher. Partners appeared to 

use the opportunity to tell me about things they experienced in their sessions 

which they had not previously disclosed to their therapists or partner. These 

events strongly affected me, and generated further reflections about the inquiry 

and its purposes. 



C. The Research Procedures 

There were four phases to the study. The goals and the associated tasks 

are incorporated in descriptions of each phase of the research. For a visual 

representation of the study procedure, refer to Table 3:1 below . 

Phase 1 

A community agency in a large Canadian metropolitan area agreed to 

participate in the research study. This agency, Family Services of Greater 

Vancouver has offices in Vancouver, New Westminister, and Richmond. A wide 

variety of counselling and educational services are offered. The counsellors that 

participated in this study work in the Family Therapy Department, and provide a 

wide range of therapeutic services to individuals, couples, and families. All 

clients are voluntary and self-referred. 

Prior to the commencement of the study, I met with interested therapists 

for one half-day to discuss the study procedures, ways of engaging participants, 

eligibility criteria, and positive reframing interventions. Care was taken not to 

reveal the specific research purposes. Therapists were encouraged to think 

about potential cases by grasping the conceptual distinctions presented with 

respect to stuck and unstuck couples. 

Eight therapists identified couples on their caseloads that met the 

research criteria and obtained their consent to participate in one of the couple- 

therapist triads in the study. A total of eleven couples agreed to participate. For 

further description of the Sample criteria refer to Table 3:2. Therapists were 

encouraged to bring two cases into the study, preferably a stuck couple and 

unstuck couple. Ideally, the couples would be matched on the inclusion criteria 

but differ on relevant attributional factors. As well. therapists were encouraged 



to participate as members of the consultation team which would offer assistance 

to other therapist-couple triads. Those couples and counsellors that agreed to 

participate in the study read, and signed Informed consent forms (Appendixes 

HI ) .  

Once counsellors had identified potential cases, they discussed the case 

with me to ensure that couples met the study's selection criteria. Next, the 

counsellor was given instructions for the administration of the Relationship 

Attribution Measure (RAM I ) ,  and I assessed the couple's score. At this point, 

the couples were designated as belonging to stuck, unstuck, or midrange groups. 

Those couples whose combined scores on the RAM 1 were 480 and above and 

met the other study criteria, were defined as belonging to the stuck group. Those 

couples whose combined scores were 288 or below were defined as belonging to 

the unstuck group. Scores between 288 and 480 on the RAM 1 defined the mid- 

range group. 

Subsequently, a therapy session was arranged that involved the 

therapist-couple triad, the consultation team members, and myself. Immediately 

prior to this session, I met briefly with each couple, described the research 

process, obtained their written consent, and administered several pencil and 

paper instruments. Partners independently completed a Descriptive 

Demographic Data Sheet (DDDS-A, Appendix F), and a Target Complaint 

Inventory (TCI , Appendix D ).  Next , the counsellor-couple triad participated in 

the counselling session. 

Phase 2 

All couples' therapy sessions were videotaped. In each case, a 

consultation team observed the session on a TV monitor in another room. Every 



session conformed to the following five part format. This format represents a 

modification of that used by the Milan group (Palazzoli et al, 1978). 

1. The Presession: Immediately prior to the interview the therapist provided 

background information and relevant problem descriptions to the team. As well, 

the therapist clarified the way in which shethe would like to have the team's 

assistance. This took two basic forms: (a) suggestions with respect to 

understanding particulars of the psychotherapy session, or (b) suggestions for 

the therapist with respect to appropriate interventions. The presession 

discussion was between ten to twenty minutes in length. It occurred 

s~multaneously with the couple's completion of the presession instruments. 

2. The Interview: The therapist and couple engaged in a regular session while 

the consultation team and I observed on a video monitor. This part of the 

sesssion ranged from thirty to fifty minutes in duration. 

3. The Intersession: The therapist joined the consultation team and discussed 

understandings and interventions with respect to the particular case and session. 

Counsellors were encouraged to use their own clinical judgement in determining 

interventions. Where appropriate, the therapist was encouraged to incorporate a 

positive reframe into the Intervention phase of the interview. With respect to 

suggestions by the team, therapists were urged to select useful ideas, if they 

wished, and either (a) tie the ideas together thematically, or (b) present differing 

ideas one at a time, permitting discussion of each idea with the couple. This part 

of the session ranged from ten to twenty minutes in duration. 

4. The Intervention: The therapist returned to the session with the couple. In all 

cases, some form of intervention was delivered. Therapists tended to spend time 

exploring new ideas with couples, and pursuing partners' perceptions with 

respect to the interventions. This part of the session ranged from fifteen to 

twenty minutes in duration. 



5. The Postsession: After the session , the therapist and team members 

engaged in a concluding discussion about the case. This part of the session 

was brief, ranging from five to fifteen minutes. 

On most occasions, the consultation team consisted of two, three, or four, 

of the primary therapist's colleagues. In one case, a single colleague provided 

the consultation. Although I observed the sessions in the same room with the 

team, my involvement was limited to clarifying protocols. During the session I 

privately noted points where significant change events appeared to be occurring, 

as well as potentially important transition points during the interview. Several 

sources of data assisted me in choosing these segments including the therapist's 

description and pre-session discussion of the case, partner's TCI responses, my 

theoretical framework and clinical experience with couples. The key influences 

informing my theoretical orientation to practice includes existentiall 

phenomenological theories, family systems theories, and cognitive theories. The 

purpose of choosing these segments was to stimulate partner's memories of the 

session, rather than to chance upon the most significant moments for 

respondents. Thus, I attempted to select as many segments as possible that 

met my criteria for selection, in order to increase the possibility that one or 

several of these segments would remind partner's of their own significant 

reflections during the psychotherapy session. This task was critical to carrying 

out the Stimulated Recall Procedure (SPR) following the intervention session. 

Phase 3 

Both partners were asked to complete the Experiential Memory 

Questionnaire (EMQ, Appendix A), and the Session Questionnaire (SQ, 

Appendix E) prior to participating in separate SPR interviews. With four 

individual partners interfering factors arose which could not be controlled, and it 



was not possible to follow this order. In these cases, partners participated in the 

SPR interviews first, and completed the EMQ and SW questionnaires afterwards. 

Although this procedural order was less desirable, in some cases it was better 

than either permitting a time lag before SPR procedure and instrument 

completion or risking not getting the information at all. The SPR procedure and 

the key questions are described in Appendix B. Responses to the stimulated 

process recall procedure were audiotaped, then transcribed after the sessions. 

Upon completion of the SPR procedure and the instruments described 

above, a one-month follow-up appointment was made with each couple. The 

number of therapy sessions in which the couple participated between the 

experimental session and the follow-up was recorded. 

Phase 4 

Approximately one month later I met with each couple and explored any 

concerns they had about study participation . Although no issues or concerns 

were expressed, there was considerable interest in the findings of the study. A 

summary of the results will be mailed to each couple. 



Table 3 : 1 

A Visual Representation of the Research Procedures 

Phase 1 Phase 2 

a) Counsellors a)T herapy session 
sign conducted by 
consents/complete counsellor, 
DDDS following 5-part 
b) Counsellor has format of Milan 
each couple team: 
complete RAM i) Pre-Session 
c) Researcher ii) Questioning 
assigns couples to session 
stuck/unstuck/midr iii) lntersession 
ange groups iv) Intervention(s) 
based on RAM delivered by 
scores and checks counsellor 
on willingness to v) Post-Session 
participate discussion 
d) Clients slgn 
consents 
e) Couples of all 
groups assigned 
to same treatment 
condition 
f) Clients fill out 
DDDS & TCI 

Phase 3 Phase 

a) Researcher has 
each partner 
complete the EMQ 
b) Researcher 
conducts the SPR. 
with each partner 
c) Researcher has 
partners complete 
RAM & SE 
d) Researcher 
makes follow-up 
appointment with 
couple 

a) After 
approximately 1 
month, researcher 
debriefs couple 
and refers to 
appropriate 
resource if 
necessary 
b) Researcher 
pulls name for 
raffle prize and 
informs couple 

D. The Pilot Study 

Prior to the commencement of data collection, one therapist-couple triad at 

Family Services of Greater Vancouver participated in a pilot study The couple 

scored in the mid-range of the RAM, and the therapist described the couple's 

interactions as unstuck. although the couple was experiencing intense distress 



with one particular issue. The couple and counsellor noted that they were 

making good progress in regular therapy sessions. 

This session permitted the identification of an ambiguous phrase in the 

Target Complaint Instrument (TCI) instructions, and it subsequently was 

amended. It became clear that the SPR was potentially a very time consuming 

procedure. Most significantly, the potential of the SPR procedure to elicit 

powerful, emotional responses from participants became evident, as did its ability 

to yield an impressive amount of data directly relevant to the purposes of the 

study. 

E. The Sample 

The sample was comprised of 11 couples currently in couple counselling 

with Family Services of Greater Vancouver. Participants were recruited by their 

counsellors after ensuring their potential eligibility with regard to the following 

criteria for participation. 

1. Couples must have participated together in a minimum of three therapy 

sessions to a maximum of 10 sessions. 

2. Couples must have a history of living together for at least two consecutive 

years and are currently cohabiting. 

3. Couples must define their central relationship problem as one of 

communication/ intimacy. 

4. Clients must consent to the research procedures (i.e., completing test forms, 

videotaping, audiotaping, SPR interview, and team observation/consultation). 

5. Counsellors must identify eligible couples as belonging to one of two types: 

(a) partners that appear to be stuck in a pattern of blaming each other, 

particularly with reference to aspects of the relationship definition; or (b) 



partners that appear to negotiate meaning fairly successfully together, 

particularly with reference to the relationship definition. 

The following exlusion criteria were used to screen potential subjects: 

1. Clients must not have immediate plans for divorce or separation. 

2. Clients must not have serious personality problems, or be suffering from 

serious psychopathology such as schizophrenia. 

3. Partners must not have current substance abuse problems. 

4. Partners must not have engaged in incidents of physical abuse with each 

other within the last two years. 

5.  Clients must not be seeking treatment for serious physiological problems such 

as some forms of sexual dysfunction. 

6. Also I attempted to differentiate therapist variables from couple variables with 

respect to the notion of stuckness. Admittedly, a clear differentiation of these 

variables is not possible, nevertheless some demarcation was necessary. I 

asked therapists to differentiate between those couples where they felt that they 

were stuck in the work with the couple, and those couples where the couple 

themselves appeared to be stuck in their interactions with each other. As well, I 

chose to exclude cases where therapist and couple triads had an extensive 

history together and possibly shared particular understandings about the 

relationship. As a final measure, therapists were asked to contribute two cases, 

each one from a different group of couples, to balance other therapist factors that 

rnight potentially influence the stuckness of couples. 



Table 3:2 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria of Sample 

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

-Established triads of therapist-couples 
that have had a minimum of three 
sessions and a maximum of 10 
sessions together. 
-Two types of patterns: 
(a) those couples that appear to be 
stuck in a pattern of blame with each 
other, usually regarding their 
relationship definition 
(b) those couples that appear to 
negotiate meaning fairly successfully 
together. 
-Couples that define their central 
relationship problem as one of 
communication/ intimacy. 
-Couples that have been living together 
for at least two years. 

-Couples are willing to consent to 
research procedures (i.e. videotape, 
audiotape, SPR interview, instruments, 
team) 

-Clients with serious characterological 
problems andlor are suffering from 
serious psychopathology (i .e. 
schizophrenia) 
-Partners must not have engaged in 
incidents of physical abuse with each 
other within the last two years. 

-Partners with current substance abuse 
problems. 

-Partners seeking treatment for 
childhood sexual abuse, or other similar 
trauma as the presenting problem. 
-Partners seeking treatment for serious 
physiological problems such as some 
forms of sexual dysfunction. 

-Those couples that have plans to 
separate or divorce in the near future 
-Situations where the counsellor is 
stuck in the therapeutic work with the 
couple. 

Demographic data about the clients were collected, including length of 

time living together, length of marriage, duration of current problems, perceived 

saliency of current problems, and degree of satisfaction with counselling services 

to date. A visual description of the characteristics of the sample is found in Table 

3:3 below. 



To facilitate the sample selection, the family therapists were given a copy 

of the inclusionlexclusion criteria above, and had access to the videotaped 

preparation session. This preparation session entailed a description of the 

criteria for sample selection, conceptual dimensions of stuck and unstuck 

couples, the general procedures of the study, and the ways in which the 

counsellors might use the consultation team. The following process was 

discussed and agreed upon, in which counsellors would contact me to discuss 

potential cases. I assessed cases with respect to the eligibility criteria, RAM 

scores, and the conceptual dimensions of the "stuckness" of each couple. When 

a decision was made to the include the case, the counsellor acquired ve rh l  

permission of the clients to proceed, and administrated the RAM. 

Table 3:3 

Sample Composition and Characteristics 

Characteristic Unstuck group Mid-range group Stuck group 

Number of couples 4 4 3 

Years married 2.5, 3, 13, 5.5 18, 8, 4, 12 4, 21, 4.5 

Problem Saliency 3, 6.5, 3, 7 4.5, 5, 7, 6.5 8, 6.5, 4 

(low, 1- 10, high) 

Problem Duration (yrs) 2.4, 3, 3, 2 2.5, 5, 2.5, 10 4, 3.5, 7.5 

Counsellors 

Experience (yrs) 5 -  13 5 - 1 2  1.5 - 7 

Satisfaction w~t t  

Counselling Favorable NeutralFavorable Favorable 



No. of Sessions between 

Interview and Followup 0,  0, 0, 1 1 , 1 , 1 , 1  0 , 1 , 1  

The approach adopted for the sampling procedure differed from that of a 

classic grounded theory method. The grounded theory approach to sampling is 

based on the anticipated theoretical relevance of each case, as well as of each 

class or group of individual cases. Glaser and Strauss refer to this strategy as 

theoretical sampling, whereby the process of data collection is guided by the 

emerging theory (1 967). The ongoing data analysis reveals conceptual 

dimensions which can be examined most profitably by the careful selection of 

cases which will best illuminate these dimensions. Thus, the emerging theory 

continuously informs the selection of cases. 

In contrast, the current study did not mix data collection with data 

analysis. A strategy similar to the modified induction technique of Bogdm and 

Biklen (1 982) was utilized in the development of a description of the focal 

phenomena. The data and conceptualization upon which this strategy was 

employed were my own clinical experience and the notion of stuckness 

proposed by the Milan group (Selvini-Palazzoli et al, 1978a). This strategy 

entailed the development of a rough definition of the phenomenon. Particular 

types of relationship attributions were considered to be a critical component of 

these events (1.e. blame, responsibility, and locus of control). The Milan group 

also suggest that these couples engage in repetitive interactional patterns, and 

focus their attention upon the actions of their partner rather than the couples' 

intimacy issues. This definition was compared with potential cases, as 

counsellors consulted and described aspects of each one. Subsequently. the 



definition became elaborated and modified over time in this manner rather than 

through the theoretical sampling technique of Glaser and Strauss (1967). 

When it was ascertained that a couple's relationship problems met the 

conceptual definition, they were assessed against the other study criteria. The 

researcher made a decision about their inclusion and asked the therapist to 

administer the RAM (Appendix C, protocol in Appendix J) to the couple, and 

subsequently I assessed the couples' scores. This strategy was employed in 

order to assess their degree of interpersonal resistance and to ensure that 

adequate comparison groups of unstuck, stuck, and mid-range couples were 

created. 

The evolving rough definition of interpersonal resistance or "stuckness" 

assisted in the selection of cases, while the attributional measure differentiated 

the particular group to which each couple was assigned. This type of data 

collection was not random, but purposeful and congruent with the goals of the 

study. Cases for all three comparison groups were selected simultaneously 

throughout the data collection process. The inclusion of all three comparison 

groups assisted in augmenting the scope of the theory, and determining whether 

characteristics of categories were exclusive to a particular group or differed in 

degree across groups. 

The Relationship Attribution Measure (RAM ) is a new instrument devised 

by reknowned attributional researchers , Fincham and Bradbury, (1 992). It 

consists of eight relationship event items rated across three attributional 

dimensions (blame, responsibility, and causality). Respondents assess each 

event on two ratings per attributional dimension (see Appendix C). In this study, 

the measure was used to assess relationship attributional scores of each couple 

unit. It was hypothesized that in situations where both partners blame each 

other, the couple's score would be at the high end of the scale. Each partner 



would score at a level of five (i.e., a strong attribution of agreement for the 

blame, responsibility, and control to the partner) or above, on two out of three 

attributional dimensions for all eight stimulus events. This response pattern 

produced a combined score of 480 or above. This cutoff score was adopted to 

identify stuck couples who were experiencing difficult relationship stalemates. 

In a similar fashion, the unstuck group of couples was considered to be 

those partners who infrequently engage in mutual blaming behavior. These 

couples would score at the low end of the attributional scale. Couples with a 

non-blaming pattern were conceived to be those who rarely attribute blame, 

responsibility, and control to their partners for relationship events. This non- 

blaming pattern was represented by a score of level three (i.e., disagree 

somewhat) on two of the three dimensions on all eight stimulus events. A 

couple in the unstuck group produced a combined score of 288 or below. 

The mid-range group was hypothesized as encompassing couples where 

one partner blames the other, or they blame each other but to a lesser degree 

than stuck couples. Couples whose combined scores fell between 288 and 480 

were considered to constitute the mid-range group. This comparison group was 

included for the purpose of broadening the scope of the theory. The inclusion of 

these data permitted an examination of whether interpersonal resistance in 

couples can be conceived as a phenomenon exclusive to stuck couples, or 

whether it is more a matter of degree of difference across groups. When a 

number of groups that vary on an important dimension are included in a 

grounded theory analysis, the fullest development of relevant categories is 

achieved . 

This broader representation of the important dimensions across groups 

assists in generating as many properties of the categories as possible, and 

assessing the interrelationships among properties and categories. This type of 



comparative analysis is enhanced by including a greater number of groups, 

whereby the relative value of the various indicators for each group can be more 

completely understood when examined across groups. In other words, the 

relative merit of a particular indicator increases when it is discovered to exist or 

differentiate across group categories and properties. A broadly scoped indicator 

can be assummed to contribute in a significant way to the emerging grounded 

theory. 

Glaser and Strauss (1 967) indicate that after five to ten cycles of data 

analysis no new categories will be generated by additional data. At this point the 

categories are described as saturated. A more extensive theory may have 

evolved with additional data, however pragmatic constraints of conducting 

research within a community agency intervened, and data collection was 

concluded prior to complete saturation of categories. 

F. The Therapists 

A total of thirteen family therapists participated in the research project. 

Therapists participated in one or more ways: as a member of the couple- 

therapist triad , as a member of the consultation team, or both. Three therapists 

Participated in two couple-therapist triads. Five therapists participated in one 

couple-therapist triad. Thus, a total of eight therapists brought couple cases 

into the study. Five therapists chose to participate solely as consultation team 

members. A summary of this information is presented in Table 3:4. 



Table 3:4 

Therapist Participation in Couples Research Sessions 

Therapist-Couple Triad Reflecting team only Both triad(s) and team(s) 

8 5 8 

Total No. Participating 

therapists = 13 

The three therapists who participated in two couple-therapist triads chose 

one case each from two of the three groups of stuck, mid-range, and unstuck 

couples. Of these cases, there were three from the stuck group, two from the 

mid-range group, and one from the unstuck group. The five therapists who 

participated in one couple-therapist triad chose three cases from the stuck group, 

one frorr, the unstuck group, and one from the mid-range group. This information 

is summarized in Table 3:5 below. 



Table 3.5 

Number and Tvpe of Cases Contributed bv Therapists 

Number of Therapists with 1 case Type of Case 

5 Stuck = 2 

Unstuck = 1 

Midrange = 2 

Number of Therapists with 2 cases Type of Case 

3 Stuck = 1 

Unstuck = 3 

Midrange = 2 

Total no. cases = 11 Total stuck cases = 3 

Total no. therapists with cases = 8 Total unstuck cases = 4 

Total mid-range cases = 4 

A total of thirteen therapists participated as members of the observing 

team and provided consultation to the primary therapists. A total of two to three 

colleagues formed the consultation team in all but one interview. 

Twelve of the therapists had a minimum of a Master's degree in 

counselling psychology or clinical social work. One therapist who participated as 

a consultation team member was a graduate student in a clinical social work 

program. Three of the therapists had approximately two years of counselling 



experience, the rest had an average of six years post-graduate counselling 

experience. Most of the therapists, except for two, had been counselling couples 

for a minimum of two years. Table 3:6 summarizes the years of educational and 

clinical experience of the therapists. 

Table 3:6 

Educational and Clinical Background of Therapists 

Masters degree Bachelors degree Clinical Couples Therapy 

or Graduate Experience (in Experience 

student years) ( in years) 

12 1 1 = less than 2 2 =>2 (yrs.) 

(yrs.1 

3 = 2-3 

1 = 3-5 

4= 5-7 

4 = 7 

The theoretical orientation of therapists was reported as predominantly 

family systems theory, with various additional interests and influences derived 

from feminist theory, narrative ideas, object relations theory, strategic 

approaches, and brief solution oriented therapy. Five therapists reported 

additional specialized training in either multi-generational family therapy or 

narrative therapy Clearly, therapists represented a broad variety of theoretical 



orientations to practice. The diversity of theoretical orientations was viewed as a 

positive factor for the development of a grounded theory of psychotherapy. 

In anticipation of the study, therapists attended one half-day of preparation 

which included discussion about conceptually distinguishing stuck and unstuck 

couples, sample criteria, the research process, the structure of the five-part 

interview, acceptable interventions, and the role of the consultation team. The 

researcher encouraged therapists to conduct the therapy sessions in their usual 

manner, and to use the consultation team for assistance. Although no training or 

formal preparation occurred, the researcher spent several hours every Tuesday 

morning for a month at the agency in order to address therapists' concerns, 

questions, and provide support with reference to study participation. All 

therapists participated voluntarily. 

G. The Interventions 

Tt israpists were encouraged to conduct the couple therapy sessions in 

their customary style. Therapists could use the consultation team in several 

ways. They could ask for feedback in order to achieve an enhanced 

understanding of the case, andlor to assist in the design of particular 

interventions.. The consultation team was instructed to be responsive to the 

particular request of the primary therapist. 

Therapists were asked to use positive reframe interventions when they felt 

it was appropriate to do so. They were encouraged to trust their own clinical 

judgement when deciding on the method of intervention with each couple. Only 

those therapists that routinely used these interventions chose to incorporate 

them in the couples counselling session. Each of these therapists differed in the 

way that they integrated reframes in their interventions. 



Two independent raters agreed that positive reframes were employed in 

eight of the eleven sessions. (The validity check of interventions is described 

more completely in Chapter Four.) Positive reframes were never used 

exclusively in any session. Rather, therapists combined other types of strategies 

or questions into their interventions with couples. Positive reframes were 

incorporated as interventions with three couples of the stuck group, three couples 

of the unstuck group, and two couples of the mid-range group. 

Although it was not assumed that a positive reframe is a necessary and 

contingent condition for the resolution of couples' entrenched relationship 

stalemates, the strategy was incorporated on the basis of the claims of members 

of the Milan group. Essentially they assert that families get stuck in knots, and 

require a jolt in the form of a paradoxical intervention in order to regain stability. 

Thus, positive reframes were used, where appropriate, in order to discover 

whether this type of intervention was interpreted as significant by clients. 

Those counsellors who chose not to incorporate positive reframes 

constructed other interventions which fit the unique situation of each couple and 

incorporated themes discussed in the session. Every consultation team 

functioned uniquely. At times, particular team members felt strongly about the 

employment of specific interventions and urged the primary therapist to adopt a 

favored strategy. At other times, the team was most responsive in meeting the 

primary therapist's request for assistance. 

H. The Physical Setting 

Couples' ~herapy sessions were conducted at either the Vancouver or 

New Westminister offices of Family Services of Greater Vancouver. Interviewing 

rooms with videotaping equipment were used for the couples' sessions. In the 



Vancouver office a Hitachi CCD-II 2300 A camcorder with a RCA Performance 

Serial 4-head video system VCR was used. As well, two AKG-D905 

microphones and a Boss BX40 channel mixer assisted in the recording and 

monitoring of the sessions In the New Westminister office, a Sony camcorder 

and camera CCDSX410 and a Sony VCR SLV 4948F were used. The 

researcher supplied Sony Ed T-120 VHS standard tapes to record sessions. 

During the SPR procedure, a Sony microcassette-corder, model M-440V 

was used to audiotape the interviews. The microcassette-corder used TDK MC 

60 microcasettes. Video-playback of the counselling sessions was accomplished 

using a RCA Colortrak stereo tv monitor in the Vancouver office. For video 

playback, a Sony television monitor K19TS20 and VCR SLV494HF was used in 

the New Westminister office. 

I. The Couples 

1. The Stuck Group 

Couple 1. This husband and wife are in their early twenties. They had 

been living together for seven and a half years, and married for four and a half 

years. They said that their problems arose early in their relationship. These 

problems were described as continuous conflict, unresolved anger, and 

competition for control. In general, the research counselling session focused on 

specific episodes of conflict, the way in which each partner was thinking and 

feeling about these episodes, and identified changes that they had made in 

handling these kind of stalemates. Both partners say they had made progress, 

but acknowledged that they need to continue to work on these episodes with the 

assistance of their counsellor. 



Couple 2. The female partner had been married previously and brought 

her two children into the new family. The male partner had never been married. 

Early in the relationship the couple had two more children. Both partners sought 

marital therapy because they were experiencing escalating conflict, and 

anticipated separating if they could not resolve their differences. Partners blame 

each other for the problems, and claim that there is a lack of intimacy in the 

relationship. The research session began with a review of the most recent 

relationship events and focused on their different perceptions. Partners 

frequently disqualified each other, and the therapist during the session. The 

therapist attempted to redirect them to matters on which they agree. The 

session ended with partners reluctantly acknowledging that there are a few 

strengths in their relationship. 

Couple 3. This couple had recently separated although they continued to 

be significantly involved with each other. They had been married for twenty 

years and were continuing to raise three children. The session focused on their 

thoughts and feelings about their relationship since the separation. During the 

session, the female partner avoided engaging with her husband. The male 

partner sought his wife's attention and approval. The therapist encouraged each 

partner to disclose private thoughts about their individual personal development 

since commencing therapy. Close to the end of the session the female partner 

discussed her recent decision to acquire computer training. She indicated that 

she was beginning to feel more positively about herself. As well, she said she 

feared losing the personal gains she had acquired. Most significantly she 

confessed to beiqg uninterested in any sexual relationship. Her husband said he 

was relieved to hear this disclosure. He claimed that he experienced her 

Preoccupation as rejection. He felt less responsible for the rejection. At the end 



of the session, the partners acknowledged that they will continue to have a 

friendship. 

2. The Unstuck Group 

Couple 1. This couple had been married for thirteen years and have three 

children. They claim that their difficulties began approximately three years ago. 

While they are generally content with the relationship, they experience conflict 

about financial matters and outside activities. The counselling session focused 

on each partner's perspective on these problems. During the session, the couple 

interacted with each other, clarifying matters which were unclear. The therapist 

prompted the partners to think about the way they have solved problems like this 

in the past. The couple acknowledged that they are better able to appreciate 

each other's view, although they have not resolved their current difficulties. 

They were respectful to each other, and frequently laughed together. The 

therapist reframed their struggle as an effort to balance each other's needs. 

Couple 2. This young couple had been married five and a half years and 

have one child. They claimed that their problems began two years ago. They 

describe their problems as the way that they communicate with each other. 

Often they experience episodes of intense conflict. The counsellor focused on 

the needs that both partners bring to the relationship, as well as their feelings 

toward each other. They acknowledged that they have made progress in their 

efforts to listen to each other. Yet, they continue to have difficulty in validating 

each other. The counsellor used a metaphor to refer indirectly to the couple's 

fears which may dominate the relationship. The couple favorably responded to 



the metaphor, and engaged in further exploration of these feelings. The couple 

were optimistic and excited about their progress by the end of the session. 

