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Negotiating Couple Sexuality

Counseling for clients with sexual concerns has been dominated by theories of individual functioning. Even when a partner has been included in the counseling process, prevailing intervention models have explained the problem at the level of the individual(s) and have conceptualized change as individual learning, individual resolution of intrapsychic issues, and individual cognitive change (Rosen & Leiblum, 1995). This chapter derives instead from a theoretical tradition in which human behavior is seen as multiply determined but as especially influenced by the social context (Sarbin, 1986) and negotiated meanings in relationships (Gergen & Gergen, 1983; Mead, 1934). The counseling approaches summarized in this chapter focus on direct and indirect negotiations that can enable couples to enjoy and enrich their sexuality as they manage the intensity of their verbal, emotional, and physical interdependence over time. 

Background

This chapter has been influenced by postmodernism, a developing perspective that questions the assumptions of the rationality and scientific certainty that have been part of most mental health theories since Freud.  Postmodern authors (e.g., Foucault, 1990) have argued that conventional assumptions about sexuality, mental health, and other aspects of human life represent incomplete world views in which certain kinds of experience are privileged as other kinds of experience are denied. Postmodern analyses of gender (e.g. , Hare-Mustin, 1998) have called attention to culturally embedded assumptions about power and desire that are acted out in relationships. The perspective of this chapter could be considered, then, “profeminist” in its recognition that both men and women are constrained by traditional gender assumptions.

The Identity Renegotiation perspective set forth here draws on several closely linked traditions including social constructionism (Gergen, 1994), narrative studies (Currie, 1998; Gergen & Gergen, 1983; Sarbin, 1986) and symbolic interactionism (Mead, 1934). These theoretical traditions agree that individual actions cannot be interpreted without an understanding of the social environments, contexts, and discourses that give them meaning. Such a view seems especially relevant for sexuality, which is an inherently social experience. In fact, sex has been defined and explained in many different ways across time and within different social groups (Foucault, 1990). Sexuality has variously been given a place of great power in some social groups and almost denied in others. Some societies have honored the priests and priestesses of sex cults, attributing magical powers to sexual organs and acts (Maxwell, 1996).  In more ascetic societies the reproductive function has been emphasized, and pleasure has been considered an unfortunate and “animalistic” feature of a biological process.

Socially located ideas, or discourses, about sexuality have frequently included assumptions about similarity and differentness based on biological sex. These ideas are generally referred to by the term gender, to differentiate them from descriptions of physical structure and function (Baber & Allen, 1992; Knudson-Martin & Mahoney, 1999). Individuals, couples, and families incorporate aspects of this gender discourse into narratives through which they make sense of their experience and coordinate their actions (Gergen & Gergen, 1983; Hare-Mustin, 1998). 

The final intellectual tradition underlying this work is a conflict perspective (Sprey, 1969), a view of human interaction that emphasizes the positive value of conflict as a force that promotes change when needed. Rather than presuming that conflict can be avoided, conflict researchers (Blume, 1987; Selman & Demorest, 1984) have studied ways in which people negotiate differences to better meet their expectations. Sager (1976) and others have demonstrated that couple relationships can be strengthened by defining areas of disagreement and negotiating new relationship “contracts.”

Postmodern and feminist traditions have called attention to the dangers inherent in an illusion of universal truths and objective observers. It is important, therefore, that I acknowledge my experience as a heterosexual, divorced and remarried white male and father of sons. My understandings of other experiences are limited, although they continue to develop through my couple and other family relationships; relationships with colleagues and especially students, many of whom have written eloquently of their lives and their relationships; professional and self-help writings; and the families, couples, and individuals who open their lives to me in counseling. My couple counseling experience has been limited to heterosexual couples; however, the theories and the approaches presented below have been chosen for their gender awareness and apparent compatability with issues of same-sex couples.

The relational self 


Gergen and Gergen (1983) have challenged psychological views of people as individuals, as self-contained units of action and experience. They and others (e.g., Sarbin, 1982) have noted that the individualistic perspective, rather than being limited to industrialized societies, has been glorified and celebrated for thousands of years in some cultures. This social convention, according to Gergen (1994), has contributed to many individual and social problems. Stress, isolation, and meaninglessness derive in part from the impossibility of any individual’s resolving conflicting discourses, creating a self, and defending that self against all challenges.


Such an emphasis on the individual is not, however, universal; alternative views, including many cultural and religious traditions in addition to intellectual traditions such as social constructionism, place more emphasis on the person as a part of a family or other group (Gergen, 1994). The self is seen by Gergen and Gergen (1983) not as an entity but as a social product--a negotiated story of selfhood that incorporates memories, ideas, feelings, and even actions that extend beyond any individual.  A sense of identity, that is, a sense that a person has behavioral continuity and autonomy, is essentially a narrative co-construction that comes into being through the sharing of expectations, experiences, and interpretations (Gergen & Gergen, 1983; Kerby, 1991; Mead, 1934). 

A contextual view of couple sexuality


Sexuality includes more than just sexual behavior; the sexual experience also includes positive and negative expectations, physical sensations, feelings, and understandings of self and other. All of these elements of sexuality are influenced by the relationship context, and at the same time the relationship is a context that shapes itself as expectations, meanings, and behavior are negotiated. 

Because sexual experiences, fantasies, and intentions take place in the context of multiple overlapping historical and cultural discourses, sexual gestures such as a touch, a kiss, or a look often have different meanings for the people involved. By the time a person has a first interpersonal sexual experience --whether before puberty or after the age of 30--he or she has internalized community discourses that shape positive and negative reactions to sex. As an example, for one person underwear will be identified with elimination and will be embarrassing or nauseating. For another, underwear will be associated with hidden body parts that symbolize fun, defiance of authority, delightful physical sensations and passion. Many couples will find themselves, even after 20 or 30 years of individual and combined sexual experience, struggling with complex mixtures of such antithetical responses.

The couple’s relationship as a whole will typically be found to have several levels of interaction with their current expression of their sexuality. Their sexual history, for example, may include previous challenging periods or it may have provided little background for problem solving. Positive early sexual experiences have been known to give couples an unrealistic view of sex in committed relationships. On the other hand a couple may have shared sexual experiences that begin badly and, years later, remain troubling and unresolved for one or both partners.

