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MARITAL FIRST RESPONDERS
WORKSHOP HANDOUT

1. What is my relationship to the person and their spouse? 

Most common in our research:

• Female friend
• Family member
• Male friend
• Coworker

2. What problem is the confider bringing up? 

From our research:

• Not enough attention (63% of confidants have been told about this) 
• Money (60%)

• Not able to talk together (60%)

• Spouse/partner’s personal habits (59%)

• Considering divorce (58%)

• Infidelity (51%)

• Personal problems of the spouse/partner (49%)

• Job problems (48%)

• Includes spouse works too many hours (24%) 

• In-laws and other relatives (47%)

• Spouse’s leisure activities (41%)

• Household responsibilities (41%)

• Being controlled by the partner (40%) 
• Alcohol or drug problems (38%)

• Sexual problems (38%)

• Differences in tastes and preferences (37%) 

• Spouse/partner’s friends (34%)

• Severe emotional abuse (32%)

FOUR ASSESSMENT CONSIDERATIONS
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• Conflicts over raising children (30%)

• Physical violence (27%)

• Conflicts over child care responsibilities (22%) 

• Religious differences (14%) 

3. Is it a “hard” problem or a “soft” problem?  

Hard problems (“AAA”): Abuse, Affairs, and Addictions

• Abuse means physical violence, emotional cruelty, and what’s called  
“coercive control” where the spouse or partner is restricting the person’s 
freedom in a serious way—like who they talk to, what they wear, where they go.

• Affairs can be sexual or emotional infidelity. Emotional affairs are close 
relationships that are kept secret from the spouse.

• Addictions can include alcohol, drugs, gambling, or other  
out-of-control behavior.

 Soft problems are everything else.

• Problems like growing apart, money, sexual problems, parenting differences, 
arguing a lot.

• Soft problems can be very painful and are the most common reasons  
for divorce, but they’re not in an “emergency” category like the hard problems. 
Some people live a happy life while learning to live with soft problems in  
their marriage, but the hard problems almost always compromise human health 
and dignity.

• Bottom line: empathize with soft problems but don’t react as if they are hard 
problems that are immediately threatening. 

4. Is a divorce or breakup on the table?

• Is the person hinting or talking openly about divorce?
• Usually one spouse is ahead of the other when it comes to wanting a divorce. 

One is leaning out (pushing the divorce idea), while the other is leaning in 
(wanting to work things out). Therefore:

• Is the confider the leaning-out spouse? If so, have they told the other spouse?
• Or is the confider the leaning-in spouse? Likely to have high anxiety at  

the moment.
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• Be a good friend or family member, not a therapist

• Listen and be supportive, don’t take sides or try to figure out who is right  
and wrong

• Help people come to their own solutions, don’t tell them what they  
should do

• If they are really distressed and can’t find their own solutions, we’ll teach you 
how to encourage them to seek professional help

• Hold hope for people and their marriage, and do not pile on with more negativity 
— except in dangerous situations

It’s important to understand things you tend to say when you get anxious, overinvolved, 
or don’t know what else to say. Reset your “default” responses if they are not helpful. 

The top unhelpful things reported by confiders: 

• “Mr./Ms. Fix it”: Too much advice, a lot of it not useful.  
(“You should tell him he has to support you with his mother.”)

• “Talker”: Talking too much about self  
(“When Harold and I went through this, we...”)

• “Side Taker”: Too critical of the spouse (“What a jerk.”)

• “Underminer”: suggesting a breakup  
(“I wouldn’t stay another day with a woman who cheated on me.”)

• “Judge”: too critical (“Whining isn’t going to solve your problem.”)  

Other common mistakes:

• “Distractor”: Saying nothing or changing the subject 
(“How about this weather?”)

• “Polly Anna”: Rushing to reassure (“You have such a good marriage.” or  
“You’re such a kind person. I’m sure you are polite to his mother.”)

