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  The aim of the Overcoming series is to enable people with a range of common problems and disorders to take control of their own recovery program. Each title, with its specially tailored program, is devised by a practising clinician using the latest techniques of cognitive behavioral therapy – techniques which have been shown to be highly effective in changing the way people think about themselves and their problems.


  The series was initiated in 1993 by Peter Cooper, Professor of Psychology at Reading University and Research Fellow at the University of Cambridge in the UK whose original volume on overcoming Bulimia Nervosa and binge-eating continues to help many people in the USA, the UK and Europe.
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  Important Note


  This book is not intended to be substitute for medical advice or treatment.
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  Introduction


  Why cognitive behavioral and systemic therapy?


  You may have picked up this book uncertain as to why a psychological therapy such as cognitive behavioral and systemic therapy could help you overcome your relationship problems. The first of the two components, cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) was developed initially for the treatment of depression, and the techniques this therapy uses have been found to be extremely effective for a wide range of problems, including compulsive gambling and drug and alcohol addiction. Systemic therapy, the second component, was developed mainly in the context of the treatment of families, particularly those in which there was a child with a psychological problem, and has also been widely used in couple therapy. So what is CBT and how does it work?


  In the 1950s and 1960s a set of techniques was developed, collectively termed ‘behavior therapy’. These techniques shared two basic features. First, they aimed to remove symptoms (such as anxiety) by dealing with those symptoms themselves, rather than their deep-seated underlying historical causes (traditionally the focus of psychoanalysis, the approach developed by Sigmund Freud and his followers). Second, they were techniques loosely related to what laboratory psychologists were finding out about the mechanisms of learning, which could potentially be put to the test, or had already been proven to be of practical value to sufferers. The area where these techniques proved to be of most value was in the treatment of anxiety disorders, especially specific phobias (such as fear of animals or heights) and agoraphobia, both notoriously difficult to treat using conventional psychotherapies.


  After an initial flush of enthusiasm, discontent with behavior therapy grew. There were a number of reasons for this, an important one of which was the fact that behavior therapy did not deal with the internal thoughts which were so obviously central to the distress that patients were experiencing. In particular, behavior therapy proved inadequate when it came to the treatment of depression. In the late 1960s and early 1970s a treatment was developed for depression called ‘cognitive therapy’. The pioneer in this enterprise was an American psychiatrist, Professor Aaron T. Beck, who developed a theory of depression which emphasized the importance of people’s depressed styles of thinking. He also specified a new form of therapy. It would not be an exaggeration to say that Beck’s work has changed the nature of psychotherapy, not just for depression but for a range of psychological problems.


  The techniques introduced by Beck have been merged with the techniques developed earlier by the behavior therapists to produce a therapeutic approach which has come to be known as ‘cognitive behavior therapy’. This therapy has been subjected to the strictest scientific testing; and it has been found to be a highly successful treatment for a significant proportion of cases of depression. It has now become clear that specific patterns of thinking identified by Beck are associated with a wide range of psychological problems and that the treatments which deal with these styles of thinking are highly effective. So, effective cognitive behavioral treatments have been developed for anxiety disorders, like panic disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, specific phobias and social phobia, obsessive compulsive disorders, and hypochondriasis (health anxiety). They have also been applied to other conditions such as compulsive gambling, alcohol and drug addiction, and eating disorders like bulimia nervosa and binge-eating disorder. Indeed, cognitive behavioral techniques have a wide application beyond the narrow categories of psychological disorders: they have been applied effectively, for example, to helping people with low self-esteem, those with weight problems, those who wish to give up smoking, and, as in this book, those with relationship problems.


  This book is based partly on a cognitive-behavioral approach to relationship problems. This can be, however, only partially successful, because the behavior and thinking of the two individuals involved is only part of the story. Things happen in relationships which neither partner seems to have initiated, but which arise from the ongoing patterns that have built up over the course of the relationship. This is where systemic thinking comes in, and this can help us to understand and change the patterns of interaction which may otherwise seem difficult to alter.


  So the second component of this approach is systemic therapy. This is a form of therapy which studies and alters the patterns of relationships within families. It was developed originally from the work of von Bertalanffy on the effects of positive and negative feedback in mechanical and biological systems. In the early 1960s, family therapists such as Haley, Minuchin, Jackson and Bateson conceptualized that a family could be seen to be functioning as a ‘system’, for example when one member began to withdraw and behave in an unpredictable way, and the family members would do something resembling the action of a safety valve to draw that member back into a closer relationship with them. This would keep the family functioning despite the unusual behaviour of the one member. However, positive feedback, the opposite process, in which one person’s behaviour becomes disturbed and the other family members seem to encourage it, can be destructive to the family, in the same way as when in the steam engine the pressure gets too high and the cylinder explodes.


  One revolutionary aspect of systemic thinking is the concept of circular causality. This points out that in the ongoing series of interactions that occur within families, there is no clear starting point: things emerge from the ongoing relationship of the two or more individuals, and the only way to pinpoint a ‘cause’ for what happens is in an artificial way to start your analysis with the actions of a particular family member. If you start the analysis from another starting point, another family member seems to have ‘caused’ what happens next.


  Systemic thinking was then extended to look at other aspects of family life, and the concepts of boundaries, alliances, coalitions and repetitive sequences of interaction (see Chapter 2) were brought in to explain some of the observed difficulties that occur in families. The resulting forms of therapy involved the therapist taking on the role of balancing the influence of the various family members and helping some of them to overcome the positive feedback loops which perpetuated disturbed behaviour, or the negative feedback loops which might be preventing them from living their own lives independently.


  The form of therapy which Crowe has developed (cognitive behavioral and systemic couple therapy) combines the cognitive behavioral approach with a systemic understanding of relationships and their problems. It has been proven to be effective in a number of scientific trials, both for relationship problems as such and for sexual and psychological problems occurring within the couple relationship. It is this combination of therapies that the present book is based on.


  Although effective cognitive behavioral and systemic therapies have been developed for a wide range of problems, they are not widely available; and when people try to help themselves it may sometimes make matters worse. In recent years the community of cognitive behavior therapists has responded to this situation. What they have done is to take the principles and techniques of specific cognitive behavior therapies for particular problems, or as in this case the combined cognitive behavioral and systemic therapy for relationships, and present them in self-help manuals. These manuals specify a systematic programme of treatment which the individual sufferer is advised to work through to overcome their difficulties. In this way, these therapeutic techniques of proven value are being made available on the widest possible basis.


  Self-help manuals are never going to replace therapists. Many people will need individual treatment from a qualified therapist. It is also the case that, despite the widespread success of cognitive behavioral and systemic therapies, some people will not respond to them and will need one of the other treatments available. Nevertheless, although research on the use of these self-help manuals is at an early stage, the work done to date indicates that for a very great many people such a manual will prove sufficient for them to overcome their problems without professional help.


  Many people suffer silently and secretly for years. Sometimes appropriate help is not forthcoming despite their efforts to find it. Sometimes they feel too ashamed or guilty to reveal their problems to anyone. For many of these people this series of self-help manuals will provide a lifeline to recovery and a better future.


  Professor Peter Cooper

  The University of Reading, 2004
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