Sexuality is, of course, only a part of either a couple’s relationship history or their current interaction. The variety of couple experiences is difficult to describe. At one extreme are partners who were promised to each other in childhood, who may come together as strangers trying to create a successful physical and emotional relationship. At the opposite extreme are partners who have chosen each other with a belief that happy relationships must be based on love, attraction, and/or desire. Some couples struggle for moments of privacy, while others live a nearly symbiotic existence. Special couple experiences related to economic status, health, employment, and family responsibilities also contribute to unique relationship environments in which people’s sexual behavior may have different meanings.

Sexual narratives. 

Narrative clinicians (Knudson-Martin, 1999; Spence, 1986) and narrative scholars (Gergen & Gergen 1983; Kerby, 1991) have described the human tendency to organize experiences into a story that achieves narrative coherence by pulling together characters, scenes, and plot to make the world seem less random and more predictable. As characters in our own narratives, we discover our identities in the stories we tell and the stories others tell about us. 

A nearly universal element in these narrative identities is an evaluative component (Gergen, 1994). Identity narratives do not merely report on a person’s actions, they interpret those actions in terms of some kind of ideal image.  Part of the appeal of a committed relationship is the hope that a committed partner will know the narratives--both the good and the bad--and confirm that one is lovable. When a relationship becomes sexual, it gains special power because a sexual partner knows secret--possibly upsetting--details. A supportive narrative of the self confirmed by a sexual partner is somehow more complete and has more validity than a supportive narrative confirmed by others.

When a sexual relationship is positive, the sexual narrative is a positive one: “I am a gentle but powerful, fascinating, god-like being. Just the sight of my body brings joy to my loved one, and he/she has never been this happy.”  Such a positive sexual narrative invites further (reasonable) risk taking and self disclosure, which in turn becomes more positive if the partner’s love triumphs over potential problems such as scars, body odors, and asymmetrical organs . But when sex “goes bad,” the story has equal power to feel disabling: “I am disgusting, incompetent, and worthless. I may look like a normal person, but no one can stand to get close to me.” “There’s no use trying to be sexual.” A negative sexual narrative can survive in the thoughts and memories of one person, unchallenged by opposing viewpoints, if sexual experiences are not discussed. A partner’s misunderstood gesture or involuntary twitch can live on for years as a symbolic comment, not only on the individual’s behavior, but on his or her self worth.

When the socially constructed sexual responses of two people are taken into consideration, it is not surprising that many couples’ narratives incorporate a mixture of positive and negative sexual encounters. Ruth and Larry, for example, had enacted a rather traditional gender-related sexual pattern; Larry had been the pursuer, Ruth had been more passive. A turning point came when, in discussing their responses to a movie, they found that they felt quite differently about the idea of combining food and sex. When Ruth suggested that Larry lick chocolate syrup off her abdomen, Larry was repelled by the idea of ingesting a combination of chocolate and sweat. Ruth chose not to press what appeared to be a sensitive topic, and they resumed their routine of predictable but successful sex. The narrative now included some new elements, however. Ruth was now the “kinky” partner, as well as the “dissatisfied” partner; Larry had now become identified with “safe sex,” sexual conservatism, and avoidance of risk. Future events and conversations would determine whether they would find this new narrative an acceptable one or they would make further changes.

Successful couple relationships, viewed from a narrative perspective, are those in which any negative sexual experiences are somehow incorporated into a shared set of narratives in which the positives outweigh the negatives. Increasing the positive sexual “charge” in relationships and reducing negative sexual encounters are both ways of achieving this overall positive tone, and therefore couples benefit from direct assistance with interpersonal issues such as sexual pacing, sensitivity, and appropriate technique. Sexual interactions, in fact, offer tremendous potential for changing the relationship narrative, especially as partners become more sensitive to each others’ symbolic worlds. But in the end it is assumed that couples have the power, through their shared narratives, to acknowledge, integrate, and transcend sexual problems--their sexual relationship does not have to be solely dependent on “good sex.” 

Negotiation and collaborative problem solving.

Postmodern authors have expressed distrust of apparently conflict-free agreements which, on closer examination, result from accepting a dominant discourse that denies any other reality (Hare-Mustin, 1999). A full experience of  couple sexuality requires ways of reconciling different expectations, physical sensations, feelings, and understandings of self and other (Love & Robinson, 1994).

Research based on a developmental model (Blume, 1987; Selman & Demorest, 1984), has demonstrated that people use a variety of “higher-level” and “lower-level” interpersonal negotiation strategies in their discussions and behavior in relationships. Lower-level strategies include passive control strategies--refusing to ask for anything, giving in at every opportunity--as well as active control strategies such as giving orders and making threats. Lower-level strategies are learned early in life, but they continue to be used in adult relationships (Blume, 1987). Especially relevant in sexual relationships is the strategy of reward and punishment--or promise of reward and threat of punishment. Sex, with its many levels of experience and meaning,  has potential to be an especially powerful tool in negative patterns of coercion and struggles for dominance.

Higher-level negotiations, according to Selman and Demorest, are characterized by mutual exploration of goals and the recognition that a relationship may be more important than the goals being pursued by any of the individuals involved. Sexual interaction, in which mutual satisfaction and genuine expression of feelings are valued (Love & Robinson, 1994), clearly seems to call for higher-level negotiation strategies. At the same time, with sexual topics carrying multiple meanings that include identity, self-worth, and shame, many couples seem unable to comfortably discuss their sexual experiences and understandings (Snyder, 2000).

Higher-level negotiation patterns can be learned; the principles of effective conflict management have been articulated in a wide-ranging literature (e.g., Edelman & Crain, 1994; Fisher & Ury, 1981). Cooperative problem solving processes seem to reduce coercive interactions and promote open exchanges about goals, perceptions, feelings, and behavior (Deutsch, 1973).  Cooperative problem solving depends on an openness to other experiences than one’s own. In this way the traditions of conflict management and narrative co-construction are quite similar. When applied to the sexual relationship, however, the conflict literature also offers guidelines for helping a couple counselor to identify and to creatively resolve the differences that arise as the partners attempt to reconcile the conflicting, many-layered cultural discourses of gender and gendered sexuality.

Cultural/Gender Discourses.