Couple 3. This couple had been together for five years, married for two 

and a half, and have one child. They claimed that their difficulties arose 

approximately two years ago. They describe their problems as stress related to 

work and living far away from family support. As well, the female partner 

discussed the difficult transition from a career to caring for her child full-time. 

The counsellor reviewed the preceding session and conducted a review of the 

intervening relationship events during this period. Both partners were optimistic 

about they way they generally work together to balance each other's needs and 

their responsibilites. Conflict arises when their needs and responsibilities clash. 

At these times, each partner feels misunderstood by the other. During the 

session, partners directed questions to each other to clarify their own 

understandings, and were supportive. The counsellor asked them to elaborate 

similarities and differences in their relationship goals. By the end of the session, 

the couple had created a mutually agreed upon vision of intimacy which they 

expressed in the form of a metaphor. 

Couple 4. This couple were in their late forties. The female partner was 

previously married, and subsequently raised two children on her own. The male 

partner had never married or had children. While this couple have been together 

three years, they have been separated several times for a variety of reasons. 

During the session, the counsellor explored each partner's view of the 

relationship difficT.llties. Further, the counsellor asked them to clarify the specific 

aspects of the relationship that each of them wishes to change. The partners 

were attentive and respectful towards each other. They tended to talk together a 



lot during the session, in response to the counsellor's questions. The counsellor 

acknowledged and validated their differing views of their relationship. While they 

remained concerned about their differences, they recognized the strengths of the 

relationship. 

3. The Mid-Range Group 

Couple 1. Although this couple has been together for twelve years and 

married for eight, they claim that their problems began ten years ago. They have 

two children. The partners describe their problems as encompassing 

unsatisfactory communication, differing goals, and a lack of emotional and 

physical intimacy. The counsellor explored each partner's perceptions of the 

relationship problems. There was covert blaming and indirect anger expressed 

by the female partner. The couple engaged in verbal conflict, but appeared to be 

detached. The couple was unresponsive to the therapist's efforts to have them 

focus on their own thoughts and feelings about the relationship. Partners 

disqualified the counsellor's efforts to have them engage with each other, and 

they appeared fatigued and defeated. (This couple scored just below the cutoff 

for the stuck group.) 

Couple 2. This couple had been together thirteen years, and married for 

twelve. They have two children. Their problem is described as difficulty 

communicating when they differ on important issues. The counsellor encouraged 

each partner to discuss personal perceptions of a recent conflictual event. 

Immediately, the female partner began berating her husband because he did not 

deal with a situation in the way that she preferred. Her husband became more 

quiet and withdrawn, as the counsellor and female partner tried to explore the 



reasons for his behavior. Then, the counsellor changed direction and began 

asking the male partner about his feelings in the session, with the two females 

"ganging up on him." He began to discuss his feelings more openly, and began 

to explore the difficulties he was facing. The session ended with the wife 

expressing frustration with the lack of resolution on the matter. 

Couple 3. This couple has been together for eight years and married for 

four years. They have no children; both of them are busy in pursuit of 

educational and professional goals. They describe their problems as a lack of 

communication and intimacy with each other. The counsellor explored the 

couple's current complaint of the conflict about household chore responsibilities. 

The counsellor asked each partner to define their expectations for change in 

behavioral terms. The male partner became more engaged in problem solving. 

The female partner resisted the counsellors efforts to engage her in this 

discussion, and she began criticizing her husband. He became confused, and 

sought clarification of her concerns. By the end of the session the male partner 

expressed that he was ready to address the problem. 

Couple 4. This couple married soon after they met approximately two 

years ago. The male partner had been married previously. The female partner is 

considerably younger than her husband. She moved from the parental home to 

the marriage. The partners describe their problems as conflict which arises from 

working together and living together. The counsellor facilitated an account of 

each person's view of the problems, and validated their feelings. At the same 

time, the counsellor reframed their differences as opportunities for enhanced 

~rowth and intimacy. By the end of the session, partners were listening as each 



other talked with the counsellor. The couple appeared to be encouraged by the 

therapist's positive outlook. 

J. Instruments and Measures 

1. Demoqraphic and descriptive data sheet (DDDS) 

This instrument was used to gather basic identifying information from both 

clients and counsellors. These data sheets were coded and separated from the 

rest of the data. Clients completed responses about the number of years 

together/married, their ages , the duration of current relationship problems, the 

number of couples sessions to date, amount of previous therapeutic assistance 

received, the saliency of current problems, and the degree of satisfaction with 

current counselling. 

Counsellors responded to questions about the highest level of education 

attained, number of years of practicing counselling, number of years with current 

agency, theoretical orientation, types of commonly used interventions, and 

number of years of couple counselling experience. 

2. Experiential Memory Questionnaire (EMQ) 

This measure was developed for this study and is based on similar 

questionnaire formats developed in other experiential memory research (Elliott, 

1986; Kagan, 1975; Martin et al, 1986). This particular questionnaire is a three- 

item, open-question, pencil and paper instrument. The measure was designed to 

probe the content of clients' memories of their therapy session, the particular 

saliency of these memories to the clients, and the meaning clients attributed to 

particular memo: ies (see Appendix A). 



3. Stimulated Process Recall Procedure (SPR] 

This procedure was conducted after the intervention session. It was 

carried out by me with each partner, in turn, and took place after the EMQ had 

been completed by each partner. I replayed the videotape of the couple's 

session in order to elicit client cognitions at various points during the session. 

These segments of the session were chosen by myself, and were selected on the 

basis of the clients' target complaints (TCI) and my clinical judgement of 

episodes where interpersonal resistance between partners was occurring. 

Partners were asked what they found to be significant, what specific thoughts 

they had about their partner and relationship, and their perception of the purpose 

of specific parts of the intervention. These responses were audiotaped and 

transcribed for analyses. 

4. Relationship Attribution Measure (RAM) 

The RAM (Fincham & Bradbury, 1992) consists of 8 hypothetical 

relationship events and 6 response items which are rated across 3 attributional 

dimensions. The RAM is a brief, easy to administer pencil and paper test. 

(Appendix C). It was normed on a population of 130 married couples. The 

attributional dimensions reflect those conceptual distinctions made in the marital 

attribution literature (Fincham & Bradbury, 1992). The RAM distinguishes among 

the three dimensions of causal, responsibility, and blame attributions. The author 

claims it has clear construct and discriminant validity, although there are no 

published studies of its use with clinical populations. It also has concurrent 

validity with the Marital Adjustment Test (Locke & Wallace, 1959). 

Validity on attributional items was achieved when composite subscales 

were formed for each of the three types of attributional dimensions. This was 

accomplished by summing response scores across the dimensions within each of 

the 418 vignettes that pertained to each type of attribution. The composite scores 



of the three attributional subscales for both husbands and wives were reported as 

highly reliable: alpha's (indicators of internal consistency) for wives were 

cause=.91, responsibility=.90, and blame=.89; alpha's for husbands were 

cause=.91, responsibility=.94, and blame=.93 . The RAM is thus internally 

consistent, and exhibits adequate test-retest reliability over a 3 week interval. 

In this study, the spouse is described as "partner" rather than "husband" or 

"wife," which is different from the terms adopted in the published instrument. 

The reason for this difference was that the administration of the test was made 

easier, since one form could be used with all partners, with the adoption of a 

generic term. The single term of "partner" could be used because gender 

differences were not a central focus of this study. 

This is a new instrument with some limitations. Its discriminant validity 

has not been well tested in applied clinical settings. As well, the instrument 

does not exhaust all attributional dimensions relevant to close relationships. 

Finally, responses may reflect stable traits of the respondent, his or her current 

state, as well as the reality of partner behaviors, rather than attributional 

dimensions alone. 

The 8-item RAM yields a range of possible scores between 48 - 288 

points. When partners' scores are combined, a range of scores 96 - 576 is 

possible. The cutoffs used to define groups of couples in this study are based on 

the combined scores of partners, because the couple is the unit of interest. For 

example, where both partners blame each other, they may both score on most 

items at a level of 5 (agree with blame/responsibility attributions to partner) or 

above. If both partners scored at a 5 or above on the two examples of the three 

attibutional dimewions on all eight stimulus events, their individual scores would 

be approximately 240 or above. Combined scores for both partners would be 

approximately 480 or above. This type of pattern would represent relatively high 



blame by both partners. Thus, stuckness is defined as a combined score of 480 

and above. 

Unstuckness was construed in a related fashion, and defined in this study 

as combined scores of 288 and below. This distinction is achieved by assuming 

that individual partners score at the level of 3 (disagree somewhat) on the two 

examples of each of the three dimensions across all eight stimulus events. This 

pattern of responding would yield individual partner scores to a maximum of 144. 

Thus, unstuckness represents a pattern of low blame by partners in the couple 

dyad. The numerical distance between cutoffs for stuck and unstuck couples 

differentiates these groups quantitatively. The cutoffs are skewed slightly to the 

upper end of the range of the instrument, because it was assumed that all 

couples in therapy have significant problems, and thus are more likely to exhibit 

attributions of blaming than couples in a nonclinical population. 

5. Tarqet Complaint Instrument (TCI) 

The TCI (Battle, Imber, Hoehn-Sarec, Nash, & Frank, 1966) was used to 

develop criteria for measuring change based on the clients' problem definition. 

Clients' ratings of the severity of presenting complaints were taken prior to and 

following the intervention session. The TCI is a brief pencil and paper instrument 

that asks respondents to identify three problems, and then to rate each of them 

according to severity on a five point scale. Before the session, clients were 

asked to give a description of three problems, prioritize them, and rate the degree 

of severity of each problem. The use of the treatment complaint format as a 

criterion of improvement has been recommended by Waskow and Parloff (1 975). 

Others have noted that the scales are sensitive to change, not offensive to 

clients, and eaq. to administer (Battle et al, 1966). (Appendix E) 



6. Session Questionnaire (SQ) 

This instrument is a brief pencil and paper test which is modeled on a 

similar instrument developed by Lee, Rossiter, Martin and Uhlemann (1 990). It 

was developed to probe cognitive reactions to paradoxical interventions. Clients 

were asked two brief questions about their satisfaction with their counsellor 

during the session, and their satisfaction with their counsellor's particular 

suggestion for change. It was administered one time only, after the session. 

Responses are coded on a 7-item Liekert scale. (Appendix E.) 

1. The Constant Comparison Method 

Central to grounded theory analysi 

K. Data Analysis 

s of qualitative data i s the constant 

comparative method of simultaneous coding and analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967). The constant comparative method assists in the development of theory 

that is integrated, consistent, and close to the data. The purpose of this inquiry 

is the discovery of theory, rather than the testing of specific hypotheses. The 

constant comparison analytic method was applied to the data. 

There were five sources of data: (a) transcribed SPR interviews, (b) EMQ 

responses, (c) the SQ data, (d) TCI responses, and (e) the research journal with 

the theoretical memos. The primary source of data consisted of 22 individual 

SPR interviews with marital partners that had just completed a couple's therapy 

session. The inquiry consisted of responses to selected re-played segments of 

the couple's session. The SPR procedure was conducted immediately after the 

session with all couples except for one. The exception was the case of one 

couple where there were delays of two and four days. Kagan's (1975) technique 



of Interpersonal Process Recall was adapted for the purpose of this inquiry. 

Elliott (1 986), Rennie (1 992; 1994; in press), and Rennie et al (1 988), have 

reported using this method, and modifying it for their particular research 

purposes. 

Particular segments from each of the therapy sessions were selected for 

SPR review by me while I observed each session. The basis for my selection of 

these segments was my judgement that they constituted potentially significant 

episodes in connection with a couple's relationship problems. The information 

that influenced my judgement included the couples' TCI responses, the 

therapists' descriptions of the couple and their problems, and my clinical 

experience with couples. My theoretical orientation to practice provided an 

overarching framework. Briefly, my orientation to practice includes three major 

influences, existential-phenomenological theories, family systems theories, and 

cognitive theories. In the selection of SPR playback episodes particular attention 

was given to situations where couple's interpersonal resistance was indirectly or 

directly addressed, or episodes where couples engaged in or resolved conflict. 

These videotaped segments were typically two to three minutes in length. 

As many as nine and as few as three segments were chosen from each couple's 

session. On average, five segments of videotape were chosen for each couple. 

During the SPR interview, both partners were shown the same segments but 

during separate interviews. These interviews were approximately 30 to 50 

minutes in length. The interviews were transcribed and produced 160 pages of 

material. The transcripts of the SPR inquiry were the principal data to which the 

grounded theory analysis was applied, with videotapes of the same sessions 

serving as context. 

After these data were analyzed, responses to the Experiential Memory 

Questionnaire (EMQ) were incorporated into the grounded theory analysis. 



Responses to the Session Questionnaire (SQ) and the Target Complaint 

Inventory (TCI) also were incorporated into the interpretation of the grounded 

theory, where relevant (Appendix L). Data derived from the SQ were used in the 

interpretation of clients' perceptions of session outcome. Finally, the researcher's 

theoretical memos, written parallel to the evolving theory, were reviewed. The 

steps of the data analysis are described visually in Table 3:8 below. 

The constant comparative method consists of the activities of data 

collection, open categorizing, memoing, the parsimonious determination of the 

core category, sorting memos, and transcription of the theory (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967). The following account will describe the specific procedures that I 

engaged in throughout the constant comparison process. 

The initial task was to ascertain the central features of the phenomena of 

interest. When one uses a theoretical sampling procedure, subjects are chosen 

on the basis of their similarity with particular features central to the phenomena, 

in order to maximize the possibility that key categories will emerge from the data. 

A grounded theory sampling procedure was not employed in this study. 

However, the analysis was approached as if such a sampling procedure had 

been employed. 

Two major decisions were made prior to conducting the analysis. These 

decisions revolved around the choice of a meaning unit, and the selection of 

particular constant comparison strategies. 

The choice of meaning unit was line by line analysis of the text, as 

recommended by Glaser and Strauss (1967). Throughout the analysis, 

individual concepts were selected on the basis of contextualized meanings. As 

much as possibk, the language and meanings of the respondents was 

Preserved. Each meaning unit was assigned to as many categories as possible. 

This strategy is one of open categorizing (Glaser & Strauss. 1967) The purpose 



of this method is the preservation of nuances of meaning in the data. For an 

example of the open categorizing phase of coding the SPR transcripts, refer to 

Table 3:7. 

At regular intervals, larger chunks of text were examined in order to 

assess whether the smaller units adequately captured the respondent's core 

meaning or purpose. In some chunks of text, more than one potential meaning 

could be derived. Where the meanings of the larger text were not adequately 

captured by the smaller meaning unit codes, these larger units were coded and 

these codes added to the analysis. 

The second major decision concerned the choice of constant comparison 

strategies. Initially, I developed a plan about how to approach the analysis of 

the data. The first step was to decide on the order I would use in analyzing 

individual cases and groups of cases so as to enhance my theoretical 

understanding of partners' interpersonal resistance. The groups of couples were 

analyzed in the following order: stuck, unstuck, and midrange. The transcripts of 

partners defined as belonging to the stuck group were analyzed first since the 

focus of interest was the interpersonal resistance between partners in a 

psychotherapy session. Once these were analyzed, transcripts of couples that 

were defined as unstuck were examined independently of the other groups. 

These transcripts were selected at this time in the analytic sequence because 

they potentially represented the opposite end of the spectrum of interpersonal 

resistance. Finally, transcripts of couples defined as belonging to the mid-range 

group were analyzed. The inclusion of a mid-range group permitted an 

examination of whether interpersonal resistance is a phenomenon that occurs 

uniquely withir & group of distressed couples , or whether it is something that all 

couples experience to a greater or lesser degree. The within group analysis 

permitted the identification of important similarities in the data related to particular 



theoretical dimensions, as well as the identification of a few key differences. 

Each meaning unit was compared with all previous units generated from the 

same group, as well as with meaning units generated from other groups , but 

coded in the same category. For example, clusters of meaning units that were 

descriptive of interpersonal conflictual episodes were compared with all other 

meaning units within the category. Some of these clusters were identified by 

cluster labels such as "blaming partner," "avoidance of responsibility," 

"competition," and "negative thinking." The overarching category encompassing 

these dimensions was initially conceived of as "resistance," although it was later 

re-conceptualized as "self-protective responses to meaning creation." The 

analysis of all the data in the stuck group generated dimensions of the key 

categories and their basic properties. 

Each meaning unit (line of transcribed discourse) was coded on a sticky 

memo. Individual meaning units were coded and sorted into as many categories 

as possible. Categories were re-organized when it seemed as if they 

represented dimensions of other categories. The emerging theory, its categories 

and properties, were preserved on micro-computer software, Microsoft Word 5.0 

word processing program, and entitled "The Stuck Group". 

Table 3:7 

An Example of the Codinq of SPR Transcripts 

Text: 

Line 1 M: . . .  obviously , it did strike me at one point .... to think tonight as 

Line 2 to why she's feeling better the last couple weeks. Because as she says I'm going 



Line 3 

Line 4 

Analysis: 

Line 1 

Line 2 

Line 3 

Line 4 

to school and I feel better from that ... so she's treating me better. And 

during the summer it wasn't that good ... so maybe I'll try to encourage her 

-Partner silently focuses on own inner processes during session 

-Partner's tracks own feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Partner focuses on spouse's behavior 

-Impact of partner's behavior on feelingshhoughts about self 

-Examines Partner's interpretation of own behavior 

-Considers impact of Partners feelinghhoughts on self 

-Partner tracks couples' problem 

-Partners interprets spouse's behavior 

-Partner examines spouse's role in couple's problems 

-Partner tracks couple's problem 

-Partner interprets spouse's role in couples' problems 

-Partner considers own potential behavioral response 

-Partner engages in inner problem solving 

-Impact of own thoughtsbehavior on partner 

-Evaluates couple's problems negatively 

-Implicit blame of partner for couple's problems 



The same procedures and notation systems were employed independently 

with the unstuck and mid-range groups. These analyses were transcribed 

separately on the word processing software program. 

Next, comparisons were made across groups. Initially, the data generated 

by the stuck group was compared with that of the unstuck group. Then, the 

results of that analysis (stuck/unstuck) were compared with the data of the mid- 

range group. Comparisons between groups maximized and minimized both 

similarities and differences in the data. The comparison of the two most diverse 

groups, stuck and unstuck, led to the recognition of fundamental uniformities in 

the data across both groups. At the same time, this comparison contributed to 

the dense development of properties , the integration of categories and their 

properties, and limited the scope of the theory. The comparison of more similar 

groups (i.e., stuck/unstuck comparison results with the midrange group) assisted 

in verifying the usefulness of a category establishing its basic properties, and 

clarifying the conditions for the scope of a category. The process of constructing 

categories is described for a couple of each group in Appendix K. 

Differences between groups were sought prior to examination of their 

similarities. This strategy increased both diverse and similar data across 

categories, and generated a new round of coding, open categorizing, 

construction of categories, and reorganization of categories and their properties. 

Further, the comparison of groups generated the researcher's regular notation of 

ideas about the emerging theory. These notes were separated from the 

conceptualization of categories. The emerging theory, generated from the 

analysis between the stuck and unstuck groups, was preserved in a word 

processing program on a micro-computer (Microsoft Word 5.0, word processing 

software) 



Similar coding and constant comparison procedures were employed with 

the data of the mid-range group. New cycles of coding meaning units on sticky 

memos, open categorizing, construction of categories, and reorganization of 

categories and their properties occurred. Additional theoretical memos were 

created. Very few new categories emerged, and several cycles of data analysis 

led to the saturation of categories. Most significantly, the inclusion of the mid- 

range group data assisted in clarifying the conditions and parameters of the 

various conceptual categories. Overall, the scope and integration of the theory 

was enhanced by the inclusion of the mid-range group data. 

Participants' responses to the Experiential Memory Questionnaire (EMQ) 

were entered into the analysis using the same procedures described above. No 

new categories were created from this analysis. However, these data served to 

provide support for the interpretation of particular aspects of the grounded theory. 

The Session Questionnaire (SQ) data were coded independently of the grounded 

theory. These data are referenced with respect to their convergence or 

divergence with the interpretation of the grounded theory, and are most relevant 

to clients' perceptions of session outcome. 

Finally, my theoretical memos were examined and these ideas contributed 

to the selection of the core category, and provided support for the organization of 

the theory as a whole. 



Table 3:8 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Method Data Source Purpose 

Constant Comparison 

Constant Comparison 

Constant Comparison 

Constant Comparison 

Constant Comparison 

Constant Comparison 

SPR transcripts of Stuck 

couples 

SPR transcripts of 

Unstuck couples 

SPR transcripts of Mid- 

range couples 

Coding transcripts of 

Stuck and Unstuck 

groups 

Coding transcripts of 

Stuck-Unstuck analysis 

(above) with Unstuck 

group 

EMQ 

Constant Comparison SQ 

Within group analysis 

Within group analysis 

Within group analysis 

Across group analysis 

Across group analysis 

Integration or 

accommodation of 

concepts 

Within and across group 

comparison 



Constant Comparison TCI Within and across group 

comparison 

Constant Comparison TCI, SPR, EMQ Triangulation 

Analytic abstraction Research journal and Generation of core 

Theoretical memos category 

Analytic abstraction Core category, and other Generation and 

categories and their reconceptualization of 

properties the grounded theory 

L. Validity 

1. A Grounded Theory Interpretation of Reliability and Validity 

Grounded theory has been criticized in regard to its credibility and 

generalizability (see Hoshmand, 1989; Rennie et al., 1988). There are four 

central issues related to the reliability and validity of the approach. Specifically 

these issues are: (a) a lack of objectivity by the researcher, (b) the status of 

self-report data, (c) the lack of generalizability, and (d) the emphasis on theory 

generation rather than verification. 

The concern with the lack of objectivity of the approach refers to the role of 

the researcher as a mediator of data. This issue arises from traditional positivist 

conceptions of objectivity and subjectivity. The problems related to the subjective 

influence of the researcher include both researcher bias, and the replicability of 

results. 

In regard ;o researcher bias, Glaser and Strauss (1967) recommend that 

the investigators suspend their theoretical preferences and biases in order to be 

open to themes arising from the data. Further, they suggest that detailed and 



precise description of procedural details, transcription r~ les ,  and notation 

systems be documented in order that the construction of the theory might be 

assessed. As well, examples from the data can be presented with the 

interpretations and conclusions in the finished report. 

Grounded theorists are less concerned with the notion of researcher bias, 

as they accept the premise that all observation, including that in hypothetico- 

deductive designs, is theory-laden (Kuhn, 1970). The primary concern is the 

adequate representation of the data, and the fidelity of description. Discovery- 

oriented approaches, like grounded theory analysis, stress the quality of 

awareness of the researcher and the systematic method of discovery as factors 

integral to validity. The researcher's conceptual lens is an acknowledged 

component, and strategies are suggested by Glaser and Strauss to manage 

these views. The central concern is to prevent the limitation of the scope of the 

theory by virtue of the researcher's theoretical biases. 

The researcher is expected to be committed to a dialectic exchange of 

views within a community of scholars as a means of identifying and addressing 

personal bias. The validity of research within this view is contingent on the skills 

and sensitivities that the researcher brings to bear on the activity of knowing. 

Validity is assessed, in part, on the basis of the personal and interpersonal 

understandings rather than the choice of method alone (Hoshmand & Martin, in 

press; Reason & Rowan, 1981 ).  As well, the warrant of the pragmatic yield of the 

Study perm~ts a more critical measure by which to determine validity. 

Grounded theorists' adoption of a constructionist approach influences 

their perception of the concern for replicability of results. They maintain that no 

two studies will be the same when different researchers conduct them, because 

researchers have differing backgrounds, experiences, beliefs, values, and 

:onceptions. By traditional standards of generalizability, if a study cannot be 



replicated and the same results obtained, then the thecry cannot be supported. 

Grounded theorists contend that within a constructionist framework strong 

replicability is not possible. When other researchers replicate a grounded theory 

study, they are likely to find both similarities and differences with previous work. 

The degree to which there is agreement is thought to constitute an empirical 

domain worthy of rigorous testing. 

There are reasonable strategies that researchers can employ to increase 

the likelihood that their own and others' understanding may overlap. The 

grounded theory researcher must take care to ground conceptualizations 'I the 

data. This grounding is contingent on the clarity and explicitness of the 

procedures, the comprehensiveness of understanding of the phenomena that the 

researcher brings to the work, as well as the strength of the rhetoric of the study. 

When research is based on a pragmatic warrant, the choice of method can be 

evaluated against its human and social impact, as well as against the usefulness 

of conceptual understandings. 

Although many psychological investigators seek ways of accessing deep 

structure of human meaning, those centrally concerned with traditional definitions 

of validity have expressed concerns about the limitations of verbal self-report 

data. Critics (e.g., Nisbett & Wilson, 1977) are concerned with cognitive 

distortions of memory, a priori causal explanations of events, and different 

cognitive levels of processing. However, regardless of the method used to 

access deep meaning structures, one can never be assured that the verbal 

material is representative of psychological realities. When the focus of interest is 

human beings and their experiencing, there is increased uncertainty with respect 

to both the method and the yield of the study. Nevertheless, when one is 

interested in the experience of partners in a marriage, the most valid reports are 

the meanings derived from the subjects themselves. 



It is incumbent upon grounded theory researchers to be critical with 

respect to their own interpretations of data. While, for purposes of explicating 

personal experience, respondents' accounts do not require external validation, 

the researcher utilizes the constant comparative method in a transparent 

fashion. A variety of methods may be employed to compare perceptions of the 

contextual or convergent validity of the study. Evidence from other sources may 

be incorporated in the analysis, depending on particular purposes and goals of 

the research. 

Concern with the generalizability of grounded theory analyses re latx to 

the replicability of the research findings. The constant comparison method 

replicates the findings of subjective idiographic events across individuals. The 

results yield a description of some commonly experienced phenomena. The 

grounded theorist is interested in acquiring a thorough familiarity with these 

phenomena. Theoretical sampling assists in the delineation of the parameters 

and scope of the theory. As well, negative case and discrepant case analyses 

may be included to assist in the refinement of theoretical understanding (Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967; Hoshmand, 1989). The lack of generality of the theory is seen 

as a trade-off for rich data with contextual validity. This does not seem an 

inappropriate yield when the purpose of the study is theory generation. 

A final concern with respect to validity is the emphasis on theory 

development as opposed to verification. Frequently, grounded theories are not 

subject to rigorous testing, but are accepted as de facto conclusions (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). There is a need for increased attention to the compatibility 

between the research purpose and the method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 

Hoshmand, 198'3). It may be helpful to address the conjectured gap between 

theory generation and verification. Grounded theory of psychotherapeutic 

Practice can be exposed to systematic theory-testing by a variety of methods, 



with the method continuously reformulated in reponse td the emerging theory. 

The work of Rice and Greenberg (Rice & Greenberg, 1984) provides good 

examples of research programs that move between discovery and verification of 

conceptual, theoretical frameworks. 

2. Validity of SPR Procedure 

Few researchers would disagree that an interview process influences to a 

greater or lesser degree the nature of the data collected. There are two distinct 

perspectives about the role of the researcher in this type of inquiry. Elliott (1986) 

cautions researchers and recommends that a position of minimal activity in the 

interview be adopted on the grounds that even minimal cues may serve to lead 

the respondent, and bias the data. This perspective reflects assumptions that 

human behavior can be described objectively, and that the researcher's influence 

can be controlled. 

This study adopts a perspective congruent with a social constructionist 

approach. Proponents of this position claim that human understanding and 

experience does not exist as a separate entity apart from social interaction. 

Within the context of the SPR inquiry, clients are assumed to construct their 

accounts in response to their experience and expectations of the situation. 

