[image: Cover: Contemporary Issues in Couples Counseling, A Choice Theory and Reality Therapy Approach, edited by Patricia A. RobeyRobert E. WubboldingJon Carlson, Patricia A. RobeyRobert E. Wubbolding, Patricia A. RobeyRobert E. WubboldingJon Carlson, published by Routledge Taylor & Francis Group]

Contemporary Issues in Couples Counseling

Contemporary Issues in Couples Counseling explores the most difficult issues that people in the helping professions face when treating couples and provides concrete solutions for addressing them effectively. Using the revolutionary choice theory and reality therapy approaches to couples counseling, the book shows clinicians how to combine a relationship-based approach with the pragmatism of cognitive-behavior therapies. Both experienced and beginning clinicians will find Contemporary Issues in Couples Counseling ideal for helping clients focus on the here and now, not the past, and for creating treatment plans that meet clients' individual needs while also addressing the needs of their partners.


The Family Therapy and Counseling Series


Series Editor

Jon Carlson, Psy.D., Ed.D.


Kit S. Ng

Global Perspectives in Family Therapy: Development, Practice, Trends


Phyllis Erdman and Tom Caffery

Attachment and Family Systems: Conceptual, Empirical, and Therapeutic Relatedness


Wes Crenshaw

Treating Families and Children in the Child Protective System


Len Sperry

Assessment of Couples and Families: Contemporary and Cutting-Edge Strategies


Robert L. Smith and R. Esteban Montilla

Counseling and Family Therapy With Latino Populations: Strategies That Work


Catherine Ford Sori

Engaging Children in Family Therapy: Creative Approaches to Integrating Theory and Research in Clinical Practice


Paul R. Peluso

Infidelity: A Practitioner’s Guide to Working With Couples in Crisis


Jill D. Onedera

The Role of Religion in Marriage and Family Counseling


Christine Kerr, Janice Hoshino, Judith Sutherland, Sharyl Parashak, and Linda McCarley

Family Art Therapy


Debra D. Castaldo

Divorced Without Children: Solution Focused Therapy With Women at Midlife


Phyllis Erdman and Kok-Mun Ng

Attachment: Expanding the Cultural Connections


Jon Carlson and Len Sperry

Recovering Intimacy in Love Relationships: A Clinician’s Guide


Adam Zagelbaum and Jon Carlson

Working With Immigrant Families: A Practical Guide for Counselors


David K. Carson and Montserrat Casado-Kehoe

Case Studies in Couples Therapy: Theory-Based Approaches


Shea M. Dunham, Shannon B. Dermer, and Jon Carlson

Poisonous Parenting: Toxic Relationships Between Parents and Their Adult Children


Bret A. Moore

Handbook of Counseling Military Couples


Len Sperry

Family Assessment: Contemporary and Cutting-Edge Strategies, 2nd ed.


Patricia A. Robey, Robert E. Wubbolding, and Jon Carlson

Contemporary Issues in Couples Counseling: A Choice Theory and Reality Therapy



Contemporary Issues in Couples Counseling A Choice Theory and Reality Therapy Approach

Edited by

Patricia A. Robey, Robert E. Wubbolding, and Jon Carlson
[image: Logo: Published by Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, Taylor and Francis Group, 605 Third Avenue New York, NY 10017]


Routledge is an imprint of Taylor & Francis Group, an Informa business

© 2012 by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper

Version Date: 20120106

For permission to photocopy or use material electronically from this work, please access www.copyright.com (http://www.copyright.com/) or contact the Copyright Clearance Center, Inc. (CCC), 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, 978-750-8400. CCC is a not-for-profit organization that provides licenses and registration for a variety of users. For organizations that have been granted a photocopy license by the CCC, a separate system of payment has been arranged.

Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Contemporary issues in couples counseling : a choice theory and reality therapy

 approach / [edited by] Patricia A. Robey, Robert E. Wubbolding, Jon Carlson.

  p. cm. -- (Family therapy and counseling)

 Summary: “Contemporary Issues in Couples Counseling addresses the most common and difficult issues that people in the helping professions face when using CBT with couples--and provides concrete solutions for addressing them effectively. In it, clinicians will find a handy reference for professionals who are looking for useful information and skills that can be applied immediately in their sessions. The book uses the time-tested, evidence-based strategies for helping clients focus on the here and now, not the past, and for helping clinicians create effective treatment plans and ensure that that clients meet their individual needs while also addressing the needs of their partners”-- Provided by publisher.

 Includes bibliographical references and index.