Humans are biologically equipped to be sexual: Most people can experience sexual arousal through a variety of forms of stimulation, some of which are reproductively useful to the species. The fantasies, experiences, or activities that arouse an individual are only partially influenced by biology; Judith Butler (1993) describes the “regulatory norms” that shape the sexual development of individuals through reiteration of normative messages, resulting in some degree of “materialization” in each person’s body of sexuality that fits regulatory ideals. Cultural discourses that define emotional, cognitive, behavioral and physical similarities and differences among males and females, in combination with other cultural messages regarding sexual desire and behavior, shape the ways in which partners see themselves as sexual beings. Every couple faces the challenge of integrating different discourses and may be seen, over time, as defining their own culture as their sexual narrative constructs their social conventions regarding gender and sexuality.

During the past 200 years our culture has experienced intense societal re-examination concerning gender and sexuality (Bailey, 1999; Foucault, 1990); no contemporary couple can be unaffected by these larger cultural trends. Medical science has contributed to recent changes, as oral contraceptives are generally credited with changing women’s sexuality during the childbearing years (Bailey, 1999). Patriarchy, the tradition of male privilege and dominance, has been challenged by the increasing economic independence of women and the increase in social services; far more women have means to escape coercion and violence from their male partners. Many women have opportunities to achieve recognition outside the home, reducing their emotional dependence as well. Men, at the same time, are increasingly choosing to explore less aggressive and less achievement-oriented life choices, and they have support for exploring counternormative desires for intimacy and dependency (Meth, 1990).

Gender is, of course, only one of the cultural elements influencing sexuality and sexual problems. Among the wide variety of cultural traditions regarding sex, including religious traditions, many may be viewed as either anti-sexual or, at best, confused about sexuality (Foucault, 1970). Since Freud’s challenges to the sexual repression of his time and place, it appears that the confusion has not lessened but has become more obvious and possibly more intense. The “sexual revolution” of the 1960s and 1970s promoted freedom of sexual expression, but it also led to new epidemics of sexually transmitted diseases and community backlash against sexuality (Bailey, 1999).

Some discourses about sexuality, including that of Freud, portray sexuality as a dangerous force that threatens society. Other sexual discourses in recent centuries have focused on gender issues: Do men and women have similar feelings? Are their early sexual experiences significantly different? Do they respond the same ways when they are sexually aroused? Do they have the same goals for sex? As the complexity of gender has become more visible, these questions have become more elaborate: Do all men and all women fit into mutually exclusive categories with consistently different experiences? Does knowledge of a person’s biological sex predict anything about his or her sexuality? According to Butler (1993) and others, gender is a matter not of substance but of performance. Every couple is in the process of enacting gender and has opportunities to alter that performance, depending on successful negotiations between the partners and the various discourses of gender. The following examples demonstrate the implications of three typical gender discourses for couples’ developing sexual relationships.

Gender discourse: Male lust. A powerful and seemingly universal gender narrative portrays the human male as “only interested in one thing.” The story is an easy one to tell; the male body, with its obvious erections, clearly seems to communicate sexual interest. And even though high school students of both sexes tell stories of boys with noticeable erections in class or other school activities, boys and men are encouraged to interpret an erection as sexual interest and as having the goal of sexual activity. Human males in many cultures seem to give a priority to sexual interests and activities; prostitution and pornography, for example, both seem to be supported primarily by men (Maxwell, 1996). Furthermore, men’s identity narratives often express even non-sexual ideas using sexual metaphors: Male ego strength is defined as “potency” and a seemingly powerless male is described as “castrated.” 

Depending on how it is expressed, this discourse of the lusty male either glorifies and celebrates the sex-obsessed male or ridicules him as helpless in the thrall of his hormones. The idea of a male “sex drive,” though problematic, may be useful for relationships in sexually repressive cultures, ensuring that someone is taking primary responsibility for reproductive activity (e.g. Rainwater, 1965). The American film “Carnal Knowledge” (1971) portrayed this view of young men; they have a tough job, making sure that sex does not die out. Their methods may be suspect, but the goal is one on which they and the larger society agree. The male in such a tradition has the responsibility not only to initiate sex but also to be an expert on things sexual; he is expected to accumulate sexual experience so that he can do the important job of socializing his female partner. Many comedians have built their routines around this version of the lust theme, and some of their strongest laughter comes from women who can remember how their “good girl” identities were protected by blaming sexual activity on their sex-obsessed partners.

For many men and women, however, this theme has created more pain than joy. When Masters and Johnson (1970) began their work many of their women patients reported experiencing no sexual desire, a pattern the authors attributed to cultural influences. The assignment of desire to men is half of a discourse that also denies its existence in women; women’s only options within this discourse are, on one hand, to be sexual and be masculine and, on the other hand, to deny their sexuality and be feminine. There are still many women who suppress any sexual feelings, and many others who acknowledge sexual feelings but who (with their partners) have difficulty accepting their deviant behavior.

  For many men the expectation of unflagging sexual interest--regardless of moods, physical illness, distractions, and relationship problems--leaves them feeling inadequate at their primary responsibility. Men’s partners, assuming that expressions of desire represent not caring but biological urges, may dismiss genuine feelings. And some men continue to coerce women into sexual activity because they do not believe women’s expressions of disinterest, discomfort, or rejection.

Gender discourse: Physical beauty/attraction. Just as prevalent, and distributed widely, is a discourse suggesting that men’s desire is inextricably linked to visual stimulation from women whose bodies are young and match some ideal of physical beauty. This story, too, finds ready support in observations of human behavior; girls and young women whose appearance fits cultural ideals seem to attract more attention than more mature and less “beautiful” women.

Just as with the theme of male lust, this discourse has been experienced both positively and negatively. The clear priority placed on youth and looks has given some women a sense of empowerment; knowing the rules has allowed them to focus their energy on the primary criteria for sexual success. The popularity of magazines such as Seventeen and Cosmopolitan suggests that a large number of girls and women try to “win” at this highly valued game, and soap operas demonstrate the rewards of good looks.

Despite the comfort that this theme may have provided some people, the generally negative impact of this discourse is clear. Some women, driven by images of thinness, starve themselves; others risk their health in cosmetic surgery; and still others, attempting to avoid sexual attention, become dangerously obese. Girls whose intellect, athletic ability, and leadership skills might have propelled them to scholarships and successful careers abandon their strengths and devote themselves to becoming attractive. And men, in a contradiction of the male lust discourse, find that their sexuality is linked not only to beauty but to competition. Those who succeed in dating or marrying the most beautiful women are often consumed by jealousy, seeing every other man as threatening their sexual performance.