• “Interrogator”: Asking too many questions 

YOUR ROLE AS A MARITAL FIRST RESPONDER

COMMON MISTAKES
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(“What exactly did she say? Then what did you say? And then  
what happened?”)

• “Smarty Pants”: Offering perspective too soon, before emotionally  
connecting enough(“I see what’s going on.”)

• “Wimp”: Staying with empathy when the person needs to be challenged

What do confidants do that is most helpful for confiders? 

 Top five in our research: 

1. Listened to me

2. Gave me emotional support

3. Gave me a helpful perspective

4. Helped me understand my own contributors to the problem 

5. Helped me understand where my partner was coming from

LEVEL ONE: LEAP  
(Listen, Empathize, Affirm, offer Perspective)

1. LISTEN
• Let the person talk, don’t interrupt or offer your perspective too soon

• Listen for feelings (mad, sad, scared, hurt, frustrated, worried, confused) and 
don’t get caught up in the details of the story (who said what to who and when)

• Don’t jump to conclusions, especially on “soft” problems; be aware that you are 
hearing one person’s side, and only what that person is choosing to tell you. 

2. EMPATHIZE
• Let the person know you care. - “I’m sorry you’re going through a hard time  

right now.”
• Reflect back the person’s feelings - “That must have really hurt.” or “What a 

confusing situation you’re in right now.”
• Empathize with the person’s pain, not necessarily with their perspective.  

“What an awfully painful moment for you” as opposed to “I can see how hurt you 
were when your girlfriend put you down in front of your friend like that.”

MARITAL FIRST RESPONDER CORE SKILLS
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• Nonverbals are key. Sometimes it’s just a look or touch, or a sound (“Ooh...”)

• Listen for the “soft feelings” (sadness, fear, hurt, insecurity) underneath the 
“hard feelings” (anger, aggravation, frustration, blame). People often lead with 
the hard, protective feelings, but the softer, more vulnerable feelings are often 
a pathway towards understanding and healing.

• Avoid statements that appear empathetic but are really put-downs of  
the partner. - “How insensitive!” or “I can’t believe she won’t support  
you better.”

• If the person is going on and on with a critique of the partner or details of  
what happened, gently steer back to the person in front of you by  
offering empathy. (You can’t empathize with a harangue, only with a person.)  
“What a mess. I’m so sorry.”

• Good empathy should help the person feel calmer rather than adding fuel to 
the bonfire. (An exception would be an abusive situation where the person is 
too calm in the face of danger.) 

3. AFFIRM
• Affirm the strengths and capabilities of the person - “I know you are a  

caring person.”
• Affirm the strengths and capabilities of the partner and the relationship (when 

you have knowledge of those relationship strengths)- “She really seems to care 
about you.” or “You two have weathered storms before.”

• Avoid being so positive that the person doesn’t feel heard (“I know you can work 
it out.”) 

4. PERSPECTIVE (L.E.A. skills are for every conversation; perspective is for many but not all)

• Makes sure you’ve done L.E.A. first.

• Help the person understand that common problems are universal - “From what 
I understand, a lot of couples feel less energy for their relationship after a baby 
comes and takes so much of their time and attention.”

• Offer a perspective on what the spouse/partner might be feeling, if you know 
the person - “I’d bet that Jack is feeling badly about that big argument too.”

• Back up if the person rejects your perspective as not true or relevant to  
their situation. They may need time to think about it.

• Avoid lecturing and accepting as normal what should not be acceptable 
(especially the hard problems)

• Sometimes it can be useful to share your own experience. 

Criteria for good self-disclosure:

 ཌྷ Brief, to the point, and return the focus to the other person 
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 ཌྷ Share your perspective with humility: 

 » “I don’t know if this fits your situation, but my wife and I have dealt  
with something that sounds similar when we were a new couple.  
Here’s something I learned.”

 » “I’ve thought a lot about this problem because I’ve faced it in my  
own life. Here’s where I came out on it..... I don’t know that this would 
work for you, but it did help us.”