 ISBN 978-0-415-89125-7 (hardback)

 1. Couples--Counseling of. 2. Reality therapy. 3. Control theory. I. Robey, Patricia A. II. Wubbolding, Robert E. III. Carlson, Jon.

BF636.7.G76C66 2012

616.89’1562--dc23     2011032267

ISBN: 978-0-203-82645-4 (ebk)

ISBN: 978-1-138-11076-2 (pbk)

ISBN: 978-0-415-89125-7 (hbk)

ISBN: 978-1-136-79423-0 (web)

ISBN: 978-1-136-79422-3 (epub)


To Bill and Carleen Glasser, the “first couple”

of choice theory and reality therapy

And also to our spouses

Rich Robey, Sandie Wubbolding, and Laura Carlson

With much gratitude for your loving support, patience, and

unfaltering commitment to our marriage relationships


CONTENTS


	Series Editor’s Foreword

	Preface

	Editors

	Contributors

	PART I Choice Theory and Reality Therapy

	Chapter 1 Introduction to Choice Theory and Reality Therapy
Robert E. Wubbolding and Patricia A. Robey


	Chapter 2 An Interview With William and Carleen Glasser
Patricia A. Robey and Robert E. Wubbolding


	PART II Issues and Applications

	Chapter 3 Multicultural Couples: Seeing the World Through
Different Lenses
Kim Olver


	Chapter 4 Relationship Recovery After Infidelity
Maureen Craig McIntosh


	Chapter 5 Recovering From Substance Misuse
Thomas K. Burdenski


	Chapter 6 Counseling Military Couples
Janet Fain Morgan


	Chapter 7 Resolving Differences, Disagreements, and Discord
Nancy S. Buck


	Chapter 8 Caregiving Couples and Adult Children Diagnosed With Major Psychiatric Disorders
Willa J. Casstevens


	Chapter 9 When Childhood Trauma haunts the Couple Relationship
Gloria Smith Cissé, Terri Earl-Kulkosky and Jeri L. Crowell


	Chapter 10 Counseling Interfaith Couples
Neresa B. Minatrea and Jill D. Duba


	Chapter 11 The Struggle for Identity as a Gay Couple
Vanessa L. White


	Chapter 12 The Celebrity Challenge: Counseling high-Profile Clients
Brandi Roth


	Chapter 13 Couples Counseling and Illness: The Real Deal
Tammy F. Shaffer


	PART III Proactive Approaches to Good Couple Relationships

	Chapter 14 What Will It Be Like Being Married to Me?
Mark J. Britzman and Sela E. Nagelhout


	Chapter 15 A Contextual Approach to Relationship Assessment
Jeri L. Crowell and Jerry A. Mobley


	Chapter 16 using Choice Theory and Reality Therapy in Premarital Counseling
Sylinda Gilchrist Banks


	PART IV Conclusion

	Chapter 17 Commentary From the Editors
Patricia A. Robey, Robert E. Wubbolding, and Jon Carlson


	Glossary

	Index



SERIES EDITOR'S FOREWORD

What happened in the past that was painful has a great deal to do with what we are today, but revisiting this painful past can contribute little or nothing to what we need to do now.

William Glasser (1998, p. 334)


In 1969, my wife Laura and I visited Los Angeles following the APGA (now ACA) Convention that was held in Las vegas. We were recently married and didn’t have much money (especially after one week in Las vegas!). We had prepaid our LA trip and were finding that money was going to be tight on this trip extension. We decided to walk around and see the sights near the hotel as that was free. We came upon a local bookstore with one of the two front-display windows full of Reality Therapy and Schools Without Failure, both by William Glasser, MD. I was mesmerized, as I had heard about Dr. Glasser being one of the top therapists but knew nothing about his work. Laura must have seen the look on my face and she said (knowing we couldn’t afford it) that I should get one. I chose Reality Therapy and spent all of my free time on the trip reading, although, as Laura reminded me, we had to take public transportation everywhere as the cost of the book had impacted our meager sightseeing budget.

Since that time I have read all of Dr. Glasser’s books and become friends with him and his wife, Carleen. I have marveled at the brilliant simplicity of his ideas and have found myself frequently using his ideas to explain behavior or to create an intervention with individuals and couples. Most professionals see Glasser’s ideas as having value for individuals as well as for school guidance but have been unaware of how effective they can be with couples.

This book addresses that knowledge gap and shows how effective reality therapy and choice theory can be with couples. I hope that the readers are open to these ideas and appreciate their application with a complete range of the issues that face today’s couples. It is only fitting that the lead editors, Pat Robey and Bob Wubbolding, have trained therapists around the world in these important ideas. The chapters have been carefully selected, and a group of exceptional professionals share their insights as to how to work effectively with couples from this viewpoint. As William Glasser asserts, “We almost always have choices, and the better the choice, the more we will be in control of our lives” (1998).