I adopted a role of minimal participation in the interview aside from 

communicating the purpose of the inquiry, a description of the process, and 

clarification of the research procedures and intent. For example, at times it was 

important to ask participants to differentiate between those events they 

experienced durmg the couples' session and those that were elicited by the 

inquiry itself. While this stance was satisfactory in most cases, at times it was 

necessary to become more active to help the respondent to share personal 



feelings and thoughts. At other times, clients  struggle^ to bring their inner 

experience into expression. When a participant appeared to be unable to 

verbally represent their experience, I provided a minimal prompt . When 

participants required assistance to guide their recall, I relied upon the questions 

outlined in Appendix B. However, as much as possible respondents were 

encouraged to discuss aspects of interviews which were most personally 

meaningful. 

At times it seemed as if respondents were experiencing so much that it 

was not possible for them to put much of this into words. At other times, it 

appeared as if respondents chose to keep some aspects of their experience 

private. Although these interviews are perceived as necessarily co-constructed, 

the researcher attempted to stay out of the way as respondents shared their most 

memorable and significant perceptions of the couples' sessions. Sometimes 

respondents sought reassurance or recognition of their experience from the 

researcher. I tried to use these moments to access to deeper meanings. 

However, there were instances when it was important to provide a simple 

acknowledgement of a client's experience. 

3. Validity of Interventions 

I and a second independent rater conducted a validity check on the 

interventions in all of the videotaped psychotherapy sessions. I have 13 years 

post Masters degree clinical experience working with couples and families. My 

orientation to practice has been influenced by existential-phenomenological 

theories, family system theories, and cognitive theories. The second rater has 20 

years of similar clinical experience subsequent to a Masters degree. Her 



orientation to practice has been influenced by existential and family systems 

theories. The raters used the following definition of a positive reframe as a guide. 

Positive connotation, or reframing, as defined by the Milan group takes the 

form of a summary statement of the family's current dilemma, but differs 

somewhat from the prevailing problem definition (Tomm, 1984). The behavior of 

everyone in the system is connected in the explanation, and behaviors defined by 

the family as problematic are redefined as neutral or positive. It is not the 

symptomatic behavior per se that is positively connoted, but its relationship to 

other important behaviors. The cognitive connections made in the interve-tion 

often suggest alternative solutions and possibilities for change. 

For example, to say to the overspending partner of the imaginary couple 

discussed in Chapter Two, that "It is a good thing that you overspend" is not 

likely to yield a useful result. A potentially therapeutic reframe might be , "It is a 

good thing that you overspend ... . it is good because it makes your partner pay 

attention to things in the relationship ... when that happens attention is focused on 

the relationship, and the two of you begin to talk ....y ou talk about your feelings 

about the relationship and each other ...  and there is more talking now than 

before . . .  this can help create the opportunities for more intimacy and 

understanding between you . . .  and this may permit you and your partner to 

become more involved in a way that you have not been previously.. .." As well, 

reframes must be plausible and incorporate information derived from the 

interview. The issues and behaviors contained in the reframe must be relevant to 

the couples' particular life situation. 

I provided the second rater with a brief description of the couples, their 

problem definltms, and the events of each session. The raters evaluated each 

of the 11 research sessions independently, noting the cases where positive 

reframes occurred and cases where other types of interventions were used. Of 



the eleven cases, the raters agreed on the interventions used in all but one case. 

Several discussions ensued until consensus was reached. This case was 

included in the analysis. 

Raters noted that each counsellor delivered positive reframe interventions 

according to their own particular working style. Often, these interventions were 

interspersed with other interventions. Clearly, the positive reframe interventions 

practiced in this study have only mild similarity with those of the Milan group. For 

example, positive reframes varied in the degree to which they were elaborated, 

the level of specificity adopted, and the centrality of the issue (indicated by +he 

TCI) chosen for reformulation. 

4. Accuracy of Transcription 

A second independent rater with no background in clinical work in 

psychology checked the accuracy of the transcription of the SPR interviews. The 

rater randomly chose three audiotaped interviews, selected five-minute segments 

from each tape, and compared audiotaped interviews against the transcribed 

material. In each case, the transcription materials were assessed as accurately 

reflecting the audiotaped interviews. 

5. Validity of Analysis and Interpretation of the Grounded Theory 

Most commonly, grounded theory analyses are acceptable on the basis of 

adequate empirical grounding of codes, with the recognition of the mediating 

influence of the particular researcher's perceptual map in the generation of the 

theory. 



To assist in achieving the goals of this study, a second analysis of the 

SPR transcripts (with the videotapes of the research sessions serving as context) 

was conducted by a co-analyst. This re-analysis provided a validity check of the 

categories of the grounded theory. The two analyses were compared for the 

purpose of achieving a more elaborated understanding of the phenomenon under 

study. 

The re-analysis was conducted by a therapist with a MSW and 8 years of 

counselling experience. Her orientation to practice has been influenced by family 

systems and narrative.theories. I provided instruction for conducting the 

grounded theory analysis. In the end , the methodology chosen for the validity 

study drew upon Rennie's (in press) modification of Glaser and Strauss's 

constant comparison method (1967). This modification entails the selection of 

larger chunks of text as constituting the meaning units, and abstraction of the 

meanings into a category or categories. This approach to analysis differed from 

my own because the size of the meaning units were substantially larger, and the 

20-analyst effectively skipped the coding stage. 

The protocols for the analysis were identical to those I used. Each group 

was analyzed separately, and in the following order of stuck, unstuck, and mid- 

range. Comparison was conducted of the stuck and unstuck groups, and the 

results of this analysis were compared with those from the mid-range group. 

The results of the validity study yielded a grounded theory expressed in the form 

3f a hierarch~cal table, which incorporates a core category and three other 

jescriptive categories and their components. While the similarities between the 

two analyses are identified, particular attention is given to an examination of the 

differences which possess potential for modifying current conceptualizations. 
-. 
-Inally, the results of this comparison will be referenced in the fifth and final 

:hapter, and integrated into a review of the extend to which the notion of 



reflexivity is a new one and the way in which the findings inform relevant 

counselling theory and practice. 

The two analyses are similar with respect to three key elements; a) the 

choice of the core category of reflexivity, b) the recognition of the significance of 

the therapist's contribution to partners' revised understandings, and c) the 

development of an Outcomes category which incorporates the impacts of both 

the therapy and the SPR inquiry. 

The analysts' definitions of reflexivity, and perspectives of the phencmena 

as a whole, differ. The co-analyst defines reflexivity as individual partner's self- 

awareness and agency. Within the context of couples therapy, the individual 

partner creates personal meaning through internal and external means. Through 

discussion with the therapist, the individual partner arrives at an enhanced 

understanding of themselves and their circumstances. The co-analyst 

developed a category entitled "Partner's Perception of Relationship with HisIHer 

Partner" and it does not contain any code pertaining to meaning creation which 

may occur between partners. Instead, a model is presented whereby each 

individual partner is engaged intensely with the therapist , and focuses primarily 

on their own inner conflicts and dilemmas. 

My analysis, on the other hand, views both partners as participating in 

meaning creation. The model describes both individual meaning creation, and 

meaning creation which occurs within the context of a three way conversation. 

The way that partners interact with each other in psychotherapy is perceived as 

having important implications for the development of shared understandings and 

resolution of cor;ilictual issues. Shared understandings evolve from personal 

disclosures of thoughts and feelings on salient issues within the psychotherapy 

session. 



These differences encouraged me to consider the extent to which 

relationship and intimacy issues can be perceived as self issues. And while I 

recognize that I had been influenced by my own perceptual emphasis on 

interpersonal interaction, I was able to conceive of a category which more 

completely represents the individual partner's exploration of self within the 

context of the psychotherapy session. When I examined the influences which 

led me to perceive (and subsequently code) the transcripts with a bias toward 

interaction, I recognized the potency of my own interaction with the partners prior 

to the research session, the additional information provided to me by the 

instruments, and the effect of viewing the couples' sessions at the time they 

were occurring. I became aware of the difficulty I would have in coding 

transcripts without this context which assisted me in deciding whether a 

particular interaction represented an individual or a couple problem. 

One of the other major differences between the two analyses was the 

way in which discourse relevant to the therapist was coded. The co-analyst 

incorporated a category entitled "Client's Experience of Therapist's Operations." 

Various therapeutic operations were coded according to three components; 

operations bearing on the client - in - identity, operations bearing on the client - 

as - agent, and operations bearing on therapist in relation with client/partners. I 

coded responses with respect to partners' comments on the total therapeutic 

milieu. Within the category entitled "Partner's Experience of the Therapeutic 

Context," there were three components: safety, validation and 

acknowledgement, and other relationship factors. When I reviewed codes within 

the validation and acknowledgement component (i.e., T. encourages P.'s to 

disclose; T. recognizes accomplishments) I realized that this material could have 

been coded in a similar fashion to that of the co-analyst. One of the pre- 

Concept~ons which has influenced my interpretation of this material is the 



assumption that any discourse that occurs in psychotherapy has an impact on all 

participants that are present. Thus, I tended to focus less on how the therapist's 

individual operations were construed, than the effects of these operations with all 

conversational participants. Within the context of couples psychotherapy, when 

one partner observes the therapist and spouse interacting, I assume the partner 

is not outside the range of therapeutic or conversational influence. The 

observing partner may be very active in the listening and thinking process with 

respect to the personal significance of the issues under discussion. These 

conversations and actions are viewed as communicative acts, with potentic! 

relevance for the understanding of relationship issues. 

Perhaps equally, the goals of the current research project influenced my 

perception and interpretation of the data. If the research purpose had been to 

examine the client's experience of the therapist's use of metaphor, I may have 

focused more exclusively on particular therapeutic operations. Rather, I focused 

on partners' interactions with each other, and the degree to which they were able 

to work together in psychotherapy to resolve their problems. 



CHAPTER IV. RESULTS 

A. Introduction: The Grounded Theory 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the grounded theory developed 

from my analysis of the SPR and EMQ data. The understandings constituted in 

the theory evolved from the analysis of transcripts of partners' stimulated process 

recall interviews and are influenced by my orientation to clinical practice. The 

videotapes of couples' sessions served as the context. 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) note that there are many ways to present the 

grounded theory. There are two main problems in conveying the credibility of the 

discovered theory to colleagues. The first problem is how to communicate an 

understanding of the overall framework and its theoretical statements. This is 

usually accomplished by extensive description utilizing existing social science 

concepts, as well as emergent concepts. 

The second problem is how to describe the phenomena of interest as 

vividly as possible, and to link the description with the developing theory. Often, 

researchers approach this concern by presenting data as evidence for their 

conclusion, thus indicating how theory is derived from the data. Since qualitative 

data do not translate readily to summary description, writers often quote directly 

from interviews, describe events and acts, and offer accounts of personal 

experience. In addition, some researchers use a codified procedure for 

analyzing data which permits readers to grasp how the theory was obtained. 

The grounded theory developed in this study will be presented in an 

ordered sequence to show how data were coded, demonstrate the generation of 

first order categories and their properties, and describe the use of the analyses 



protocols, the integration of the theory, and the choice of the core category. This 

strategy is intended to demonstrate the link between phenomena and the 

evolving theory. This approach addresses the second problem of presenting 

grounded theory. 

The first problem of conveying the theory will be addressed by a 

description of the overall theory and its theoretical premises. This description will 

flow from the above-noted explication of the coding and construction of 

categories. The theory will be presented in the same order in which it was 

constructed. Initially, the researcher examined the transcripts, and considered 

the key conceptual aspects of the evolving theory. Two protocols for analysis 

were developed, each group would be analyzed independently to yield within 

group data, then comparisons would be made across groups. The order of the 

comparisons would be the stuck group with the unstuck, followed by comparing 

results of this analysis with the mid-range group. 

The description of the developing grounded theory requires a vocabulary 

to describe the units of the analysis. Units range in scope from individual 

meanlng units to the core category. While the theory is evolving and new cycles 

of coding are generated, the designation of the terms of property or category is 

relatively arbitrary. At times, properties become categories because other 

groups of meaning units or properties can be appropriately subsumed by the 

overarching conceptual label. At other times, categories become properties, as 

parallel yet distinct conceptual strategies evolve. When the association between 

the two or more descriptive categories is strong, a new overarching category 

label is generated, with the subsequent shift of a property. For a definition of the 

terms of meaning unit, meaning code, meaning cluster, property, category, and 

core category, refer to Table 4:1 below. 



Table 4:1 

Definitions of Levels of Conceptualization 

Level 

Meaning Unit 

Meaning Code 

Meaning Clusters 

Property 

Category 

Core Category 

1.  Within Group Comparisons 

Definition 

A line of SPR transcript 

A coded line of SPR transcript 

Individual meaning units which are grouped 

together on the basis of representing an important 

similarity or theme 

An elaborated collection of meaning clusters which 

share a common theme, and are represented by a 

more abstract conceptual label 

A key conceptual component which links a number 

of properties, and contributes important theoretical 

dimensions to the core category 

The overarching theme which is reflected throughout the 

theory, it's various categories and their properties, 

provides a consolidation and integration of the 

conceptual components 

The Stuck Group. The analysis of SPR transcripts of couples was 

conducted using line by line units which generated small codes. Each meaning 



unit was considered and several potential interpretations generated as a way of 

increasing the likelihood that a speakers' intentions would be preserved. (see 

Table 3:7) .  The transcripts produced by stuck partners were analyzed first. 

Quite rapidly, clusters of meaning codes were created, and grouped by similar 

themes and concepts. One of the first clusters included the following meaning 

units: male partner describes his mate as "misguided rather than evil," male 

partner describes partner as "limited intellectually and frivolous," female partner 

expresses fear that her "husband will misinterpret my intentions," female partner 

describes husband as "whining and it's not worth my attention," male partr,a 

describes wife's behavior in a neutral manner and within the context of their 

relationship difficulties, and male partner predicts wife's failure with respect to 

her educational endeavors. (These same codes were incorporated in other 

batches of codes which share core meanings.) This cluster was temporarily 

entitled Conception of Partner to reflect the shared theme. Some examples of 

larger chunks of interview text are provided below to illustrate this particular 

theme. 

"Well, what I remember very specifically being struck by, umm .. . ,  

how (partner) .... and I've been struck by it before, especially in 

therapy sessions. .. .that he remembers the problems way more 

vividly than I do And that's sort of interesting because he doesn't 

engage with them as much as I do at the time . . . "  

"He hasn't .... don't know if let go is the right word.. . .  hasn't learned 

to live on his own. I still feel I influence a lot of . . . . .  l find when I 

speak to him sometimes I don't tell him a lot of things . . .  .only 



because I know what his reaction is going to be and I don't think we 

want to hear it. Or that will depress ... . . "  

 p partner)'^ not a real deep thinker on these things, she's sort of 

happy go lucky ..... and, not that that is a bad quality. It's got its 

good aspects.. . . "  

"I remember thinking that as long as I'm doing what she wants 

then the marriage, it's going along fine.. ... sort of .... almost as her 

lackey.. ."  

All of the meaning clusters developed simultaneously, and no one cluster 

appeared to be centrally important at this stage of the analysis. The cluster 

entitled SPR Process included the following examples of codes: male partner 

expresses surprise about researcher's selection from couple's session for 

playback (i.e., perceived by him as important events), female partner comments 

that she understood counsellors' comments in a different way when listening to 

the playback than she had during the session, conditions of the SPR interview 

noted as anxiety-producing by male respondent, and female respondent cites 

SPR process as "a learning experience which is enjoyable." The following larger 

chunks of interview text illustrate this theme. 

"Basically (the counsellor) was trying to figure out, like, what works 

with us, and what doesn't work with us. Like, what kind of 

techniques and that . . . .  well, going back . . . .  it's kind of neat to look at 

these things and stuff, right? To get more insight on what's going 



on and that. But also to ....y ou know, see what kind of things are 

going on as far as counselling, you know ...." 

"And you know I must admit when I was watching the video and 

stuff I know we were being filmed and stuff so I was a little 

nervous.. . "  

"...Well that is probably one of the major things of the interview was 

that bit right there ..." 

The Conception of Self category included the meaning codes: female 

partner responds to the question about her own feelings with an account of her 

husband's thoughts and feelings, female partner expresses guilt about enjoying 

academic life (husband disapproves), male partner claims his wife is responsible 

for his difficulties in contributing to the relationship, and male partner describes 

wife's job as one of taking care of his needs. While each meaning unit 

potentially has several interpretations, this group of meaning units reflected a 

theme of the respondent's view of self. The following examples of transcript text 

give further illustration of this category. 

" I think sometimes people can do what they need to do to 

make things happen ...  But I don't waste time because I'm 

very shy and not that confident, and it seems that (partner) 

gives up quite easy .. ."  

"...well I know that he's sort of blaming me and my school and 

I'm sort of feeling it's all on my shoulders . . . "  



"...I've always needed. . .  I've never lived alone, although I 

have kids so it probably doesn't count as living alone ... But 

when we separated that's the first thing that really surprised 

me is that I like it. Okay? That was a very large surprise to me." 

"...sometimes I won't say very much here. Like I just, it takes 

a little bit to get going. And then you know when I finally 

get to talk the session is over. I find that she (therapist) sperds 

maybe more time talking to (partner) than she does with me . . . "  

Some clusters became so expansive and elaborated that higher order 

conceptual labels were generated. These descriptions represented the 

development of the properties of categories. Within the stuck group, partners' 

responses were coded and grouped by three themes: Blaming, Negativity, and 

Self-justification. The Blaming theme included the following units: female partner 

blames husband for thinking negatively and thus influencing the outcome of the 

relationship, female partner acknowledges that her husband assists her 

"although he complains about it" and implies that he's not doing as much as he 

should, male partner sees his wife's unhappiness arising from "her lot in life", 

rather than their interpersonal problems, female partner implies husband is 

"crazy"; and male partner blames wife for his lack of "specialness" to her. The 

following discourse segments illustrate the blaming themekategory. 

"....she doesn't intend evilness to me so I understand that also.. I 

guess I kind of put up with it. Like many things she does, I. I 



suppose a lot of people get frustrated and angry with her but I 

realize that, that her .. .  she's not an evil person, so I don't feel that 

way. A lot of other people do ... .  The problems she gets into I just 

sort of try to stay away from because that's the answer.. ." 

"Frankly it was the same old shit for me. It's nothing I haven't 

heard before. It's .... l kind of consider it whining .... uh, I wish it 

would go away.. . "  

Each property and category was developed using the method of building 

from small meaning units to meaning codes, and the generation of cluster, 

property, and category labels. An elaborated example of this process is 

described for each of the three groups of couples in Appendix K. 

The properties of negativity and self-justification evolved in the same 

manner as the blaming component illustrated above. In the early stages, the 

three properties of blaming, negativity, and self-justification were grouped 

together under the category label entitled, Defensive Behaviors. 

The remaining groupings of codes led to the construction of the following 

categories: Non-reflectiveness, Reconstruction of Meaning, Therapeutic 

Alliance, and Disclosure of Feelings and Thoughts. The latter encompassed two 

properties: (a) those disclosures made during the SPR interview, and (b) those 

made during the couples' therapy session. 

The category of Nonreflectiveness captured the theme in partners' 

responses of a lack of self-examination and a persistent negative evaluation of 

the partner's behaviors. These comments appeared to represent a relatively 

Concrete interpretation of events. Descriptions of actions were emphasized 

rather than interpretations of actions. The meaning codes of this category 



included the following: female respondent is unable to recall any private thoughts 

and feelings that occurred during the session; partner(s) describe the 

conversation and actions that occurred during the session, rather than own 

thoughts and feelings; partner(s) are confused/unresponsive when asked about 

their private in-session experience (i.e., "...was I supposed to have any thoughts 

and feelings?"); respondents require frequent rephrasing of requests for their 

private "experience" in the counselling sessions; and female partner gives 

lengthy descriptions of past problems when asked about her in-session 

experience. 

The following larger segments of discourse from the SPR interviews 

provide illustration of the Nonreflectiveness category. 

" . . . I  don't really remember .... it was the same old stuff. But I don't 

remember.. . I was just sort of listen ... Well ...( laugh) I was probably 

doing exactly what he was accusing me of doing .... tuning out! 

Quite frankly . . .  Ah ... .  or bordering on that ... so, yea ..." 

". .. I was concentrating on what I was saying. Now there must've, 

in what was coming out, there must've been thoughts, but I don't 

remember any specific. I was obviously relating it to whatever had 

gone before, but I don't remember a specific thought.. . I actually 

find, during sessions, when we're in sessions, this is when I 

speak. l feel safe in saying anything I want. So I don't think I 

ed~t. I don't think .. .  Now I may. But I don't think so. Actually, I 

think it's safe to say that as soon as we leave here we don't talk 

about it." 



"...it's hard just thinking about what you're doing, I try to think, 

but it's hard some ...y ou know a lot of the times to always be so 

aware of what you're doing." 

The Reconstruction of Meaning category refers to codes that capture the 

re-interpretation or re-organization of evidence for the understanding of past 

events. For example, a female partner commented on the specific way that the 

counsellor's comment did not apply to a particular situation, and then indicated 

how it was appropriate to a more general view of the event. In another SPR 

interview, a male respondent reframed the meaning of couples therapy as a 

"tune-up" when things are "running a little rough in our relationship". 

Exerpts from the SPR interviews provide extended examples of meaning 

units that reflect this theme. 

"... Yea, so I started thinking, obviously when you've been together 

twenty-one years, we got two kids,. . . . whether you like or dislike 

somebody, you still have a relationship with them after that length 

of time ... so yea,.. . I think we'll end up friends. Because there was 

never ... there hasn't been, I mean ... you know, couples when they 

split up there's a lot of animosity. There's a lot of fighting. And we 

never did that, really. I mean, yes, there were some fights, constant 

. . . but not real mean? We never used the kids, as, ah. . .  I don't 

know ... yea, more friendship there.. " 

"But, but before it would be a question of, of, do you still love me? 

And it was like, well, that maybe a little strong, but care is a good 



word. Care sucks! But, I mean it does and it doesn't. Uninterested 

on the other hand, well uninterested is ...  it's just, that's kind of.. . 

you have to accept the other person for what they are. You can't 

go away and blame because of that sort of thing. It was very 

difficult, but I wanted to hear it. Cause I would've, after as much 

time, ... that we've both put into this ... It's good that terms are being 

defined, that the relationship is being defined rather than being in 

the mist, and everythng. Because you don't know. You think . . .  you 

think all kinds of things because you don't know." 

"I mean you go around doing things and you never really think well 

why am I doing this, what is the reason? Sometimes if I get in my 

closed off way, I feel guilty about it after, and go like I really didn't 

have to treat him that badly. Why did I do that, but I never do 

anything about it. I never go, well, once in a while I do, but not 

often do I say like I'm sorry I treated you badly." 

Disclosure of Thoughts and Feelings refers to respondents' sharing their 

internal conversations within the SPR interview or the couples session. The 

following meaning codes contributed to this category: partner tells the 

therapistlspouse for the first time that she is uninterested in any intimate 

relationship; partner discloses in the session his sense of hopelessness about 

the resolution of the couple's problems; female partner discloses a pre- 

occupation with thoughts of a former lover; partner says he stays in the 

relationship because he cannot imagine living apart from his children; partner 

expresses his frustration with his inability to control the actions of his spouse; 

female partner says she habitually "tunes out" her spouse; female partner 



discloses she's given up hope about the future of the marriage; and male 

partner acknowledges that his former strategies (i.e., blame, direct pressure, and 

guilt) were ultimately ineffective with his spouse. 

Examples of the SPR text provide a richer understanding of this category. 

". . .  But I've always needed ... I've never really been alone. I've 

never lived alone, although I have kids so it probably doesn't 

count as living alone . . .  But it's been something that's really 

surprised me ... that I like it. Okay? This was a very large sur9rise 

to me." 

"Ummm, I wanted to know what she (partner) was thinking 

about when she said it. Because to have to have been 

condemned or identified as one of the bad guys in previous 

sessions to now to have it, have it said that . . .  (sobbing) To go 

from being a bad guy to a good guy . . . "  

"Well, most of the problems is our relationship are based on what, 

how I react to certain things. Or my upbringing. Because I 

was, um, mentally abused. So I built up a lot of anger when I 

was younger. And, uh ... you know, anything could set me off 

but then I'd be happy ten, ... five minutes later. So I, it all depends 

. . .  with, you know . . .  it's up to me everything in our relationship. 

Like, if it wasn't for my anger or stubborness I'd have a really 

good relationship." 



The category identified as Therapeutic Alliance refers to the relationship 

between the partners and the counsellor. This category also included other more 

general comments about the counselling context. This conceptual label was 

considered to be a temporary one, since it was expected that some of the mini- 

themes contained within it would evolve into more complete properties or 

categories as the analysis progressed. 

Several examples of meaning codes from this category are as follows: 

respondent expresses her satisfaction with "the fit" of the therapist-partners 

working relationship; male partner values the opportunity to hear his partner talk 

to the therapist, since "she talks better to her"; male partner explains that his 

partner listens to him when he speaks with the therapist; partner likes the 

experience of the therapist's support for his feelings when his spouse is unable to 

do this; and female partner says the counsellor's validation for the couples' 

progress toward their goals, "recognizing accomplishments", is very important to 

her. 

The SPR interview text yields more descriptive examples of discourse 

which includes therapeutic alliance meaning codes. 

"I just think she does a really good job and I'm really glad I 

I found her because I remember we'd been to a few people 

before her and it, it just really didn't work. And uh, like a couple 

of times there, when work schedule didn't really work she always 

sort of managed to fit us in and that, but we were like ... no, we 

don't want to see anybody else (laughter). Because things 

were going really well, and you know, and we'd gotten to a 

point where things were working and I didn't want to go 

and neither did he.. . "  



"Like, I go to counselling because we were going to split up 

if I didn't. But first I did it for her, cause i didn't ... like even I know 

myself, like some male friends of mine ... 'Oh, I'd never to go 

counselling and all that stuff,' but then I started to like it because 

we could solve some problems there. And that's what 

counselling, I think is supposed to help you out with." 

"And, it was more like you don't have to make the final decision 

right now. You still have time and space. And so,like (therapist) 

has, has done a lot of this, cause I... being what I am, concerned 

with time and the lack of time. Make time, make time work for 

you. Not just, not just do what I used to do. About being 

immediate. But find a way to develop, during that time . . .  

And I guess there's hope in that." 

"I'd like to pursue that further, and uh, talk about it with (partner) 

and then maybe the next time with (therapist). Because, uh, as a 

husband . . .  because sometimes you have to have a neutral 

person. Because (partner) won't listen to me. And I realize 

sometimes I won't listen to her." 

A preliminary examination of the relationships between the categories was 

carried out. In two categories, more distinct properties were beginning to take 

shape. These categories and properties were: the Disclosure of Feelings with 

propert~es entitled In-session disclosures and SPR disclosures, and Defensive 



Behaviors with properties Blame, Negativity, and Self-justification. Disclosures 

that were made during the counselling session were identified andlor expanded 

on during the SPR interview. Some respondents disclosed private thoughts and 

feelings about their relationships that they had not revealed during the session. 

At times these disclosures seemed particularly relevant to the couple's 

relationship problem, and the researcher suggested that the respondents share 

the information with others (i.e., counsellor andlor partner). At other times, 

respondents disclosed information that revealed aspects of their internal decision 

making processes. 

The following exerpt of SPR text illustrates a disclosure which potentially 

has significant ramifications for the couple's relationship and the focus of their 

therapy sessions. This example is taken from the couple who scored just below 

the cutoff for the stuck group, and illustrates information relevant to the focus of 

the couple's therapy sessions. 

"So .... so ... although I keep, I have this separate agenda all the 

time which is ... now that our kids are kids, they're not babies, and 

we're freer ... um, we can.. . I can start having myself a life. And the 

fantasies go on from there. About having this quite separate life and 

that it would solve a lot of the problems in the relationship. 

Because a lot of what we need from the relationship is space. You 

know,sort of a separate identity, and ... I have all sorts of thoughts 

going through my mind. If we had a bigger house . . .  separate 

houses ... side by side duplex. That might be more the kind of 

solution I'm seeking . . . "  



A brief preliminary comparison between the Conception of Partner and 

Conception of Self categories suggested some interesting differences. The 

Conception of Partner property was conceptualized in terms of many codes 

reflecting global and negative evaluations of the partner. Most of these codes 

addressed meaning units in which the respondent focused exclusively on the 

behaviors of the partner. The Conception of Self property revealed descriptions 

of the self that were derived from the comments or views of the partner1 or 

parents. These differences seem to suggest that partners of stuck relationships 

focus externally, and incorporate information derived from outside sources into 

their constructs of self and partner, rather than evaluate partner and self against 

an inner standard. 