Gender discourse: Dominance and exploitation.  Recent history has seen a generalized rejection of social relationships that are characterized by power and dominance. Notable achievements have included the widespread elimination of slavery and some of the more extreme forms of economic exploitation. Women’s movements have gained their public support from the ideal of economic liberation as well as the ideal of gender equality (Burggraf, 1995). 

The prevailing discourse of gender has been one of male dominance over decision making; male control of privileges and scarce resources; and male assignment of unpleasant and unprofitable jobs to women. Some authors (e.g., Adler, 1927) have explained this pattern in terms of physical and economic advantage; not only have women tended to be smaller than their male partners, they have until recently been denied access to jobs, military service, and sports in which men train their bodies and their aggressive responses. However, other authors have suggested the possibility that male efforts to dominate women have arisen not so much from the ease of such domination but rather from men’s fears of the sexual and reproductive power of women (Rainwater, 1965). Boys grow up with clear messages about sexual dependency; the slang term “pussy-whipped” communicates both derision for a male who lets himself be dominated by a woman and a belief that women’s sexual dominance is difficult to resist.

In a context of diminishing male privilege and increased opportunities for women, a new form of gender problem has become common. Faced with the need to create a couple narrative without the help of prescriptive relationship discourses, heterosexual couples and same-sex couples alike are challenged to create their own relationship goals and behavior patterns. If sex is not about male satisfaction and female cooperation, then the partners need cooperative problem-solving abilities to work through the process of co-narrating the story of their sexuality. Likewise, nonsexual aspects of a relationship may require mutual exploration and accommodation to achieve a smooth couple narrative. 

If these negotiations take place within a discourse of male dominance, either a male or a female partner may suffer. Men in both heterosexual and same-sex relationships can find their identity narratives tied to behavior patterns that exploit others and deny their own feelings of helplessness or caring (Meth, 1990). Men in therapy report that their feelings of helplessness and caring become more prominent in midlife; but their partners, in such cases, may have little access to those feelings and may fear abandoning the established relationship narrative. On the other hand women, especially in heterosexual relationships, can feel that their personal power and leadership gifts must be denied if they are to be loved; many women, too, have experienced a midlife discovery of “lost” parts of themselves. 

In a successful case, such midlife discoveries have proved liberating for a couple, and they have found in their 40s or 50s a new level of comfort with their mixed dominant and submissive sides. When assertiveness, nurturance, aesthetic sensibility, and patience have been disengaged from gender, couples are free to explore their own differences, design their relationship goals, and negotiate their distribution of tasks based on who they see themselves to be.

The Couple’s Developing Sexual Narrative

At every point in a couple relationship at least one sexual narrative is being told, and often there are multiple sexual narratives in conflict. These narratives incorporate multiple discourses, but the characters in the narratives--the couple--bring the discourses to life in such narrative themes as loss of desire, mismatches in desire, sexual exploitation, and sexual dysfunction. These narratives change to incorporate new experiences as well as to resolve internal discrepancies; they are different in every telling, as the audience co-narrates the story; and they change to incorporate new discourses.

Identity narratives
The developmental counseling tradition (e.g., Ivey & Goncalves, 1988) incorporates the basic idea that human life is characterized by changes in self awareness and a sense of self. From a narrative perspective, this development is not strictly an internal cognitive process but rather the telling and retelling of a story over which the individual has only partial control (Gergen, 1994). A similar process seems to operate at the level of couples and families, where identity narratives also take shape and change over time (Gergen & Gergen, 1984; Reiss, 1981; White & Epston, 1990).

Identity narratives communicate/construct meaning at many levels. At one level they are behavioral descriptions, purporting to capture events as they might have been observed by a disinterested party. At another level, as these event descriptions are blended together they fit into patterns that attempt to explain and interpret the events. Yet another level seeks to predict future behavior based on the past. Narratives accomplish this meaning making through such elements as plot, perspective, and metaphor. They often follow familiar plots such as victim-persecutor, exiled heir to the throne, or good-hearted simpleton. Skillful narrators can shift perspectives, creating the illusion of understanding by telling the story from one character’s point of view. And the metaphorical nature of language permits a story to incorporate complex meanings into a few words.

Identity narratives incorporate contributions from many people, such as the family of origin, friends, co-workers, a religious community, or a recreational group. But in the lives of a typical American couple each partner has extraordinary input into the other’s identity narrative. The validity of the partner’s narrative voice is hard to discount when he or she has special access to extended observations, including times when it seems as if the “true self” might be more likely to emerge. During a sexual interaction (or the subtle negotiations leading up to a sexual interaction) people may express desires, thoughts, and responses that they would not feel comfortable revealing in public. At the same time, the emotional power of body contact gives special intensity to the partner’s verbal and gestural responses.

Individuals and groups seem to construct mental images or identity narratives that represent both their “ideal” and “actual” identities (Gergen, 1994). An identity ideal, often unachievable, represents strivings and provides guidance in decision making. The actual identity, what is often referred to in the individual development literature as a self concept, includes an awareness of characteristics that may not seem as ideal. The mentally or socially healthy, from this perspective, are the persons and groups who integrate their preferred and less-preferred aspects into a homogenous, somewhat predictable actual identity that is relatively congruent with the ideal identity (Kerby, 1991; White & Epston, 1990). Events and behaviors that do not fit the internal story represent challenges to this sense of continuity. Simple challenges can be handled by changing the story a little bit, while more severe challenges often result in symptomatic behavior and may need therapeutic intervention (White & Epston, 1990). 

Of special interest at the couple level, however, is the coordination of identity narratives. Narratives and behavior must somehow fit together, and there are many possible mismatches. Early relationship struggles over identity can be intense, as can the negotiation throughout a relationship when partners use maladaptive strategies instead of pursuing a genuine mutual accommodation. Many couples, for example, find their “morning person” and “night person” identities in conflict. If sex is limited to the bedroom, their sexual interaction may be quite limited by not being in bed and awake at the same time. The discourse of domination makes it hard for either partner to “become a different person” by giving up long-standing behavior patterns. Furthermore, one or both partners may attempt to persuade the other one to make the majority of the changes.

Narrative stability and change.

 An Identity Renegotiation perspective normalizes the aspect of the relationship narrative that describes how much each partner is being encouraged to change or to remain the same. I some couples’ narratives the theme is avoiding change, while others describe moving toward identity ideals. Following Sager (1976), I have described the expectation of change as a contractual issue; the committed relationship may be based on an assumption that there will be no changes, or it may be based on the assumption that certain changes will occur (Blume, 1996). In the case of sexuality, an individual who is struggling against desire can choose between two opposite strategies: choose a partner who will help to support desire by challenging that denial, or maintain the distance from desire by choosing someone who seems to know how to control sexual behavior.

