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	Foreword

	Marsha M. Linehan, Ph.D.

	No relationship has only smooth sailing. All relationships have conflict and an excess of negative emotion, so problems in intimate relationships affect just about everyone at one time or another. Being in a high-conflict relationship is exhausting and leaves both partners feeling miserable and alone. Being in an unhappy and distressed partnership is associated with increased rates of depression, anxiety, and substance use. Children in homes with great conflict are more likely to be troubled and even suicidal. This book addresses how to improve our intimate relationships, and in turn, our own and our family’s well-being.

	The book is based on the principles of dialectical behavior therapy (DBT), a treatment that has a large number of clinical trials demonstrating its effectiveness. DBT was developed at the University of Washington and Alan Fruzzetti was part of the very first DBT treatment team. He and the other members of the team gave the first critical feedback on the treatment and were major contributors to the development of the treatment in its current form. Alan has been working with DBT for twenty years, teaching it and adapting it for couples, families, and adolescents.. Almost all of the research to date has focused on applying DBT to individuals, with few studies including families. Thus, there is a real absence in the literature: how to apply DBT to couples and families.

	Dr. Fruzzetti is an expert in couple and family therapy and in research on intimate relationships. He is at the fore of work in this area, integrating mindfulness, emotion regulation, accurate expression, and validation into a coherent package. He has written dozens of professional articles and book chapters, both about DBT and about couple and family interactions and treatments from a DBT perspective.

	In this book, Alan takes his expertise in working with couples and integrates it with his expertise in DBT. Like DBT, the book takes a nonjudgmental approach that promotes both acceptance of yourself and your partner, such as being mindful of yourself and your partner, and being more self-validating. It also focuses on change, such as reducing invalidation and negative responses to yourself and your partner while increasing your own emotion self-regulation, improving your ability to express yourself accurately, and building your skills to manage problems more effectively. The book also focuses heavily on the integration of these two strategies (acceptance and change), really helping you and your partner to be more validating toward each other.

	It is very important to note that this book is based on sound principles and research, including research on basic emotional processes, couple interaction research, and the many studies evaluating dialectical behavior therapy. Very few books like this are actually based on research, so that puts this book into a very elite group.

	The approach in this book is sensitive to the needs of struggling spouses and partners who have a lot of hurts and hopes. It addresses a broad variety of situations that couples find themselves in and provides thoughtful and practical ideas and practice exercises to help people decrease destructive conflict and find more peace and intimacy in their relationships.
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	Chapter 1

	Understanding Emotion in Relationships

	Why is it we sometimes say the nastiest things to the person we love the most? How is it that seemingly simple negotiations sometimes end up with partners screaming at each other? How do we end up snapping and acting in ways we swore we would never do again? What makes people who love each other sometimes get really anxious when approaching each other, or leads us to avoid talking about important matters? And, more importantly, how can we learn to stop long-standing patterns of destructive conflict, develop the skills to manage our negative emotions and destructive urges, and learn how to talk and listen in ways that lead to understanding, validation, negotiation, and closeness? These are the questions this book will address.

	Everyone knows, minutes or hours after a nasty fight, that what we said made things worse and got us less of what we wanted. Yet, somehow we said it or did it anyway and may even have meant it at the moment. But now, with emotional arousal back to normal, guilt, remorse, regret, hurt, and grief set in. Maybe we will be able to apologize and turn things around, but the whole episode is likely to happen again and again. Destructive conflict in couples corrodes relationships and makes both partners miserable. The central idea in this book is that highly aroused, negative emotion—dysregulated emotion—is the core problem for high-conflict couples and that there are specific skills partners can learn to manage their emotions effectively, which in turn makes effective communication (accurate expression followed by understanding and validation) possible. With enough practice, conflict can be transformed into closeness and couples can achieve the closeness, friendship, intimacy, peace, and support that brings us joy and reduces our suffering.

	Understanding Emotions and High Emotional Arousal

	Emotions are much more complicated than most people realize. Part of the problem stems from the way we talk about emotion. First of all, we talk about emotion as a thing (a noun), rather than as something we are doing. But, in fact, emotions are complex processes like walking or talking, things that we actually do that affect other things inside us and also affect others. It is easier to conceptualize thinking as something that we do. Then, when we say we had a thought, we recognize that it was just one moment, one small piece, of a long process. Emotion can be conceptualized the same way. Thus, an emotion is just one moment out of a long process of emoting or feeling. Unfortunately, we don’t have a good word for the process or for the whole system in which we have emotions.

	How Emotions Work

	There are many components to our emotion system. At any given moment, there are events going on all around us, such as sights and sounds and other aspects of the physical and social world. There are also events going on inside us, such as memories, images, thoughts, or sensations. All of these events, in addition to our attention, and our sensation and perception systems (which allow us to be aware of what’s going on), influence emotion directly. With new developments in neuroscience almost daily, it’s clear that there are many biological and biochemical processes in our brains that influence the course of emotions. However, the extent to which we are aware of our emotions, how we label them (and whether we are accurate), and how we express them also profoundly affect the process. And, finally, how others respond to us—particularly people we are close to—shapes the direction of our emotion in very important ways. Certain responses, such as understanding and validating our experience, soothe our frayed emotional edges, but others, such as criticizing or invalidating our experience, are like salt in an open wound in our hearts.

	Emotion Dysregulation and Out-of-Control Behavior

	Emotional arousal affects other systems directly, such as thinking and physical action. Thus, when we regulate or manage our emotion, we also are regulating our ability to think and act in ways that are effective and move us forward in our relationships, at work, or with other activities in life. It’s been known for almost one hundred years that small to moderate amounts of stress and arousal keep people alert and interested, actually increasing self-control and performance on just about any kind of task (Yerkes and Dodson 1908). It’s also true that past a moderate point of stress and arousal, self-control and performance begin to drop (Mandler 1993). At high enough levels of arousal, we begin to focus very narrowly on simply escaping from the aversive state of high negative emotion. This process can take a long time to build up or may happen instantly.

