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Questions for Therapist Carole Kirby on Counseling Gay and Lesbian Couples

1
Couples Therapist Carole Kirby, LMSW

Bill Zirinsky: Carole, how did you come to do counseling work with gay and
lesbian couples? And how long has it been?

Carole Kirby: I realize that it may seem strange, but even as a little girl, I saw
through the racism, sexism, and economic privilege that was so prevalent in my
Texas upbringing. So, fairly early in my adulthood, I became an activist in social
justice movements. My interest in working with Lesbians and Gays was just an
extension of my effort to do my part in “righting the wrongs” of injustice.

BZ: Do you counsel gay and lesbian couples privately, in addition to doing
workshops and retreats?

Carole Kirby: I have worked with Lesbian and Gay individuals and couples
for 20 years, first as a straight Lesbian/Gay friendly therapist and then, after
being in a ten year relationship with Lori, my partner, I even better understand
the challenges and growth opportunities for Lesbians and Gays and their
relationships.

I am a workshop presenter of Getting the Love You Want Couple Weekends.
Some years ago, I gave separate couples weekends just for Lesbian & Gay
couples thinking that was the best way to meet their needs. In the past few years,
I only give workshops that are open to all couples — same sex and Lesbian &
Gay couples. All attendees are aware ahead of time of the inclusive nature of the
workshop and it works very well.

There certainly are issues for Lesbian and Gay couples that are unique to them,
but for the most part, there are more similarities than differences. All the couples
benefit from becoming aware of the universal nature of the challenges that
couples face and that they are not alone.

BZ: What’s been most challenging to you, in recent years, about your work
with gay and lesbian couples?

Kirby: Since Lesbians and Gays have had to face so much prejudice and often
have a lack of support from friends and family, it’s hard for their relationships
to endure. So, just like straight couples, they often wait too long to reach out
for help making it more challenging to mend the hurts and create the mutually
satisfying partnership they so desire.

Another challenge is helping individuals recognize and then gradually come out
of denial about their internalized self hate. My job as their therapist/coach is to
help them grieve, shed shame, and recover their rightful life energy and place in
the world.

There’s certainly been progress, yet homophobia and heterosexism prevail.
Without the rights of equality in marriage and job protection throughout the

N/

states, it’s challenging to feel equal and ™
entitled. When only one L/G person can adopt D
a child, it impacts the couple and the family.

“Don 't ask, don 't tell” impacts everyone, not

just those in the armed services. All of these ; .

injustices add to the challenges in the therapy
process.

Do you find younger couples much less encumbered by not having
lived in the closet to the degree as their elders, or by not having had to
live with as much societal meanness and disapproval?

It’s delightful to work with younger couples who haven’t had as many
oppressive experiences, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t vestiges of
internalized homophobia that underlie some of the relationship issues.
I wish more younger couples would reach out for counseling. If they
did, there would be fewer short- term relationships that only add to the
skepticism.

Can you describe a few of the exercises you regularly bring into your
workshops for gay and lesbian couples, exercises which are framed
differently from exercises you might introduce into a workshop for
heterosexual couples, or a workshop for couples of all persuasions?
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The approach I use with L/G couples is the same as with heterosexual
couples. I use the theory developed by Dr. Harville Hendrix, which

is called Imago relationship therapy. A center piece of Imago is

a structure for talking and listening called the intentional dialogue.
Each person gets an opportunity to share his/her thoughts and feelings
without interruption and be heard and better understood by his/her
partner. The readers could go to my website to get more information
about Imago therapy.

The general issues for all couples are closeness/distance, power/control,

inability to truly understand each other and accept difference, emotional/sexual
intimacy, making the children their primary connection, taking energy outside the
relationship, etc.

Using the dialogue, helping couples really hear and understand each other, is
the method I use with everyone. However, Lesbians and Gays have additional
issues that “overlay” and “underlay” the general issues. For example: the
complexities and on-going nature of coming out issues are challenging for
couples. Another issue that creates heartache for many L/G relationships is
internalized homophobia, which is often denied as being a significant factor in
their relationship challenges.