Identity stability and/or change in a relationship can be negotiated successfully. Many people succeed in forming and maintaining couple relationships that accommodate changes in who each partner has been, wants to be, needs to be under certain circumstances, and has the resources to become. An occasional couple is able to begin dating at 16, keep their relationship together in some form during college and /or early career exploration, and remain intimately connected into old age as their relationship accommodates to the demands of (optional) parenthood and grandparenthood, illness, losses of loved ones, retirement, and death. Their sexual identity narratives, over a 70-year span, would change to incorporate discoveries about fluctuating levels of sexual characteristics such as desire, physical responsiveness, energy, patience, fantasy, and assertiveness.

But the majority of couples seem to struggle with such identity negotiations, and it is during those struggles that they are most likely to seek help with sexual problems. Their identities, after all, are intensely linked with their sexual narratives and behavior. Counseling from this perspective attempts to respect the centrality of sexual issues in larger identity concerns, as well as the impact of relationship changes on the quality of sexual interaction.

Counseling and Treatment Strategies

Because of the uniqueness of every couple, counseling begins with assessment of the various narratives that embody and shape the couple’s relationship. The gathering of these stories is complicated by the fact that clients are often unaccustomed to talking about their sexual experiences. Therefore I structure the early part of the conversation by providing the couple with a questionnaire (Blume, 1998) designed to elicit discussion of sexual conflict. The goal at this stage of counseling is not so much one of determining facts as one of gaining access to the sexual narratives that shape their interaction.

I envision the early stage of couple sexual counseling as what Fritz Perls (1964) referred to as a “safe emergency,” a situation in which people can experience something they have feared and find out that it is not as uncomfortable as their fantasies would have suggested. I attempt to create an experience in which both partners feel safe.  I explicitly discuss the discomfort the couple may feel, having their lives on display;  I acknowledge the risk that I might take one partner’s side against the other; admitting how hard it is to understand other people’s lives; and I gently confront topics that seem to create discomfort. The centrality of identity issues, especially those related to gender, often leads to avoidance.  I find that a less “clinical” style helps couples to more quickly open up about their doubts and fears.

I also take the opportunity in the first few counseling sessions to learn about the larger relationship context with a focus on the contract for change. Mutual trust and feelings of support seem to increase as the couple's story begins to incorporate positive problem-solving experiences and they reduce their use of coercive/passive strategies. 

The most mature negotiation strategies involve openly sharing feelings and beliefs, hopes and fears, and honest observations of self and other (Edelman & Crain, 1994; Selman & Demorest, 1984). Such negotiations seek a resolution in which both partners are validated and the relationship is strengthened. Neither individual is wedded to a particular solution; instead, there is an honest exploration of the basis for the conflict and an openness to all possible resolutions. Even after a joint decision is made there is continuing review of the process and the decision in hopes of improving future conflict management.

I have found that couples perform at their best in negotiations that are structured to encourage these positive patterns. First, I help them to identify issues in a non-blaming way, temporarily setting aside any assumptions about how they should be resolved. "We aren't in agreement about how frequently we'd like to be sexual with each other" is quite different, at this phase of negotiation, from "He wants sex all the time and I want him to let me alone." Fisher and Ury (1981) refer to this as part of  "interest-based" rather than "position-based" negotiation; people tend to open with the positions they intend to take, and that impedes discussion. 

Then I encourage partners to identify the shared values and principles that would be demonstrated by a good decision; equality of sexual enjoyment might be one, as might conformity to religious teachings. A good list may include ten or more items. People often need help doing this, as they are typically focusing not on shared values but on differences.

Once this supportive framework is set up, things tend to go more smoothly. Each identified issue must be, to a great extent, processed separately, and yet many people are more sensitive to the overlaps among issues and they require a more circular than linear process. For each issue the couple needs to identify every possible alternative for resolving the impasse. The brainstorming model works well at this phase; no idea can be rejected on its face, even the most preposterous suggestion gets written down and evaluated later. I have found two tricks to be extremely helpful. The first involves taking a break--from five minutes to two weeks--from problem-solving discussions, giving the partners time to "find" alternatives they couldn't think of at the time. The second, even more powerful, involves asking each person to remember alternatives the other has proposed and has apparently forgotten. In the context of value-free brainstorming, people seem willing to do this, and it helps to create a positive climate of cooperation.

Once all the options have been identified, the bargaining phase involves the basic techniques that apply to tricycles, cookies, and the last glass of milk: dividing and distributing the rewards (masturbating you to orgasm leaves me worn out, but I'd be happy to masturbate you for up to ten minutes and then we could switch to intercourse) and taking turns (I agreed to your toe-sucking last night, you have to agree to my wearing costumes tonight). 

No negotiated agreement is complete without documentation, an implementation plan, and a followup evaluation. The documentation is necessary to compensate for memory problems (But I'm sure you said that you would start being responsible for birth control). A plan helps to build trust. And every agreement is best evaluated after implementation to see whether or not it accomplishes its goals.

When sexual identity issues are negotiated in such a way, sexual self discovery and sharing are life-long processes. Rather than being fearful of judgment, partners can feel that they are honoring each other when they identify problem areas that could grow into negative narratives. They also can feel assured that any change in appearance, desire, response, or ability will be treated with respect. 

Approaches to identity narratives. The pioneers of narrative counseling (e.g., White & Epston, 1990) were strongly influenced by the analysis of literary texts. That is, these approaches tended to view narratives as discrete entities that could be gathered or collected, exhibiting some degree of closure (Sheehan, 1999).  More recent approaches take a more tentative approach, hearing multiple narratives coexisting in every jointly-narrated story.  The counselor seems to have three basic options for being helpful; modify the narrative, totally replace the narrative with a new one, or deconstruct the narrative-- develop a critical awareness of its assumptions so that it loses its power to control behavior.