	Regardless, once our orientation is on escape, we can consider ourselves out of control. Notice that this is not a pejorative label. Rather, being out of control describes a natural state in which we are not thinking or acting in a very clear way; we are no longer focused on our longer-term goals but are increasingly focused on the immediate goal of reducing this negative tension or arousal. The point at which we reorient our attention to escape may be considered the point at which emotion dysregulation begins; when our emotion system becomes dysregulated, it interferes with optimal cognitive and other self-control functions (Fruzzetti et al. 2003).

	Thus, being dysregulated is not the same as being upset. You can be upset and still be quite able to make effective decisions, hold your tongue, or otherwise “control” yourself—manage to act in ways that help you achieve a better relationship, a better life, rather than simply escaping an unpleasant (or even awful) situation by doing something that hurts the other person, escalates the conflict, or, in general, makes things worse in the long run.

	In reality, this kind of dysregulated or out-of-control behavior occurs rather frequently, on a continuum from very destructive out-of-control behaviors, such as substance use or aggression, to less destructive ones, such as saying mean things or avoiding difficult situations. For example, when one partner is nagging at the other, being critical, the other’s arousal goes up. It becomes difficult to remember that the complainer is somebody you love, and who loves you back. Sometimes it might only take a second; at other times you might feel it coming well in advance, but eventually you lose your balanced perspective and say something mean or nasty in return. The point here is not that it’s unreasonable or unfair to respond to criticism with criticism—it might be fair—but rather that it just makes things worse for both people individually and for the relationship. Individual and relationship well-being would be improved if each partner were able to respond differently.

	At this point, you might be thinking, “So, are you saying I’m just supposed to be a doormat and accept being treated badly?” That’s a good question, and the answer is no, because there is a third or middle path between being resigned to being treated badly, on the one hand, and both people treating each other badly, on the other hand. The alternative is to break the cycle, responding in a way that deescalates the conflict without reducing self-respect. In order to do that, you must first understand how you get into these hair-trigger situations that lead you to create negative interactions or respond badly to your partner when he or she is already behaving badly.

	Vulnerability to Negative Emotional Experiences

	There are several factors that make you vulnerable to high negative emotional arousal and subsequent emotion dysregulation. They include how sensitive you are to relationship events and things your partner (or others) says or does; reactivity, or how much you react when you do perceive stressful or negative events; and time to equilibrium, or how long it takes you to return to “normal” emotionally (Linehan 1993a; Fruzzetti and Iverson 2006; Fruzzetti, Shenk, and Hoffman 2005).

	Sensitivity

	Some people are more emotionally sensitive than others, just as some people have more sensitive hearing, more sensitive taste, and so on. People with greater emotional sensitivity can sometimes tell what those with less sensitivity are feeling before they know it themselves. This can be unsettling in a conversation if not handled properly. People with high emotional sensitivity seem to grasp intuitively how other people are feeling, coping, and so on. Conversely, a person with low emotional sensitivity can sometimes have a really hard time intuitively understanding what another person is feeling. This person may need to have a lot more explaining and more direct and specific requests in order to be emotionally supportive and responsive. Low emotional sensitivity can leave a spouse or partner feeling misunderstood or even lead to falsely (but understandably) believing that the other person doesn’t care about him or her.

	To make matters more complicated, people can be sensitive about some topics or situations but not about others. These differences in overall emotional sensitivity result from ordinary developmental processes, the way conflict situations were handled by parents during childhood, as well as from the basic temperament with which you were born. But more specific sensitivities can develop in any relationship. Many couples have theme fights or topics about which one or both partners tend to be sensitive. Similarly, one partner may have high sensitivity left over from a previous relationship or from the current relationship about things that happened even years ago. Understanding each other’s sensitivities can help couples learn how to communicate more effectively, and trying to increase or decrease your own sensitivity can also promote more effective interactions. Chapters 2, 3, and 7 cover this topic in greater depth.

	Reactivity

	Regardless of how sensitive any of us may be, when we do notice something that is emotionally relevant, our reaction may be small or large. Big reactions are often louder, more rapidly and intensely expressed, and are accompanied by higher emotional arousal. Thus, big reactions (high reactivity) can communicate more clearly what a person is feeling, but also can result in the person sometimes reacting too quickly, getting upset or even dysregulated before all the information has become available. This can sometimes be counterproductive, of course: if reactivity had been lower, the person’s response might have been quite different and more productive. Conversely, small reactions—often quieter, slower, and less intensely expressed—allow time to understand the whole picture but may not effectively communicate how important something is or what someone is feeling, easily resulting in misunderstanding. Learning to regulate reactivity (more intense and rapid expression or less intense and rapid expression) is an important part in learning to manage our own emotions, which this book will focus on.

	Time to Reach Equilibrium

	Everyone has a kind of emotional equilibrium, or baseline level of emotional arousal. By definition, emotional equilibrium is a regulated state, in which we can think and act clearly, purposefully, and effectively. When our arousal goes up, it takes a certain amount of time to come back down to baseline. For some people, this happens very quickly, perhaps in only seconds or a few minutes. For others, it may take many minutes or even several hours. Not only is it painful to have negative emotional arousal be high for a long time, it also means that during this time, individuals are vulnerable to both increased reactivity and to becoming dysregulated, because their arousal is already elevated. Understanding how long it takes to return to emotional equilibrium can help couples decide whether, when, and for how long they should take a break when discussing particularly emotional topics.

	Putting the pieces together, you can see that high emotion sensitivity, high reactivity, and slow return to equilibrium make you vulnerable to getting upset, or dysregulated, in a variety of situations, as is shown in figure 1. Before even considering the specifics of a given situation or what your partner is doing, you already may be on the path toward a destructive reaction.

