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Recent studies into human neurobiology, 
and its powerful effect on our relationships, 
have challenged and transformed our 
understanding of the way we interact with 
each other, as well as the way we work 
therapeutically with clients. dr. Mona 
deKoven Fishbane has explored some 
of the key neuro-scientific research into 
relationships, and applied her discoveries 
simply and effectively to the work of couple 
and family therapists. dr. Fishbane is the 
director of the couples therapy training 
program at the Chicago Center for Family 
Health. In this book, she blends her scientific 
knowledge, her relational wisdom, her 
years of experience as a couples therapist, 
her gift of teaching, and her skill as a writer, 
to create a very readable and practical 
book about working therapeutically with 
distressed couples and their wider families. 
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daniel J. Siegel also wrote an excellent 
introduction to this book.

The content of the book has been 
organised into two distinct sections: 
‘The Wisdom of Neurobiology’; and 
‘Neurobiology and Clinical Practice’. The 
first section unpacks and explains some of 
the recent neuro-scientific research that is 
especially relevant to relationships, such as 
the different ways our brains function, how 
we respond to emotions, and how we adapt 
and learn. The good news is that adult 
brains have a far greater capacity for neuro-
plasticity (and therefore change) than we 
might ever have anticipated. Research has 
also provided us with useful insights into 
why some couples become stuck in painful 
cycles of distress, whilst other couples 
flourish. This means that we can possibly be 
more optimistic about our ability to change 
our thoughts and behaviours and develop 
healthier patterns in our relationships. 
These discoveries have inspired Fishbane 
to work positively with troubled couples as 
she helps them to understand and heal the 
hurts in each of their hearts. She describes 
how she helps them to be more empathic 
with each other, and how to choose the 
healthy responses that will rebuild their 
intimacy and enable their relationship to 
be revitalised. 

The second half of the book focuses 
its attention on clear and practical 
techniques for applying these findings to 
the therapeutic work with couples and 
families. A single, hypothetical case-study 
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flows through the book, connecting the two 
sections. Both the theories and therapies 
are applied to Erik and lisa, a couple whose 
relationship is struggling after lisa’s sister 
dies, especially when Erik seems unable 
to offer lisa the comfort and support she 
needs. 

Fishbane has a gift for condensing 
swathes of dense and complex research 
and making it interesting and engaging. 
So I felt that the two-part structure of the 
book is a very useful way to understand the 
theory, as it applies to practice, and I enjoy 
neuroscience because I have a background 
in brain-injury rehabilitation. But my 
capacity for theory waned towards the end 
of the first section. Fortunately, it was only a 
few pages before the more practical section 
began, and I was quickly re-energised as my 
interest and enthusiasm was recaptured on 
every page. 

Fishbane’s writing is accessible and 
her techniques are clear, simple, and easy 
to put into practice. one idea that I found 
particularly useful actually helped me to 
refocus a couple away from having the 
‘What Went Wrong?’ discussion, with its 
associated blameful and problem-saturated 
talk. In order to steer the couple away 
from their usual and unhelpful pattern 
of responses, I used her intervention and 
then asked each partner to describe what 
they could have done differently to prevent 
the argument, soothe their partner, or 
repair the relationship. This resulted in a 
much calmer, self-reflective and positive 
discussion between the partners.

Although this is essentially a book 
about couples’ therapy, there are plenty of 
simple and practical tools tucked between 
the pages that most family therapists and 
other professionals would find useful. 
I work in a context where we see many 
clients trying to repair the intergenerational 
hurts in their adult families, and there are 
comparatively few resources written about 
this complex work. The single chapter on 
‘Healing Intergenerational Wounds’ was 

far more valuable to me than the price of 
the book. In just a few pages, Fishbane 
describes a safe, blame-free, loving and 
healing framework to help families work 
through their concerns and find new 
ways to relate to each other as adults. The 
concepts of bringing two generations 
together to have a ‘loving update’ on how 
each person has changed over the decades, 
and thinking of one’s parents as children of 
one’s grandparents, help to create a safe and 
empathic space to work on creating a new 
kind of relationship together. These are just 
a few of the ideas that will transform my 
therapy, and hopefully the families with 
whom I work.

This book is grounded in scientific 
studies about neurobiology, and it has 
been written with therapists in mind, but 
the smooth style and clear explanations 
make this an accessible book for anyone 
interested in improving their relationship 
as a couple, or with their parents. But, for 
non-therapists and therapists who want to 
head straight for the toolbox, it is possible 
to start reading halfway through the book, 
at the beginning of Part 2. Clear referencing 
and a generous bibliography help to direct 
any readers who want to delve deeper 
into the scientific aspects of emotions and 
behaviour in relationships. 
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