 » Be careful not to equate your experience (“I know just how  
you feel”); every couple is different. 

• Sometimes you may want to share what you’ve learned as a Marital  
First Responder (“I took a workshop on couples relationships and here’s 
something I learned...”)

• A decline in romantic and sexual intensity over time as couples settle in.

• Differences in sexual interest, especially after the early phases of  
a relationship.

• A decline in couple satisfaction after the birth of their first child.

• A pursuing/distancing pattern with one partner asking for more attention or 
affection, and the other resisting. It’s the “common cold” of marriage.

• Another common pattern is over-functioning and under-functioning,  
which tend to reinforce each other. It can become a parent/child-like dynamic.

• Most common wife complaint about husbands: not a full partner  
(doesn’t participate and connect enough). Most common husband complaint  
about wives: too critical and demanding. Of course, these complaints can go in 
the opposite direction. (Not enough research on same sex couples  
to compare.)

• Personality differences and areas of incompatibility that become more 
annoying over time (they may have been okay or even “cute” at the beginning).

The problem is not the presence of these challenges, but the thoughtfulness,  
flexibility, and acceptance that couples bring to managing the challenges.

WHAT RESEARCH TELLS US ABOUT COMMON  
COUPLE PROBLEMS (THAT SOME THINK ARE UNCOMMON FLAWS)
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• All couples have conflict, and some conflict is good. The key is how they  
handle it.

• Positive emotional connection is the best way to reduce conflict.  
Happy couples spend time together and have five positive exchanges for every 
one negative one.

• Escalation and withdrawal are typical ways of managing conflict, and they lead 
to unresolved problems.

• Four of the worst things couples do in verbal conflict are: criticism/blame  
(“It’s your fault”); defensiveness (“It’s not my fault”); contempt (“You’re an 
idiot”); and stonewalling (“I’m not talking to you”). Contempt is the  
most damaging.

• “Soft start ups” (as opposed to “harsh start ups) are the best way to avoid 
unnecessary fights. These are calm ways to bring up a concern. Most conflicts 
start derailing within the first two exchanges.

• For most people, being heard and understood by their partner goes a long way 
towards resolving a conflict.

• Most ongoing marital problems (70% by some estimates) never get solved,  
but couples can learn to live more graciously with them. (Note: these are 
generally “soft” problems.)

• Interpretations matter: How people understand their partner’s actions affects 
how they feel and react, for example, whether they think their partner is 
deliberately provoking them versus doing something unintentionally or out of 
ignorance of its effects.

• Many marriages survive infidelity and come out better if they get help.

• There are two main kinds of intimate partner violence: 

 ཌྷ “situational violence” that comes from escalating conflict and may involve 
both partners hitting 

 ཌྷ “power and control violence,” which usually involves a man controlling, 
demeaning, and intimidating a woman, with or without physical violence.  
Both are dangerous, but the second one, though less common, is especially 
threatening. 

WHAT RESEARCH TELLS US ABOUT MARITAL CONFLICT 
AND DIVORCE

MARITAL CONFLICT
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• The majority of divorces nowadays are for “soft” reasons. 

• Top three reasons for divorcing parents in our research: growing apart, not able 
to talk together, and money problems.

• Usually one person is well ahead of the other partner in wanting and planning  
a divorce. Divorce is hardly ever a consensual decision, at least in the  
early stages.

• Most people go through a roller coaster of hope and despair about divorcing 
or saving their marriage, and many people hold hope even after the divorce 
process is underway. 
 

LEVEL TWO: CAR  
(Challenge, Advise, suggest Resources)

For some situations, after you’ve done a good job with L.E.A.P. and the person seems open

 Here are some situations when CAR might be needed: 

• When the confider is not doing something basic, like telling their spouse about 
their concern .

• Same story over and over, the person is stuck.

• When it’s clear they need help and aren’t seeking it.