	How High Emotional Arousal Affects Your Relationship

	There are many ways that negative emotional arousal affects your relationship, both directly and indirectly. For example, it may lead you to overreact in some situations, and perhaps even to underreact in others. This, in turn, makes it more difficult for your partner to respond in understanding, soothing, or loving ways: he or she simply doesn’t have accurate information on which to base a response. So, even if your partner wants to respond in a loving way, and doesn’t have his or her own negative emotional arousal to deal with (which is unlikely), it makes the job harder.

	
	[image: ]

	Figure 1

	

	High Arousal Leads to Inaccurate Expression

	As discussed earlier, when our emotional arousal is very high, our ability to take a balanced or long-term view suffers, and our thinking and reasoning abilities are similarly overwhelmed. Consequently, we say and do things that reflect being overwhelmed, we become defensive, or we simply do not describe the heartfelt desires and emotions that lie beneath our negative arousal. Figure 2 shows how this may unfold: high emotion vulnerability means that before anything much even happens, just as you enter the situation, your arousal shoots up, because, first, you are emotionally sensitive, either in general or in this kind of situation; second, you are reactive (again, perhaps in general, or only in this kind of situation); and third, you are slow to return to emotional equilibrium. Once your arousal goes up, your thinking abilities go down, and you start to lose the emotional balance that is needed to communicate effectively. Your high arousal also fuels negative and judgmental thinking, which further fuels negative emotional arousal—a vicious cycle. Then, being upset and having a lot of negative and judgmental thinking, you say things that don’t reflect what you really want (closeness, attention, understanding), but instead say something bitter or nasty (inaccurate expression). This, of course, creates hurt feelings in your partner, furthers misunderstanding, and incites conflict.

	For example, you might want to spend more time with your mate and be disappointed that he or she will be coming home late today. But, your negative arousal is the only thing you notice; you pay attention to that and have urges to escape from the situation, either by withdrawing or by pushing the other away emotionally. You become judgmental (“what a jerk”), which jacks up your emotion further. Then, instead of accurately expressing your disappointment, and also saying that you’re longing for more closeness and time together (accurate expression), you criticize your partner for being selfish or just roll your eyes and show dismay or even contempt.
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	Figure 2

	

	Inaccurate Expression Also Increases Arousal

	It turns out that the way we think about the situation and what we tell ourselves about it can either soothe our emotions or act as a catalyst for even more explosive negative emotional reactions (Fruzzetti and Iverson 2006). More specifically, if we are able to describe the situation, what we want, what is happening, and legitimize the emotional process even when we do not like it, typically our emotional arousal will start the return toward a lower state of emotional upset and eventually back to normal emotional arousal (which might mean you are content or satisfied). In contrast, if we judge the situation, or our partner, as wrong or bad, catastrophize the situation, or become hopeless or negative in our expectations, our arousal will stay high or actually get higher, further dysregulating our thinking and other actions. Figure 2 demonstrates how our appraisals, judgments, and expression of our experience may flip back to increase our arousal, just as our arousal makes our thinking more judgmental and negative. The good news is that this interaction gives us two places to practice more effective alternatives.

	Conflict Patterns in Relationships

	Over time, all couples develop fairly consistent ways of interacting, or patterns, in conflict situations. These patterns may vary by topic or situation, but they are often quite consistent. Again, “conflict” here simply means situations of apparent disagreement, situations in which at least one partner doesn’t like something the other is or is not doing, or situations in which negotiation or agreement is desired.

	Constructive Engagement Pattern

	This is, of course, the goal: Partners bring up issues that bother them when they are relevant, and they do so in a nonaggressive, descriptive, and clear way. The other partner listens, tries to understand, and communicates that understanding even when she or he disagrees. This allows many problems to be solved and for partners to learn increasingly how to be better mates for each other. And, importantly, when problems can’t be solved, either because no solutions are available at the time or because partners continue to disagree, in a constructive pattern, partners can tolerate the disagreement, box it up (at least temporarily), and enjoy each other in other situations. In fact, being able to explore the conflict can bring couples closer, increasing mutual understanding and smoothing out bumps in the relationship. Clearly, both partners must be able to regulate their emotion, and must be aware of their wants, preferences, emotions, opinions, and what they like and don’t like. Because their emotions are regulated, they are able to express these things accurately and nonaggressively and are able to listen and respond nondefensively, with empathy and validation.

	Mutual Avoidance Pattern

	In a mutual avoidance pattern, partners dysregulate each other. That is, when one partner experiences something negative and starts to get upset beyond a certain point, the other perceives the rising emotion and starts to spike emotionally as well. Then, each person, cognizant of the other’s high negative arousal and potential for dysregulated responding (ineffective, invalidating, getting angry, and so on), avoids bringing the issue up at all. Of course, problems that can’t be discussed can’t be solved. And when partners feel relief when not talking with each other, an avoidance pattern can start easily. Closeness fades, even though active conflict (arguing, fighting), per se, may be infrequent.

	Destructive Engagement Pattern

	In contrast to the avoidance pattern, here partners end up expressing a lot of hostility, fail to remember or express their love for each other, and are unable to understand each other’s point of view (which is, naturally, obfuscated by inaccurate, often hostile, expression). By the end of every argument both partners have behaved badly and will have regrets about their own actions—later, after they return to their emotional equilibrium. And, most partners will have increased vulnerability to emotional reactivity in the next conflict situation, fearing both their own and their partner’s responses to conflict.

	It is important to note that destructive engagement does not necessarily start this way. It is so named because this is where the conversation ends up. In fact, one or both partners may start out reasonably calm and emotionally regulated, with clear awareness of their good intentions, their commitment, and their love for one another. But without the ability to stay regulated in a difficult situation, if the conflict cannot easily be resolved, one partner (and soon after, the other) will become increasingly upset and cross the line into ineffective behavior, or stop describing what he or she wants accurately, stop listening with empathy, and so forth. Sometimes the damage is minor, sometimes it is major.