The Unstuck Group. Next transcripts from the unstuck group were 

analyzed. As was the case with the stuck group, the groupings of the various 

codes developed simultaneously. Some groupings appeared to be very similar in 

theme to those developed in the previous analysis. Where appropriate, the same 

label names of codes were used. As coding of meaning units progressed, more 

generic descriptive categories evolved reflecting the increasing level of 

conceptual abstraction. The properties and categories derived from unstuck 

partners included; Therapeutic Alliance, Reconstruction of Meaning, Defensive 

Behavior (with a property named negativity), Disclosure of thoughts and feelings 

(with a property entitled SPR process, and a more expansive category coded as 

In-Session Disclosures), Conception of Self, Conception of Partner, and the SPR 

Process. Of note were the conceptualization of two new categories; Reflexivity 

and Conception of Relationship. Each of the categories are described below 

through the explication of their meaning units, and illustrative text examples 

derived from SPR interviews. 



The Therapeutic Alliance category encompassed many codes. Several 

meaning codes, selected to provide a summary description of the category, are 

as follows: partner tells stories in the presence of the therapist; therapist 

validates partner(s) when spouse is unable to do so; therapist gives partners 

equal time; partner(s) experience positive feelings for the therapist; partner(s) 

support from the therapist; partner(s) experience positive feelings for the 

therapist; partner(s) do not attend to the therapist's intentions during therapy 

session; and partner(s) experience "safety" when dealing with intimacy issues in 

therapy. Some text examples below include therapeutic alliance codes. 

"... In the counselling, there's been some high points and some 

lower points. More emotional and less emotional ... But things 

have been pretty even.. . the dealing with the problems that could 

have been avoided.. ." 

"... Just to step back and try to look at things a little more in a 

larger context, whether just the problem, and try to see.. . let us 

know we're .. .  progress .. .  well, it's good to get ... just to get another 

viewpoint." 

"I think (therapist) does an amazing job of that.. . I've never met 

anyone who could do that.. . see through things. She is a one 

man team behind the wall." 

" I  got to tell my story ... I got to tell how I see things. That was 

good." 



The Reconstruction of Meaning category was described, in part, by the 

following codes: partner describes "teamwork" when they are able to work 

together on issues and resolve them; partners engage emotionally during the 

session "feeling connected"; partner identifies new awareness in the session; 

partners seek clarification from each other; partners participate together in 

problem solving; partners share humor together; partners disclose directly to 

each other; and partners share responsibility for relationship problems. 

The following examples of text have been taken from the SPR transcripts 

"I was happy to hear (partner) asking me do you feel as much at 

home as I do? Not just assuming that it was something that we 

shared and had the same feelings." 

"I was a bit annoyed about the timing of things before the session 

(husband was late) ... then when we got into the humor, it 

was immediately relaxed ..." 

"It flashed over me that does she understand what I'm saying? 

And does she understand how important it is to hear me. That 

it's not just listening, but am I being heard?" 

The Defensive Behavior category included the following codes: partner 

claims she takes care of all her spouse's needs; partner interprets emotional 

reactions (of spouse) as pressure; partner avoids spouse's response; partner 

blames spouse; and partner(s) engage in self-justification. 

Examples of the SPR transcript interviews provides further illustration of 

this category. 



"There was a certain point where I felt he would probably be 

with what I was saying ... I think at those times I gave some 

qualification .. .  phrased things carefully." 

"It really upset me and that's what we discussed ... that I, I do 

believe that when his needs are expressed, they are always 

met in a positive way and I always do everything within my 

power to have those needs met. He just, he really needs to 

work on expressing his needs. Because, um, we ... uh, you 

know, if there's ever a time where he says 1 really need to 

do this, I always just.. . just, you know, how quickly can I 

make this happen for you?" 

"Does he really believe that I'm trying to project guilt 

onto him? Which I can honestly say that I never 

intended to do?" 

"But I'm labelling him. I'm ... it's an issue that we have. 

And . . .  I have. My issue of blame. No, you're a bad guy 

because you can't express your feelings. So you're a 

bad guy because you're into such control ..." 

"I think I've gotten better over time. I'm a little more ... 

I don't know . . .  paying attention to what she says. I think 

there's a misunderstading about it. Where I'm supposed to 

be, at what time. And what's supposed to be going on. And 



my sense of what, how much time . . .  is different. She really.. 

gets frustrated. She expects me to be back at a certain time. 

To her, it's significantly longer. To me, it's not." 

The Disclosure of Thoughts and Feelings category included two 

properties, In Session Disclosures, and the SPR Process Disclosures. The 

following codes were assigned to one of the two properties of this category: 

partner appreciates spouse's reaction to her disclosures in the session; partner 

appreciates spouse's disclosure in the session; female partner chooses to not 

disclose her private thoughts in the session, in the interest of protecting the 

relationship; partner tries to hear "what he wasn't saying"; partner expects 

spouse to "hear beneath my words" (SPR interview); partner examines own 

cognitive-affective processes during the session; and partner is sensitive to 

spouse's need to reflect (SPR interview). 

The following pieces of SPR discourse containing codes from the 

Disclosure category. 

"I was thinking about wanting it to be more a shared experience. 

That we make decisions together. That I didn't feel that (partner's) 

work decisions were imposed upon me. I guess that (videotape 

segment) did speak to a recent event. It had just come." 

"It was nice to hear from somebody else (therapist) that we were 

listening to each other. So that was ... you know ... l felt good 

about that." 

"Well, I was kind of impressed with the fact that, uh, he came out 



and said what he did. It was like, uh, really open. Um, then.. . uh 

I didn't pay that much attention." 

"During that whole break time, I was thinking, should we be sorting 

out all the problems? And then I thought, you know, going into 

more . . .  as to understand more clearly. Then I thought , no. 

Sometimes when you take . . .  it's a little bit light for a while ... it makes 

it better. That's what I thought." 

"When we talk about issues, it's like he ... it's kept down because he 

can't quite deal with it. We talked in therapy about feelings, and 

how he had to put them inside. So I feel like analyzing . . .  And I 

know that he can be ... I think, uh, I just said that (partner) 

approaches life from a very controlled point of view. And, as I said, 

also because I think he had to. And I think letting go is very 

frightening for him. And I think its important for me to be more 

aware of that." 

The codes of the next two categories, the Conception of Partner and the 

Conception of Self, are referred to in Appendix J, to demonstrate the analytical 

levels of conceptualization involved in the construction of the evolving theory. 

The Conception of Partner category includes the following codes: interpretation 

of partner'simpact on self; feelings about partner (past, present, future); inner 

descriptionof partner (i.e., attributions, ways of being, motivation); interpretation 

of partner's role in the relationship problems; perception of partner's disclosures 

in the session (and outside the session); perception of partner's response to own 



disclosures (inside and outside the session); and conception of a bond, or 

relationship with partner (or lack of one). 

Examples of the discourse of the SPR transcript interviews provides 

further elaboration of this category. 

"She's a good communicator, and she gets in there and wants 

to be involved. And gets involved." 

"And (partner) ... oh shoot.. that's a lovely quality that I love and 

am attracted to. He's very open. He's Mr. Nice Guy ..." 

"He files all (details) painstakingly, organized, compulsive, 

painstakingly .. .  um ... And, sometimes things will take a long 

time." 

"Well, there was a difference of opinion on ... uh, we've had this 

before. She'll get real upset when people are critical. Criticize and 

she'll defend. And, I... well, told her, it's the way people are. And 

sometimes she takes it a little seriously. So, I just let her know that 

she's disagreeable. And she doesn't like that. Especially with her 

children. But I think sometimes people do encourage it so." 

"If that's the case, then why is she always upset with me when I 

don't go out and buy a card or something like that. She's the type 

of person that buys cards for everything. Thank everybody with 

cards for everything. Thank everybody with cards, you know. 

She's very caring, very generous person in that way." 



The Conception of Self category included the following codes: partner 

refers to inner sense of self, or not; feelings and thoughts about partner; 

feelings and thoughts about self; partner acknowledges impact of spouse's 

behavior on feelings andlor thoughts about self; partner acknowledges impact of 

own behavior on feelings andlor thoughts about self; and impact of partner's 

behavior on feelings andlor thoughts about partner. 

The following examples of text encompass codes of this category. 

"It is something that is significant for me because I have to be 

very assertive when these situations come up. Because it is 

so easy for me to take it so personally, to dissolve into tears, to 

back off . . .  all those sorts of behaviors. So it crossed my mind that 

I'd best not fall back into that pattern." 

"As a child of an alcoholic, I know just . . .  you're (the therapist) 

going to come and say all these . . .  I'm so controlling, this,that, 

and the other .. .  And it's like, I hate to say this. I was waiting .. .  it 

was really hard for me to accept (therapist's positive comment), I 

think." 

" I  feel as if I am still discriminating what I got from him. He said 

that 'my wife will be a fawning devotee'. I don't know if he really 

believes that . . .  maybe he does. I guess in some ways that is 

totally understandable. Yet, I feel that I am being discriminated 

against here. It's kind of embarrassing to be perceived as 

weird." 



"I feel as I'm labeled. Like when he said I'm loud . . .  or, or that 

he's the rational one, you know. I don't want to be labeled the 

loud, emotional one. I, I admit that ... um, I'm more emotional 

than he is and I'm probably louder than he is. But, uh . . .  

(laughs) I don't want to be the loud, emotional one." 

The SPR Process category included the following codes: partner 

comments on the overlap between their EMQ questionnaire responses and the 

SPR videotape segments chosen for playback; partner's responses to the SPR 

interview itself (i.e.,"fun","wild", "multi-layered learning"); partner views therapist 

as a "learner" following the team consultation; and partner's reactions to a 

videotaped image of self. 

Text segments derived from the transcribed SPR interviews provide 

further description of codes of this category. 

"I think you ... you've pinpointed .. .  it's funny how you pinpointed 

things that I was thinking when I was filling out the questionnaire 

in the other room." 

"1 ... I produce videos. It's an interesting tool for this kind of thing." 

"It was quite interesting because the camera didn't bother me 

through the interview at all. It didn't bother me. I didn't even try 

to think that anyone else was watching or anything." 



"You see things from a completely different way in a conversation 

if you're watching than if you're part of it. You know . . .  it's 

definitely an interesting exercise. How you interact even with 

the counsellor, you know. How the whole session goes. Just 

in terms of from the person watching from the outside." 

Examples of codes encompassed by the Reflexivity cluster label included: 

female partner identifies her own critical/blaming behavior toward her partner and 

re-considers it, female partner reflects on her contribution to the relationship 

impasse, male partner considers whether their different views constitute a 

"problem" and evaluates his feelings about this, male partner muses about the 

emotional impact of his statement to his partner, and female partner considers 

her options of approaching her husband about their problems. Review of all the 

meaning units of this category suggests there is support for a conceptual 

understanding of reflexivity that incorporates the intense awareness of aspects 

of one's experience, consideration of the experience which encompasses 

partner's thoughts and feelings, consideration of options, and evaluation of 

options that seem to be most appropriate to oneself. Several examples of text 

in which clusters of codes assigned to Reflexivity follow. 

"...I noticed that I, at first, thought oh here he goes again with the 

camping thing again.. . (laughter). And then I stopped myself and 

said just listen to what he has to say.. .. . .  Really listen, and not be 

judging and thinking he is just wasting time . . . . "  

" . . . . I  think she was sort of summing up about what some of the 

other questions had been, and was more thinking about the 



question. I was thinking about our relationship. The camping 

thing ... .  l was thinking ..... well, what is it actually about camping that 

is ..... so more, I think I was more involved in my own mind . . . . . .  about 

that question I was thinking about our relationship ..." 

"Yea ....j ust to step back and try to look at things a little more in 

context whether just the problem, and try to see .... let us know that 

uh, that we're.. . . .  umhmmm ... Progress.. . .  I guess we're the only 

ones that can really tell if progress is being made ..... it's been 

slow ......p rogression. And maybe go up a little, down a little. So 

maybe you lose sight of where you've been and where you're trying 

to get to.. . . and where you are from the past." 

The Conception of the Relationship was another new property that was 

created t: capture the essence of a cluster of codes. These codes represented 

the theme reflected in the following examples: "our relationship has a dynamic 

tension which can go either way ...," female partner comments on difficulty of 

assessing the changes that have occurred in the relationship over time, male 

partner comments that he wants to learn from his wife about the way she 

develops relationships, male partner notes the relationship between his stress 

and the stress in the relationship, and female partner counters husband's 

evaluation of the relationship with a differing interpretation. The full range of 

codes indicates that many partners view their relationships as an entity separate 

from themselves and which represents their attachment. The relationship is 

perceived as the repository of past and present experience, shared 

understandings about the bond of attachment, and provides a context for 

Interpreting each other's behavior. As well, it is viewed as a place where each 



partner is actively valued, or not, by the other. The following examples of 

interview text were coded as part of the Conception of Relationship property. 

"It was particularly important to me.. . . .the fact that we were able to 

stand back and distance from the relationship and each other as 

individuals and that was very ..... l was encouraged.. . . "  

"....Well, we laugh and talk and .. .  uh ... it's a very stimulating 

relationship.. . . .and uh,. .we laugh and share understanding and 

intellectual companionship.. . . ." 

"Different things come to mind . . . .  lt's just part of our relationship, 

those difficult . . . .  uh .. .  lt's just something that I've come to kind of 

accept. That there's going to be these misunderstandings. I hope 

that she would understand where I'm coming from ..."  

Mid-Ranqe Group. Following the Stuck and Unstuck groups of couples, 

the SPR transcripts of the mid-range group of couples were analyzed. While the 

analysis of this material did not lead to the creation of any new categories, these 

data did contribute to an increased conceptual breadth of the existing categories. 

In a few instances, the increased scope of the category led to a 

reconceptualization of either the entire category itself, or its properties. Table 4:2 

below gives a summary description of the categories and their properties for each 

group of couples. 

The next section will address the expansion and reconcepualization of 

categories or their properties which occurred with the addition of mid-range group 

data. Examples of codes will be used to provide evidence for these changes. 



Table 4:2 

Maior Categories and Their Properties for Stuck, Unstuck, and Mid-range 

Couples 

STUCK 

Conception of partner 

Conception of self 

SPR Process 

Defensive Behaviors: 

a) Blaming 

b) Negativity 

c) Self-jzstification 

UNSTUCK 

Conception of partner 

Conception of self 

SPR Process 

Defensive Behaviors: 

a) Negativity 

Non-reflectiveness Reflexivity 

MID-RANGE 

Conception of partner 

Conception of self 

SPR Process 

Defensive Behaviors: 

a) Blame 

b) Negativity 

c) Self-justification 

d) Avoidance 

e) Couple Dismiss 

Therapist 

f) Non-engagement 

g) Competition 

Reflexivity: 

a) Partner's own meaning 

creation 

b) Negotiat~on between 

partners (including non- 

reflexivity) 



Reconstruction of Reconstruction of 

meaning meaning 

Therapeutic alliance Therapeutic alliance Therapeutic alliance: 

a) Safety 

b) Validation 

c) Other factors 

Disclosure of Thoughts Disclosure of Thoughts Disclosure of Thoughts 

and Feelings: and Feelings: and Feelings: 

a) in SPR interview a) SPR process Outcomes category (SPR 

and Therapy) 

b) in the session b) in the session Meaning creation 

category 

Tbe most significant change entailed the reformulation of the Disclosure 

of Thoughts and Feelings category, with its two properties of In-session 

Disclosures and SPR Process Disclosures. Data that related to concerns with 

the Outcomes of therapy or the SPR process contributed to the new Outcomes 

category. This category was conceived as having two properties which were 

described as the lmpact of Therapy, and the lmpact of the SPR Interview. 

The following codes provide a description of the properties of the 

Outcomes category. The lmpact of Therapy contains the following codes: 

partner impressed by fitjack of fit of therapist'slteam's intervention; partner's 

view of therapist is altered (i.e., "learner"); partner anticipates the 

therapist'slteam's interventions; partner expresses optimism about the resolution 

of the couple's problems; and partner responds to therapist'slteam's 



interventions. The SPR transcript examples provide further illustration of this 

category with mid-range couples. 

"Mostly I'm always thinking about how we can live together and 

raise these kids. Because neither of us want to be single 

parents." 

"When she (therapist) first proposed this whole thing was that .. .  

um . . .  the benefit of it to us was that she was feeling stuck with us. 

And so that it would be beneficial to have different opinions of 

the counselling.. . where to go. . ."  

"It's sort of tedious, I mean, you know I'm really tired. I've just 

come from working very hard. I've got kids at home waiting 

for me, and I don't ... I mean .. .  I guess it's like other people. . .  

maybe this is beneficial to me. But I know what I see is like 

a shorter session with (therapist)." 

"I felt sort of sad when I realized, god damn, (partner) is the 

invisible one. And not only is he invisible, but I can't say 

that. We can't acknowledge that. That felt sad ..." 

The second property, the Impact of the SPR process included the 

following meaning codes: partner comments on significance of SPR segments 

selected, partner(s) becomes reflexive during SPR process, partner(s), and 

partner(s) influenced by SPR process (i.e., interesting, "learning", emotional). 



The following exerpts of text from the mid-range group of couples provides 

further description of this property. 

"...you know, it (SPR playback) evokes a lot of different 

memories of arguments and differences. It certaintly 

1g .. ."  brings back the feelings I was havil 

"I didn't know what he meant and I was trying to figure 

that out. And how it really . . .  hearing it, well I did hear it. 

It's just that.. . how I respond now is different than how I 

responded then.. ."  

"Yea ... after the end I was trying to remember what he (therapist) 

said so I would have wrote it down as one of the phrases.. . 

but I couldn't remember it. But seeing it now ... that's the 

phrase I was trying to remember ..." 

"... It's hard to remember right at that point .. .  or this point ... 

Um ... It's hard to say.. I have a lot of different thoughts, I 

mean even going through this whole session there were 

different thoughts, positive and negative, and uh,l brought 

this up as positive because I was, I was, she was, she and I 

were agreeing so I was thinking positively at that point 

about her.. . and about us. But there were other times that 

I wasn't thinking positively about the relationship.. ."  



The second major category which evolved from the Disclosure of 

Thoughts and Feelings category, was that of Meaning Creation. The codes 

which contributed to the formulation of the Meaning Creation category were 

identical or similar to those which had contributed to the In-session Disclosures 

property of the Disclosures of Thoughts and Feelings category. Some examples 

of these codes are as follows: partner is supportive/sensitive to spouse's 

reflections in the session; partner construes the in-session interactions from the 

basis of mutual understandings of the relationship; partners support each other's 

in-session disclosures; partners engage with each other; partners problem solve 

together; partners share responsibility for relationship difficulties; and partners 

support the relationship by not disclosing aspects of their private experience. 

The following pieces of SPR transcript text provides further description of 

the Meaning Creation category with mid-range couples. 

"I turned over the possibility that (therapist) was suggesting 

the possibility that we operate as a team and ... I sort of 

played with that possibility. But it didn't really ring terribly 

true for me. It felt like . . .  I mean because at the time I was 

also feeling this gulf, you know, between his experience 

and mine. And that we never talk about it really." 

"We're (partner) is saying he's doing ninety percent 

(of the housework) . . .  . Well, I guess that means that I am doing 

ten. And to a degree, I agree. Maybe eighty - twenty. Maybe 

its ninety - ten. Um . . .  and his hopes about fifty - fifty . . .  Sure 

I mean, in an ideal sense, yea, that would be my hope too. 

But I don't think its realistic. Or very probable." 



"(Partner) has a hard time with positive comments. He has a 

hard time verbalizing positive comments about himself, you 

know. So I really feel good about.. . I really sensed he was 

able to receive the positive compliments in a little more open 

way. And not feel that he had to negate it or downplay it." 

"She (therapist) asked the question about that, what he likes to do 

in his private time. Well, I think it's good for him to have his own 

private time. I think that's really healthy for all marriages, all 

individuals.. . to have some private time." 

The Reflexivity category became increasingly differentiated by the 

emergence of two properties, which included Partner's own Meaning Creation, 

and Negotiation of Meaning (between partners). The later property included 

some meaning codes which were interpreted as the non-negotiation of meaning. 

(Many of these codes were also assigned to the category entitled Defensive 

behaviors.) 

The first property, Partner's own Meaning Creation, of the Reflexivity 

category included the following codes: partner focuses internally 

(cognitive/affective/experience) during the session: partner does not disclose 

private thoughts and feelings; and partner observes spouse-therapist interaction. 

The following examples of text were obtained from the SPR transcripts of 

interviews with partners in the mid-range group. 

"I don't know about that.. . I mean how does that happen? Like 

what do you do to stop your anger? I mean how is that supposed 



to occur? I mean like .. .  I mean we talked, we talked about this 

stuff but there was no, no specific strategy in this whole interview 

that would allow (partner) and I to resolve this!" 

"I'm like ... I like an action plan. I'm tired of talking. I mean (partner) 

and I, we have discussions, you know, communicate when 

we sit down and have a discussion. And we talk about things 

and how we'd like them to be, and to improve things. And maybe 

things change for a short period of time. Maybe they don't change 

at all." 

"It wasn't just that he was making insights. He was actually 

making a diff ... making me think about what am I trying to do. I 

think that's so important." 

"Well, when he said that, you know, when he was saying, 'well 

what's working ... think about what's working' ... I was actually 

thinking there isn't that much working. I was thinking to 

myself, you know ... yea, there are things that are working but 

there is an awful lot that isn't." 

"I was just, sort of listening ... I was listening to what they're 

(therapist and spouse) saying. And it was fine because it 

all made sense.. . "  

The second property of the Reflexivity category, the Negotiation of 

Meaning between partners, included the following codes: partner "tells stories" in 



the session; partner experiences new awarenesslunderstanding; partner 

discloses private thoughts and feelings in the session; partner supports spouse's 

disclosures; partners clarify understandings with each other; and partners 

communicate non-verbally with each other. 

Several examples of SPR interview discourse provide a more complete 

description of this category. 

"The first part when he says urn, 'can I do that ("draw her feelings 

out of her") I don't know if I can do that' . . .  Well, I feel like .. .  well, if 

you loved me you would do that . Why are you fighting me?" 

"Well, it's been important the last couple of sessions, because 

we've been discussing how we are different, and the ways that 

we perceive things are different. We think differently, we react 

differently and, and I've never really thought just how differently 

it is. And to try and see what he's thinking, or needing . . .  so that 

whole thing has been sort of interesting. And I've been trying 

to sort of watch the different reactions and see how he is .. ."  

"Sometimes if I get in my closed off way, I feel guilty about it after 

and go, like I really didn't have to treat him that badly. Why did I 

do that? But I never do anything about it. I never go, well once in 

a while I do, but not often do I say like I'm sorry I treated you that 

way. Just thinking about what you're doing. I try to think but its 

hard some.. . You know, a lot of the times to always be so aware of 

what you're doing." 



Another transformation of a category entailed the expansion of the 

dimensions of the Therapeutic Alliance category. Codes were organized into 

three areas including Safety, Validation, and Other therapeutic factors. 

The safety property included codes that reflected the theme of 

psychological safety: therapist creates a safe place for partners to discuss 

conflicts; therapist encourages individual partners to disclose their thoughts and 

feelings; therapist balances conversation time between partners; therapist 

assists with the couples's relationship problem (i.e., intervenes); and therapist 

recognizes each individual partner. 

The following exerpts of transcript text provide more illumination of this 

category. 

"I felt as if (therapist) recognized me personally by that question 

. . .  my feelings, my gender, my position. It made a big impact on 

me." 

"I clearly thought (therapist) was moving towards recognizing both 

(partner) and myself individually, so that I could see and (partner) 

could see that it is two of us, not just one of us. To have us track 

this more as individuals. It was a specific intervention to get us 

to look at both our parts." 

"Maybe (therapist) was trying to give him (partner) a feeling 

of safety, you know, that it must be difficult for him. Maybe 

recognizing that he may have felt pressured at that point." 

" I  think he (therapist) was .. .  what was also interesting was that he 



was asking me as an individual, what was . . .  um, what the situation 

is now. What I would like it to be . . .  And then he was trying to say 

well, was that realistic? .. .  And then he was allowing a resolution, 

a more realistic way. And with (partner) there, that was happening. 

It was part of the way the interview was going." 

"But (therapist) explained one thing, which made me feel more 

comfortable right away ... That (partner) would have to give some, 

and I would have to give some. And I said 'yes, you're right' ." 

The property entitled Validation within the Therapeutic Alliance category, 

included the following codes: therapist validates partner when spouse unwilling 

or unable to do so; therapist supports changes; therapist encourages disclosure 

of private thoughts and feelings; partner experiences positive regard for 

therapist; and partners do not feel validated by therapist. 

The property entitled Other Therapeutic Factors included the following 

codes: partner(s) do not attend to therapist's intentions; partner(s) view therapist 

as helping onelboth of the partners; and partner(s) experience the therapist's 

interventions as helpfullnot helpful. 

The following examples derive from the SPR transcript interviews with 

mid-range couples. 

"I could't really believe that (therapist) was taking a route away from 

this, and it seemed like she was letting him (partner) off the hook.. . 

I was disappointed that she let him off the hook." 



"I think that as the explanation that (therapist) was giving 

progressed I became more confused. I was trying to, not connect 

them as individual issues, but make sense of the terminology and 

what she was actually saying so I didn't, so I found it a little 

unclear.. .yea.. . confusing." 

"Generally in counselling, my experience, I mean I go in feeling 

I ought to have an agenda and I don't. And I'm quite unfocused. 

And I, and I generally feel like I ought to have a crisis.. and.. . 

something, and I don't. And then we sort of . . .  I initially go through 

this feeling of I don't know why I'm here. And then we sort of 

drift over ... and (therapist) focuses us in one direction, or we 

focus ourselves. I don't think it's always (therapist) who does it. 

And then it seems to take about half an hour until we get to a 

point when its getting a little more interesting, and then its time 

to leave." 

One of the more interesting aspects of the mid-range group of couples is 

in respect to the category of reflexivity. This group differed in the sense that 

they did not show the clear pattern observed with the Unstuck group (i.e., 

partners are both relatively reflexive about themselves and their relationship) 

and the Stuck group (i.e., partners are both relatively nonreflexive about 

themselves and their relationship). Thus I decided to examine this group of 

couples in more depth with respect to this category. My assumption was that 

there may be a difference between partners in the reflexive perusal of their 

circumstances, and that this difference would show a bias in favor of female 



partners' practice of reflexivity. The following section describes my examination 

of this group of couples. 

Partner's Reflexivity. The mid-range group was distinguished from the other two 

groups by having less clearly defined patterns of reflexivity within the couples 

psychotherapy sessions. Data from interviews with these couples were 

examined with the goal of obtaining more information about factors which may 

influence the resolution of couple's relationship problems. Each couples' 

situation was reviewed with respect to my assessment of the reflexivity within the 

couples session, during the SPR process, and with respect to partners' 

responses to the SQ, EMQ, and TCI instruments. In all four cases, it appeared 

that one partner was more reflexive than the other. The reflexive partners 

included three males and one female. Their individual relationship circumstances 

revealed some potential explanations or factors that may influence the practice of 

reflexivity. There was a considerable age difference between partners with one 

couple. Although it is not assumed that age is necessarily associated with 

reflexivity, there appeared to be developmental differences between the partners. 

The wife had moved from the home of her family to the marriage. During the 

session, she unfavorably compared her husband to her parents. Her husband 

wanted her to be more expressive of her feelings and thoughts with him. She 

expressed her expectation that he "draw her out" with questions as her parents 

did, in order to access her thoughts and feelings. Her husband felt quite 

frustrated with this response, as his perception was that he took more 

responsibility for the well-being of the relationship than she did. Further, he 

expected her to take responsibility for expressing her feelings. 