Jon Carlson, PsyD, EdD, ABPP

Distinguished Professor

Governors State University
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PREFACE

Everyone agrees: Times are difficult and we stand at the fork in the road. We can consume our time with worrying, fretting, complaining, and rebelling against what everyone agrees is an uncertain future. Another option is to focus attention on what we can control. From the perspective of choice theory and reality therapy, human beings can control only their own behaviors. If athletes control their own choices during the game and pay less attention to the score or the apparent outcome, their performance is more effective than if they focus on the future results of their toil. If a baseball batter focuses his attention on the outfield fence and not on the incoming pitch, he will likely strike out. Similarly, if a soccer player looks to the goal rather than the ball, the kick is less likely to result in a score.

It is easy for a couple continuously to discuss topics over which they have little control. These might include job security, possible unemployment, erosion of savings, foreclosures, future education of children, family loss, sickness, and a host of economic worries. This book describes the alternative path at the fork in the road with the hope that it will be the road taken. This path is a road paved with a sense of hope and joy, a rewarding journey but not without detours, delays, and potholes. yet there are rest stops that provide tools for coping with unavoidable uncertainties, contingencies, obstacles, and emergencies. Couples can control how they spend their time together, the topics of conversation, and their attitudes toward the world around them, as well as how they relate to each other.

This book presents a wide range of applications of choice theory and reality therapy. The book also includes an explanation of choice theory and reality therapy as a means for gaining practical ideas immediately usable in human relationships. Part I begins with an overview of choice theory and reality therapy, including the application of the WDEP system to counseling. This chapter provides a context for understanding specific applications offered in subsequent chapters. Also in this section is an interview with William and Carleen Glasser, who discuss how they apply choice theory and reality therapy in their own relationship. Dr. Glasser first formulated reality therapy in a mental hospital and in a correctional institution in the 1950s and 1960s. Since the early days of its application to severe mental health and behavioral issues, it has been applied to counseling, education, management, and virtually every human relationship.

Part II of the book emphasizes the issues couples face and, through hypothetical or compilation case studies, provides practical strategies and techniques that counselors can apply in their work. The authors are experts in counseling, counselor education, and choice theory and reality therapy. Collectively, they have used reality therapy and choice theory successfully with thousands of clients. The topics in this section address a broad range of issues. One of these issues is addiction and recovery. The author explains how reality therapy complements the 12 steps of Alcoholics Anonymous and Al-Anon. Several chapters focus on issues related to diversity, including challenges facing interfaith couples, multicultural couples, aging couples, gay couples, and military couples. Other chapters focus on mental health issues, chronic illness, parenting conflicts, sexuality, infidelity, medication management, and power conflicts.

Part III focuses on proactive approaches to building solid couple relationships. Counselors will learn how to facilitate workshops in which couples learn how to bring out the best in one another before they enter committed relationships. using reality therapy along with traditional tools like individual genograms is another proactive technique that can help couples define their relationships. The author describes how assessing the pictures of what is important to them can help couples get their relationships off to a good start. The third chapter in this section demonstrates how couples can be taught the skill of negotiating to create common pictures where differences exist. This exercise teaches couples to communicate their specific wants and learn how to compromise and negotiate.

Part IV summarizes the overall map of more effective living provided in Parts I through III and presents a vision of the future.

Contemporary Issues in Couples Counseling: A Choice Theory and Reality Therapy Approach demonstrates that the ideas formulated by William Glasser are applicable in many ways to individuals seeking to fulfill their need for belonging through intimate relationships. Participants attending training seminars often ask how reality therapy connects with family life. This book answers this question and points the reader toward the far reaching frontiers and the systemic applicability of reality therapy as used by practitioners trained in choice theory and reality therapy.

Robert E. Wubbolding, EdD
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I
Choice Theory and Reality Therapy



1
INTRODUCTION TO CHOICE THEORY AND REALITY THERAPY

Robert E. Wubbolding and Patricia A. Robey

DOI: 10.4324/9780203826454-2


INTRODUCTION

Why is there occasional or chronic pain in friendships, marriage, and all human relationships? how can individuals improve these relationships and increase intimacy, thereby diminishing stress? Choice theory and reality therapy offer both an explanation and possible choices for improving human alliances, interpersonal bonds for fulfilling the innate need for belonging. The use of choice theory and reality therapy provides both a map and specific useful tools for enhancing relationships, especially if both parties subscribe to and practice the principles contained in these life-changing ideas. A relationship built on choice theory and reality therapy leads to a sense of belonging, inner control, freedom, enjoyment, and increased contentment.