	Engage-Distance Pattern

	Unlike the other patterns, in the engage-distance pattern, there is an imbalance between the partners: one moves one way; the other goes in a different direction. That is, one person wants to discuss or pursue a topic and be together, but the other person, at least in that moment, does not want to discuss a topic further or perhaps even be together and instead seeks some alone time. What makes this pattern particularly tricky is that the engager or distancer can start out doing so in either an effective, constructive way or a more destructive, aversive, or avoidant way, but regardless, the pattern ends up being a disaster (Fruzzetti and Jacobson 1990).

	For example, if Sally had a difficult day at work, she may want to talk with Ron about it. For example, she might say, “Oh, what a day I’ve had!” But, at that moment, Ron might be involved with something else, and therefore he may not notice that Sally really wants to talk and get some emotional support. His response, “Hi, Sweetheart…I’ve been trying to get this Internet connection to work…but it’s not cooperating,” is quite invalidating to Sally, and her arousal goes up. As her arousal goes up, her focus shifts from what she really wants (support from her husband, to be listened to and feel close to him) to her own arousal, which was already elevated due to problems she had during the day (emotional vulnerability). Then, she tells Ron, “Never mind,” in a slightly nasty tone. Ron, still a little oblivious, takes the “never mind” content seriously and feels a relieved: Sally is irritated, and it’s difficult and often unpleasant to talk with her when she’s irritable. So, he cheerfully says “Okay” and goes back to what he was doing. Sally goes to the other room and starts stewing in the negative arousal that resulted from this additional “failure” on Ron’s part to be responsive. She starts feeling overwhelmed with emotion (her original emotion plus hurt, sadness, shame, and anger), negative appraisals (“he really doesn’t care about me”), judgments about Ron (“he’s so selfish”), and/or judgments about herself (“it’s my own fault; I’m such a jerk for thinking he’d be interested”). A few minutes later, now dysregulated, she yells at Ron, “I don’t even know why I stay married to you” or “I don’t even know why you stay married to me.” Ron now reacts defensively (his own arousal just shot up), saying something like, “Why would I want to talk with you? You’re acting like a crazy person! All I’ve been doing is trying to fix the damn computer, and you’re acting like I committed murder or something!” Both partners feel let down by the other and will have increased sensitivity going into the next conflict situation. There are many ways this pattern can develop, but escalated negative emotions are always at the core of this destructive pattern.

	How Negative Interactions Affect Individuals

	Research has shown repeatedly that being in a healthy, close relationship is good for people (e.g., Brown and Harris 1978). Similarly, being in a distressed or highly conflictual relationship takes its toll on individual well-being: For example, people are much more likely to be depressed if they are in a distressed couple relationship than in a happy one (Fruzzetti 1996). Similarly, rates of substance abuse, anxiety disorders, health problems, and so on are markedly higher among distressed and high-conflict couples (Whisman and Uebelacker 2003). In addition, high-conflict relationships have deleterious effects on children who are regularly exposed to parental conflict (e.g., Cummings and Davies 1994; Gottman and Katz 1989). Importantly, research has also shown that when couples resolve their difficulties and improve their relationship, individual well-being increases substantially (e.g., Jacobson et al. 1991; Jacobson et al. 1993). There is something about being able to express ourselves and be understood, about companionship, about closeness, about being able to find peace with our partner, which seems to salve our souls.

	Using This Book

	This book is about learning to manage your emotions effectively in order to promote better communication, foster love and closeness, and solve problems. It is based jointly on principles of dialectical behavior therapy, a treatment for severe and pervasive problems of emotion dysregulation developed by Dr. Marsha Linehan (1993a, 1993b; see also Fruzzetti 2002), and principles of couple and family interaction and intervention developed by many in the field of couples therapy, including the author (e.g., Fruzzetti 1997; Fruzzetti and Mosco 2006; Fruzzetti and Iverson 2004; Fruzzetti and Iverson 2006; Fruzzetti and Fruzzetti 2003; Fruzzetti, Hoffman, and Santisteban, forthcoming; Fruzzetti and Jacobson 1990; Hoffman, Fruzzetti, and Swenson 1999; Hoffman et al. 2005).

	This book is intended for couples in high-conflict relationships or who have enough conflict to be worrisome, or to warrant taking an active role in trying to improve your relationship. This book may also be very useful for couples who do not seem to have a lot of conflict but who in fact avoid conflict or conflict situations because these situations typically escalate. However, one caveat is needed: if high conflict in your relationship includes physical or sexual aggression or violence, this book is not intended to be enough for you. If you have been aggressive or violent with your partner, it is important for you to use all available resources to create safety in your relationship; please, seek out professional counseling and/or other resources to help you gain this kind of self-control. If you have been physically or sexually assaulted by your partner, please seek out support and resources to help you make your relationship safer: no one deserves to be physically or sexually assaulted. The phone number for the National Domestic Violence Hotline is 1-800-799-SAFE (7233); you may also visit the organization’s Web site for more information and to access other resources (http://www.ndvh.org) or call your local crisis service.

	The ideas and strategies in this book are designed to be helpful, but they do involve doing things together and talking about topics or issues that may be provocative because of your own and your partner’s previous experiences and sensitivities. It is essential that both partners have the self-control and the commitment to self-control to tolerate such potential distress without becoming aggressive or violent. Only then can the resources of this book be truly helpful.

	Ideally, you and your partner will read this book together, practicing skills from each chapter as you go along. But, of course, you (and your relationship) likely could benefit from reading the book and practicing most of the exercises on your own. Each chapter provides a step-by-step guide to identify areas that need work, as well as areas of strength, and gives practice exercises—some that you can do individually and some practices that you can do together as a couple.