The first option, modifying problematic narratives, is typified by the narrative strategy of externalizing (White & Epston, 1990). This type of intervention is based on the idea that clients who see themselves as responsible for creating their own problems feel inadequate or doomed to failure. They frequently fight over which family member will be blamed, rather than unite in solving the problem. Following this idea, in the early stage of treatment I encourage a couple to attribute their problems to their situation, to their past experiences, and to the surrounding society’s discourse about sexuality. Such attributions may help people to avoid the “real” issues, but in this case external attributions are part of a temporary strategy that seems to reduce clients' anxiety as they talk about identity-threatening experiences.

An elaborate version of externalizing has been documented by White and Epston (1990); clients are encouraged to identify and name the problem as an entity external to themselves and their relationships. Orgasms, for example, might be described as having been “stolen” by Performance Anxiety. Performance Anxiety would then be built up as a character in the narrative, a character that is powerful but not invincible. United in opposition to the common enemy, the couple would find ways to keep Performance Anxiety from disrupting their efforts to be close to each other.


White and Epston (1990) were also among the first to describe another structural narrative intervention, replacing a problematic narrative. they wrote,

 “...we make the general assumption that persons experience problems, for which they frequently seek therapy, when the narratives in which they are “storying” their experience, and/or in which they are having their experience “storied” by others, do not sufficiently represent their lived experience, and that, in these circumstances, there will be significant aspects of their lived experience that contradict these dominant narratives.” (1990, p. 14)

Problematic narratives are replaced through reviewing narratives and listening for unique outcomes that cannot be explained by the dominant story. Bob, for example, described his wife Ellen as “like a light switch--once something turns her off, she’s turned off.” Externalizing would have been a possibility in this situation, as Ellen agreed that she was “turned off” by Bob’s giving in to Obsessive Neatness and he might have agreed that it was a common enemy. But such an approach would not have challenged his denial of her sexuality. I chose instead to invite Ellen to identify times when her sexual feelings didn’t work the way Bob described. At first she didn’t recall any incidents; the next week she came in with an example from the past. From that point on the two of them were an investigative team, looking for evidence that Ellen could recover her sexual interest even after Bob had upset her. Within a few weeks they had a new story, one in which Ellen had a long-term investment in sex, and was able to work with Bob to locate her sexual interest even when events seemed to have destroyed it.

A third narrative option is referred to by Zimmerman and Dickerson (1993) as “separating the couple from the problem-supporting discourse.” In this approach, a couple's problematic narrative is identified and externalized--located outside them, in the family/cultural/community context (discourse). Similarly, several contemporary authors (e.g., Hare-Mustin, 1998; Sheehan, 1999) have described postmodern or poststructuralist narrative approaches. These approaches view narratives as open-ended works in progress rather than concrete, finished products. Attempting to capture the quality of a constantly-changing entity, I focus on problematic narrative “themes” or “streams” that exert varying degrees of influence on couple and family interactions. 

As the partners learn to recognize the times when they are being affected by this discourse, and therefore learn to be on guard against its influence, they also learn to deconstruct the discourse—to understand the ways in which every discourse operates to serve the interests of some privileged group. David, a roofing contractor, and Andrea, a teacher, had formed their relationship around a stereotypical set of gender expectations. Andrea, who had been in a verbally and physically abusive relationship at the time she met David, viewed her options as choosing between one dominant male and another. David behaved more respectfully toward her than her husband did, and only later did she realize—after she was pregnant with his child—that his apparent respect could have represented competition with her husband. Once David had won the competition, he seemed to resent Andrea’s refusal to be an obedient wife whose only sexual agenda was pleasing him. Both Andrea and David responded positively to a focus on the discourse of male dominance, a discourse that was hurting both of them. David began to identify the source of his rules for behavior, and started to appreciate the problems built into his assumptions about men and women. Despite living and working around men who expressed views of their wives as property, he gradually modified his individual and couple identity narratives to ones that supported Andrea’s equality as a person.

A final approach addresses the question of narrative continuity (Spence, 1986). This approach emphasizes the challenges of achieving narrative integrity, incorporating various parts of one's experience into a recognizable self. If this "narrative smoothing" is hard for one person, it is even harder for two people to work together to achieve a couple identity that incorporates the valued parts of each. Kerby (1991) suggests that “unity” for an individual can only be achieved by either limiting the discrepant parts, leading to a life obsessed with routine, or telling the story in a way that makes the parts fit together. For a couple, this consolidation of narratives seems the only reasonable option. Reconciling the multiple discrepancies in two sexual stories is a challenge, but one that couples can meet with help.

Case Study

Nancy’s brother Jerry, a former client, called me to ask if I provided premarital counseling. Reassured that I did, he encouraged Nancy and Rodney to come see me. I opened the first session asking for their impressions of what was happening. They explained that they were engaged, with a wedding planned in FOUR months. But in the six months since the engagement had been announced, their sexual relationship had become increasingly problematic.  Rodney ”never” expressed a desire for sex, and, according to Nancy, when she made sexual advances he seemed to look for excuses to avoid intercourse. Several recent attempts at intercourse had been frustrated when Rodney “lost” his erection, ending in mutual blaming and self-protective withdrawal. As they talked, Rodney seemed inclined to be optimistic, attributing the sexual problems to work pressures and family interference, but Nancy said that she was almost ready to call off the engagement.

They agreed that sex had not been a problem when they first started dating. At that time Nancy, a 32-year-old divorced law student, had been living in an apartment shared with another student. Rodney, 28, who worked in the computer center at a local community college, had been sharing an apartment with a former college roommate. Neither had felt especially successful in previous relationships, but they reported a feeling of ease and comfort when they began to be sexual with each other. Both of them came from religious backgrounds that disapproved of sex outside marriage. 

IN the beginning, they agreed, their opportunities for private time had been limited. Possibly for that reason, they both had worked hard to arrange an occasional night together, and they found on those nights a passion that, they agreed, surprised them both. But they also described many things that had changed in the intervening year. Nancy had completed her degree, and she was beginning to feel a new financial comfort. On the other hand her work hours, which had once been rather flexible, had become much more limited; from being the partner who could always fit couple time into her schedule she was now described as “hard to connect with” except late in the evenings and on weekends. And Rodney was also under increased stress; he and a friend were starting a consulting business while he continued in his previous position. In preparation for marriage, Nancy had moved out of her apartment and moved in with Rodney, even though his roommate had not yet moved out.

Assessing the contract for change. 