Relationships, especially marriage, fail when one of the partners attempts to control the other person to a degree unacceptable to that person. For example, one spouse dominates the other by refusing to negotiate differences and bulldozes decisions that affect both of them. When the submissive person believes that such controlling behaviors are unacceptable, the relationship begins to crumble. The second reason relationships fail is varying degrees of incompatibility in their respective quality worlds. For instance, a person with a high desire or want for freedom or independence might seek a lifestyle filled with autonomous activities or other behaviors from which the partner recoils and thus the relationship is strained, damaged, or even ruined.


CHOICE THEORY

Theologians might explain dysfunctional relationships as due to original sin. Because of human weakness, people are prone to shatter their lives to a greater or lesser degree. Sociologists would elaborate on the failing of society to provide proper supports and the temporary nature of relationships as evidenced in the mobility of families. Psychoanalytic therapists might emphasize the lack of balance between ego, id, and superego as well as unconscious conflicts due to early childhood relationships. Cognitive theory would emphasize irrational thinking as the root cause of conflict when partners indulge in self-talk statements such as the world must arrange itself so that I experience only pleasure.

Conversely, choice theory offers a positive but not naïve view of human nature—a comprehensive explanation of personal problems, personal growth, and interpersonal relationships. It stresses current motivation rather than past experiences. It emphasizes conscious drives rather than attempts to resolve unconscious and unresolved illusive fantasies. It is a “here and now” theory expressed in jargon-free language understandable to clients, students, and licensed professionals. People wishing to learn choice theory read books about it, attend training seminars, and seek professional consultation.


Origin

William Glasser, MD (1998), developed choice theory from a cybernetic theory that has existed for many decades. Norbert Wiener (1948, 1950) described the human mind as a negative feedback input control system. A rocket is such a system. When it “perceives” that it is heading off target, it provides information to the targeting mechanism that corrects its course. Similarly, human behavior aims at impacting the external world so as to gain input.

Glasser’s immediate predecessor, William Powers (1973), expanded what was called “control theory” or “control system theory” in his landmark book, Behavior, the Control of Perception. He asserted that human behaviors originate within human beings and are therefore not thrust upon them from the external world. Furthermore, how human beings behave toward their external environment (i.e., the collection of their experiences toward their external world) determines their perceptions of it. Because of the emphasis on behavior as a choice and because of the introduction of five human needs driving human choice, Glasser (1998) changed the name of his interpretation of control theory to choice theory.


Human Motivation

As seen from the perspective of choice theory, the human mind functions as a control system. The analogy of the rocket helps to understand the goal centeredness of human behavior and its ability to correct itself. Another useful analogy is that of the thermostat. This mechanism controls its environment (i.e., gains a “perception” of its impact on the world around it). If the thermostat is set at 70 degrees, it sends a signal to the furnace or air conditioner to generate goal-centered and specific behaviors. The result is that the environment matches the thermostat’s “desire.” By analogy, it can be said that the thermostat has attained its goal of maneuvering its external world to make it congruent with its internal “wants.” The thermostat, therefore, perceives that it is successful.

An interesting sidelight is that the control system can be fooled. If a match is held under the thermometer, the thermostat will read an inaccurate message and will mistakenly adjust the room temperature. A human relationship suffers stress and strain when one person functions under the erroneous illusion that “all is well” between the parties. Drugs, alcohol, gambling, and other addictions, as well as extramarital affairs, can appear to satisfy an individual and yet poison the relationship. It is as though one party in the relationship lit a fire under his or her thermostat.


Human Needs

Glasser (1998, 2005) has provided a schema of five individual human motivators signifying the internal nature of human behavior. He sees these as genetic and universal human needs. This array of internal motivators common to all people links humanity together by crossing age, ethnic, racial, and gender differences. The needs are general, not specific, and they include the possibility of many additions and extensions. For example, the third need, power or achievement, could include the ongoing propensity to learn and to attain an increasing amount of knowledge.


Survival, Self-Preservation

Most fundamental to human motivation is the need to continue living. The human body seeks to preserve itself in a variety of ways. It digests food, it circulates blood, it shivers when it is cold, it perspires when it is hot, and, without a conscious choice, it inhales and exhales. Human beings develop more conscious and sophisticated survival behaviors in the context of helpful or even threatening circumstances.