	The book’s chapters probably should be read in order. The materials and skills are designed to build forward and cumulatively. Although in principle you could skip ahead, mastering earlier skills will make later skills easier and the likelihood of success greater. More importantly, this book is intended as a guide for practice even more than a guide to understanding. The benefits you accrue from this book will very likely reflect how much you practice the various exercises and skills provided. Although it’s fine to read ahead, you might consider practicing the material in each section before moving on to the next section. For example, you might spend a week or more on a chapter before moving on to the next chapter. In summary: practice, practice, practice!





	Chapter 2

	Accepting Yourself and Your Partner

	Couple interaction has often been compared to a dance: When the music flows, the timing is right, and partners know their own steps and are aware of the other’s steps, it can be magical. But, when anything is off, partners begin to step on each other’s toes and the activity is anything but fun (and can in fact be very painful). The painful outcome then inhibits dancing to subsequent tunes. Being an effective partner, in dancing or in other ways, requires practice and skill. Being an effective couple or team requires practice together. And, just as in dancing, a partner needs to be both an individual, doing his or her part, and an integral part of the couple. In fact, when partners are very skillful, part of the fun is letting go of self-awareness and instead participating in the joint or collaborative activity. This can be true in conversation, on a walk, or while making love.

	Basic communication has two fundamental parts: one person talks; the other listens, understands, and responds. Then, at various times, partners change roles. It sounds simple, but as discussed in chapter 1, negative emotions get in the way of this seemingly simple two-step. One of the first places where communication breaks down is when we make it more complicated in our minds, increase our emotional arousal, and then go on to rationalize how reasonable it is to treat the other person badly. Acting skillfully requires an awareness, or mindfulness, of ourselves (our wants, thoughts, sensations, emotions), mindfulness of the other person (his or her wants, thoughts, sensations, emotions), and finally mindfulness of how we are connected to each other (our interaction). Mindfulness primarily involves awareness, and as a skill, it means learning to pay attention to things that matter to us most, and using that awareness to direct our actions (Bishop et al. 2004; Brown and Ryan 2003; Fruzzetti and Iverson 2004). This chapter will explore all three of these facets of mindfulness: our self, our partner, and our joint interaction or dance together, starting with how infinitely connected we are to our partners.

	You Cannot Act Alone: Awareness of Connection

	In any partnership, the things we do as individuals affect the other person and the relationship. In a couple, if one person is distressed about something, it is also the other person’s concern, whether he or she acknowledges it or not. Reciprocity ensures that you cannot act in isolation, that what you do affects the other and, in turn, what the other person does affects you. Putting the two together, you see that what you do comes back to affect you. Philosophers, poets, religious leaders, mystics, politicians, and sports junkies have all understood these axioms for centuries: “What goes around comes around,” “you get what you give,” “give and you will receive,” and “burn and be burned” all capture the essence of this idea. Nowhere is this more true than in an intimate relationship.

	Don’t Soil Your Own Nest

	Because we are so completely connected to our partner, it makes sense not to treat the other person badly, for we’ll be treated badly in return. In order to treat our partner in a harsh, unloving, critical, or invalidating way, we simply have to “forget” or be unaware of this reciprocity. High emotional arousal, remember, reduces our thinking and recall skills, so this lack of awareness in conflict situations is not as silly as it may sound. Yet, it may be very important.

	Notice your level of emotional arousal right now. If it is low or moderate, notice how you feel toward your partner, your commitment to your relationship, and notice what you want out of your relationship. If your goals include having a loving relationship, notice just that. Now, ask yourself, what if you had been able to recall these loving intentions, these desires, just seconds before the last time you snapped at your partner? What if, at that moment, you were truly aware that this is a person you love and who loves you, and that how you treat him or her would go a long way toward determining whether you get what you want in your relationship? Would it have been so easy to say the nasty thing? Probably not.

	Think about Sally and Ron from chapter 1. What if Sally had been able to remember her actual relationship goals before yelling at Ron? Did being nasty help her get the closeness she wanted? Might remembering her goals have inhibited her from attacking Ron? What if Ron had remembered that he loved Sally and that he wants a happy partner and closeness with her? Could he so easily have dismissed her needs? Just being able to remember the simple truism that “what you do affects what you get” can make a huge difference. Because high arousal interferes with thinking and memory, it is important for this awareness to be almost automatic. To make this kind of mindfulness automatic, however, requires a lot of practice.

	Practice

	
	Notice how your voice tone affects the voice tone of the person you speak to.

		Change your voice tone and see how it changes the voice tone of the other person (you may have to demonstrate the change a few times before the other person matches you).

		When your level of negative emotional arousal is low, notice how much you love your partner, notice your commitment to your relationship, and notice the things you both want from your relationship, such as companionship, friendship, support, and understanding.

		Notice that you are in the same boat together: you sail or sink together. Every day remind yourself about how you are connected to your partner: “Your happiness is my happiness, and your unhappiness is my unhappiness. When I take care of your needs, I am also taking care of my own. When I treat you with love and kindness, I am taking care of myself also.”

		Notice how your mood affects others around you, and vice versa.

		Before saying something to your partner, even in an easy, nonconflictual situation, ask yourself, “Is this going to make things better or worse?” or, if you prefer, “Is this going to get me what I really want in the long term?” Practice this one as much as possible, even several times per day. Notice how empowering it is to be able to choose how you proceed rather than simply reacting.



	Self-Awareness and Mindfulness of Self

	Mindfulness is a term that has become more popular in recent years, and has a lot of different meanings and applications (e.g., Baer 2003; Bishop et al. 2004; Brown and Ryan 2003; Fruzzetti and Iverson 2004; Nhât Hanh 1975, 1987). This section will focus on the aspects of mindfulness that involve our ability to be self-aware and those that involve being able to control what we pay attention to as a way of managing our emotions and our actions.