The Identity Renegotiation approach suggests a simultaneous focus on both the couple’s narratives and their interactions. In this case the early sessions included explorations of the contract for change; the history of attempts to negotiate changes in self and other; and their current assessments of the most important changes they needed to negotiate.  For Nancy, it seemed that their contract had initially called for her becoming less emotional and more independent; she had called him frequently and had complained of his long hours in the computer center as well as his time with his roommate. Rodney, too, had been attempting to be less emotionally expressive, with the explanation that he had “led her to expect too much” in the early weeks. The couple had been successful in reducing Nancy’s dependent behavior and Rodney’s expressiveness. This change, however, meant that neither of them was making the gestures to reach out emotionally.

Rodney’s career plans were also part of the contract for change. His relatively unambitious life style had been adequate before he became involved with a law student; at this time both of them expressed a belief that his lower status, combined with the age difference, would create tensions. His business plan therefore was essentially a condition of the marriage.

During the first few weeks we reviewed the change contract and explored possible modifications. Following the plan for cooperative problem solving, the first stage involved identifying the problems in nonjudgmental terms without proposing solutions. Two previously addressed issues were identified: a) They had difficulty coordinating their varying feelings about intimacy and autonomy, and b) They were afraid that their unconventional relationship would not survive unless they made it more “normal” in terms of job status and money. Coming to me had added a newer area of concern: c) They were experiencing difficulty being sexual together. As our conversations progressed, I heard a final issue in their couple narratives: d) Conflicts between their previously separate family and friendship groups were frequent and they were worried that the conflicts would escalate.

Before attempting changes to resolve any issue, all of the possible alternatives related to that issue needed to be explored; Nancy and Rodney were sent home more than once with instructions to reflect on any options that might have been overlooked. Their previously adopted plans were still options, but newer alternatives sounded attractive. As we carried on these direct, seemingly straightforward fact-finding conversations, it was possible to detect the level of the identity threats in their narratives We were able by the fourth session to shift more directly to exploring the ways in which the discourses of gender, identity, and sexuality had limited their willingness and ability to enact and tell an honest, complete couple story. 

Assessing discourses and narratives. 

I experienced a relatively low level of conflict in the first few sessions, something I find typical in couples who are facing threats to their narrative identities. Both Rodney and Nancy were vulnerable, depending on how their problems were viewed. According to the Physical Beauty/Attraction discourse, Nancy might be held responsible for Rodney’s sexual performance problems, but her physical attractiveness also might be blamed for their unacceptable premarital behavior. The Male Lust discourse, on the other hand, would absolve Nancy of blame but then would label Rodney as “less than a real man.” Both of them could be held responsible under the Dominance and Exploitation narrative. Nancy was guilty of being older, better educated, and too opinionated. At the same time Rodney was vulnerable to both accusations of accepting a subordinate role and accusations of being the sex-obsessed male, taking advantage of Nancy. Neither of them wanted to create the pain that would have resulted from exposing these toxic story lines.

Therefore, as we explored the relationship contract I encouraged the retelling of their individual and joint sexual narratives in a safe, nonjudgmental environment. The existence, in their narratives, of significant life changes provided opportunities for me to help them negotiate non-threatening, externalizing alternative narratives (White & Epston, 1990). These alternative narratives-- success, job/family conflicts, competition among friends and families, stress--also offered opportunities for each of them to identify with positive themes of flexibility, commitment to change, and courage. Their relationship narrative had to find ways of dealing with a number of dangerous gender and sexuality discourses, of which the following are only a sample.

Dominance and exploitation. Dominance issues came up relatively early. As Nancy related others’ advice and observations about her upcoming marriage, she reported that several of her advisers--friends and family--had worried that she was not appropriately submissive and that the practice of law would make her more “pushy.” Further conversations about this theme produced other narrative inputs; for example, Rodney’s friends were observing that Nancy did not afford him the privileges and freedoms that were due him as a man. Both partners recalled the pejorative terms used to describe a man who “let a woman lead him around by the nose” or was “whipped.”

Rodney admitted that his sexual feelings were intimately tied up with the theme of domination. As he understood heterosexual relationships, a man who was dominated by a woman was not really a man; he would eventually be found out as sexually inadequate. But the domination was insidious; if Rodney felt sexual desire for Nancy, as a result she gained power over him, and he lost his masculinity. In a way, then, Rodney’s last-minute withdrawal of sexual interest was a solution to this problem, a way to regain his self respect and his sexual potency. Nancy’s attempts to initiate sex, though they were well intended, had the effect of increasing the intensity of Rodney’s conflicts. He felt most comfortable being in charge sexually, but he distrusted his ability to follow through if he initiated sex.

Caring. Another gender-related theme, the idea of caring, presented a paradox. Both Rodney and Nancy knew that the woman was supposed to be the caretaker, and once again their friends and family had commented on the occasions when they violated the norms. Their attempts to reestablish traditional gender roles included a gradual elimination of Rodney’s caring gestures toward Nancy. He stopped bringing her flowers and making her breakfast, and she was just as happy that he was becoming “normal.”  Unfortunately, caretaking was a major part of Rodney’s sexuality. If no one was making gestures that--in Rodney’s romantic love narrative--constituted foreplay, then sex was forced and lacked intensity.

Passion. As he described sex, it became obvious that Rodney believed in passion; according to his romantic love narrative, people who were in love were swept away by their sexual feelings (and their resulting behavior, though sinful, could be forgiven). Nancy’s descriptions of sex were more those of a pragmatist who viewed sexual passion as a barrier to true relationship. She recalled that she had found the intensity of their early sexual encounters to be troubling. Rather than excitement, what she wanted from sex was reassurance and comfort. A man who was excited by sex might go elsewhere looking for it, and therefore she wasn’t going to encourage him to think of sex as thrilling. 

Sexual response. Rodney didn’t like talking about his sexual “failure,” and as a result he and Nancy had not discussed many of the possible reasons for his sexual reluctance and uneven performance. Like many couples, they had little information about the physiology of sex, and the information they had indicated that sex was automatically good if two people loved each other. Neither of them realized that men and women alike could respond to the emotional climate of lovemaking, or that a man might sometimes need direct physical stimulation to create a firm erection just as a woman might sometimes need direct physical stimulation to become fully aroused. Their discomfort with sexual topics had prevented them from making efforts to enhance their sexual interactions.

Male lust. One of Rodney’s greatest fears was that he would be sexually inadequate, and the fear seemed understandable when he described his image of “normal” men’s performance. As he related his sexual anxiety narrative, it became clear that his inconsistent erections seemed to confirm a thought that dated back to high school. Friends had told him that he didn’t seem “man enough” for his girl friend at the time, and had teased him about eventually needing them to help him keep her satisfied. He had, in fact, delayed his first intercourse until his junior year in college, and he had kept his slow sexual development a secret.