• Hard problems (abuse, affairs, additions), especially when there is  
imminent threat.

• When divorce is on the table.

DIVORCE

1. CHALLENGE
 Examples of common challenges: 

• Be clearer about what you feel and want (“He can’t read your mind.”)
• Look at your expectations (“With a little baby and no sleep, are you surprised 

that she’s not that interested in sex?”)
• Think about the other person’s side (“Every problem has two sides. I wonder 

what he would be saying if he was here now.”)
• Look at your own part (“You know, it takes two to tango. Have you thought 

about what you might be contributing to the problem?”)
• Maintain hope and keep working on a marriage (“The stakes are really high.  

I hope you’re going to keep trying and not give up too soon.”)
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• Don’t accept the inevitability of divorce the first time you hear about  
someone’s intention. (“Sometimes when people say they want a divorce it’s a 
desperate call for change. You have choices to make about what to do next.”)

• Take dangerous situations more seriously. (“I’m worried that you are not taking 
his threats seriously enough.”) 

 Ways to challenge: 

• With gentle questions (“Have you thought about whether he might be as 
worried as you are but not telling you?”)

• With a question about whether you can challenge the person (“Can I say 
something challenging right now?”)

• With I-statements (“One of the things I’ve learned is that when I don’t speak up, 
I can’t expect him to know what I want.”)

• With general comments about the complexity of relationships (“There are 
always two sides to a problem of communication. I wonder what your husband 
would say if he were here.” or “I think the problem is probably more complicated 
than what I’m hearing you say.”)

• With expressions of concern (“I’m worried that you are in a deep hole and 
digging deeper right now.” or  “I’m worried for your safety right now.”)

• With affirmation of the person’s autonomy: it’s their choice (“This is just  
my view. You’re the one who gets to decide.”) 

2. ADVISE 

• Use direct, specific advice infrequently. It’s often off the mark and intrusive.

• Use mainly when the other person is in turmoil and at risk of making  
poor decisions.

• When you hear “yes, but,” back up and use your L.E.A. skills some more.

• Examples of when direct advice might be helpful:

 ཌྷ To end an affair and deal directly with the problems in a relationship

 ཌྷ To seek help from a counselor

 ཌྷ To have a safety plan

 ཌྷ To get a lawyer when a desperate spouse is making financial or child 
custody threats

• Best to preface direct advice with an affirmation of concern and recognition 
that it’s the other person’s decision  
(“I’m really worried for you right now and I know it’s up to you what you decide 
what you’re going to do. I just hope you will give serious thought to what I want 
to say to you.” or  “Can I offer some unsolicited advice as a concerned friend? 
You can take it or leave it.”)
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3. OFFER RESOURCES (recommending help)
 Timing is important; don’t offer until you’ve used other skills and the person   
 seems open to your input about next steps.

1. Start with a question: Open up the topic by asking if the person has sought 
help or is thinking about getting help. “Have you ever thought about talking to 
a pastor or counselor about this?”

2. Follow the person’s lead in response to that question. If it’s “yes,” ask for who 
they’ve talked to or thought about talking to. If it’s “I’m not sure,” or “no,” 
explore their thinking: “What are your thoughts about whether it might help 
to talk to someone about this?”

3. If you’ve had a good experience in couples counseling, a couples retreat, or 
other forms of help, you can share that experience.

4. If the person’s distress is strong and enduring, then you can say that maybe 
it’s time to consider some marriage counseling (or another form of help). “I 
know counseling is not your thing, but this is a serious problem that doesn’t 
seem to be getting any better. I’m worried for you two.”

5. If this is met with resistance, back up the first time. But bring it up again in the 
future if the person keeps confiding in you about the problem and your help 
does not seem to be doing much good. “You’re using me a sounding board, 
and I’m willing to keep supporting you because I’m your friend and I care 
about you. But I keep getting this feeling that you’d be better off talking to 
someone with professional training too.”