	States of Mind or Self

	Our thinking self and our feeling self can work together, or they can work at cross purposes. Or, to put it differently, when we are aware (and accepting) of both our emotions and our logical thoughts, we are more likely to act effectively. The various combinations of logic and emotion result in three somewhat different “self” states, or states of mind. Dr. Marsha Linehan (1993a, 1993b) has described these states as “emotion mind,” “reasonable mind,” and “wise mind.”

	Emotional Self or Emotion Mind

	We need emotions to survive and to thrive in the world. Emotions orient us, tell us how important things are, signal us about the likely consequences of actions, and allow for complexity and intensity in our relationships and other activities. Without emotions, we could not enjoy anything, like or dislike anything, care much about anything, or be in love. However, when we pay attention only to our emotion and are unaware of logic or reason, things can be risky. Acting exclusively from emotion, in some situations, means acting from urges without regard to consequences. This is our pure emotional self, or a state of emotion mind (Linehan 1993a, 1993b). The problem with our pure emotional self is not that our emotions are strong but that they are not in balance with logic, and our actions are more like reactions, only focused on satisfying immediate emotion-based urges.

	Logical Self or Reasonable Mind

	Of course, we also need critical thinking, logical analysis, and reason, often in the form of shorthand rules. Without rules, chaos would reign. Logic tells us to drive on the right (in North, Central, and South America, continental Europe and Scandinavia, anyway), get up and go to work, exercise, and pay taxes. But, sometimes we operate exclusively from rules and logic and get stuck in them. For example, we come up with faulty rules, such as “I should like someone who likes me” or “only lazy people stay home with a common cold,” or use logic (or pseudo-logic) to decide how to act, such as “if he loves me, he should know what I want, so I shouldn’t have to say.” The problem is not that these rules lack logic. Indeed, some rules might work a good deal of the time to keep your life organized. Rather, the problem is that they are out of balance with emotion and that our actions are then rule-driven, without regard to the consequences. Then, the rules often end up in opposition to the reasons for having rules in the first place, to reduce pain and chaos and enhance our lives, and instead increase misery.

	Wise or Balanced Self, or Wise Mind

	When logic and emotion are both present and balanced, we can think of this as a wise or balanced perspective. Linehan calls this wise mind (or, sometimes, wise self; 1993a, 1993b). When we are “in” our wise mind (balanced reason and emotion) our actions are consistent with our wisest goals, and are less reactive. Often, people suggest that logic and emotion are opposite. However, in this view, they are simply different things. Much as we would say that protein and carbohydrate are both necessary parts of our diet but could be out of balance, we would say that logic and emotion are both necessary parts of our experience and ourselves. There is nothing illogical about emotions, and nothing unemotional about logic; they are simply different systems. When we have sufficient amounts of both, we can act wisely. Sometimes we think of this perspective as our authentic or genuine self, and it reflects a kind of clarity and centeredness about who we are, what is truly important to us, and what is in our hearts.

	Everyone has the capacity for such wisdom. You know what temperature you like your bath or shower. You don’t need to scald yourself or conduct an experiment with carefully calibrated thermometers to know you like it warm, cool, or hot; your toe or elbow just “knows” when it’s the way you like it. You know that your actions affect others, and vice versa. And you know in your heart how truly committed you are to your relationship. It is important to note that what is wise will be different for different people: For some, four parts logic plus one part emotion is what is needed in a given situation; for others, seven parts emotion and two parts logic would be effective in the same situation. Consequently, there is no such thing as being “too emotional” or “too logical” if the one is balanced with the other sufficiently to get you acting effectively in your life, neither reacting (not enough logic to balance effectively) nor following rules blithely (not enough emotion to balance effectively).

	When your wise self “knows” that you want your relationship to work, you are informed by both your investments in the relationship (logic) and your attraction and love (emotion). If that is your wise self, then when you have urges to hurt your partner, you are coming from your hurt emotional self (out of balance), and when you tell yourself that your partner “should” act in a certain way or he or she doesn’t love you (ineffective rule), then you are coming from your logical self (also out of balance). When acting from your wise perspective, your actions are very likely to be effective: you are then most able to get what you genuinely want without hurting others and without sacrificing your self-respect.

	The key skills to learn, of course, are how to recognize when you are not in your wise mind and how to get back to it.

	Getting to a Balanced Self: Describing and Not Judging

	There are many ways to orient your attention in a difficult or conflictual situation. You can interpret a situation, judge it, numb out or run away from it, engage in a lot of other activities to avoid it, or get stuck in your emotion about it. These are typically ineffective strategies. Alternatively, you can notice the situation and your reaction and describe it. Describing is one of the most effective ways to get to a more balanced place, to interrupt rising reactivity, and to keep yourself from acting in ways that make things worse (cf. Linehan 1993b; Fruzzetti and Iverson 2006).

	Describing sounds simple, and when arousal is low, it can be easy, although there are some pitfalls. You can describe things outside yourself, such as the room around you, the temperature of the air, or the colors and textures of a painting or photograph. Or, you can describe things inside yourself, such as sensations, emotions, wants, or thoughts.

	When we describe, we are intentionally not imposing an emotional quality to what we are describing. Instead, we are allowing our emotion to occur and accepting what might come up. Whatever emotion flows naturally from describing is likely to be quite authentic.

	A prototype for description is what an event announcer does on the radio: he or she describes the activities going on, giving enough detail for the listener to understand the situation. When we simply describe situations, we notice details and put words on them, including noticing aspects of the situation or another person, as well as noticing and describing our reactions (emotions, sensations, likes and dislikes, and so forth). For example, when you are washing dishes, you can simply notice and describe how the water, soap, and dishes feel in your hands, describe the process of cleaning the dishes, and so on (Nhât Hanh 1975). Or, when your spouse or partner tells you that he or she loves you, you can notice and describe the situation (partner’s tone of voice and facial expression) and your reaction (warm feeling inside, relaxing muscles in your face or neck, perhaps a smile appearing on your face).