In a second situation, the husband expressed his frustration with his 

partner because she did not help him with the household chores and preparation 

of meals. His discussion of the issue indicated that he had thought about the 



impact of his own position on his partner as he weighed various options for 

action. She expressed her belief that it was the man's job to be the primary 

breadwinner, and currently she was the primary breadwinner while he completed 

his doctorate degree. The male partner acknowledged that he felt badly that she 

carried the burden of financial responsibility. He shared the premise of traditional 

roles and responsibilities in marriage, and was unhappy with their current 

arrangement. The female partner was convinced that her husband should have 

been assuming responsibility for the family finances and did not examine her own 

experience in depth. 

In the third case, the female partner appeared to be more reflexive. She 

discussed a family problem where she had tried a variety of solutions to protect 

her kids from someone they were both concerned about. She was frustrated 

because her husband did not provide her with support on this issue particularly 

when his mother is involved. She wanted him to be open with her about his 

feelings and thoughts about the problem. Although he expressed agreement 

about the solution, he resisted self-disclosure and insisted that she let him deal 

with the problem "his way." Eventually, he claimed that he was having difficulty 

with this issue, and did not understand his own struggle. 

The fourth couple appeared to consist of a more reflexive husband and 

less reflexive wife. She seemed to avoid discussion of intimate matters, and 

redirected the focus to smaller contentious issues. Frequently, she indirectly 

blamed her husband for "victimizing" her in various ways. When the counsellor 

explored the incidents of "victimization" it became apparent that these are times 

when they overtly disagree about relationship issues. The male partner 

expressed his frustration with his wife's indirectness, and the difficulty of arriving 

at a resolution to their problems. Indeed, during the SPR process, the wife 



indirectly indicated that she does not wish to remain in the relationship, and saw 

the "best solution" as living in side by side duplexes. 

Clearly, the interpretation of these data must be made with great caution. 

I assessed individual RAM scores for each partner, but found that these scores 

did not correspond with my perceptions of degree of reflexivity displayed by these 

partners. While the RAM scores that were used to assign couples to groups 

(stuck, unstuck, mid-range) were based on the couple unit, rather than on 

individual scores of partners, this examination of partners' differences of 

reflexivity provokes questions about the nature of the relationship between 

relationship attributions and reflexivity. Nevertheless, from the perspective of the 

evolving theory, differences in partner's reflexivity is of particular1 interest. 

The next stage of the analysis entailed the comparison between groups 

and was approached in the following order: the stuck group was compared with 

the unstuck group, and the results of this comparison (Stuck/Unstuck) were 

compared with the data generated by the mid-range group. 

2. Comparison of Stuck and Unstuck Groups 

The coded data and the categories and properties derived from the SPR 

interview data of each group were examined side by side. The transcripts of the 

interviews were also referred to when clarification of similarities or differences 

was required. Initially, a category entitled Non-reflectiveness had been created 

to encompass respondents' reports of not considering dimensions of relationship 

events beyond that of concrete action. When codes from the Non-reflectiveness 

category of the stuck group were compared with codes from the Reflexivity 

category of the unstuck group, I realized that these phenomena could be thought 

of as representing the opposite ends of a spectrum of Reflexivity. The following 



examples from the interview text illustrate the Non-reflectiveness category of 

stuck couples. 

"....I was concentrating on what I was saying. Now there must've in 

what was coming out there must've been thoughts, but 1 don't 

remember any specific. I was obviously relating it to whatever had 

gone before, but I don't remember a specific thought.. . . "  

"I like it when he talks positively because it's rare. So when he 

does get excited about something, I get happy for him and I like 

that feeling because it doesn't happen that often. So when it 

happens you get happy about it.. . ." 

The next few examples of interview text are illustrative of the Reflexivity 

category of unstuck couples. 

"I thought that this is something that can cause tension between 

us. That it is something that is significant for me because I have to 

be very assertive when these situations come up. Because it is so 

easy for me to take it so personally, to dissolve with tears, to back 

off, all those sort of behaviors. So it crossed my mind that I'd best 

not fall back into that pattern." 

"The way she could throw something out, that's what I see. 

Uh . . . .  and maybe we would discuss that . . . .  not necessary that she 

would say this is this . . . . .  it would just be a springboard to 



discussion.. .just an overview of what's happened and where to go 

from here .. . . "  

Within the category of Reflexivity for unstuck couples, codes were 

described as follows: partner identifies own blaming behavior and considers how 

she can alter it, male partner struggles with whether their different views 

constitute a relationship problem, as he becomes increasingly aware of his own 

feelings. Examples of codes from the Non-reflexivity category for stuck couples 

were described in the following terms: female partner responds to question 

about her views by giving description of past troubles in great detail, 

respondent reports having no memory of thoughts and feelings during segments 

of the session. 

When these codes were compared across stuck and unstuck groups, 

there was a clear difference between groups with respect to partners' disclosure 

during the SPR interview and partners' disclosure during the couples session. 

These groupings of codes were entitled Personal Meaning Creation and 

Negotiation of Meaning to reflect the central themes of the categories. The 

transcripts of the unstuck couples yielded many codes representing the 

disclosure that occurred within the therapy session, while the codes derived from 

the stuck group showed that very few of these codes were generated. Rather, 

the analysis of the accounts of these led me to generate many codes which were 

assigned to the category of Defensive Behaviors (including blame, negativity, and 

self-justification). In contrast, the analysis of the unstuck group resulted in the 

generation of many codes which were assigned to the Self Disclosure category. 

Since Defensive Behaviors seemed to be related to the overall theme of meaning 

creation, this category was renamed Self-Protective Responses to Meaning 



Creation. Blame, Negativity, and Self-Justification components constituted some 

of the properties of this category. 

Once more, the data were reviewed for differences. The category, 

Conception of Relationship was conceptualized as a category pertinent to the 

unstuck couples but not to the stuck couples. Both groups led the analyst to 

generate categories which were entitled Conception of Self and Conception of 

Partner. Since all of these categories seem to be related conceptually as 

involving some kind of internal template, they were grouped together under the 

overarching category of Personal Constructs. This notion of Personal Constructs 

is similar but not identifical to George Kelly's Personal Construct Theory (1955). 

These templates potentially represent ways of construing the world which enable 

people to make sense of their environment and to chart a course of action. 

The Conception of the Relationship component could not be conceived 

as a category because it did not occur with both groups. It was conceptualized 

as a property of the Partner construct, and described as Conception of Self-other 

Connection (i.e., relationship) or lack of one. The integration of categories 

common to both groups contributed to the conceptual depth of the category 

system and extension of its properties. For example, the Conception of Self 

category that the analyst generated from the transcripts of the stuck couples 

consisted of clusters of codes including the following: female partner responds to 

question about her own feelings with those of her husband, male partner 

describes himself in his wife's words and from her viewpoint. 

The Conception of Self category derived from the data of the unstuck 

couples entailed codes similar to the following examples: female respondent 

gives description of her perception of herself, male partner reacts to image of 

self on videotape (surprised that his feelings are apparent). 



When the codes from both groups were examined together, higher order 

properties could be conceptualized which encompassed all the individual codes, 

yet depicted the themes more clearly. Some of these properties are described in 

the following examples: impact of partner's response on feelings and thoughts 

about self, impact of own responses on feelings and thoughts about self, and 

sense of /lack of sense of self. 

The stuck and unstuck groups both generated categories entitled 

Therapeutic Alliance. These categories and their codes were compared for 

similarities and differences. The following codes were conceptualized as 

pertinent to the stuck group: male partner identifies the importance of the 

counsellor's validation when his partner is unable to do this, female partner 

expresses her fear /suspicion that the counsellor is more aligned with her partner, 

and male partner expresses his appreciation of the counsellor. Meaning codes 

derived from the accounts of members of unstuck group included the following 

examples: respondent notes that the presence of the counsellor tempers the 

partners' emotional intensity when dealing with issues, female partner comments 

that the counsellor's validation of her efforts helped her remain calm with partner 

when situation arose again, and female respondent expresses her affection 

toward the counsellor. 

Integrating these codes led to the generation of more conceptually 

descriptive components which were capable of integrating all of the codes of both 

groups. The three major components that developed were entitled: Safety, 

Validation and Acknowledgement, and Other Relationship Factors. This process 

expanded and integrated the properties and components of the category of 

Therapeutic Alliance. The category had developed beyond the description of 

alliance to include other therapeutic factors. The concept that seemed to reflect 



the expanded description most appropriately was entitled Partner's Experience 

of the Therapeutic Context. 

The stuck and unstuck group analyses of the Disclosure of Thoughts and 

Feelings category (with the two components of SPR interview and couples' 

session) was examined. Some of these responses were a better fit for the re- 

formulated Meaning Creation category. For example, a code assigned to the 

Disclosures category and the SPR Process component was incorporated into 

the Self Protective Response to Meaning Creation Component (i.e., partner does 

not engage with therapist andlor spouse). This code is described as follows: 

female partner admits she has a habit of "tuning him out"(partner). Once the 

codes that were assessed as fitting best in other categories were integrated, the 

remaining codes reflected a concern for the outcome of therapy or the SPR 

process. Earlier in the analysis, the Disclosures of Feelings and Thoughts 

category had been reformulated as an Outcomes category with the mid-range 

group data. I assessed whether the conceptual structure was suitable for the 

StuckIUnstuck group data. When the Outcomes of Therapy component was 

expanded to include various other dimensions (i.e., of session, moment, course), 

a broader conceptual framework was adopted. The category was entitled 

Outcomes, with two components: Impact of Therapy (moment1 session1 course) 

and Impact of the SPR Inquiry. 

3. Comparison of StuckIUnstuck and Mid-ranqe qroups 

Initially, the coding of the mid-range group data was examined for new 

categories. When it was ascertained that no new categories had been 

generated by the mid-range group, the codes were examined against the 

reformulated conceptual schema derived from the stuck/unstuck group 



comparison. The purpose of this comparison was to assess whether the 

stuck/unstuck conceptual schema was adequate to absorb the mid-range group's 

codes into its existing categories, components, and properties. 

One component was added to the Self Protective Response to Meaning 

Creation property to encompass several meaning units which described 

midrange partners' competition for the therapist's favor (i.e., respondent says his 

problems are more serious than those of his partner). As well, an additional 

descriptor was added to the Other Relationship Factors property to include a 

meaning unit where a midrange partner claimed that the therapist did not 

understand her problem. Most significantly, the comparison of the mid-range 

group with the stuck/unstuck group schemas permitted the parameters of the 

theory to be ascertained. While no new categories were generated, some minor 

modifications were made to properties which ensured that all of the data were 

adequately represented by the theory. As well, each of the major categories was 

also depicted within the mid-range group schema. The categories and their 

components represent fundamental uniformities across all three groups. This 

fact permits a more intensive understanding of the few important conceptual 

differences among the groups. At this stage of the analysis, with the 

incorporation of meaning units and generation of categories and their properties 

complete, the next step was to determine the core category. 

6. Formulating the Core Category 

Glaser and Strauss (1 967) suggest that the choice of the core category is 

one of selecting the category with the most explanatory power for the theory 

The categories and their properties must be integrally related to the meaning of 

the core category. One of the major goals of the study was to examine and 



compare the interpretations of stuck and unstuck couples in regard to significant 

relationship events. Initially, I entertained the idea that relationship impasses 

might be identified by attributions of blame to one's partner. The purpose of this 

section is to review the factors which influenced the choice of the core category, 

and to examine the integration of this construct thoughout the theory. 

The categories, their components, and their properties were examined for 

evidence of an overarching theme or idea related to the central purpose of the 

study. The category entitled Reflexivity included three components of meaning 

creation. Upon reflection, I noted that Reflexivity was a concept that 

encompasses more than meaning creation. It also influenced respondent's 

conceptions of themselves, their partners, and their relationships. Particular 

conditions influenced the occurrence of refexivity in couples in psychotherapy. 

These conditions are the Safety, Validation, and Relationship factors 

encompassed by the Therapeutic Context category. The last category, 

Outcomes, must also be linked clearly to the notion of Reflexivity in order for it 

to constitute a core category. The first component of this category, Impact of 

Therapy (moment/session/course) seems to be related to Reflexivity because 

unstuck couples found all components of the therapy to be memorable and 

significant. These differences between groups on memorability of the session 

were assessed by a comparison of EMQ data across groups (Appendix L). 

Unstuck couples identified many more memorable moments of the 

psychotherapy session, and were able to describe these moments in detail. 

Stuck couples tended to view the therapist as responsible for altering their 

problems. They were not involved in introspection about their own 

experiences, options, and actions. Overall, more reflexive couples were pos~twe 

about therapy and its outcome, while less reflexive couples were more 

pessimistic about therapy and its outcome. This comparison between groups of 



couples was facilitated by examination of the SQ data. More reflexive and less 

reflexive couples were compared with respect to the impact of the SPR inquiry 

through an intensive examination of SPR transcripts, and the research journal. 

Partners of unstuck and mid-range couples tended to find videotape segments 

personally significant, become reflexive during the SPR process, and were 

generally more positive about the process and outcome of the SPR inquiry. This 

comparison incorporated the analysis of EMQ and SQ data. Reflexivity was 

chosen as the core category, and meaning creation components were organized 

under the general heading of Meaning Creation. 

1. The Core Category of Reflexivity 

Perhaps the most fitting description of reflexivity for this study is one 

offered by Charles Taylor (1989). He describes reflexivity as the adoption of the 

first person standpoint whereby knowledge and awareness is always referenced 

to the self. It is more than being concerned about the state of one's soul rather 

than worldly success; it is when the dimension of one's experiencing becomes 

the object of attention. In other words, it is when we become aware of our 

awareness, experience our experiencing, and focus on the way the world is for 

us (Taylor, 1989). 

The data analysis generated support for several emergent aspects of the 

reflexivity concept. These aspects included: an intense awareness of aspects of 

one's experience, consideration of the experience, consideration of partner's 

thoughts and feelings, consideration of options, and evaluation of one's 

experience and the available options. 

The construct of reflexivity relates conceptually to each of the major 

categories in the grounded theory. Centrally concerned with reflexivity is the 



category of Meaning Creation. During psychotherapy sessions, partners 

revealed that they disclosed or did not disclose their private thoughts and 

feelings. When they chose not to disclose, some partners were engaged in 

personal meaning creation: they reflected on inner processes, observed and 

processed the interaction between the counsellor and their partner, or evaluated 

their options to act. The disclosure of personal thoughts and feelings contributed 

to the negotiation of the meaning between partners about significant relationship 

events. Some partners also engaged in self protective behaviors: blaming, 

negativity, self-justification, denial, disengagement, and sabotage of the 

therapist's efforts. These strategies prohibited self disclosure and constrained 

the negotiation of meaning between partners. 

Partners' experiences of the therapeutic context influenced partners' 

decisions to disclose their private thoughts and feelings in the session, and to 

engage with their partners in negotiating meaning together. Partners had 

particular experiences and conceptions about the therapeutic milieu. The 

experiences of safety and validation and acknowledgement in the therapy 

sessions assisted partners to engage in self-reflection and disclosure. When 

partners disclosed in couples therapy sessions, their inner experiences and 

conceptions about particular relationship events are communicated to the 

partner, and couples can engage in resolving differences which delimit their 

relationships. Shared understandings can develop between partners when they 

engage with each other. When partners are reflexive, they can experience their 

own feelings and thoughts, evaluate the personal significance of this experience, 

evaluate the potential impact of disclosure, and make decisions to disclose or 

not. When partners disclose and maintain a reflexive posture, they can verbally 

process their experience, integrate their partner's experience, participate in 

problem solving, and emotionally engage with their partner. 



When partners do not experience the therapeutic context as safe or 

validating, they may disregard their partner and therapist, avoid participation in 

therapy sessions, and self disclosure. Other relationship factors include 

understandings of the goals of therapy, the therapist's role, perception of 

therapist's neutrality and competence. All of these may influence the occurrence 

of personal reflexivity and meaning creation in couple's therapy sessions. 

The core concept of reflexivity is linked with the Personal Construct 

category. Partners that are reflexive have a sense of self. Their experience of 

the world and themselves is referenced internally. This internal referencing is 

one which encompasses their agentic abilities. Partners' experiences of their 

own experiencing permits consideration, evaluation, reformulation, and decision 

with regard to a view of the self, the partner, and the relationship. Reflexive 

partners maintain relatively flexible constructs of their partner that are responsive 

to the ongoing consideration of experience. When problems occur in the 

relationship, they are perceived as shared, and both partners tend to assume 

responsibility for their resolution. 

Partners that are not reflexive do not have the same sense of an internal 

referent for their experience. Rather, constructs of self may be externally 

derived from parents, partners, or others. An internal awareness of experience 

does not occur. Instead, partners concern themselves with actions. Searle 

(1983) describes non-reflexivity as a state where the individual is not aware of 

doing, but instead is just doing. While thinking may occur, it is uninformed by 

awareness. Partners interpret relationship problems as a defect of their partner 

or themselves. They are unaware of their own capacity to create change. Often. 

the partner is expected to change. Non-reflexive partners do not have 

conceptions of a relationship as an entity in itself. Constructs of partners are 

relatively rigid, global, and negative. Relationship events are often interpreted 
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with refence to the constructs of self and partner. The taxonomy of the grounded 

theory is presented below 

Table 4:3 

TAXONOh AY OF CATEGORIES OF THE GROUNDED Tt 

Partners' Reflexivity (Core Category) 

Main Cateqory I: Meaning Creation 

a) Personal Meaning Creation 

-Partner silently focuses on own inner processes during session 

-Partner observes and nonverbally processes interaction between therapist and 

partner 

-Partner makes silent decision to disclose1 not disclose own feeling and thoughts 

b) Negotiation of Meaning 

-Partner examines own process (thoughts1 feelingsf behavior) verbally with 

therapist in presence of partner 

-Partner tells stories in presence of therapist and partner 

-Partner discloses thoughts and feelings in presence of therapist and partner 

-Partner identifies new awareness in presence of therapist and partner 



-Partner integrates new understanding in presence of therapist and partner 

-Partner shows sensitivity to other partner's reflexivity 

-Partner observes interaction with other partner from the meta-perspective of 

their relationship 

-Partners engage emotionally with each other during the session 

-Partners seek clarification from each other (i.e. thoughts, feelings, behavior) 

-Partners participate in mutual decision making1 problem solving1 evolving a 

version of events 

-Partners communicate non-verbally with each other 

-Partners share humor with each other 

-Partners disclose to each other 

-Partners affirm1 support1 acknowledge each other 

-Partners share responsibility (i.e., mutually plan and problem solve) 

c) Self-protective response to meaning creation 

-Partner blames spouse 

-Partner engages in negative mind-set 

-Partner justifies self (i.e., thoughts, feelings, behaviors) 

-Partner avoids personal responsibility 

-Partners compete for therapist's favor1 attention 

-Partners join together in dismissing therapist 

-Partner does not engage with therapist andlor spouse 



Main Category 1 1 :  Partners' Experience of the Therapeutic C o n m  

a) Safety 

-Therapist provides a safe place for the partners to engage with each other 

-Therapist provides a safe place for individual partners to disclose thoughts and 

feelings in presence of partner 

-Therapist accommodates/ recognizes partners' unique ways of being 

-Therapist monitors and balances equitable conversation time with both partners 

-Therapist intervenes with respect to the relationship impasse 

b) Validation and Acknowledgement 

-Therapist validates individual partners when spouse unable/ unwilling to do so 

-Therapist recognizes1 supports individual partner's to change when spouse 

unable1 unwilling to do so 

-Therapist recognizes accomplishments in couple's in-session work together 

-Therapist supports partners in learning to look at self and relationship in 

thoughtful way 

-Therapist encourages partners to disclose (i.e., thoughts, feelings, behavior) 

-Partner(s ) experience positive feelings for therapist 

-Partner(s) do not1 do feel validated by therapist 

c) Other Relationship Factors 

-Partners attendl do not attend to therapist "operations" and "intentions" 

-Partners perceive therapist as attempting to help both1 one partner(s) 



-Partner perceives the therapist 's role as responsible1 not responsible for fixing 

the problems 

-Partners do not1 do experience therapist's efforts as helpful 

-Partners feel that therapist does not1 does understand the problem 

Main Category Ill: Personal Contructs 

a) Self Construct 

-Sense of1 or lack of sense of self 

-Feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Feelings and thoughts about self 

-Impact of partner's responses on feelings and thoughts about self 

-Impact of partner's responses on feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Impact of own responses on feelings and thoughts about self 

-Impact of own responses on feelings and thoughts about partner 

b) Partner Construct 

-Inner referentldescription of partner (attributes of behavior, disposition, ways of 

being, motivations) in past1 present1 future 

-Interpretation of partner's impact on self 

-Affect experienced forlabout partner (pastlpresent) 

-Interpretation of partner's role regarding the relationship's problems (i.e., 

impasse) and its strengths 

-Perception of partner in regard to their disclosing1.not disclosing in-sessionlout 

side of session 



-Perception of partner's acknowledgementlvalidation (or not) of own disclosures 

in-sessionloutside of sessions 

-Conception of self-other connection which constitutes a relationship schema or 

not 

Main Cateqory IV: Outcomes 

a) lmpact of Therapy (moment1 session1 course) 

-Partner responds to team's/therapistls interventions (emotional1 new disclosures1 

action strategy1 recognition of accomplishments) 

-Partner appreciates1 doesn't appreciate experience of teamhherapist 

intervention 

-Partner impressed by fit1 lack of fit of team's consultationAherapist's intervention 

-Partner views therapist as "learner" through consultation 

-Partner fears1 anticipates team's consultationAherapist's interventions 

-Partner feels optimisticlpessimistic about the resolution of couple's problems 

(momentlsessionlcourse) 

b) lmpact of SPR Inquiry 

-Partner indicates selected segments are personally significant1 non-significant 

-Partner responds on two levels of reflexivity (i.e., in-session, during SPR 

process) 

-Partner kaleidascopes across time, or not 

-Partner expresses anxiety1 anticipation1 interest about research (videotape1 

audiotape1 observing team) 



-Partner discloses experience of Inquiry (i.e., thoughts, feelings, "learning") 

-Partner anticipates research findings (personal significance, general 

significance) 

The relationship between reflexivity and the Outcomes category was 

explicated earlier, with reference to the SPR, EMQ, and SQ data. A summary of 

this comparison is briefly described herein. Reflexive partners viewed the impact 

of therapy (moment, session, course) as memorable and personally meaningful. 

As well, they expressed positive feelings about the process of therapy and its 

outcome. Reflexive partners were congruent in their assessments of the SPR 

process and its outcome. They found many videotape segments to be 

memorable and significant, engaged readily in reflexive activity during the 

process, and were positive about the process and outcome of the inquiry. 

The non-reflexive partners found fewer aspects of the therapy 

(moment/session/course) to be memorable or personally meaningful. Rather, 

partners were pessimistic about the outcome of the course of therapy. 

Generally, non-reflexive partners did not engage reflexively in response to the 

videotape segments , found fewer SPR segments to be memorable and 

significant, and focused on negative aspects of their partner's behavior. It is 

interesting to note that despite these aspects of their experience, non-reflexive 

partners often expressed the view of having learned something from observing 

the videotapes and participating in the inquiry. 

The grounded theory yielded no specific information about any particular 

therapist operation for any group of couples. Clients do not seem to attend to the 

moment by moment intentions and operations of their therapists. Rennie (1 992) 

has commented on this aspect of clients' experience of therapy, and notes that 



clients' tend to focus somewhat exclusively on their own processes and 

problematic issues during psychotherapy sessions. When the therapist 

intervenes with respect to relaying an understanding of the client's struggle or 

changing the perception of the problem, clients appear to incorporate these 

operations into an overarching construct of the therapeutic relationship. The 

findings of this aspect of the study are consistent with those of Rennie (1 990). 

Throughout this section the core category of reflexivity was examined with 

respect to the other major categories in order to assess the conceptual 

integration of the theory. This process entailed communication of the theory's 

overall framework (see Table 4:2) and the triangulation of the SPR, EMQ, and 

SQ data. The following section summarizes this informal and substantive 

theory's key propositions with respect to the core category. 

C. The Theoretical Propositions of the Grounded Theory 

An examination of the themes derived from partner's interpretations of 

significant psychotherapeutic events has contributed to the following theoretical 

notions. Those partners that experience serious relationship impasses tend to be 

non self-reflexive with their partners in therapy sessions that focus on their 

difficulties, engage in self-protective behaviors, have self constructs which refer 

to external authorities, do not disclose relevant private thoughts and feelings, 

and thus negotiation of meaning between partners is constrained. 

On the other hand, partners that experience relationship problems but are 

not immobilized by these difficulties are reflexive about their problems in couples 

psychotherapy, have self constructs which are internally referenced, disclose 

relevant private thoughts and feelings, and negotiate shared understandings of 

events which are consistent with their relationship constructs. Further, safety. 



validation, support, adequate understandings of couples therapy, confidence in 

therpist competence, and a relationship with the therapist are important factors 

that influence the psychotherapy experience for partners. Several tentative key 

theoretical propositions and related speculations follow. It is important to recall 

that these propositions are not formal, but represent a summary of the most 

significant findings of the core category of a substantive, informal grounded 

theory. 

(1) Reflexivity of both partners differentiates couples that experience serious 

relationship impasses from those that resolve their problems. 

(2) Self disclosure of partner's thoughts and feelings about significant 

relationship problems assists in the resolution of relationship impasses. It is 

interesting to consider the significance of both the disclosure of partners' private 

thoughts and feelings as well as when partners choose to disclose in the 

interest of resolving relationship problems. An important question that this 

proposition raises are the factors that partners consider when they decide 

whether or not to disclosure their private thoughts and feelings in couples 

psychotherapy sessions. 

(3) Couples that experience relationship stalemates focus their attention on the 

actions of their partners, rather than interpretations of their relationship 

difficulties. The significance of this difference is not thoroughly developed within 

the theory. In future studies it will be important to assess whether a focus on a 

partner's actions is derived from particular beliefs (conscious or unconscious) 

about the partners' roles in intimate relationships. In other words, when one 

partner expects their S ~ O U S ~ ' S  to behave in a particular ways to reflect either 



their role or duty to the marriage, the partner may become confused or angry 

when this behavior doesn't occur. This raises the possibility that partners of 

stuck couples possess more rigid constructs about self and other than partners 

of unstuck couples. 

(4) Serious relationship impasses are characterized by both partners' self- 

protective behaviors (i.e., blame, negativity, denial, avoidance, and self- 

justification). 

(5) Partners that are experiencing serious relationship impasses have self 

constructs that are derived primarily from external sources, partner constructs 

that are rigid and negative, and tend to refer to their relationships as a "fact" of 

being married or a member of a couple. In relationships where both partners are 

reflexive, each partner tends to have self constructs that are internally derived, 

and neutral and flexible partner constructs. These couples develop relationship 

constructs that serve as reference points of past and present mutual 

understandings, assist in the interpretation of interpersonal behavior, and 

represent the active valuing of each partner for the other. 

(6) The theoretical significance of reflexivity is important in the development of 

adequate conceptions of intimate relationships. Not only do partners think about 

themselves and their relationships differently, but they engage in very different 

processes when relationship problems occur. The examination of interpersonal 

resistance, or relationship stalemates, provides a description of one end of the 

spectrum of reflexivity as an interpersonal behavior. Equally important IS an 

elaborated conceptual description of reflexivity in unstuck or healthy 



relationships. This definition should be expanded through future exploratory work 

with non-clinical populations. 

D. Summary 

This chapter reported on the development of the grounded theory, its 

major categories and properties, and selection of the core category. Several 

tentative theoretical propositions arising from the core category were identified, 

and consideration was given to particular areas in future study. The next chapter 

will revisit the goals of the study, compare the theoretical propositions of the 

study to those of the Milan group, discuss various conceptions of reflexivity and 

interpersonal resistance, examine the implications of the study's results for theory 

and practice,and identify the limitations of the study. 