As with all the human needs, survival contains interpersonal and social implications. Related to this fundamental need is human sexuality, its urges and yearnings. Consequently, the sex drive plays an important role not only for the pleasure of individuals but also for the continuance of the human race.


Belonging, Love, Affiliation

As human beings grow in maturity, they express their need for connectedness with others. Couples approaching counselors and therapists most often do so because they are unable to satisfy this pervasive need. They feel distant from each other. This estrangement can be expressed by arguing, blaming, criticizing, demeaning, and many other toxic behaviors. No matter what the presenting issue, the reality therapist can usually begin with an exploration of the couple’s interactions (i.e., how they treat each other verbally and nonverbally). Through the counseling process, their respective needs for belonging are met and their relationship improves.


Power, Achievement, Inner Control

In general terms, the word power has come to imply dominance, exploitation, and even ruthlessness. Yet, as used in the practice of reality therapy, its meaning is rooted in the French pouvoir or, in Spanish, poder—“to be capable or able.” Power is a wider concept than belonging in that it includes many subcategories such as having a sense of inner control, self-esteem, and recognition. People released from hospitals cured of their ailments or injuries feel a sense of power or inner control. And though power can be satisfied by winning a competitive game or sport, it can also be satisfied when a person gains a sense of personal accomplishment irrespective of another person’s victory or defeat. The concept of power is broader than that of competition.

In utilizing the concept of power in counseling, the reality therapist takes special note of the couple’s effort to satisfy their individual needs by attempting to control the other party. This power struggle often lies at the basis of relationship conflicts. Behavioral symptoms include disagreements about money, sex, lifestyle, and family, as well as an unlimited number of other issues.


Freedom, Independence, Autonomy

Another human motivator is the drive to make choices, to stand on one’s own two feet, and to function without undue external constraints. Because of the emphasis on the ability to make choices, Glasser (1998) changed the name of the theory from control theory to choice theory, thereby correcting a misunderstanding that control meant controlling other people.

No matter how dire the circumstances or how victimized and trapped clients feel, reality therapists help them see that they have at least some ability to make choices and to fulfill their needs more effectively. This book contains examples of clients initially feeling out of control who come to the belief that they have more control than they first perceived.


Fun, Enjoyment

Aristotle defined a human being as a creature that is risible, one that can laugh. A crucial characteristic of mentally healthy people is that they enjoy life. They fulfill their need for fun.

Reality therapists often explore this need by such statements as, “Tell me about the last time you had a hearty laugh.” This exploration touches on a deep human quality. Especially effective with depressed clients, this inquiry indirectly teaches clients that there are alternatives to their feelings of sadness, loneliness, and hopelessness. If at one time they were able to enjoy life, even momentarily, it is possible that they can achieve at least some enjoyment in the future.

In summary, the human needs constitute the engines of human behavior. Choices spring from these sources and are attempts to satisfy them. The human needs are general—not specific, universal—not culture limited, innate—not learned, and inevitable in the sense that they motivate all behavior. Reality therapists often use this need schema as an informal diagnostic tool and explore with clients which needs are effectively satisfied or unsatisfied. They then assist clients to make more effective choices for fulfilling their own needs and the needs of other people significant to them.


Quality World and Scales

Emerging from the human need system, individuals develop specific pictures or wants that touch on each need. A want for a relationship with a specific person is based on the need for belonging. A want for success in a particular career connects with the need for power. Engaging in a variety of activities or having a range of choices satisfies the need for freedom, while hobbies and leisure time activities are related to fun. Because these precise wants or pictures are internally satisfying, they are said to have quality.

This collection of precise wants, which includes core values and beliefs, is identified as the quality world. It is analogous to a mental picture album. This comparison is also analogous to a drawer containing specific folders. At a given moment, we desire to review the contents of a folder. In other words, we compare what we want, the image of holding a specific folder, with what we have when we are not yet in possession of it. This comparison is also analogous to an out-of-balance scale: We want something but we do not have it. Couples often have many unfulfilled wants. They have scales intensely out of balance regarding their relationship. The reality therapist’s task is multiple: help them accept this imbalance, focus on scales that can be realistically put in balance, or develop behaviors aimed at balancing the scales in question.


Total Behavior

Choice theory embraces an uncommon definition of behavior. It refers not only to actions but also to cognition, emotions, and physiology or bodily functioning. Therefore, behavior is a composite. It is total. When the mental scales are out of balance, the mind generates total behavior. Actions are accompanied by thoughts, feelings, and at least some physiological exertion. Reaching into the file drawer involves extending the arm, thinking about how to open the drawer and where to find the file, feelings of hope, and slight changes in physiology. Reality therapists explore the many more complicated behaviors presented by couples: their common activities, their common or conflicted thinking or self-talk, their shared or opposing emotions that focus on their relationship. The skilled practitioner sees these behaviors as choices and treats them as if they are choices, even if the couple seems to have little control over specific total behaviors such as feelings of anger, depression, resentment, or indifference.