Nancy recalled that she had considered men’s sexual obsession to be a biological fact, and remembered having made joking comments to Rodney about men being inexhaustible. She hadn’t recognized her participation in creating expectations that he would fear he couldn’t fulfill.

Obligation. As our conversations focused on the engagement itself it became clear that since they had begun living together both Rodney and Nancy were starting to feel the obligation to be sexual with each other. Once sex had been voluntary and spontaneous; now it was becoming a duty. Nancy, who viewed sex on a more mundane level, did not see that this sense of duty interfered with her sexuality. Instead, she enjoyed the sense that she could experience desire, and that Rodney would be there when she came to bed. But this was one of the crucial overlaps among themes; she assumed that her desire would be matched by his, because she assumed that men were naturally obsessed with sex. When he failed to respond, she assumed that it was because he no longer found her attractive.

Physical beauty/attraction. In a society where advertising messages and media stories provide daily reminders that only the young and beautiful can be sexy, Nancy was insecure, and she was not comfortable expressing her insecurity. The age difference between her and Rodney was rarely discussed, and when discussions occurred they focused on status rather than physical appearance. Our discussions brought out negative expectations on both sides, as they recognized their participation in a discourse that describes men as improving with age and women losing their attractiveness after the age of 25. Until we began examining other explanations for Rodney’s sexual behavior, verbal reassurances from Rodney couldn’t contradict Nancy’s physical evidence that he, like everyone else, pitied her as her youthful beauty disappeared. Rodney, not understanding the power of the discourse underlying her doubts, needed help both articulating his feelings of attraction and explaining how he could find her mature looks preferable to the conventionally attractive younger women she envied.

Renegotiating the sexual narrative

At their stage of relationship development it was not surprising that Nancy and Rodney’s sexual narrative was full of gaps and inconsistencies. Even after 10 weeks of discussions the story was a work in progress, with further changes expected. Changes were negotiated in all three realms: expectations, experiences, and interpretations. Common to all the renegotiations was the critical examination and rejection of the many discourses that had defined their experiences before they came to counseling. Quoting again from White and Epston (1970), 

The externalization of the problem helps persons identify and separate from unitary knowledges and “truth” discourses that are subjugating them. In mapping the influence of the problem in the person’s life and relationships, these unitary knowledges can be exposed by encouraging persons to identify beliefs about themselves, others, and their relationships that are reinforced and confirmed by the continued presence of the problem. (p. 30)

The four issues, as defined above, became the externalized problems. The problems were not Rodney and Nancy, but rather patterns that developed in their interaction. These patterns were addressed in a cooperative problem-solving mode, as follows:

1. Difficulty coordinating their varying feelings about intimacy and autonomy. This issue became much more comfortable to negotiate when the power of gender assumptions was weakened; they had been lying to themselves about their feelings and their behavior. They considered options that would have made coordination easier by reducing the variation and intensity of feelings. Those options were rejected in favor of new expectations and communication patterns. During the time we worked together their new narrative began to develop as they showed that each one could feel, at different times, lonely; tense and unavailable; open and sensual; vulnerable and needy; or angry and rejecting. Their consistent choice to explore their feelings and find ways of working with those feelings provided them with a strong base of emotional connection, despite some intense disagreements.

2. Fear that their unconventional relationship would not survive unless they made it more “normal” in terms of job status and money. This fear became, in a way, the challenge that gave their relationship its meaning. The fear had nearly overwhelmed them, and they were determined to prove it mistaken. Having rejected solutions that involved adapting to match the conventional relationship story, they chose solutions that focused on their encounters with messengers who would keep reminding them of their deviance. They committed themselves to reporting any such encounters and sharing the process of either finding the flaws in the message or else taking the message as a challenge to locate and work on areas of possible vulnerability.

3. Difficulty being sexual together. This, the presenting problem, was difficult to negotiate before the negative effects of gender and sex discourses began to disappear from the couple narrative. By the end of our time together new expectations were negotiated, including permission for either person to feel a wide range of sexual arousal and interest and permission for the partner to have different feelings at any given time. The assumption of knowing and understanding the other’s sexual responses was replaced by an assumption of mutual discovery and partial mystery; every sexual encounter, according to the new narrative, was a chance to learn something about self, partner, or the ways in which they fit together. New experiences as well were negotiated; both Nancy and Rodney were somewhat inexperienced, and they found a few sex guides that they began using to ensure that they would continue to discover new things about their sexuality. And they radically renegotiated their interpretations of the first year of their relationship; the new narrative described their sexual health and well being before finding each other; the courageous, if misguided, sacrifices each made because of a belief that it would be necessary to become someone different; and the deep love, commitment, and flexibility that was shown in their having survived the period when their sexuality was no longer a source of positive feelings and physical closeness.

4. Conflicts between their previously separate family and friendship groups. This issue is one that faces many couples in their early years. In Rodney and Nancy’s case, the extent of the conflict had been denied as each of them protected the other from hearing about critical and discouraging comments. A new expectation was negotiated, with both partners accepting the possibility that some of their loved ones would neither share their excitement about the coming marriage nor relish the eventual meeting with the “other side of the family.” With this more accepting view of their critics, Nancy and Rodney began to plan ways to support people’s limited investment in their marriage, and they reworked several parts of the wedding plan. Most importantly, they decided to work with Rodney’s mother, who had been threatening to stay away from the wedding. This was more easily accomplished because they also renegotiated the meaning of Mom’s behavior. 

Summary

This chapter has presented a multidimensional approach to working with couple sexuality, based on assumptions that sexual behavior can only be understood in context. The context emphasized in this approach is one of social constructions and narratives that make meaning out of experience and give a sense of identity to a couple. Change in couple sexual relationships is explained as a negotiation process that focuses on changing three aspects of the sexual narrative: expectations, experiences, and interpretations. 

The work presented here represents a further refinement of an Identity Renegotiation perspective that has been developing over a 15-year period, most recently attempting to clarify the location of relationship problems in “problem-saturated narratives” (White & Epston, 1990). The rich literature on narrative approaches suggests a variety of ways in which counselors can work with couples’ own narratives and the discourses of gender and sexuality that surround them. 
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