CHAPTER V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This final chapter will compare the study goals with the outcomes, 

examine the conceptions of reflexivity and interpersonal resistance developed in 

the study with other relevant work in the area, discuss the implications for theory 

and practice, and identify the limitations of the research as conducted. 

A. Discussion of Results 

The main purpose of the study was to increase understanding of 

meanings that couples give to particular interpersonal events when they are 

stuck in negative interactional sequences within the context of a psychotherapy 

session. Specific attention was given to the interpersonal resistance between 

partners, and the relationship of this resistance to partners' interpretions of these 

episodes. The study goals were described as follows: 

1) The discovery of partners' interpretations, memories, and meanings, in a 

couples psychotherapy session, 

2) The identification of significant events within particular segments of couples 

therapy sessions which are expressed as partner's experiences and memories, 

3) A comparison of couples that are stuck in their resistance to each other and 

couples that are not, with respect to their interpretations of significant 

psychotherapeutic events, 



4) The analysis of significant psychotherapeutic events across couples and the 

determination of common themes, and 

5) The development of a tentative model generated from the empirically 

emergent themes, and a comparison with the theoretical conception of 

stuckness of the Milan group. 

The first study goal was facilitated through the use of a Stimulated 

Process Recall (SPR) procedure, the Experiential Memory Questionaire (EMQ), 

the Target Complaint Instrument (TCI) and the Session Questionnaire (SQ). I 

selected a number of interpersonal events (average of 5 events) that occurred 

during the session when partners appeared to be resistant to each other. 

Partners were encouraged to respond to these selected segments of videotape, 

by identifying those events which they perceived as being most meaningful to 

them. They were asked to elaborate the meanings they ascribed to these 

events. Sometimes during the SPR procedure partners indicated that they did 

not remember their thoughts or feelings as being significant in relation to a pre- 

selected videotaped episode. At these times, I chose another pre-selected 

videotaped segment of the session, to facilitate the partners' selection of 

personally meaningful and significant events. The partners also completed the 

EMQ, TCI, and SQ measures which provided additional sources of data for the 

analysis of significant events in couples psychotherapy. 

The second study goal was assisted by the administration of the SPR 

procedure, EMQ, and SQ which elicited partners' memories and interpretations 

of significant events during the couples psychotherapy session. These 

responses were transcribed and submitted to grounded theory analysis. The 



subsequent theory suggests that some events of a couples therapy session are 

particularly memorable and important to partners. 

The third goal of the study entailed a comparison of stuck, mid-range, and 

unstuck couples and their interpretations of significant events during couples 

psychotherapy. The couples were differentiated into groups on the basis of their 

scores on the RAM, an attributional measure. A comparison of the memories 

and interpretations of these groups of couples was conducted using grounded 

theory analysis. The analysis of partners' interpretations of significant events in a 

couples psychotherapy session resulted in the construction of the conceptual 

model in Table 4:2. The grounded theory suggests that these groups of couples 

differ in their memories and interpretations of significant events in therapy. Stuck 

couples tend to have partners who are not reflexive with each other about their 

interpersonal problems , while Unstuck couples tend to have partners who 

practice reflexivity with each other during the therapy session. These differences 

may have important implications for the resolution of interpersonal problems in 

couples psychotherapy. 

The fourth study goal involved the analysis of significant 

psychotherapeutic events across couples, and the determination of common 

themes. The grounded theory analysis led to the construction of a conceptual 

model, and the recognition of common and divergent themes across couples. 

Most importantly, couples indicated that the nature of the therapeutic 

experience can facilitate or inhibit the resolution of couples' interpersonal 

problems. Partners identified the conditions of safety, validation, and the 

therapeutic relationship as influencing their ability to disclose important feelings 

and thoughts during the couples therapy session. Further, the theory suggests 

that partners are always engaged in meaning-making, despite the presence or 

absence of interpersonal resistance. The presence of pre-existing beliefs 



predominantly derived from external sources that bear upon partner's 

relationships was suggested as an area for future research activity. 

The fifth task of the study will be addressed in the following section. A 

comparison of the informal and substantive theoretical propositions arising from 

the grounded theory will be compared with those of the Milan model. 

B. Comparison of Core Concepts and Propositions 

The Milan model of family therapy proposed one conception of couple's 

interpersonal resistance in psychotherapy. The Milan concept of stuckness 

refers to couples and families that want aspects of their lives together to be 

different, seek help for these problems, and yet are unable to interact in 

alternate ways despite the usual efforts of counsellors. The symptom serves as 

an important relationship function, yet it also seriously endangers the well-being 

of one or more family members. Further, there is an inhibition of the normal 

developmental growth of the family and its members that can result in pragmatic 

problems with respect to functioning in society. Family members tend to blame 

each other overtly or covertly for the relationship problems, and expect other 

members to change rather than themselves. Particular relationship 

understandings evolve over time and serve to perpetuate family and couple 

dysfunction. 

A comparison of this definition with the conceptual notion of couple's 

interpersonal resistance in psychotherapy sessions that was developed during 

this study shows both similarities and differences. The Milan team developed its 

definition of stuckness from work with a population of families that had more 

serious psychiatric disturbances than those that participated in the current 

study. One of the Milan critieria for treating families included a history of 



unsuccessful results with other therapies. The presenting complaint often was 

related to severe disturbance (i.e., psychosis) of a child. In contrast, the current 

research study did not draw on a comparable population. Rather, couples 

presented with complaints of communication difficulties, intimacy issues, and 

problems resolving interpersonal differences. Severe psychiatric disturbance 

was screened out during the sample selection process. 

Both conceptions of relationship impasses identify three attributional 

dimensions which characterize couple's behavior: blame, responsibility, and 

locus of control. In addition, the current study identified other self protective 

behaviors including denial, negativity, avoidance, and self-justification. While the 

two theoretical notions identify relationship understandings as factors contributing 

to the stuckness or impasse, they do so in different ways. The theoretical 

propositions of the Milan group state that the relationship understandings or 

"rules" perpetuate the interactional stuckness. The term, relationship 

understandings, is not defined in a way that permits a thorough evaluation of 

this claim. However, one can infer from the Milan approach that the purpose of 

these understandings for partners is to avoid confronting conflict -laden intimacy 

issues between partners. The understandings or relationship rules are 

expressed in the pattern of interaction. A family member acts as the symptom 

bearer, the other members participate in deflecting attention away from the 

interactional problems of the parents, and no one directly addresses the 

underlying conflictural issues. 

The grounded theory suggests that couples experience relationship 

impasses when both partners are non-reflexive with each other in their 

psychotherapy sessions. These partners focus primarily on the actions of their 

spouse (i.e., an external focus), rather than considering a variety of ways of 

understanding the relationship problem (i.e., an internal focus). Knowledge and 



awareness are experienced in relation to the self, but mediated by two 

conceptual schemas: the self construct, and the partner construct. Self 

understandings of nonreflective partners have primarily been given by the 

culture, rather than elaborated on by the person. Nevertheless, they are 

incorporated into a person's self understanding to some degree. Conceptions of 

partner often incorporate particular attributes which are linked directly to the 

perpetuation of the couple's problems. Relationship understandings have not 

developed between partners; rather, each partner expects the other to conform 

to herlhis unconscious or unstated needs. 

Thus, the most significant factor that differentiates couples in relationship 

stalemates from those that are not is the core concept of reflexivity. When both 

partners are reflexive in their psychotherapy sessions with respect to themselves 

and their difficulties, they behave in ways that minimize or prevent relationship 

stalemates. The definition of reflexivity referenced in this study incorporates the 

idea of an intentional and "radical" experiencing of one's experience. 

Perceptions of the world are evaluated against an internal reference point. 

Reflexivity encompasses awareness, but is more than self awareness. It 

includes self agency, evaluations of options, and inner processing. Reflexive 

partners develop a relationship construct which they refer to as a third entity. It 

incorporates shared understandings about the way partners choose to live with 

each other, and provides a framework for the interpretation of relationship events. 

This view of reflexivity differs from traditional psychological concepts of 

awareness and insight, as well as with other notions of reflexivity. These 

differences are examined in following sections.. 

The notion of stuckness or relationship impasses that developed during 

the study explicitly conceptualizes this interpersonal resistance between partners 

as a quality that ranges across a continuum from reflexive to non-reflexive. The 



Milan conception of stuckness is exclusively concerned with the non-reflexive 

end of the continuum, as if it constitutes a discrete interpersonal state. Although, 

there is no direct statement that stuckness is construed as a state, it appears 

to be an implicit assumption of the Milan theory. 

One of the Milan group's theoretical propositions is that coupleskiamilies 

are unaware of the relationship rules that influence their interactive behavior. 

While the interpretation of "relationship rules" is unclear, the implication that 

partners are externally focused rather than internally focused and reflexive is 

compatible with the grounded theory conception. If this external focus is 

understood as representing an individual partner's orientation across 

interpersonal domains, nonreflexive partners may have unconcious scripts for 

intimate relationships or expectations of roles that are externally derived and 

unexamined. These scripts would be expected to influence the behavior of stuck 

couples in intimate relationships. On the other hand, scripts may be conscious 

but unexamined. Partners may accept as truth, the notion that men or women 

in marriages are expected to act in circumscribed ways. When the authority of 

this information is unquestioned, partners may be unaware of their own ability to 

change the rules to fit their own circumstances. The theoretical understandings 

of the current study do not incorporate an assummption that partners are either 

unaware or aware of their expectations about relationships. Rather, it is 

suggested that partner's pre-existing constructs have not been perceived as 

significant and have remained unexamined. As well, nonreflexive partners do 

not consider their own understandings about intimate relationships and the 

couple's current difficulties. 

The final claim of the Milan group to be examined here is the proposition 

that couples/families are unable to step out of particular repetitive and 

entrenched interactional patterns. The implication of this proposition is that the 



unconcious/unexamined material and repetitive pattern work together to keep the 

coupletfamily from addressing its interpersonal difficulties. This assertion does 

not acknowledge the possibility that clients are capable of resolving their 

problems even when they are ambivalent about the process of doing so. While 

couplestfamilies may not be able to imagine how their relationship problems can 

be resolved successfully, they may act in ways that prevent the termination of 

their relationship or reduce the pain and hostility of their conflict. The Milan 

group's exclusive focus on interaction and subsequent lack of recognition of 

cognitive-experiential factors, clients' agentic capacity, or the implications of 

socially constructed understandings, leads to this kind of perspective. The notion 

of reflexivity permits a more flexible view of the resolution of relationship 

impasses. While couples may continue to be non-reflexive about their intimate 

relationships and remain stuck, their potential ability to become reflexive and 

resolve relationship problems is recognized. 

Several informal, substantive theoretical propositions of the current study 

flow from the relationship assumed between reflexivity and personal constructs. 

The type of schemas that partners develop, and through which they examine the 

world, are important. When partners evolve self constructs that are adopted 

uncritically from external sources, they tend to experience more serious 

relationship stalemates. Partners that develop self, partner, and relationship 

constructs through a reflexive process, tend to have less serious relationship 

difficulties. The opportunity to review past experiential memories that are 

significant to one's understanding of self/partner/relationship enable partners to 

create schemas that are more flexible, personally meaningful, and useful. 

Psychotherapy is one context where partners may reftext on their experiential 

memories, be supported in their creation of new understandings, and resolve 

interpersonal difficulties. The central difference between the two theories is with 



respect to their conceptualizations of partners' potential capability of becoming 

active creators of their own experience, and actively resolving their problems 

within the psychotherapy session. 

C. Reflexivity of Partners, Couples, and the Therapist-Couple Triads 

Previous discussion of reflexivity in this study has focused on the how it 

constitutes the core category of the theory. As well, a summary was provided 

that dentifies some of the theoretical differences arising from propositions 

derived from the core category of reflexivity in comparison to propositions of the 

Milan theory. However, a more complete description of reflexivity, as it was 

developed in this study, is required. 

Selections of SPR transcripts of partners' thoughts about their 

psychotherapy sessions illuminate some of the central elements of reflexivity. 

"I remember thinking that I was happy to hear (partner) asking 

me did you feel as much at home as I do? Not just assuming 

that it was something that we shared and had the same feelings 

because he felt so in his element. That I would also feel so 

fulfilled by camping. And ... l noticed that I, at first, thought okay 

here he goes with the camping thing again (laughter). And I just 

stopped myself and said just listen to what he has to say. Really 

listen, and not be judging and thinking he is just wasting time. Or 

he's just raving on ...y ou know, realizing it is important to him." 

"1 can't remember if (therapist) took us back there, or if (wife) 

brought it up about whatever took us back from where we had 



started from. And how things are different now . . .  We were talking 

about (partner's) depression. Which is initially what we came to 

counselling about .... It's sort of like a running dialogue that changes 

and opens up into things and goes off onto other tangents and 

different things.. ."  

"I just sort of think, you know, things are just sort of going along 

and we're doing pretty good. But as far as him (partner)? 

I always find out different things about him every time we 

come here. Like he's not the most talkative guy. I mean you 

get him and me in a room together and he's not really going 

to say too much. He's going to find something else to do. So 

when we come here, it's like he's got someone to talk to, and he's 

not really talking to me so I hear all these things I never really knew 

about him and that. So it helps in that way. It's just he calls her 

the referee (therapist) or whatever.. .(laughs). So, uh. .. . it works 

that way because I find out a lot of stuff about him. And, like stuff, 

maybe he's afraid to communicate to me? Maybe he's afraid of 

what I might say, or maybe make fun of him? I don't know." 

"Well, I think it goes . . .  we, we, we just don't listen to each other 

well. Because we sta rt... we both try to figure each other out, 

quickly too, because we know we only have so much time . . .  um, 

It ... it's very similar to the conversation we'll have when we get in 

the car to drive away. On an emotional level . . .  I, I guess, really I 

guess it's because we're talking to each other, as opposed to 

(therapist). Funny, because when I was watching it, I think I was 



talking to her (therapist), I think I was talking to them both . . .  or not . . .  

I'm not sure . . .  Ummmm ...  But I think (wife's) heard it all before. 

But, again, it's been so fragmented, so ... uh ... it's kind of . . .  with, with 

the third person (therapist) there, you kind of feel like even, you 

know, . . .  with the third person there you know somebody's listening 

because you know somebody hasn't heard it before. And, ummm.. 

it just kind of, you feel like it's just okay to say it . . .  um, what's the 

word I'm looking for. It's ... you sort of ... you're sort of confirmed 

that what you're saying is okay to say. When (wife) and I talk 

about it, you don't get that same confirmation because there's 

other issues involved." 

These exerpts, and the remainder of the trancripts reveal that reflexivity is 

something that can be understood as occurring on several levels: a) as a 

component of an individual partner's self experiencing, b) as an influence on the 

way couples experience each other, and c) as a facilitative condition within the 

psychotherapy context. 

Reflexivity with individual partners can be understood as involving two 

aspects of covert experiencing. The first can be thought of as inner processing, 

while the second reveals a substantive issue. The discourse exerpts above 

illuminate some of the qualities of reflexivity at all levels: the individual, dyad, 

and couple-therapist triad. 

When partners are reflexive about their relationships in psychotherapy 

they are aware of their own experiencing, can experience their own thoughts and 

feelings in a focused way, evaluate their individual experience with respect to the 

substantive issues, consider options for action, locate preferred choices, and 



monitor their own processing activity. When couples are reflexive with each 

other within the context of psychotherapy they can choose to disclose personal 

feelings and thoughts in relation to significant relationship events. The grounded 

theory provided some evidence of this process, because unstuck couples created 

relationship constructs. Reflexive couples may choose not to disclose personal 

feelings and thoughts that they assess as being potentially distructive, or 

irrelevant, to the relationship. Disclosure of particular thoughts and feelings with 

respect to significant relationship events led to the development of partners' 

shared understandings about the relationship. 

The activities of the therapist assisted in creating conditions which 

facilitated the practice of reflexivity within the psychotherapy session. Partners' 

trust of the therapist assisted in providing psychological safety in the couples' 

session. Trust is enhanced by clear therapeutic goals, a sense of therapist 

competence, and neutrality or lack of bias with respect to the partners. Safety, 

validation, and acknowledgement experienced in the therapy session contributed 

to individual partners' willingness to engage in self disclosure. When aspects of 

individual partners' experiences of particular relationship events are disclosed, 

and partners maintain a reflexive posture, they can verbally process their 

experience, integrate their partners' disclosures of experience, engage 

emotionally with each other, participate in problem solving, and construct shared 

understandings. Reflexivity occurs within the context of particular relationship 

circumstances, and particular substantive issues of couples in the psychotherapy 

sessions. 

The context of the first two exerpts reveals the inner thoughts of a male 

and a female partner in relation to their experience of the couples psychotherapy 

session. The young woman is struggling with the transition to her new role as a 

full time mother, and the subsequent changes that have taken place between 



herself and her husband. At the same time, her partner has assumed the role of 

sole provider for the family, and has been feeling stressed with difficulties at 

work. One of the times that the couple think that they work well together is when 

they go camping. During the research session, both partners acknowledged the 

positive changes that they have made, and the ways that they have become 

more supportive to each other.in managing their new responsibilities. 

The context of the third exerpt reveals that within the psychotherapy 

session this young woman hears her partner talk to the therapist in a new way. 

She wonders whether she might engage in behaviors that actively prevent him 

from talking to her in this way. At a later point in the session she realizes that 

she "shuts him down" because she is afraid he will reveal something negative 

about her that will cause her pain. 

The context of the fourth exerpt C O ~ S ~ S ~ S  of a young male partner and the 

way the conversation changes between partners when the therapist becomes 

involved. His inner thoughts reveal the sense of permission and confirmation he 

experiences when he tells his story to the therapist for the first time. He notes 

that other couple issues interfere in his partner's ability to listen to him. During 

the couples' session, the young man reveals his feelings of guilt which arise from 

an earlier period of the relationship when he felt he was unavailable to his 

partner. The female partner makes frequent mention of this period of time and 

the hardships she bore as a consequence. 

The transcripts of the 22 partners showed similar evidence of episodes of 

reflexivity. Not only do partners experience reflexivity, but they are able to 

provide accounts of practicing reflexivity within the context of their intimate 

relationships, and to identify the therapeutic components which facilitate their in- 

session reflexivity. 



Individual partners differed with respect to their practice of reflexivity in the 

research psychotherapy session. It may be the case that some partners did not 

feel safe with the therapist andlor their partner, which inhibited their reflexivity. 

On the other hand, some partners may not know how to reflect on their 

interactive conversations and behavior. One young woman expressed the view 

that it was not necessary nor her responsibility to share her inner experience 

with her partner. If he wanted this kind of conversation, then he would have to 

"draw it out of me." She explained that her parents treated her this way, and she 

expected her husband to do engage in the same strategy. She described herself 

as a "shy" person, thus other people are expected to help her express herself if 

they wish to know what she thinks. This self-description, and its potential 

ramifications, were unexamined by the young woman. 

The practice of reflexivity also varied across couples. Some partners 

spent much of the session engaged with each other as they examined their 

relationship difficulties, guided by infrequent questions or utilizing the assistance 

of the therapist as needed. Often these partners responded to the therapist's 

questions by turning to each other to learn of each person's experience, and to 

clarify understandings. 

Individual partners monitored their own experience, disclosing when they 

felt it was appropriate to do so, and abstaining from disclosure when they 

anticipated that the disclosure would harm themselves, their partner, or the 

relationship. While unstuck couples were more self-disclosing, they showed 

evidence of the same kind of monitoring and evaluation of their experience as 

other groups of couples. Partners made reference to a sense of what was "right" 

for them, when reviewing options for action which encompassed both the 

construct (or description) of themselves, their construct of their partner, and the 

factors bearing on the particular c i r~~mstances and relationship prior to making 



disclosures. For example, a male partner decided not to disclose his 

dissatisfaction with his partner's response about a more minor issue during the 

psychotherapy session because he appreciated her overall efforts to work 

together to resolve their problems. 

Each research psychotherapy session varied with respect to the practice 

of reflexivity within the therapist-couple triad. At times, some partners were able 

to engage in reflexivity while conversing with the therapist. One female partner 

noticed that her spouse conversed in a different manner with the therapist, than 

when speaking with her. As she began to think about how these conversations 

differed from each other, she examined her own prevous responses to him, and 

realized she participated in constraining their conversations. 

Partners were active in their sessions with respect to the therapists' 

participation, as well. Partners indicated that they monitored the therapist's 

conversation and actions, which had an impact on their sense of psychological 

safety. This safety was described as a sense that partners would not be 

damaged by revealing intimate aspects of their experience. As well, recognition 

and validation of individual partners, and other aspects of the therapeutic 

relationship were described as important factors influencing couples to engage 

reflexively with each other. When partners experience the efforts of the therapist 

as unhelpful, sense that the therapist does not fully understand the problem, 

perceive the therapist as responsible for fixing the problems, or believe the 

therapist is not attempting to help both partners, the experience of psychologicat 

safety is limited. Despite these concerns and their potential ramifications for the 

session, partners do not disclose their dissatisfactions to the therapist. Rather, 

they tend to make second order assessments of the situation which take priority 

over these concerns. For example, One woman spoke at length about her 

rrritation with the lack of direction she experiences in the counselling sessions. 



However, she concluded her complaint by indicating that she often felt sorry for 

(the therapist) because she perceived the job as a difficult one. Rennie (I 992, 

1994b) suggests that clients defer to their therapists based on their desire to 

protect the therapeutic alliance,and thus to work productively on their own issues. 

The power resident in the therapist's position and knowledge, and the clients' 

desire to resolve their problems contributes to an imbalance of power in the 

relationship. This relationship imbalance and the clients' deference to the 

therapist emphasizes the need for therapists to exercise good judgement and 

sensitivity when deciding whether or not to address potential disjunctions in the 

client's experience (Rennie, 1994~).  Clearly, this task becomes more 

complicated when one considers the complexity of couples therapy. 

Therapists are further challenged in couples therapy to distinguish 

between individual partner's deference or nondisclosure with the therapist, and 

partner's nondisclosure with each other. At times partners appeared to be 

resisting the efforts of the therapist but later indicated that they were most 

concerned with avoiding disclosure to their partner. This situation is made more 

complex when couples develop pre-existing covert /overt agreements to not 

discuss certain aspects of their relationships with the therapist. In the 

circumstance where the therapist pursues one of these taboo areas, both 

partners may engage in self-protective behavior. 

TO summarize the foregoing discussion, the core category of reflexivity is 

conceptualized as encompassing three interrelated dimensions of meaning 

creation within the context of couples therapy: the partner, the couple, and the 

therapist-couple triad. 

The following sections will examine the notions of reflexivity and 

interpersonal resistance as they relate to other extant theoretical and empirical 

work. The conceptual and therapeutic implications of the grounded theory's 



conceptualization of reflexivity will be examined as it relates to the theoretical 

framework of the study. 

D. Conceptions of Reflexivity 

There are references to the notion of reflexivity in the philosophical and 

applied psychological areas of literature. I will briefly review several key notions 

of reflexivity derived from the field of counselling research. Next, I will elaborate 

a few conceptions of reflexivity arising from the philosophical literature. The 

theory of the Milan group and the grounded theory are compared with respect to 

their notions of reflexivity and interpersonal resistance. Finally, the conceptual 

and therapeutic implications of the extended notions of reflexivity and 

interpersonal resistance are discussed. 

What is this quality that occurs with individuals, couples, and couple- 

therapist triads, and is reflected throughout the categories of the grounded 

theory? This quality has been referred to as reflection (Grossman, 1990), 

awareness (Nelkin, 1 989), inner self awareness(Smith, 1 989), metacognition 

(Slife, 1987), agency (Rennie & Toukmanian, 1992), consciousness 

(Churchland, 1984), reflexivity (Rennie, 1992; Taylor, 1985, 1989), reflected 

awareness (Dulaney, 1 %I), among other descriptors. Conceptualizations of this 

phenomenon are as varied as the descriptors themselves. Most frequently 

however, such terms are interpreted as representing inner structures of an 

individual mind. 

Clearly, when one considers meaning creation within a psychotherapeutlc 

context a broader conception is required in order to incorporate and represent the 

multifacted and dynamic qualities of meaning creation that arise from individual 



partners, evolve within their significant relationships, and are potentially modified 

and extended in psychotherapy. 

In contrast to many traditional psychological constructs which isolate the 

individual or a substructure of mind as the phenomenon of interest, the current 

study developed a broad-spectrum notion of reflexivity. This construct was not 

conceptualized as representing an inner mind or outer social process. Rather. 

reflexivity is interpreted as a dynamic interactive process simultaneously 

involving the individual and their social, cultural, and interpersonal context. 

Shared understandings can be created by participants engaged in discourse in 

psychotherapy in relation to events that are significant to them. These 

understandings may be represented in the cultural or historical context through 

particular conventions, norms, mores, as well as the experiential and 

psychological realities of participants. Thus, reflexivity provides a bridge which 

mediates traditional notions of the independance of the individual and social 

experience. The creation of meaning, however, is inevitably social and 

nondivisible: it necessarily involves the experiencing individuals, their verbal and 

nonverbal interactions, the social, cultural, interpersonal context, and pre-existing 

experiences and understandings. 

Many authors that have contributed their particular interpretations of 

reflexivity or a reflexivity-like process to the applied psychological literature. The 

conceptions that will be reviewed herein were developed by Slife (1 987), Martin 

(1994), and Rennie (1992). 

Slife (1 987) refers to metacognitive functions of the mind as the 

acknowledgement of the mind's ability to reflect on itself, and its ability to reflect 

on its reflecting. Cognition and metacognition are perceived as representing 

different domains of mental functioning. Metacognition is "meta" or "beyond" 

cognition Presumably, the mind processes information from the environment. 



however the manner with which it does this processing (i.e., organizing, 

preserving, attributing meaning) is the mind's contribution through metacognition. 

Slife (1987) suggests that these mental contributions are derived from previous 

environmental input, and thus the mind can be thought of as preserving 

environmental information. This preservation function can influence present 

understanding of environmental stimuli. This conception of reflexivity is a 

relatively common one frequently referenced in the psychological and 

educational literature. It is one which emphasizes the reflexivity of the individual. 

and separate components of mental functioning, in the same way that the 

traditional notion of memory is viewed as reservoir in the head. In this model, it 

is unclear whether individuals are perceived as being agenic and acting 

intentionally, however. The following research specifically emphasizes these 

aspects of individual functioning. Not only are psychotherapy clients viewed as 

agenic, they are capable of covertly reviewing options, and adopting one principle 

over another in the management of action. 

Rennie (1 992) developed a grounded theory of significant events in 

psychotherapy reported by psychotherapy clients, and based on a review of 

entire psychotherapy sessions. His conception of reflexivity is grounded in 

empirical data which reflect episodes of active, agenic self awareness of 

psychotherapy clients. Rennie (1 992) suggests that in the pursuit of personal 

meaning, clients become aware of their own experiencing. They observe both 

the way they process information, and their experiences in relation to substantive 

issues. Rennie adopts a view of reflexivity as a inner experiencing of the self, as 

a means of encompassing both clients' heightened self-awareness and their 

activity in creating personal meaning. This formulation of reflexivity emphasizes 

the individual experience of significant therapeutic events. It distinguishes 

between the formation of intentions and the conversion of intentions to action. 



Rennie (1992) notes "It is in the indeterminacy of reflexivity that the individual 

has choices, and hence the possibility of control over change." 

The notions of clients agenic awareness during reflexive episodes, the 

acknowledgement of options, and the monitoring of disclosures produce a profile 

of clients as active creators of their own experience. In this way Rennie (1992) 

suggests that the psychotherapy process provides a forum for meaning 

creation,which occurs as the client reflects on their own experience during 

discussion with the therapist. This conceptualization of the client as an active 

creator of their own experience provides an important counterbalance to 

conceptions of reflexivity that emphasize components of an individual mind or 

alternatively the interactional context. 