Perception

Total behaviors chosen by couples are not aimless. Rather, they serve a purpose. All behavior is an attempt to impact our external world for the purpose of gaining something from it. Human beings seek perceptions: the perception of having a satisfying relationship, of a successful career, of being independent or free, of enjoying life. Human beings seek a relationship with another person especially for the purpose of gaining the perception of loving and being loved. Many couples seek counseling because they perceive that their need for love, belonging, connectedness, and affiliation has become strained.

The storehouse of perceptions, analogous to the entire file cabinet, contains not merely wants (i.e., the quality world). It also holds memories, as well as mental projections of future events. These can be pleasant and desirable, unpleasant and painful, or simply neutral— neither pleasant nor painful. A major component of this perceived world is a sense of our degree of personal responsibility for the way we live our lives (i.e., our perceived locus of control).

The skillful reality therapist helps couples explore a significant aspect of their perceptual world—that is, their sense of internal versus external control. In reality therapy, couples identify what they have control over. The reality therapist helps them realize that each of them has control only over his or her own behavior. We can control only our own behavior, especially our actions and secondarily our thinking is a foundational principle in choice theory and in the practice of realty therapy.


REALITY THERAPY

The origin of reality therapy preceded Glasser’s choice theory (Glasser, 1960, 1965). First developed in a correctional institution for young women and in a mental hospital, it has since been applied to virtually every kind of client, couple, and family who have major or minor problems. It has been used with people from upper and lower socioeconomic levels and a wide variety of cultural and ethnic groups (Wubbolding, 2000, 2011; Wubbolding et al., 2004). Couples desiring remediation from problems such as addiction, abuse, or infidelity, as well as relief from loss, divorce, or posttraumatic stress, seek the help of a competent reality therapist. The development of focus groups wherein couples study applications to their own lives has broadened the application of both choice theory and reality therapy (Glasser & Glasser, 2000, 2007).


Goals of Counseling

The general aim of couples’ reality therapy is to help them gain a sense of inner control. When couples enter counseling, they often feel more out of control than they did before making the decision to seek help. They not only feel the pain of their problems but also now feel the pain of having to ask an “outsider” to intervene in their personal business. The initial intervention of the reality therapist should be to congratulate them for taking this step forward. The decision to seek help is thus a step upward—not a step down. More specific goals include the following:


	Realize that there are three entities in the counseling process. The reality therapist assists the couple to realize that each person brings unique strengths and limitations to the relationship. And yet there is third entity present: the relationship that exists between them. Present in the room are two partners and their relationship itself.

	Explore the strength of the relationship. Couples discuss whether their relationship has a slight cold or a terminal illness. They are asked to provide their own assessment and to determine if there is anything in the assessment that they can agree upon. A skilled reality therapist assists them in this process and in describing their common perception of their relationship. Even their agreement about the degree of tentativeness in the relationship can represent a strength.

	Gain a sense of need satisfaction. The reality therapist sets a friendly, empathic atmosphere so as to facilitate a therapeutic alliance with the couple. The relationship between counselor and clients facilitates trust, thereby helping clients come to the belief that the reality therapy process will be helpful to them. Building on this trust, the reality therapist assists the couple to gain an enhanced sense of belonging in their relationship. If each person’s appreciation for the other increases, they also attain an added sense of power or success. They are encouraged to make choices satisfying to each person—choices that are mutually acceptable and enjoyable.

	Change perceptions. In changing actions, couples move from painful to pleasurable perceptions of each other. For instance, if the chemically dependent person seeks help and is supported by the co-dependent partner, they both not only perceive the other person’s destructive behaviors but also begin to see their willingness to make changes and their desire to control their own lives more effectively, as well as experiencing an awakening and awareness of the needs of others.

	Use quality time. Time spent together is a precise, measurable, and tangible goal. During these special times, the partners choose activities that are need satisfying to both and avoid toxic or deadly behaviors such as arguing, blaming, criticizing, etc. (Glasser & Glasser, 2007; Wubbolding, 2011). This time together strengthens the relationship and creates a storehouse of positive and pleasant perceptions of themselves, their relationship, and each other.