In all relationships, good communication is a key issue. Can you think of some
examples of communication issues that you have found to be particular to gay
men or lesbian women in romantic relationships?

I don’t think couples have communication issues per se, but rather issues
connected to childhood hurts, disappointments, and insecure attachments that
they bring to the relationship hoping to have a more positive outcome. They
aren’t aware and don’t understand the impact of these underlying issues. Couples
do need to learn some new ways to talk, listen, and understand each other. I help
them develop the discipline and patience that it takes to be able to differentiate,
to hold onto his/herself while truly allowing a partner’s reality to come forth.

By so doing, both individuals in the coupleship get to show up. Without deeper
understanding and compassion for each other, they will be stuck in a power
struggle and eventually have a lifeless, unhappy relationship.

Each individual is unique. I know it’s hard to generalize. Even so, can you
think of a particular aspect of gay men partnering which comes up, again and
again, in your work? And what about a particular aspect of lesbian partnering
which is a recurrent theme?

I have more experience with Lesbian partnering as women are more apt to seek
therapy. Given that Lesbians are socialized as young girls and then as young
women, it’s hard for them to differentiate and deal with difference and conflict.
They often suffer from “the tyranny of the nice and kind”, Carol Gilligan’s term
for women in general, and it’s certainly applicable for Lesbians. For this reason,
some describe Lesbian couples as being “enmeshed” or “merged”. Helping
Lesbian couples break out of symbiosis into comfortable differentiation is a
recurrent theme. It is recurrent theme for all couples; however, “merging” seems
more prominent in Lesbian couples.
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The socialization of males in our patriarchal culture cuts boys and men off from certain
emotional feelings and encourages competition. The result is often discomfort with the
expression of feelings, needs, and desires, all of which are key aspects of emotional intimacy.
Gay men often suffer even more intensely with homophobia, as the culture is more tolerant of
two women being together than two men. It’s another element of sexism.

If a young boy was taunted and bullied because he didn’t fit the male model of what a boy
should be, then he brings that deep hurt into the relationship. All of these things that are specific
to Gay boys and men are the extra challenges that Gay couples work with in therapy.

Issues around sexuality, desire discrepancy, pornography, and affairs are issues that often come
up in therapy with all kinds of couples. Sexuality outside the relationship is more common with
Gay males; often times it’s consensual. In my experience, I have found that it undermines the
intimacy of connection even when consensual,

What do you love most about working with gay and lesbian couples; what is most satisfying?

One of my long time goals has been to help folks (that includes me) create safe, loving
relationships. I’'m particularly well placed and knowledgeable about heterosexual privilege
given that I have lived heterosexually for most of my life. I also now have ten years experience
in a Lesbian relationship. I know what it is like not to feel comfortable walking down the street
hand-in-hand with my partner.

As I mentioned earlier, at the core of my being is the desire for social justice, so counseling
Gay and Lesbian individuals and couples is my contribution to one of the changes that need to
happen in our culture. / want folks to be able to love whom they choose and love well. 1 enjoy
helping all couples and find it particularly gratifying to help Lesbian and Gay couples believe

in their capacity to love and be loved. They deserve my support, advocacy, and love! For info about Carole Kil'by’S llpCOlIliIlg
Anything else you’d like to share, or add? WOl’kShOpS, see her ad on page 3S.
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Gay and Lesbians need allies in obtaining their rights and their rightful place in society. I hope
the readers will support the legal right for Gay and Lesbians to marry, the right for two parent adoption, the repeal of “Don t ask, don 't tell,” in the armed services, and
for protection in job discrimination. Naturally, I hope Gay and Lesbians will empower themselves by doing what they can to right these wrongs.

Thanks, Bill, for giving me the opportunity to share some of these thoughts. - bt @)
H F o t
(Carole Kirbys website address is: jpww. therggv4c0@les.corrﬂ. Her phone number is 734-424-2797.) @ :'“"
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