In another theoretical piece, Martin's conception of a reflexive self evolves 

from a type of autobiographical memory or self theory (1 994). He develops a 

perspective of human actions and experience as socially derived, and both 

individually and collectively represented. The vehicle that permits this relatively 

nondualistic account is episodic memory nested within a social developmental 

perspective, with a particular emphasis on the role of language. In this 

framework, psychotherapy is conceived as "...a unique form of conversation that 

attempts to alter the personal theories" of clients in reference to themselves, 

others, and their circumstances (Martin, 1 994). These personal theories are 

acquired through participation in intimate, social, and cultural conversations. The 

implications of this conception are that particular self-relevant aspects of 

therapeutic conversations are retained by episodic memory and influence the 

reformulation of client's self theories. This reformulation simultaneously 

influences the clients experience and understanding of themselves and their 

social world. The reconstruction of the past within current memory constitutes 

the meaning creation process. Although Martin does not explicitly discuss 



reflexivity, his ideas are congruent with a construct of reflexivity which 

emphasizes the individual within their social context. While Martin claims that the 

revision of personal theories is potentially ongoing, it is not exactly clear how 

individuals exercise their agency and intentionality in the meaning creation 

process, and thus transcend the social roots of their self theories. 

Martin and his colleagues have conducted empirical work which provides 

some support for a model of memory mediated psychotherapeutic change. 

Martin (1 987, 1992) provides accounts of personal theory revision which take 

place during and after clients participation in psychotherapy. In these situations 

clients have shown increasingly complex, integrated cognitive representations of 

their problems. Further, Martin describes circumstances where clients were able 

to recall specific psychotherapeutic events in detail (Martin, 1 992; Martin, Paivio, 

& Labadie, 1990; Cummings, Hallberg, Martin, & Slemon, 1992; Cummings, 

Martin, Hallberg, & Slemon, 1992). These recalled events were initially 

categorized, and later organized into two task areas: a) enhancing client's 

personal awareness, and b) revising personal theories. In a study conducted by 

Martin, Paivio, and Labadie (1 990), the relative contributions of clients and 

therapists to the therapeutic events that clients recalled accurately following 

psychotherapy sessions revealed that it was therapists' discourse that 

distinguished significant events from matched control events from the same 

therapy sessions. 

The philosophical writers, Rom Harre (1 983) and Charles Taylor (1 985, 

1989) have developed social developmental conceptions of the self which are 

nondualistic and incorporate environmental and individual dimensions. Both 

authors cite social, historical, and cultural influences as significantly contributing 

to the early understandings and development of the self. However, their 



conceptions of a developing self differ with respect to the way an individual 

transforms and is transformed by their own self creation process. 

Harre (1983) has developed a stage theory which strongly favors social 

influences in the elaboration of a theory of the self. Initially an individual adopts 

particular social and cultural forms. In the beginning these forms assist in 

organizing the individual's experience. Over time, the individual transforms, 

shapes, and modifies the socially derived forms. Eventually, the individual may 

express the products of private transformational processes in the public sphere. 

In turn, these products may constitute a unique contribution and become 

incorporated into shared practices, knowledge, or conventions. Essentially, the 

self is understood as constituting a theory of significant, self relevant 

experiences: a type of living autobiography. These self theories are the source 

of reflexive powers and agency. Harre claims that "reflexivity is the magic 

ingredient by which persons are created as self-conscious, self-controlling, and 

autobiographically aware beings" however he believes that this occurs by 

acquiring the local version of the theoretical concept of the self. 

Taylor (1 985, 1989) describes the development of a self as a more active 

dynamic, creator of experience. The internalization of self relevant discourse 

begins the development of the self. Particular valued self descriptions are 

measured against social and cultural moral standards. Memory of previous 

selves can be accessed and re-experienced simultaneously with an emergent 

self in the context of dialogue and conversation. Reflexivity is understood as 

constituting an active awareness of one's own experiencing in dialogical contexts. 

Self understanding is derived from self relevant discourse. Aspects of an 

individual's self theory IS represented both internally and constituted in the~r 

actions. Individuals may develop a self from socially derived origins through 



other dialogical possibilities and thus the self evolves beyond the original 

dialogical forms. In this sense, Taylor's view of the self is a transcendental one. 

The foregoing work provides a range of conceptualizations associated with 

the notion of reflexivity. Reflexivity is variously interpreted as constituted within 

the individual, between the individual and their social, cultural, and interactional 

context, and as a critical aspect of personal change in psychotherapy. 

The current study extends the parameters of the notion of reflexivity to 

couples psychotherapy sessions, and specifically to interpersonal resistance 

between partners. The Milan group's notion of stuckness provided an initial 

rough definition of interpersonal resistance. This theory will be revisited with the 

purpose of ascertaining the degree to which a conception of reflexivity is 

articulated in the work. This notion of reflexivity will be compared to the one 

developed in the study, in order to assess whether the current conceptualization 

modifies, supports, or extends the Milan conceptualization. 

E. The Milan and Grounded Theory Conceptions of Reflexivity 

While most of the Milan groups' written work emphasizes family problems, 

case studies, and particular intervention strategies, they make reference to 

"metacommunication" which can be understood as a type of reflexivity (Selvini- 

Palazzoli et al, 1 978a). Specifically, they note that there are several levels of 

commmunication: a) first order or content, and b) second order or relationship 

aspects. When couples become stuck interactionally, the symptom is assumed 

to be functional, or have meaning. The meaning of the symptom for the couple 

may represent unconscious or unexamined material, nevertheless it mdicates 

that some aspect of the relationship is out of their control. 



The therapist assists the family in therapy, utilizing an observing team 

behind a one way mirror. This team aids the therapist by generating ideas and 

hypotheses regarding the meaning of the symptom, and potential interventions. 

The truth of the interpretations is considered to be relative, with the primary focus 

of the treatment team as the pragmatic resolution of the problem The team, in 

effect assists the therapist to be more reflexive in their therapeutic approach. 

Couples that are not stuck are described as being capable of 

metacommunicating. These couples discuss both the content or first order, and 

relationship or second order levels of their problems in a way that recognizes the 

mutual and simultaneous nature of their communication. These couples can be 

considered to be reflexive: they are aware that they both contribute to as well as 

react to each other. While these couples are considered to be stable in their 

interactions with each other, rather than stuck, they are nevertheless assumed to 

be in an ongoing process of change and development. 

The foregoing discussion indicates that the notion of reflexivity is not an 

entirely new one to the Milan model. The therapist, team members, and couples 

behave in ways that represent an interactional interpretation of reflexivity. 

However, important aspects of an individual's ability to act intentionally and to 

covertly ponder the relative benefits of pursuing one course of action rather than 

another are not a part of this conceptualization. The treatment team's 

understandings of client problems are stressed, and the team assumes an 

expert position with respect to the resolution of the couples' difficulties. Their 

task is to create powerful interventions targeting the interactional knot, which may 

potentially unravel the knot, permitting the couple to spontaneously return to 

healthy development. 

The conception of reflexivity developed by the grounded theory differs 

from the foregoing account in several critical ways. Partners in couple 



relationships continuously monitored their own experience, reviewed options for 

action, and made decisions in the session about whether to disclose or not 

disclose to their partner and the therapist. Either course of action was perceived 

by clients as having important relationship consequences. While partners are 

members of systems, they are also individuals. Individuals are capable of acting 

on their intentions and choosing a preferred course of action. As well, they are 

simultaneously part of a relationship yet constitute a separate experiential world. 

While clients regard their therapists as having special status by virtue of their 

position or knowledge, they are not uncritical of the therapists' therapeutic 

approach, strategies, or interventions. They view themselves and the therapist 

as fallible people. They monitor the therapist's ability to recognize them as 

individuals, and to balance their attention to each partner in a fair and just 

manner. When clients feel psychologically safe, experience validation and 

acknowledgement, and have a trusting relationship with the therapist, they are 

able to be reflexive, and to make disclosures about important relationship 

events. 

Partners also monitor the disclosures of their spouse. They evaluate 

whether they are making a serious effort to address relationship problems, to 

support each other, and to work cooperatively with the therapist. They observe 

whether their partner engages in self protective behavior during the session. And 

finally, partners consider their spouse's behavior and their own second order 

evaluations of themselves, the partner, the relationship, and the therapist. These 

factors are evaluated amidst others as they form intentions, and make plans. 

This notion of reflexivity extends that of the Milan group beyond the dimension of 

the therapist-couple triad and couple dyad, to include the dimension of the 

individual partner. 



F. The Notion of Interpersonal Resistance 

The Milan notion of stuckness was initially utilized as a beginning core 

construct of partners' interpersonal resistance in psychotherapy. Stuck couples, 

according to the Milan definition, were those who blame each other for 

relationship events, think about their problems in a linear fashion (i.e., A causes 

B which causes C, and so on) and do not talk about the way they communicate 

with each other. These couples engage in repetitive and negative interactional 

cycles. 

The core category of the grounded theory has been described as 

reflexivity, or episodes when partners recall being intensely focused on their own 

experiencing during a couples psychotherapy session. Videotape segments of 

couples' psychotherapy sessions were selected by the researcher on the basis of 

markers potentially indicating intepersonal resistance. The categories 

representing clients' experiences during these particular segments of their 

couples' pychotherapy sessions reflected evidence of reflexivity. However, 

clients are not always reflexive. At times they are not aware of their own activity 

but are caught up in the action (Searle, 1983). Reflexive awareness lapses into 

episodes of nonreflexivity, and returns again to reflexivity as a continuous and 

ongoing stream of human experience. 

One of the categories that emerged in the analysis of partners' 

transcribed interviews was entitled 'Self Protective responses to Meaning 

Creation', and had or~ginally been described as 'Resistance.' While transcr~pts of 

all 22 partners produced some of these codes, the 6 partners of couples 

constituting the Stuck group contributed the majority of these codes. Th~s  



category seemed to be best represented by the notion of self-protection rather 

than resistance because these were episodes where clients either aware or not 

aware of their reasons for actions. Some partners recalled being concerned that 

the efforts of either the therapist or partner to engage them in discussion, would 

lead them to reveal inner thoughts and feelings. This type of revelation was 

considered to be "dangerous." 

Most definitions of resistance encompass reference to unconscious 

material (Masterson, 1981 ; Boszormenyi-Nagi & Ulrich, 1981). Nevertheless, 

many present day accounts of resistance also incorporate conscious objection 

by the client to various dimensions of the therapeutic process (Ellis, 1983; 

Rennie, 1994b). 

While partners' responses indicated that some selected episodes actually 

did capture times when they experienced ambivalence, anger, or a desire to 

avoid the therapist or their partner, there is no way to acquire client confirmation 

about episodes that potentially represent examples of their unconscious conflict. 

On the other hand, in contrast to these results partners in unstuck couple 

relationships were able to address their relationship difficulties by assuming a 

reflexive posture. 

A preliminary review of the returns of the Self Protective Responses 

category indicates that partners of stuck couples were very reluctant to share 

inner material that made them feel particularly vulnerable. At times, these 

partners cooperated with each other to divert the attention of the therapist or to 

dismiss the therapists' comments with respect to the relationship. More 

frequently, partners of stuck couples choose to act in ways which perpetuated 

emotional distance between themselves and their spouse: this was something 

which was sometimes acknowledged, although not reflected upon At times 

partners were aware of the reasons for their actions, and at other times they were 



not. As noted previously, some partners expressed concerns about the 

therapeutic context as influencing their perceived ability to self disclose. Related 

factors that appeared to delimit partners' reflexive participation in therapy 

sessions included: understanding the goals of therapy, the therapist's role, and 

perceptions of the therapist's neutrality and competence. Other responses 

indicated that partners' constructs of themselves, their partners, and their 

relationships influenced their decisions to protect themselves, or not disclose. 

When partners have constructs that are primarily borrowed from their social or 

interactional context rather than examined in a thoughtful way and reconstructed, 

they appear to expect their partners to meet their unstated or unconscious needs. 

Regardless of the reasons given by partners, it is clear that in the context of 

either a poor relationship alliance or an extremely difficult relationship situation. 

they are unwilling/unable to reflect on their experience or be open about it. 

Partners who acted in self protective ways were perceived as influencing the 

meaning creation process. All behavior in the therapy sessions constituted 

communication. Whether partners choose to disclose their own thoughts and 

feelings or to blame their spouse for relationship problems, they potentially 

influenced both their own and other's understandings. 

The foregoing discussion is not a claim that what partners report as 

wanting is the same as what they need. Nor is it a claim that what partners 

report is necessarily parellel to what they actually experience. The preliminary 

returns of this category must be interpreted with caution. While it is possible that 

the selected episodes actually represented moments when partners engaged in 

resisting each other, it is also possible that they did not. Yet, people are not 

aware of their own unconscious reactions. Further, people are not always 

reflexive. Nevertheless, the returns of this analysis suggest that stuck and 

unstuck couples deal with their interpersonal conflicts differently. Nondisclosure 



between partners can arise from both conscious intentional reasons, and 

apparently unconscious and unexamined motivatons. When couples experience 

more intense difficulties in their relationships or poor therapeutic relationships, 

they have greater concern about their vulnerability in making disc\osures to their 

partner in psychotherapy. 

The following section will examine the implications of the revised 

understandings of couples' interpersonal resistance and reflexivity in couples 

psychotherapy with respect to the theoretical framework of the dissertation, and 

in relation to psychotherapeutic practice. 

G Implications of the Extended Conceptions of Reflexivity and Interpersonal 

Resistance 

Rennie (1 992) has argued that given the centrality of reflexivity as clients' 

experience of psychotherapy, theories of psychotherapeutic change must begin 

to incorporate the notions of clients' intentionality and agency. In the current 

study, the core category of reflexivity has been extended along three dimensions 

: the individual partners' experience, the couple, and the therapist-couple triad. 

Essentially, reflexivity is displayed in therapeutic episodes of more in-depth 

meaning making with individuals, couples, and therapist-couple triads, and these 

episodes are perceived by clients as being significant. 

Several theoretical implications arise from this re-conceptualization of 

reflexivity. In regard to the Milan notion of reflexivity, this study's extended notion 

of reflexivity suggests that it is important to incorporate the dimension of 

individual partners' reflexivity, and their inherent intentionality and agency. Not 

only can individual partners potentially change their understandings and 

experience of themselves, their partners, and their relationships, but couples can 



step further inside their own interactions to examine them in a fuller, more 

focused and purposeful way. 

An extension of the Milan notion of reflexivity would require recognition of 

the following points: 

a) The reasons clients given for their actions are important and should be 

considered. 

b) Sometimes partners choose not to change and have reasons for this decision. 

c) Sometimes partners choose not to change and are not aware of their reasons 

for this decision. 

d) Clients, by virtue of their own experience and opportunities for reflection of 

their inner constructs, may not know that it is possible for them to alter their own 

understandings and experience of themselves, their partners, and their 

relationships. 

e) When clients obtain the knowledge that they can potentially change their 

experience they may not know how to begin to do this. 

f )  Clients may choose not to disclose important information about their 

experience of the therapist, therapeutic strategies, or goals of the session/course 

of therapy, and this nondisclosure may inhibit the disclosure between partners of 

important relationship events. 

g) Clients may choose not to disclose relevant information about themselves, 

their partner, or relationship, with or without conscious reasons for this action, 

because they feel dangerously vulnerable. 

At the beginning of this study a conception of shared or social memory 

was proposed which incorporated individual experiential or autobiographical 

memory. This framework was proposed for the purposes of encompassing both 



the person and their social and interpersonal context in the construction of 

meaning. 

The implications of the extended notion of reflexivity developed in this 

study are that these episodes mark clients' active creation of new 

understandings of themselves, their partners, and their relationships. This 

reflexive process is a very active one. It provides some explanation for what is 

considered to be significant. Taylor's (1 985, 1989) developmental definition of 

reflexivity was adopted, which suggests that people differ with respect to the 

degree to which they have adopted their understandings of themselves from the 

culture or other external authorities, and have examined and developed more 

fitting self descriptions. This account permits the evolution of a transcendental 

self; a self theory that extends beyond understandings derived from the culture 

to more fully represent the creative emergent self. 

The theoretical implications of this elaboration of reflexivity within a 

framework of social, autobiographical memory, are that accounts of events are 

variable across individuals, and are related to the individuals' past experiences. 

understandings of self and other, context, purposes, and social opportunities for 

reflexive examination. The individual partners' constructs of themselves, their 

partner, and their relationships must be viewed as evolving, and having the 

potential to become elaborated over time within the psychotherapy context. As 

well, partners' self, other, and relationship constructs may be relatively 

unexamined with respect to significant relationship events, and may contribute to 

a "lack of fit" with different aspects of partners' experiences and actions. Thus, it 

is important to consider that some interactional behavior or action, may be 

generated with reference to these constructs, and thus reflect unexamined 

experience. Further, partners' constructs and experiences in the world may be 

expressed in their causal explanations of relationship events. Thus, attributions 



that arise in relation to episodes of interpersonal resistance between partners, 

may be perceived as representing particularly rigid self and other constructs. 

The returns of the study suggest implications for the practice of couples 

psychotherapy. Couples, and each partner, are capable of engaging in reflexivity 

within the psychotherapeutic session. Clients tend not to disclose their 

dissatisfactions about their therapist or the process within the session, yet they 

require certain therapeutic conditions in order to make disclosures about 

significant relationship events. With the inherent power inequity in the roles of 

therapist and client, it is incumbent on the therapist to monitor potential 

disjunctions between clients' covert experience and their statements, and to 

develop ways of asking about clients' experiences throughout the process of 

therapy. The therapist influences the meaning creation process, and interaction 

between partners. It is important that therapists examine their own 

preconceptions about therapy, the roles of therapist and client, and develop 

sensitivity to the unique experiences of each individual and couple. The value of 

clinicians' own reflexivity about their practice connot be underestimated. 

Collagues may provide assistance to particular clinicians' reflexive practice 

through observation,consultation, and thoughtful discussion. 

Partners choose to disclose or not disclose their experiences of significant 

relationship events with respect to their partner and the relationship. When 

therapists take responsibility for asking about their clients' experience, and are 

mindful of their agenic capacity, they can assist in developing strong relationships 

and facilitative conditions which promote reflexivity between partners. Therapists 

may contribute to the creation of new understandings of relationship events with 

their clients by creating opportunities for partners to feel supported, safe, develop 

trust, and focus their attention on the way the world is for them. While there are 

many reasons partners may choose not to disclose, when there is interpersonal 



resistance between partners, these reasons are important. Issues of vulnerability 

or perceived risk can be addressed with clients. In some cases, it may be 

important to meet with partners individually for a few sessions. However, in this 

event it is important to carefully contract with the couple in order for the therapist 

to maintain a balanced position with the partners, address confidentiality 

concerns, yet also facilitate the couples' goals with respect to their relationship. 

While the Milan theory suggests that strategic interventions targeting 

hypothesized nodal points may jolt couples who appear to be stuck in their 

interactions and thus potentially eliminate the problem, the results of the current 

study suggest that this strategy is unlikely to be successful with stuck couples. 

Those couples with more serious relationship problems are more likely to benefit 

from getting in touch with the experience their own experiencing, and to have the 

opportunity to examine and modify their own self, other, and relationship 

constructs. 

When partners in couple relationship are viewed as active and intentional 

agents it becomes important to choose therapeutic goals and interventions which 

further empower clients, and facilitate an internal locus of control. By assuming a 

collaborative stance with clients, therapists can work to assist clients to gain 

control over troublesome aspects of their experience in ways that are consistant 

with the notion of agency. Given the unique experiential worlds, socio-cultural 

backgrounds, interpersonal contexts, and self theories of clients, it is not possible 

to generate prescriptions for practice. Rather, the foregoing discussion suggests 

general guidelines for a particular approach to therapeutic work with couples, 

which have been derived from clients' experiences of couples psychotherapy. 



H. Limitations of the Study 

One of the final responsiblities of the researcher is to note the limitations 

of an inquiry. Several concerns relating to the selection of the sample, the use of 

a new measure, and the parameters of the grounded theory will be discussed. 

In this study, a discovery orientation and grounded theory analysis of, 

partners' understandings of significant events in couples psychotherapy led to 

the construction of a theoretical model. Sampling procedures did not conform 

exactly to those used in classical grounded theory studies where the emergent 

theory guides the selection of cases. More pragmatic alternative methods were 

adopted in order to accommodate the study to the community agency's 

contextual constraints. In the event where time and resources were less 

important considerations, a theoretical sampling approach would perhaps have 

been a preferrable strategy. 

The Relationship Attribution Measure (RAM), a new measure, was used 

as one method of gauging the level of couples' interpersonal resistance with each 

other. It assisted in the selection and differentiation of couples for the purposes 

of this study. However, the RAM has not been used extensively with clinical 

populations, and its discriminant validity can be challenged. 

Several further methodological concerns arise with respect to the practice 

of the SPR procedure. While I attempted to provide considerable latitude to 

participants in their selection of significant psychotherapy events, choices were 

somewhat constrained because videotaped segments were pre-selected and 

guided by my focus on interpersonal resistance in psychotherapy. Yet, it is not 

assumed that clients would necessarily choose the same episodes had they 

viewed the entire couples' psychotherapy session. (The EMQ and SQ data were 

used to provide further revelation of participants' significant psychotherapy 



events). Further exploratory work on client identification of significant events 

may yield important information about clients' experience of couples 

psychotherapy. A comparison of reflexive and non-reflexive partner's selections 

of significant in-session events may yield further differentiation of significant 

episodes in couples psychotherapy. A comparison of individual partner's 

interpretations of significant events over the course of couples therapy also were 

not examined in this study. This type of comparison may assist in the 

conceptual elaboration of reflexivity and its role within the context of therapy 

outcome. 

Another limitation of the SPR procedure is the difficulty of adequately 

interpreting and representing primarily emotional/experiential material that is 

expressed non-verbally during the psychotherapy session and SPR process. 

This limitation subsequently influences the theoretical model because it fails to 

incorporate particular affective factors (i.e., such as intense fear of self 

disclosure) which play a potentially important role in couple relationships. 

The core category of the grounded theory is Reflexivity. One of the 

problems of using the SPR procedure is that the task requires participants to be 

reflexive. Respondents were asked to provide evidence of their reflexivity during 

the psychotherapy session as they reviewed the videotape. In response, they 

may practice reflexivity (i.e., become deeply involved with their own experiencing) 

in order to remember being reflexive. To minimize conflating the findings of the 

study with the inquiry process, participants were asked to discriminate the time 

frame of their recollections. Responses to this instruction assisted in 

differentiating participants' recollection of past and the construction of experience 

While this strategy provided some protection against inflating the results, 

participants became deeply involved in their own processes, and appeared to 

forget the focus of the research. At times, it was possible to redirect 



participants. Yet , there were instances when repeated redirections would have 

disrupted the flow of the inquiry. Thus, the reporting of partners' reflexivity in 

couples' therapy sessions in this study may be somewhat higher than would 

otherwise be the case. Nevertheless, reflexivity remains the central quality of 

partners' experience of couples psychotherapy sessions. 

While the theoretical model suggests that the core concept of reflexivity 

may be an important quality differentiating partners with lesser or more serious 

relationship impasses, one cannot generalize these results beyond this sample. 

Participants were chosen from a clinical population of couples in psychotherapy 

for their interpersonal problems. Further exploratory work is needed with couples 

from both clinical and non-clinical populations and across a variety of settings, 

before we can begin to discern the role of reflexivity in the resolution of couples 

interpersonal resistance. The parameters of the grounded theory are limited to 

partners' experiences of one psychotherapy session. A broader and conceptually 

richer model may be derived from data generated during the course of therapy. 

Nonetheless, the grounded theory provides a schema which provokes further 

questions about the role of reflexivity in couples' relationships, the significance of 

particular therapeutic conditions, the meaning-making capability of individual 

partners, and the reconstructive resources of couples. 

I. Conclusion 

At the outset of this study, various psychotherapeutic theories were 

reviewed to assess whether their conceptual frameworks provided adequate 

explanations of couples' interpersonal resistance in psychotherapy. The notion of 

stuckness devised by the Milan group suggested that the attributions of blame, 

responsibility, and locus of control are important components for a conception of 



partners' interpersonal resistance. In this inquiry, a grounded theory analysis of 

partners' experiences of a couples therapy session has contributed to an 

elaborated conceptual framework. The theory recognizes the significance of both 

partners' reflexivity in the counselling session and its implications for the 

resolution of relationship impasses. The core concept of reflexivity was 

conceptualized on a continuum, with the greatest reflexivity occurring among 

couples with the least interactional difficulties. Couples with more severe 

difficulties, or relationship impasses, displayed the least degree of reflexivity. 

The theory proposes that couples engage in problem resolution and the creation 

of shared understandings when both partners practice reflexivity, and when the 

therapeutic context provides favorable conditions for this practice. This 

emergent theory was developed from clients' reporting of their own therapeutic 

experiences. This study's conception of reflexivity was compared with other 

notions in psychotherapeutic and philosophical literatures, and with the notions of 

reflexivity and interpersonal resistance developed by the Milan group. The 

implications of the returns from this study are discussed with respect to both 

theory and practice. Implications in both of these areas stress the importance of 

clients' perspectives in the practice, discovery, and mapping of therapeutic 

process and change. 

Clients experience problems within the broader context of their 

relationships. The generation of partners' experiences from one couples 

psychotherapy session does not adequately represent this relationship context. 

Partners have histories together, share understandings of a range of 

experiences, and develop overall sentiments about their attachments. While 

respondents did not talk explicitly about the emotional aspects of their 

attachments, it was portrayed through voice quality, physical posture, and the 

struggle to express deep inner feelings. These experiences are intensely 



personal, and it may be that few methods can adequately capture the full 

meaning and salience of these phenomena. Yet, the reciprocal valuing, 

experiential richness, and vibrancy of couples' affective bonds are central to an 

adequate notion of intimacy. 
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Appendix A 

Experiential Memory Questionnaire 

I. Take a few minutes to relax, and to reflect upon the counselling session 
you've just participated in. Try to recall any parts of the session that you 
found to be significant. Briefly list as many of the exact words, phrases, 
sentences, and sensations that remind you of these events. 



Experiential Memory Questionnaire (continued) 

It. a) Try to recall the most important things that occurred. What exact words 
were spoken, or things were done by either you, your partner, or the therapist? 

b) What special meaning or understanding does this event have for you? 



Experiential Memory Questionnaire (continued) 

Ill. a) Identify the next most important event that occurred. Again, try to recall the 
exact words, or actions, and whom was involved in this event. 

b) Again, reflect upon the specific aspects which impressed you. What 
meaning or understanding does this event have for you? 



Appendix B 

Stimulated Recall Procedure 
(This procedure will be audiotaped) 

1) The researcher will conduct this procedure separately with each partner of 
the couple. The videotape of the session is used as the stimulus for client's own 
experiential memories. Several segments are chosen, however if the client does 
not recall memories of the session in response to one of the taped segments 
then the researcher will move the the next segment of videotape. Each partner 
will view the same segments of videotape. As much as possible partners are 
asked to a) distinguish between current thoughts and reflections and those that 
occurred during the session, and b) the time and events during the therapy 
session which occurred in relation to partners' meaningful thoughts, memories, 
and experiences, if any. 

Immediately after viewing the videotape segments, the researcher will 
encourage partners to recall, as spontaneously as possible, their most 
meaningful experiences, memories, and thoughts. The following questions can 
be used as prompts, if necessary. 

a) What do you remember as significant, if anything, at this point during the 
session? 

b) What were your thoughts about your relationship at this point? 

c) What were your thoughts about your partner at this point? 

d) Did you have any thoughts about the purpose of this part of the interview? If 
so, what were your thoughts? 



Appendix C 

Relationship Attribution Measure 

This questionnaire describes several things that your spouse might do. 
Imagine your spouse performing each behavior and then read the statements 
that follow it. 