	Achieve at least some degree of congruence between quality worlds, behavior systems, and perceptions. The counselor teaches the basic components of choice theory and communicates to the clients that if their relationship is to be need-satisfying to each of them, they will need at least some agreement about what they want from the world around them, including what they want from themselves. They will need to achieve some similarity in how they perceive the world, especially regarding issues of high importance, such as how to raise children or the ability to accept diverse perceptions. Finally, they will reach at least a modicum of commonality in the various components of their behavior: actions, thinking and feelings.


In summary, each goal implies a change in behavior—more specifically, a change in actions. These changes depend upon a willingness on the part of both persons to want to improve their relationship and a willingness to evaluate their actions and their attitudes followed by a commitment to make alternative plans. Change does not occur automatically or by happenstance. It is built on and results from the reality therapist’s skill in establishing and maintaining the counseling relationship or therapeutic alliance as well as skillful implementation of the principles of reality therapy that spring from the concepts of choice theory.


The Counseling Process

The artful use of reality therapy occurs when the counselor possesses the skills described in the following discussion, as well as understands the building blocks or philosophical principles of successful counseling: It is a developmental process in that establishing and maintaining trust is a gradual process. When clients feel understood and accepted, there is a high likelihood that they will scrutinize their quality worlds and behavioral systems, as well as their perceptions of themselves, each other, and their relationship. They gradually lessen their defenses and feel comfortable in their self-disclosure and self-exploration.


Clients' Responsibilities

In his lectures, Dr. Glasser facetiously points out that the primary responsibility of clients is to show up. The counselor’s responsibility begins at that point. Nevertheless, the success of reality therapy depends on whether clients want to change, want to improve their relationship and, as trust develops, are willing to make more effective choices. When these conditions are present, clients develop a sense of personal responsibility and a perception of internal control that is expressed by phrases such as “I am willing to …” or “I see your point of view,” rather than “you always …,” “you never …,” and a multitude of other external control statements.


Counselor's Role

The counselor’s responsibility is to set an atmosphere that facilitates change. Glasser (1986) states, “The counselor should attempt to create a supportive environment within which clients can begin to make changes in their lives.” In developing this idea further, Glasser (2009a, chart) stated that the clients’ reconnection “almost always starts with the counselor first connecting with the individual and then using this connection as a model for how the disconnected person can begin to connect with the people he or she needs.”

Wubbolding (2008) has identified specific counselor behaviors useful for establishing an appropriate counseling atmosphere:


	Using attending behaviors, including body posture, eye contact, and strategic silence

	Showing accurate empathy (i.e., seeing the clients’ points of view)

	Communicating a sense of hope; reality therapy is based on the belief that relationships can always be improved

	Doing the unexpected: continually searching for innovative ways to connect with clients

	Reframing negatives as positives: no matter how bleak the situation, there is always a silver lining

	Discussing problems in the past tense and solutions in the future or present tense because clients subtly learn that they have more choices than previously realized

	Acknowledging clients’ feelings without indulging them

	Practicing ethical and professional behavior


Wubbolding describes these behaviors as “tonic behaviors” in that they “enable the client to feel safe, secure and motivated” (p. 373).

Reality therapists set an atmosphere by clearly communicating the division of labor. Clients need to be present and counselors need to disclose their professional credentials, explain the nature of reality therapy, describe the details surrounding duty to warn, informed consent, confidentiality and its limits, and other ethical issues common to all professional relationships (American Counseling Association, 2005; American Psychological Association, 2002; National Association of Social Workers, 1999).

Besides establishing a friendly and engaging atmosphere, the reality therapist intervenes, utilizing procedures that typify reality therapy. In fact, the procedures constitute a methodology for activating choice theory and for helping the counselor connect with clients and assist them to incorporate life-changing choices. These procedures are explained next.


Procedures Utilized by Reality Therapists

Glasser (1972) delineated reality therapy interventions, calling them eight steps. Subsequently, he refined the description of reality therapy to include two major components: establishing the environment and procedures that lead to change. A widespread method for learning reality therapy is the current expression of procedures. Glasser and Glasser (2008) state, “We now wish to state publicly that teaching the procedures [the WDEP system—wants, doing/direction, evaluation, and planning] continues to be an integral part of training to participants wishing to learn choice theory and reality therapy and is particularly effective in our training programs” (p. 1).