	The Problem of Judgments

	What makes describing difficult to do in a conflict situation is that arousal is high, and judgments fly out of high arousal almost automatically. Judgments identify things or people or their actions as right or wrong. One problem with making judgments is that logic tells us that things that are wrong must be stopped. But, typically, the things we judge are simply things we don’t like. We want them to stop or be different, but they are not necessarily wrong.

	For example, Oscar stayed late at work to finish something that he thought needed to be done before he left. Maria missed Oscar all day and wanted him to come home about the same time she got home, around 5:30 P.M., so they could spend time together. Oscar left Maria a message that he would be late, probably home around 7:00 P.M. Although she was initially disappointed he would be late, she started judging him for it: “He’s always staying late. He shouldn’t spend so much time at work. He should be more interested in me.” Soon thereafter, as her arousal went up, she also started judging herself: “I don’t know why I’m so upset, it’s no big deal. He’s out there working hard, I have no right to be upset with him for being a little bit late. There’s something wrong with me for being so needy.” As time wore on, she went back and forth between judging Oscar and judging herself, each time increasing her arousal. Finally, around 7:30 P.M., she just got stuck on “Oscar is a jerk; he just shouldn’t be so late” and found herself being very angry at him when he did come home a few minutes later. Consequently, when he arrived, she complained about the situation and criticized Oscar in a fairly hostile way. Oscar was looking forward to seeing Maria despite being tired and hungry. However, as soon as she started criticizing him, he felt attacked, quickly became defensive, and started being judgmental himself, asking, “how dare she treat me this way?” They had a fairly long and nasty argument for several minutes. He then left the house and went to get dinner at a fast-food place. Maria ate dinner alone at home and went to the bedroom where she sobbed and eventually fell asleep. When Oscar came home, he flipped on the TV and watched in the dark for a while, then went to sleep on the sofa. This example shows how dangerous judgments are. Judgments boost emotional arousal and lead to dysregulation, far away from balanced and effective action.

	Secondary Emotional Reactions

	Notice in the example that judgments transformed each partner’s initial, fairly modest, and totally valid emotion into something much bigger and destructive. Normative, adaptive, and effective emotional reactions, especially those that arise from observing and describing a situation, can be thought of as primary emotions (Greenberg and Johnson 1990). These kinds of emotional reactions typically are universal, such as feeling disappointed when we don’t get something we want, fear in a truly dangerous situation, or contentment when things go our way. In contrast, secondary emotions are those that either are triggered by judgments or are reactions to primary emotions (Greenberg and Johnson 1990; Fruzzetti and Iverson 2006). Secondary emotions are less likely to be normative and typically are problematic and/or maladaptive. For example, Maria was really longing to be with Oscar and disappointed that their time would be shortened, but her judgments about him led her to be very angry at him, and, intermittently, her judgments about herself led her to feel ashamed of herself.

	This highlights several important things about secondary emotions: they are almost always destructive in relationships; judgments about yourself lead to the secondary emotion of shame; judgments about others lead to anger; and big secondary emotions simply fuel more judgments, so the cycle naturally escalates.

	The Problem of Anger in Relationships

	Many people argue that anger is a normative and often healthy emotion, that it motivates us to stick up for our rights, values, boundaries, and helps protect us in dangerous situations. This all may be true, but there is a very corrosive aspect to anger in close relationships that often overshadows any possible benefits. For purposes of this discussion, anger is not synonymous with annoyance, dislike, or frustration. It can be healthy and constructive to express those emotions in close relationships, because that kind of expression can reasonably be heard and understood and can result in positive changes and increased intimacy.

	In contrast, feeling angry means having increased negative emotional arousal; this in turn churns out judgments. Judgments then increase arousal, which produces more judgments, which leads to inaccurate and ineffective expression of emotions and desires, which then results in misunderstanding and conflict (see figure 2 in chapter 1), and rarely leads to effective changes. Thus, angry feelings and angry expressions in close relationships almost always create distance, and distance is the enemy of closeness and intimacy. So, what is the alternative when you don’t like something?

	The Power of Description

	Description (cf. Linehan 1993b) has the power to defuse this destructive cycle of judgments, negative arousal, misunderstanding, and conflict. If we can describe the situation, describe our reactions (sensations, emotions, wants), and notice how our reactions make sense, most often our emotions will be soothed, and we will return to a more balanced perspective, and then act effectively (Nhât Hanh 1975, 1987). One benefit of the strength of anger is that it is easy to notice, and noticing anger can become a signal or alarm that we are going down a destructive path. We can learn to notice this alarm and can respond by, first, reorienting our attention to look for judgments, second, letting judgments go, not giving them power, and third, turning our attention to description instead. After our anger has dissipated, we can then act more effectively, which at that point will be much more authentic and easier to do.

	If Maria had noticed herself becoming judgmental, she could have stopped and described. She would have noticed that her husband, Oscar, was working late and she missed him. She would have noticed disappointment that he hadn’t come home earlier and could have also realized how sensible missing him and feeling disappointed were in that situation. Chances are, her emotional arousal would not have escalated, and she would not have been overwhelmed with judgments, negative thoughts, and anger. She simply would have felt disappointed. She then could have reoriented herself to doing other things until Oscar came home. Then, with her negative arousal (disappointment) being fairly low, her natural and authentic reaction to seeing him (joy, relief, and other positive emotions) would have been able to emerge, not having to compete with judgments and anger. She then could have expressed her joy at seeing Oscar: she would have smiled, quite automatically, because she would have been able to notice that she was getting what she wanted. He likely would have responded to this very positive stimulus (Maria smiling and loving him rather than Maria criticizing and attacking him) in a very loving way (smiling back, giving her a hug, making warm eye contact). They could have gone on to enjoy their evening together fully.

