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FOREWORD

Working Experientially with Couples represents a significantly
new approach to the practice of psychotherapy with couples. The
differences between the methods and principles described in this
book and other, more traditional approaches are profound. One
of the most fundamental aspects of psychotherapeutic method is
called into question here: the role of the therapist.

Typically, therapist and client operate from a model
(sometimes called the medical model) in which the client’s
primary task is to present themselves or data about themselves
to a therapist who then helps them make sense of their world.
Clients are prompted to present symptoms, history, dreams,
reports about current events, feelings about those events, and so
on. Given this data, the therapist’s task is then to diagnose the
problem and provide treatment, which could be anything from
insights to psychoactive drugs. This model entails going to an
expert, presenting oneself, and receiving a treatment. As a result,
psychotherapy is conducted very much like a conversation—a

serious conversation, yes, but a conversation nonetheless.

The approach described in this book is radically different.
Fisher invites clients to explore and experiment with their
experience in a special state of consciousness called “mindfulness”

The results are full of surprises. Part of the therapist’s function,
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as discussed in this book, is to find appropriate evocative
experiments in which the couple can engage while in this state
of self-observation. Many such experiments are based on the
nonverbal behaviors of the couple, behaviors they are both
reacting to but are usually not aware of, like the slight turn of
the head, the hardening of the eyes, the staccato or adagio pace
of their speech. Using this combination of experiments and
mindfulness, clients can discover a tremendous amount about
who they are and how they are unconsciously affecting their
relationships. Fisher provides numerous examples from his own
clinical practice of how this is done. He describes the techniques
he uses in great detail.

In the course of this therapy, people come in contact with
profound levels of unconscious material. Using mindfulness
as the method of self-observation, emotions and memories are
evoked very quickly, in a completely nonviolent way. This method
relies heavily on the observational skills of the therapist. A whole
chapter is devoted to learning and honing this particular skill.
These experiments are based on simple, observable phenomena
such as gestures, postures, tone of voice, and other physical
aspects of the couple’s relationship. These are all outward signs
of each individual’s internal organi—zation. Because the method
is concrete and immediate, therapy proceeds quickly and has
quite an impact. When the therapist knows what to look for
and how to create experiments in mindfulness, discoveries are
immediate and profound. When the client’s discoveries are based
on actual experiences, there is very little need for explanations,
stories, and long conversations. The experiential outcome of
good experiments is, what is sometimes called, the unarguable
truth. Experience can be talked about, but it is simply illogical to
disagree with it. This approach is rich in experiences. Clients are
not engaged in conversations. They are not given interpretations.

They are invited to explore.

Fisher’s work presupposes that the client’s main task is
self-study and that the therapist’s main task is to assist in that.
In the case of couples, they not only discover themselves; they
discover each other and their relationship. There is a subtle shift
of responsibility here. The therapist is still working to understand
clients, but more in the role of facilitator than expert and advisor.
The therapist’s skill is in helping clients access deeply meaningful

experiences. Couples take the main role in their own self-
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discovery. Such work takes courage, because mindfulness is a
state of consciousness involving voluntary vulnerability. Given
this vulnerability, it is essential that the work be nonviolent. Any
violence, even in its subtlest forms, will significantly compromise

the cooperation of the client’s unconscious.

In this method, the therapist works to earn trust. Fisher
describes how to consciously and deliberately go about
accomplishing this. There is no deception or manipulation,
no “tricks of the trade” Only the real work of listening,
understanding, and respecting the people with whom he works.

The principles and methods discussed in this book are
based in part on my own work. Therefore, it may be appropriate
that I say something about how I feel about what Rob Fisher
has written. Personally speaking, I am excited and grateful. Rob
has created a marvelously useful extension of the experiential
method. And he’s written about it beautifully. The book is clear,
thorough, and very well organized. It’s a great contribution. And

I'm proud and happy to tell you so.

Ron Kurtz
Ashland, Oregon
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