6. Distinguish between this person’s reluctance to seek help versus their view 
of the spouse’s reluctance. Sometimes people who are ambivalent hide 
behind their partner’s reluctance to get help. “I hear you that you think that 
he would not go with you to marriage counseling. What I’m not clear about 
whether you think it’s a good idea yourself.”

7. If the person seems open, you could say that you took a workshop that talked 
about different kinds of help for couples and individuals in relationships,  
and that you have a resource list you can share if the person is interested.

8. Perspective on types of help  

Generally, marriage/couples counseling is better than individual counseling 
for relationship problems.

• Individual therapists tend to see things from the perspective of their 
client and can sometimes inadvertently undermine relationships. 
Normally therapists should not become couples therapists for their  
long-term individual clients.

• Some therapists who see couples are not good at it; they are mainly 
individual therapists.
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• Couples retreats can be good ways to jump start a flagging relationship 
and many programs offer follow up support groups.

• Some online resources are helpful for situations such as affairs and a 
sudden breakup.

• If there is a safety concern, the confider should start with an individual 
therapist or crisis line.

• If the confider wants legal help, suggest someone trained in 
Collaborative Practice or mediation.

1. Know your triggers from your own experience (for example, if you were cheated on).

2. Care without getting more negative or upset about the problem than the other 
person is (emergencies aside).

3. Resist getting drawn into a triangle when you have a relationship with the  
spouse/partner. Example: don’t be a message bearer to the other partner.

4. Be careful about offering your own assessment of the problem even when asked 
(for example, “I think this is a communication problem” or “He has a sexual  
hang-up.”)

5. Even when asked, be careful about direct, specific advice such as “Here’s what you 
should say to him when you get home tonight.” When asked what you would do, you 
can always say “I don’t know,” and let the other person keep talking.

6.  Pull back to supportive listening (L.E.A.) if the person brings up the problem over 
and over, and has not accepted your perspective, challenge, or advice. Keep a check 
on your impatience, and don’t make a recommendation that someone live with the 
problem or break up the relationship because you are tired of listening to  
their complaints.

7. Remind yourself of the limits of your ability to help when the other person is not 
ready to face the problems or has determined a course of action you think is unwise.

MAINTAINING BOUNDARIES
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1. Discernment Counseling 
www.discernmentcounselors.com 
 
Discernment Counseling is for couples on the brink of divorce, where one is leaning 
in and the other is leaning out of the marriage. This is short term counseling to help 
the partners have more clarity and confidence about the next steps for  
their relationship, based on a deeper understanding of what has happened to  
their marriage and each person’s contributions.  

2. The American Association for Marriage and Family Therapists 
www.therapistlocator.net 
 
This is the largest network of marriage and family therapists locally and nationally. 
The experience level of members in marriage counseling differs greatly. An option 
for locating the most experienced marriage therapists in this organization is to look 
for members whose web page lists “approved supervisor” as a credential. 

3. Emotionally Focused Couples Therapists 
members.iceeft.com/member-search.php 
 
A national network of therapists with specialized training in Emotionally Focused 
Therapy for Couples, a highly researched approach developed by Sue Johnson. 

4. The Gottman Institute 
www.gottman.com/couples/find-a-therapist/ 
 
A large national listing of therapists, specializing in the Gottman Method. 

5.  Divorce Busting 
www.divorcebusting.com 
 
For individuals whose spouses have said they want a divorce, Michele Weiner-Davis 
has a website and active online forum with a tremendous amount of helpful advice.

Collaborative Law Institute of Minnesota  
www.collaborativelaw.org 
 
International Collaborative Law Institute houses a variety of professionals nationally 
who support couples in a non-litigious divorce process. A number of collaborative 
lawyers are trained to keep the reconciliation option open throughout the  
divorce process. 

COUPLES THERAPISTS

LEGAL HELP

SECULAR RESOURCES FOR COUPLES