	Practice

	
	Practice just noticing your own experience, without judgment. You can do this in the shower (just notice and describe how the water, soap, and shampoo feel) or by simply noticing what it feels like to breathe (the experience of the air entering through your nose, its temperature, how it feels in your nose and throat, the experience of your lungs expanding and contracting, how the air feels as you exhale). If you are tired, notice and describe the sensations. If you are happy, notice where in your body the sensations are different, how happiness manifests in your body, face, and muscles. Don’t try to change your experience: just notice it, describe it, experience it.

		Practice identifying judgments and sorting out judgments from description. For example, when you think, “That’s a beautiful painting,” you can try to practice (beautiful is a judgment): describe the qualities of the painting (subject, colors, texture, pattern) and notice your reactions (warm feeling, makes you smile, reminds you of something of value to you, enjoyment). Notice how your reactions make sense, given what you are paying attention to. Try this with both pleasant and unpleasant things and emotions.

		When you notice a judgment or notice anger, try to describe the situation and your reaction without judging. Start with easy situations that have nothing to do with your mate, and then gradually practice with negative judgments and anger (again, not involving your partner). Finally, when you are alone, try this practice on something your partner did about which you are angry. Notice how your arousal comes down when you describe.



	Mindfulness of Your Partner

	When you pay attention to your partner, you may similarly notice and describe—that is, you are mindful of him or her—or you may evaluate and judge. Judging is easy, and our culture supports it wholeheartedly. It’s easier to say somebody is a wonderful person, or an awful person, than to describe their actions and your reactions. In reality, this shorthand communication works fairly well, if we recognize that it is, indeed, shorthand and not literally true. When your partner does something you like, she or he is not a wonderful partner. When your partner does something you don’t like, he or she is not an awful partner.

	The judgments we make take us away from our actual experience: “wonderful” is a concept, an appraisal, and it may interfere (at least a little) with simply feeling close and noticing your reactions to something your partner did that you liked. Similarly, the judgmental label “awful” creates anger, which gets in the way of genuinely noticing your feelings (disappointment that your partner didn’t do what you wanted). Disappointment is generally not pleasant to experience and is not culturally sanctioned as much as anger, which is embraced and supported by our culture and society. Yet, anger is toxic to our close relationships, whereas disappointment is not only authentic but also can be part of a healing process. Thus, being able to be mindful of your partner requires that, on occasion, you be willing to simply feel disappointed. Of course, at other times, there will be many positive emotions and experiences.

	Notice and Describe

	When you are mindful of your partner, noticing and describing (without judgment) is the core of the activity (Linehan 1993b; Nhât Hanh 1975). When you notice the expression on his face (which muscles are tight or relaxed, the position of his eyebrows and the corners of his mouth), the way he walks, the tone of his voice (its pitch, cadence), and simply describe these things, you are being really mindful of him. When you notice and describe how she holds your hand (which fingers touch, how strong the grip is), the pattern of her breathing while she sleeps (deep or shallow), or the way she looks up over her eyeglasses to answer a question, you are being mindful of her.

	Noticing and describing often are open and lead to curiosity, wanting to understand more, whereas judgments and appraisals are closed, not open to further information (judgment has been rendered). When you assume what his feelings are, interpret or evaluate her response, question his motivation, or focus on how illogical she is being, you have stopped paying attention to your partner, lack awareness, and are not being mindful of him or her. Mindfulness of your partner is the gateway to listening and understanding, and eventually to collaboration, support, conflict resolution, and closeness.

	Again, this is often difficult to do because we are primed for conflict: arousal rises quickly, and judgments may have become almost automatic. Consequently, we have to practice long and hard to unlearn destructive patterns (judgments and rapid negative arousal). You can start by slowing down, and reorienting your attention, using skills from the earlier mindfulness practices. Be aware of your long-term goals and notice your own experience. Continue to describe and allow your experience (sensations, emotions), without judgment, until you are more or less at your emotional equilibrium point. Then, turn your attention to your partner: describe his or her facial expression (where her eyebrows are, how open his eyes are, how much tension you see in her cheeks, whether his lips are open or closed); posture (position, direction she is leaning, whether his shoulders appear tense or relaxed); hair (how long it is, its color, where it sits or falls); attention (what she is paying attention to, how intensely involved he is). When you are simply noticing and describing, you are also communicating that you accept and love your partner.

	Similarly, you can be mindful of what your partner is saying. This is often more complicated, because our logical minds immediately respond to another person’s words and we begin to interpret, evaluate and/or judge. However, you can practice noticing what the other person is saying, how he or she is saying it, and really try to describe what your partner is communicating (what she thinks, what he feels, what she wants, what he was doing).

	Being mindful of another person while she or he is talking (active listening with openness) can be a potent way to validate someone, which will be discussed more in chapters 7 and 8. For now, it makes sense to focus your practice of mindful listening to nonconflict situations. Subsequent chapters will cover how to use these skills in conflict situations.

	Practice

	
	Notice and describe your partner when she or he is doing something near you but in which you are not involved (reading the newspaper, playing with your child, folding laundry, sleeping, walking by). Stick with descriptions, and try not to get stuck in evaluations, judgments (good or bad, right or wrong), or your own reactions. Notice your reactions, but bring your attention back to your partner quickly.

		When your partner is talking to someone else, notice and describe what he or she is saying, thinking, wanting, and feeling, and base your observation only on what he or she is saying (no interpretations).

		When you and your partner are discussing something that is positive or neutral to both of you (not a conflict situation), practice mindful listening: do not think about what you are going to say next; instead listen for understanding. If your partner is not saying what he is feeling, thinking, and wanting, ask. Focus all your energy on describing what she or he wants or feels or thinks and on understanding these things about your partner.
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