Exploring Quality World

Reality therapists help couples to:


	Identify, develop, and clarify their quality world pictures or wants

	Determine their level of commitment (i.e., the therapist helps them explore whether they wish to continue the relationship and how hard they will work at strengthening it)

	Determine their perceived locus of control—how much control they have over their lives and what they can control as well as what is beyond their control

	Explain how they perceive themselves and their respective partners in the relationship


The skilled reality therapist adapts the exploration of wants to individual clients. Some clients are reluctant to respond to direct questioning about their specific wants and needs. Masaki Kakitani (professor at the School of Psychology, Rissho university, Japan, and director of the William Glasser Institute, Japan) translates the question “What do you want?” into “What are you looking for?” or “What are you seeking?” (Wubbolding, 2008).

Prochaska, DiClemente, and Norcross (1992) identified six stages of change related to recovery: precontemplation, contemplation, preparation, action, maintenance, and relapse. Mitchell (2007) broadens the application of these stages to include other resistant clients. In the early stages of change, especially precontemplation and contemplation, clients are not aware of the need for change or experience ambivalence toward change. Mitchell states that clients should be encouraged to discuss their situation in a nonthreatening manner. Consequently, they are more willing to describe how their current relationship is a problem for them rather than being questioned. He adds that especially “leading questions…intended to lead the client toward some insight” are ineffective (p. 74). Thus, the reality therapy procedures are best expressed as explorations rather than merely a series of questions that can feel like an interrogation (Wubbolding, Brickell, & Robey, 2010).

Early in the counseling relationship, the counselor helps clients define their counseling goals or what they hope to gain from the counseling. Do they want a complete cure for the relationship that has a cold or terminal illness? Are they seeking a slight improvement? Do they hope to obtain tools that they can apply in the near and distant future?

Exploring clients’ perceived level of commitment means helping them express how hard they wish to work at improving their relationship. Do they wish to have a happy relationship without exerting energy to achieve it? Do they express a moderate level of commitment by such phrases as “we’ll try,” “we might,” or “maybe we can …”? Do they state that they will do their best or are they at the highest level of commitment expressed by the explicit or implicit statement, “We will do whatever it takes”? The counselor hopes to elicit an agreed upon high level of commitment but often must settle for less, especially in the beginning of the therapy process.

Helping clients discuss their perceived locus of control often entails indirect teaching. Each person learns that he or she can control only one person’s behavior: his or her own behavior. Clients discuss how they have tried to control the other person or how they have attempted to coerce or manipulate by arguing, blaming, criticizing, or utilizing the other deadly habits (Glasser, 2000). They also discuss instances when they have successfully focused on changing their own respective actions. The counselor helps them decide which of these choices helps or hinders the relationship.

Part of the initial use of the reality therapy process with couples is helping them present how they see themselves in their relationship. Do they see themselves as part of the problem or do they see only the other person as the problem? Do they express a denial of their own need satisfaction with the motto (stated or unstated), “I go along to get along”? Do they see that their relationship can improve or do they believe it is doomed to failure? How do they see the counselor? Is he or she someone who can help them?

Because of the emphasis on exploring wants, the entire process discussed thus far is summarized with one letter: W.


Discussing Total Behavior

Actions, cognition, emotions, and physiological behaviors are the major components of total behavior discussed in descending detail in reality therapy. Because actions are the most controllable component of total behavior, they receive the most direct attention. Accompanying actions are thinking behaviors or ineffective self-talk such as, “I can’t do anything right,” “The situation is hopeless,” or “Nobody can tell me what to do.” Effective self-talk includes “I am competent. I can,” “My life will improve,” and “I am happiest when I am generous in my relationships.” Included in total behavior are emotions or feelings. Although emotions such as anger or depression aresometimes the most obvious component of total behavior, we have less direct control over them than over actions and cognition. Nevertheless, counselors do not ignore them. They are analogous to the lights on the dashboard of an automobile. When they light up, they signal a message to the driver: “Something is wrong; you need to take action.”

Even physiology occupies a place in the use of reality therapy. Stress and strain, anger, and resentment, as well as tolerance, serenity, and joy, have various effects on physiology. However, when clients change actions and cognition, they also alter feelings and, to a lesser degree, their physiology. Glasser illustrates total behavior as the four wheels of an automobile: The front wheels are action and thinking; the rear wheels are feelings and physiology (Figure 1.1). When the driver of the car accelerates and turns the steering wheel, the front wheels direct the car and the back wheels follow. In human behavior, there is a time lag between changing actions and changing feelings. The feelings do not simultaneously follow a change in actions.
[image: ]Figure 1.1 Total behavior.
Finally, the implementation includes dealing with every component of human behavior. For pedagogical reasons, the four aspects of total behavior can be summarized in one word and one letter: doing—D.


Conducting Self-Evaluation

The successful use of reality therapy is based on counselor interventions focusing on helping clients evaluate their own behaviors.
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