Please circle the number that indicates how much you agree or disagree with 
each statement, using the rating scale below: 

- strongly 
1) Your partner criticizes something you 
say: 
My partner's behavior was due to 
something about himher.(ie., the type of 
person helshe is, the mood shelhe was 

The reason my partner criticized me is 
likely to change. 
The reason my partner criticized me is 
something that affects other areas of our 
marriage. 
My partner criticized me on purpose rather 
than unintentionally. 
My partner's behavior was motivated by 
selfish rather than unselfish concerns. I I 
My partner deserves to be blamed for 
critici7inn me. I I 

2) your partner begins to spend less time 
with you: 
My partner's behavior was due to 
something about himher.(ie., the type of 
person helshe is, the mood shehe was in). 
The reason my partner spends less time 
with me is likely to change. 
The reason my partner spends less time 
with me is something that affects other 
areas of our marriage. 
My partner spends less time with me on 
purpose rather than unintentionally. 
My partner's behavior was motivated by 
selfish rather than unselfish concerns. 
My partner deserves to be blamed for 
spending less time with me. 

5 
agree 

1 
d~sagre 

e 
strongly 

6 
agree 

strongly 



3) Your partner does not pay attention to 
what you are saying: 
My partner's behavior was due to something 
about him/her.(ie., the type of person helshe 
is, the mood shelhe was in). 
The reason my partner does not pay 
attention to me IS likely to change. 
The reason mv Dartner does not Day 
attention to m i  is something that'affects 
other areas of our marriage. 
My partner does not pay attention to me on 
purpose rather than unintentionally. 
My partner's behavior was motivated by 
selfish rather than unselfish concerns. 
My partner deserves to be blamed for not 
paying attention to me. 

4) Your partner is cool and distant: 

My partner's behavior was due to 
something about himher.(ie., the type of 
person helshe is, the mood shehe was in). 
The reason my partner is cool and distant 
with me is not-likely to change. 
The reason mv ~artner is cool and distant - ~~ 

with me is soi&hing that affects other 
areas of our marriage. 
My partner is cool and distant with you 
onpurpose rather than unintentionally. 
My partner's behavior was motivated by 
selfish rather than unselfish concerns. 
My partner deserves to be blamed for being 
cool and distant with me. 



5) Your partner doesn Y complete hisher 
chores: 
My partner's behavior was due to something 
about himher.(ie., the type of person helshe 
is, the mood shehe was in). 
The reason my partner doesn't complete 
chores is not likely to change. 
The reason my partner doesn't complete 
chores is something that affects other areas 
of our marriage. 
Mv ~artner doesn't complete chores on 
p;rbose rather than unihtentiona~l~. 
My partner's behavior was motivated by 
selfish rather than unselfish concerns. 
My partner deserves to be blamed for not 
comple!ing chores. 

6) Your partner makes an important 
decision that affects the two of you 
without asking for your opinion: 
My partner's behavior was due t o 
something about himher.(ie., the type of 
person hetshe is, the mood shelhe was 
in). 
The reason my partner did not ask me is 
not likely to change. - 
The reason my partner did not ask me is 
something that affects other areas of our 
marriage. 
My partner is did not ask me on purpose 
rather than unintentionally. 
Mv ~artner's behavior was motivated by 
sdf/sh rather than unselfish concerns. 
My partner deserves to be blamed for not 
asking me. 

1 
d~sagre 

e 
strongly 

1 
dlsagre 

e 
strongly 

2 
disagre 

e 

-- 
3 

d~sagre 
e some- 

what 

4 
agree 
some- 
what 

disagre agree 

5 
agree 

5 
agree 

6 
agree 
strong1 

Y 

6 
agree 

strongly 



--- 

7) Your partner doesn't give you the 
support you need: 
My partner's behavior was due to 
something about himher.(ie., the type of 
person helshe is, the mood shehe was in). 
The reason my partner did not support me 
is not likely to change. 
The reason my partner did not support me 
is something that affects other areas of our 
marriage. 
My partner is did not support me on 
purpose rather than unintentionally. 
My partner's behavior was motivated by 
selfish rather than unselfish concerns. 
My partner deserves to be blamed for not 
supporting me. 

8) Your partner is intolerant of something 
you do: 
My partner's behavior was due t o 
something about himher.@., the type of 
person helshe is, the mood shehe was in). I 
The reason is intolerant with did not support I I 
me is likely to change. 
The reason my partner is intolerant with me 
is something that affects other areas of our 
marriage. 
My partner is intolerant with me on purpose 
rather than unintentionally. 
My partner's behavior was motivated by 
selfish rather than unselfish concerns. 
My partner deserves to be blamed for being 

d~sagre 
e some- 

intolerant of me. I I I I 1 



Appendix F 

Descriptive Demographic Data Sheet (A) 

Today's date I I 

Questions for couples; Names: 

Address: 

Telephone: 

1) How many months, years, days, or hours have you been experiencing your 
current problems in the relationship? 

2) On a scale of one to ten, with one being low and ten being high, how would 
you rate the intensity of your current relationship problems? Please circle the 
corresponding number. 

1 2 3 -  4 - 5 - 6 7 8  9- 10 
low intensity medium intensity high intensity 

3) Please indicate the degree of satisfaction with your counselling sessions up to 
today's session by circling the appropriate word. 

Favorable Neutral Unfavorable 

4. How long have you been : together? 

married? 



Appendix G 

Descriptive Demographic Data Sheet (B) 

Today'sdate I I 

Questions for Counsellors: Name: 

Address: 

Telephone: 

1) How many years of counselling experience do you have since your Masters 
degree? 

2) What kind of specialized training or staff development, if any, has influenced 
your clinical practice? 

3) What types of techniques do you use routinely in your practice? 

-assist the clients in recognizing the salient aspects of a situation 
-encouraging clients to recognize new awareness of the problematic 
situation 
-give clients homework between sessions 
-assist clients to reexamine values 
-redefineheword the client's stated problem 
-elaborate upon the positive aspects of a client's problem 
-point out other significant factors relevant to the stated problem 
-create awareness of new options of understanding or behaving 
-assist clients to recognize own internal reactions (i.e., feelings, thoughts, 
etc.) 

-exploration/elaboratlion of client's strengths and resources 
-instruct clients to behave in particular ways with respect to the problem --- 
-instruct clients to indulge in more of the symptomatic behavior- 
-elaborate upon the negative aspects of a problem 
-negotiate boundarieslground rules for relationship behavior 
-acknowledge the utility of client's problematic reactions but indicate the lack of 
other feasible alternatives available to the client 

-differentiate client's reactions in the interaction between marital partners 

4) What ;s your theoretical orientation to clinical practice? 



Appendix H 

Informed Consent Form for Clients 

This consent form is to ensure that you understand the parameters of the 
study, to ensure that you are fully informed about the procedures, and any 
potential risks and benefits that may be involved. This Ph. D. research proposal 
has been approved by the Ethics Committee of Simon Fraser University. 

Participation in the study will involve completing four pencil and paper tests 
prior to a counselling interview. All four of the tests are brief, and will take 
approximately ten minutes each to complete. Each member of the couple will 
respond individually on each test. 

Next, couples will attend a counselling session that will be conducted by their 
regular counsellor. This session will last between one hour to one hour and forty 
minutes. 

Each couple will be exposed to a particular counselling technique that has 
been claimed to produce positive effects. This technique is invisible, is not 
anticipated to be harmful, and is not identified for purposes of the study. 

The counselling session will be videotaped. 

Immediately after the counselling session each member of the couple will be 
asked to complete five pencil and paper tests. All five of these are quite brief. 
Each partner will also be asked to participate individually in a short interview with 
the researcher. This interview will be audiotaped. 

Approximately one month after the interview the researcher will re-contact the 
participants and ask each partner to complete one brief pencil and paper test. 

All test responses are strictly confidential, and will be destroyed upon 
completion of the study. No individual, or couple will be identified in the study 
results. Subiects may decide to withdraw their participation, partially or fully, at 
any point durinq the study. 

The video and audiotapes will also be destroyedlerased upon completion of 
the study, and will be treated with the strictest confidence. 

Upon termination of the data collection phase of the study, couples will be 
informed of the nature of the co~~se l l i ng  technique that they received. As well, if 



requested, the Researcher will meet with participants to debrief their involvement 
in the study. 

Study results will be made available to all participants. 

~f couples would like to participate in this study, please indicate your consent 
with each partners' signature on the lines below. 

Yes, I consent to participate in this Ph.D. research study; 

Loraine G. McCulloch, M.S.W. 
S.F.U. Faculty of Education, 
Burnaby, B.C. 
Contact: 734-7027 



Appendix I 

Informed Consent Form for Counsellors and Team Members 

This consent form is to ensure that you understand the parameters of this 
study and to ensure that you are fully informed about the procedures and any 
potential risks and benefits that may be involved. This Ph.D. research proposal 
has been approved by the Ethics Committee of Simon Fraser University. 

Participation in this study will involve counsellors that will either interview their 
own clients in a counselling session, or become a team member behind a one 
way mirror. 

Counsellors in the study will be required to participate in a half day training 
session on the study protocol. 

Counselling sessions will be videotaped. These tapes will be treated with 
strict confidentiality, and will be erased upon completion of the study. 

Before the counselling inter~iew, counsellor participants will be asked to 
complate a brief four item pencil and paper questionnaire. 

All test responses are confidential and will be destroyed upon completion of 
the study. No individual will be identified in the study results. 

Study results will be made available to all participants. If you would like to 
participate in this study, please indicate your consent with your signature on the 
the line below. 

Yes, I agree to participate in this Ph. D. research study; 

Loraine G. McCulloch, 
S.F.U. Faculty of Education, 
Burnaby , B.C. 
Contact: 734-7027 



Appendix J 

RESEARCH PROJECT 

Protocol for Administerinq the RAM 

1 .) Please ask your couple to complete the RAM independently, without 
consultation with each other. 

2.) The instrument takes about 10 minutes to complete. It is comprised of 8 
questions, with several responses which are rated according to a liekert scale 

3.) It is best if the counsellor is not familiar with the instrument. The brown 
envelopes contain two RAM forms, one for each partner. After the forms are 
completed they can be returned to the brown envelope. 

4) Please remind partners to answer every question. Some may wish to skip 
questions. It is better that they indicate some response rather than no response 
at all. Partners may indicate that they cannot relate to specific situations. They 
are to be encouraged to respond "as if" they were in those situations. 

5.) After the researcher has a chance to examine the RAM responses, the 
researcher and counsellor can discuss whether to, and when, to proceed with the 
Intervention session. 

6.) If you need more RAM forms please contact me, rather than photocopying. I 
have a stack of them available. 

7.) Please ask clients to stay in the office to complete the form rather than take 
them home. 

Thanks! I think we can have fun with this project! Please call if you have further 
questions. 

Loraine McCuiloch 
734-7027. 



Appendix K 

The Construction of Cateqories of the Grounded Theory 

Generation of Codes from Meaning Units 

(from Couple #5, Stuck group) 

W: Well, I remember thinking when she (therapist) says you don't expect this to 

last and 

Line 1 : Codes (1) (2) 

(partner) goes I have my doubts .... it sure sounds like the marriage is defeated 

Line 2: Codes (3) (1 8) (2) (6) (1 5) 

anyway,. .She (therapist) says you don't trust that, that you'll be happy for 

longer and he 

Line 3: Codes (1 7) (2) 

says no . . .  so it feels a bit defeated . . . .  to mention it, but . . . .  

Line 4: Codes (1 5) (2) (6) 

I think sometimes people can do what they need 

Line 5: Codes (2) (6) (8) (1 2) 

to do to make things happen . . .  But I don't waste time because I'm very shy 

Line 6: Codes (1 6) (1 9) (13) (1 2) (22) 

and, and, not that confident, and it seems that (partner) gives up quite easy 

Line 7: Codes (1 5) (1 6) (3) (4) (25) 

so . . . . .  the last part was significant . . . . .  

Line 8: Codes (1 5) (3) 

. . . . ~ u s t  that we are temporarily happy but anything could happen 



Line 9: Codes (15) (8) (3) 

and I guess that, maybe that is the way it's always going to be or something . . . .  

Line 10: Codes (15) (21) (23) (25) 

List of Codes: 

1) Partner focuses on own inner processes 

2) Partner tracks own feelings and thoughts about partner 

3) Partner focuses on spouse's behavior 

4) Impact of partner's behavior on feelings and thoughts about self 

5) Examines Partner's interpretation of own behavior 

6) Considers impact of partner's feelings and thoughts on self 

7) Partner tracks relationship problem 

8) Partner interprets spouse's behavior 

9) Partner examines spouse's role in relationship problem(s) 

10) Partner tracks own role in relationship problem 

11) Partner interprets spouse's role in relationship problem 

12) Partner considers own potential behavioral response 

13) Partner engages in inner problem solving 

14) Impact of own thoughts and behavior on partner 

15) Evaluates couple's problems negatively 

16) Implicit blame of partner for couple's problems 

17) Partner recalls in-session events 

18) Partner observes and processes therapist-partner interaction 

19) Partner expresses own thoughts and feelings in-session 

20) Partner refers to other historical moments in the couples' history 

21) Partner expresses doubt or negativity about the outcome of therapy 



22) Partner justifies self 

23) Partner avoids personal responsibility 

24) Partner describes private in-sessin thoughts and feelings 

25) Expresses or shows lack of sense of self 

Generation of Meaning clusters from Codes 

In reference to Partner 

-Interpretation of partner's impact on self 

-Feelings about partner (past, present, future) 

-Positive view of partner disclosing in the session 

-Description of partner (attributes, attributions, ways of being) 

-Interpretation of partner's role in relationship problems 

-Partner's response to own inner description of partner 

-Awareness of own impact (feelings and thoughts) on partner 

-Concern about own influence on partner 

-Concern about partner's expectations in the relationship 

-Anticipates partner's rejection 

-Responds to inner description of partner 

-Labels partner 

-Attributes power to partner in influencing self 

-Perception of partner's obligations to self 



In reference to the SPR Research Process 

-Partner spontaneously discloses SPR incidents (selected by researcher) are 

same as those selected as memorable on EMQ 

-Partner sees counselling session differently on viewing videotape 

-Partner discloses inner thoughts during SPR process 

-Partner is reflexive on two levels: in session and in SPR interview 

-Partner is anxious about research process 

-Fear of researcher's judgement in response to disclosures of in-session 

thoughts 

-SPR videotape playback segments experienced as "enjoyable", "insightful", "fun" 

-Partner "forgets" the SPR playback immediately after viewing it 

In reference to Self 

-Partner defines own feelings and thoughts in reference to partner's feelings and 

thoughts 

-Partner assumes responsibility for relationship problems 

-Partner accepts S ~ O U S ~ ' S  negative interpretation of own behavior 

-Partner unable to identify own feelings and thoughts 

-Partner expresses feeling unappreciated or unacknowledged by spouse 

-Partner anticipates partner's rejection 

-Partner attributes spouse with power to change self 

-Concern about own influence on partner 

-Interpretation of own role in couple problems 

-Description of self 



-Feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Impact of own responses on feelings and thoughts about self 

-Impact of partner's responses on feelings and thoughts about self 

Generation of Properties from Meaning Clusters 

In reference to Partner 

-Interpretation of partner's impact on self 

-Feelings about partner (past, present, and future) 

-Inner description of partner (attributions, motivations) 

-Perception of partner's role in relationship problems 

-Perception of partner's disclosures in session 

-Perception of partner's responses to own disclosures 

-Conception of a bond with partner, or lack of one 

In reference to Self 

-Sense of, or lack of sense of self 

-Feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Feelings and thoughts about self 

-Impact of partner's responses on feelings and thoughts about self 

-Impact of partner's responses on feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Impact of own responses on feelings and thoughts about self 



In reference to the SPR Process 

-Partner indicates segments are personally significant (or not) 

-Partner responds on two levels of reflexivity (i.e., in-session, during SPR 

interview) 

-Partner slides across time in their responses 

-Partner expresses anxiety about interview process 

-Partner discloses their inner experience of the SPR inquiry 

Generation of Category labels from clusters of Properties 

Schema or Conception of Partner 

-Interpretation of partner's impact on self 

-Feelings about partner (past, present, and future) 

-Inner description of partner (attributions, motivations) 

-Perception of partner's role in relationship problems 

-Perception of partner's disclosures in session 

-Perception of partner's responses to own disclosures 

Schema or Conception of Self 

-Sense of, or lack of sense of self 

-Feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Feelings and thoughts about self 

-Impact of partner's responses on feelings and thoughts about self 



-Impact of partner's responses on feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Impact of own responses on feelings and thoughts about self 

Impact of the SPR Process 

-Partner indicates segments are personally significant (or not) 

-Partner responds on two levels of reflexivity (i.e., in-session, during SPR 

interview) 

-Partner slides across time in their responses 

-Partner expresses anxiety about interview process 

-Partner discloses their inner experience of the SPR inquiry 

Generation of Codes from Meaning Units 

(From couple # 1 1, Unstuck group) 

H: .And it wasn't, it wasn't working, I figured there had to be another 

Line 1 : (7) (13) (17) 

solution. I knew I was doing the wrong thing by sitting in there to start 

Line 2: ( 19) (1 7) (13) (26) (27) (28) 

with. So I guess that in itself, kind of made me frustrated to start with, I 

Line 3: (28) (1) (7) (1 7) (1 9) 

knew I should have been sitting outside the room or sitting, just, like I 

Line 4: (1) (7) (29) (1 3) 

ended up doing.. . . It really affects me when (partner) gets frustrated with my 

frustration, 

Line 5: (2) (3) (1) (6) (7) (20) 



. . . .  I don't like to feel that I'm inadequate and I don't think 

Line 6: (3) (4) (25) (8) 

I am but when she gets mad at me for getting frustrated that really bothers 

Line 7: (3) (4) (14) (1 9) (7) 

me because I feel she, I should be allow .. .  l should be allowed to get frustrated 

Line 8: (4) (16) (28) (29) 

sometimes . . . .  And then by her situation sometimes she, she gets frustrated with 

me which 

Line 9: (7) (3) (6) (14) (17) (20) 

makes me very angry, well I guess I shouldn't say angry, it just makes me more 

Line 10: (3) (2) (1) (7) (8) (17) (29) 

New Codes Added to List: 

25) Partner expresses or indicates a lack of a sense of self 

26) Partner examines own process with therapist and partner 

27) Partner discloses thoughts and feelings in presence of therapist and partner 

28) Partner expresses own feelings and thoughts about self 

29) Partner examines own role in relationship problems 

The Generation of Meaning Clusters from Codes 

In reference to Partner's Reflectiveness 

-Partner identifies and acknowledges own part in the relationship problem 

-Partner reflects upon own struggles that influences the relationship problem 

-Partner makes efforts to understand spouse's views and feelings 

-Partner makes use of opportunity to Sort Out the relationship problem in therapy 



-Partner elicits, is responsive, to partner's perspective 

-Partner is sensitive to the impact of own behavior on partner 

-Partner assesses own internal experience 

-Partner discloses own feelings and thoughts to partner and therapist 

-Partner integrtes new understandings 

-Partners engage emotionally with each other 

-Partners orient to each other to resolve problems in the therapy session 

-Partners support and acknowledge their spouse's experience 

-Partners express caring for each other 

In reference to a Conception of Partner 

-Interpretation of partner's impact on self 

-Feelings about partner (past, present, and future) 

-Inner description of partner (attributions, motivations) 

-Interpretation of partner's role in relationship problems 

-Perception of impact of own behavior on partner 

-Perception of partner's disclosures in session ( and out of session) 

-Perception of partner's responses to own disclosures (in and out of session) 

-Conception of a bond with partner, or lack of one 

In reference to a Conception of Self 

-Partner defines own feelings and thoughts in reference to own inner experience 

-Partner shares responsibility for relationship problems 

-Partner defines meaning of own behavior, through reflectiveness, and partner's 

experience 



-Partner identifies own feelings and thoughts 

-Partner acknowledges impact of spouse's behavior on feelingshhoughts about 

self 

-Partner acknowledges influence of own behavior on feeling and thoughts about 

self 

-Description of self 

-Feelings and thoughts about partner 

Generation of Properties from Meaning Clusters 

In reference to Reflectiveness 

-Individual Partner focuses on own inner processes 

-Individual Partner observes interaction between therapist and partner 

-Individual Partner does not disclose own feelings and thoughts 

-Partner examines own process with therapist in presence of partner 

-Partner tells stories 

-Partner discloses private thoughts and feelings in session 

-Partner is sensitive to the impact of own behavior on partner 

-Partner respects spouse's reflexive process 

-Partner identifies and integrates new understandings in presence of therapist 

and partner 

-Partners clarify thoughts, feelings, and interpretations of behavior 

-Partners problem solve, make decisions together, evolve a version of events 

-Partners engage emotionally with each other during the session 

-Partners communicate non-verbally 

-Partners share humor 



-Partners disclose to each other 

-Partners support and acknowledge their spouse's experience 

-Partners talk about their relationship, and share responsibility for it 

In reference to Partner Conception 

-Interpretation of partner's impact on self 

-Feelings about partner (past, present, and future) 

-Inner description of partner (attributions, motivations) 

-Interpretation of partner's role in relationship problems 

-Perception of partner's disclosures in session ( and out of session) 

-Perception of partner's responses to own disclosures (in and out of session) 

-Conception of a bond, or relationship, with partner (or lack of one) 

In reference to Self Conception 

-Partner refers to inner sense of self, or not 

-Feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Feelings and thoughts about self 

-Partner acknowledges impact of spouse's behavior on feelings1 thoughts about 

self 

-Partner acknowledges impact of own behavior on feeling and thoughts about 

self 

-Impact of partner's behavior on feelings and thoughts about partner 



Generation of Properties to Categories 

Reflectiveness, or Personal Meaninq Creation 

-Individual Partner focuses on own inner processes 

-Individual Partner observes interaction between therapist and partner 

-Individual Partner does not disclose own feelings and thoughts 

-Partner examines own process with therapist in presence of partner 

-Partner tells stories 

-Partner discloses private thoughts and feelings in session 

-Partner is sensitive to the impact of own behavior on partner 

-Partner respects spouse's reflexive process 

-Partner identifies and integrates new understandings in presence of therapist 

and partner 

-Partners clarify thoughts, feelings, and interpretations of behavior 

-Partners problem solve, make decisions together, evolve a version of events 

-Partners engage emotionally with each other during the session 

-Partners communicate non-verbally 

-Partners share humor 

-Partners disclose to each other 

-Partners support and acknowledge their spouse's experience 

-Partners talk about their relationship, and share responsibility for it 

Self Conception 

-Partner refers to inner sense of self, or not 



-Feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Feelings and thoughts about self 

-Partner acknowledges impact of spouse's behavior on feelings1 thoughts about 

self 

-Partner acknowledges impact of own behavior on feeling and thoughts about 

self 

-Impact of partner's behavior on feelings and thoughts about partner 

Partner Conception 

-Interpretation of partner's impact on self 

-Feelings about partner (past, present, and future) 

-Inner description of partner (attributions, motivations) 

-Interpretation of partner's role in relationship problems 

-Perception of partner's disclosures in session ( and out of session) 

-Perception of partner's responses to own disclosures (in and out of session) 

-Conception of a bond, or relationship, with partner (or lack of one) 

Generation of Codes from Meaning Units 

(From Couple #8, Midrange group) 

M : . .  . . I've pretty well said everything, well, said everything that 

Line 1 : Meaning units (1) (7) (17) 

there was to be said on my side, the only thing on that particular piece of 

Line 2: Meaning units (1 7) (1 9) 

the tape, on, on. the particular mment  there on feelings and thoughts and so 

Line 3: Meaning units (1 7) 



on .... The only thing is I have another impression in my mind is that .... to view 

Line 4: Meaning units (1) (17) (7) 

and to understand (partner's) point of view and feedback.. . . l would like to see it 

Line 5: Meaning units (3) (6) (24) 

the way, I would like to know how, how, .... how she comes to terms with her 

Line 6: Meaning units (3) (2) (6) 

behavior, and how does she feel? You know what I'm saying? How does she 

Line 7: (1 6) (2) (3) (1 1) (9) 

see this situation, that particular situation, and feelings, and revealing 

Line 8: Meaning units (3) (6) (9) (2) 

herself and so on. Like I said, nothing is black, I mean nothing is black 

Line 9: Meaning units (2) (9) (1 1) 

and white, and I wonder .... 1 mean you can't just say one thing to one person 

Line 10: Meaning units (13) (2) (3) (7) (8) 

List of Codes: No new meaning codes generated 

Generation of Meaning Clusters from Codes 

In reference to SPR Research Process 

-Partner comments on the "learning value" of the SPR videotape segments 

-Partner expresses thought that research outcome is valuable to himself, and to 

others 

-Partner notes videotape playback is "different" from the experience of being in 

the session 



-Partner wonders what led him to participate in the research, since he is so 

exhausted at the end of the day 

-Partner (s) disclose private in-session thoughts during SPR process 

-Partner (s) reflect on two levels: session, and SPR stimulated reflexivity 

In reference to a Conception of Self 

-Partner expresses difficulty1 is confused about identifying own thoughts and 

feelings 

-Partner (s) discuss impact of own responses on feelings and thoughts about 

self 

-Impact of partner's responses on feelings and thoughts about self 

-Affect or description generated about self 

-Feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Partner defers to spouse's description of self 

-Partner references to inner sense of self 

In reference to a Conception of Partner 

-Partner acknowledges spouse's strengths 

-Partner describes spouse in a negative and narrow way 

-Partner express thoughts and feelings about partner (past and present) 

-Perception of partner's role in relationship problems 

-Perception of partner's impact on self 

-Partner angry because spouse has changed 

-Partner's response to disclosures made in the session 

-Perception of partner's willingness to disclose, or not, in or out of sessions 



-Perception of a "relationship", which has changed over time 

Generation of Properties from Meaning Clusters 

In reference to the SPR Research Process 

-Partner values1 does not value SPR process (i.e., "learning value") 

-Partner anticipates positive research outcome (for selflothers) 

-Partner(s) disclose private in-session thoughts during the SPR process 

-Parnter(s) reflect on two levels; therapy session, SPR provoked reflexivity 

-Partner notes qualitative difference of viewing tape from in-session experience 

-Partners time slide in the memories of relationshiplsession events 

In reference to a Conception of Self 

-Partner expresses difficulty1 is confused about identifying own thoughts and 

feelings 

-Partner (s) discuss impact of own responses on feelings and thoughts about 

self 

-Impact of partner's responses on feelings and thoughts about self 

-Affect or description generated about self 

-Feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Partner defers to spouse's description of self 

-Partner references to inner sense of self 



In reference to a Conception of Partner 

-Inner referent, or construct, or partner (i.e., description, attributions) 

-Thoughts and feelings about partner (past and present) 

-Perception of partner's role in relationship problems 

-Perception of partner's impact on self 

-Partner's response to disclosures made in the session 

-Perception of partner's willingness to disclose, or not, in or out of sessions 

-Perception of a "relationship", which has changed over time 

Generation of Properties to Categories 

Impact of the SPR Research Process 

-Partner values/ does not value SPR process (i.e., "learning value") 

-Partner anticipates positive research outcome (for selflothers) 

-Partner(s) disclose private in-session thoughts during the SPR process 

-Parnter(s) reflect on two levels; therapy session, SPR provoked reflexivity 

-Partner notes qualitative difference of viewing tape from in-session experience 

-Partners time slide in the memories of relationship/session events 

Self Conception 

-Partner expresses difficulty/ is confused about identifying own thoughts and 

feelings 



-Partner (s) discuss impact of own responses on feelings and thoughts about 

self 

-Impact of partner's responses on feelings and thoughts about self 

-Affect or description generated about self 

-Feelings and thoughts about partner 

-Partner defers to spouse's description of self 

-Partner references to inner sense of self 

Partner Conception 

-Inner referent, or construct, or partner (i.e., description, attributions) 

-Thoughts and feelings about partner (past and present) 

-Perception of partner's role in relationship problems 

-Perception of partner's impact on self 

-Partner's response to disclosures made in the session 

-Perception of partner's willingness to disclose, or not, in or out of sessions 

-Perception of a "relationship", which has changed over time 
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