what happens in couples therapy

what happens in couples therapy is a question many couples ask when
considering professional help for their relationship challenges. Couples
therapy is a specialized form of counseling designed to address relationship
issues, improve communication, and foster emotional intimacy between
partners. This article explores the various stages and processes involved in
couples therapy, highlighting what couples can expect during sessions and the
therapeutic techniques commonly employed. Understanding what happens in
couples therapy can demystify the experience and encourage couples to engage
fully in the healing process. From the initial assessment to goal setting,
communication exercises, conflict resolution strategies, and progress
evaluation, this guide provides a comprehensive overview of the therapeutic
journey. Additionally, it discusses the roles of the therapist and the
couple, common challenges encountered, and the potential outcomes of therapy.
The following sections break down these components in detail to offer clarity
and insight into this wvaluable relationship intervention.
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Initial Assessment and Intake

The first stage of couples therapy involves an initial assessment where the
therapist gathers information about the couple’s relationship history,
current issues, and individual backgrounds. This intake session is crucial to
understand the unique dynamics and the specific challenges the couple faces.
During this phase, both partners have the opportunity to express their
perspectives, concerns, and goals for therapy. The therapist may ask
questions about communication patterns, conflict triggers, emotional
connection, and any external stressors impacting the relationship. This
comprehensive evaluation helps the therapist identify underlying problems and
tailor the therapeutic process accordingly.

Gathering Relationship History

Understanding the history of the relationship is essential to contextualize
current difficulties. The therapist explores how the couple met, their
significant milestones, and past conflicts or successes. This background
information can reveal recurring patterns or unresolved issues that
contribute to present struggles.



Identifying Presenting Problems

During the intake, couples discuss the immediate problems that prompted
therapy, such as communication breakdowns, trust issues, intimacy concerns,
or external pressures. Clarifying these problems helps in prioritizing
therapy goals and determining the appropriate interventions.

Establishing Goals and Expectations

Setting clear, realistic goals is a fundamental part of couples therapy.
After the initial assessment, the therapist works with the couple to define
what they hope to achieve through counseling. These goals can range from
improving communication and resolving conflicts to rebuilding trust or
enhancing emotional intimacy. Establishing expectations about the therapy
process, session frequency, and confidentiality guidelines also occurs at
this stage.

Collaborative Goal Setting

The therapist encourages both partners to contribute to goal setting to
ensure that the therapy addresses the needs of both individuals. This
collaboration fosters a sense of shared responsibility and commitment to the
therapeutic process.

Clarifying the Therapy Process

The therapist explains what happens in couples therapy sessions, including
typical activities, homework assignments, and how progress will be monitored.
This transparency helps reduce anxiety and establishes a framework for the
work ahead.

Communication Techniques and Skills Building

One of the core components of couples therapy is enhancing communication
skills. Many relationship problems stem from misunderstandings, poor
listening, or ineffective expression of feelings. The therapist teaches
techniques that promote healthy, respectful dialogue and emotional attunement
between partners.

Active Listening and Empathy

Couples learn to practice active listening, which involves fully focusing on
the partner’s words, reflecting feelings, and avoiding interruptions.
Developing empathy helps partners understand each other’s experiences and
perspectives, fostering connection and reducing defensiveness.

Expressing Needs and Emotions

Therapy sessions often include exercises that encourage open, honest sharing



of needs and emotions without blame or criticism. Couples are guided on how
to communicate their feelings constructively, which can prevent escalation of
conflicts.

Techniques Commonly Taught in Therapy

e T-statements to express feelings without assigning fault
e Time-outs to manage emotional overwhelm during disputes
e Nonverbal communication awareness

e Validation and affirmation practices

Addressing Conflict and Emotional Issues

Couples therapy provides a structured environment to confront and resolve
conflicts that may have become entrenched or destructive. The therapist helps
partners explore the root causes of disagreements and emotional pain while
promoting forgiveness and understanding. Emotional safety is emphasized so
that both individuals feel heard and respected during difficult
conversations.

Identifying Negative Patterns

Therapists often identify harmful interaction cycles such as criticism,
defensiveness, contempt, or stonewalling, which impair relationship health.
Recognizing these patterns is the first step toward change.

Conflict Resolution Strategies

Couples learn techniques to manage disagreements constructively, including
compromise, negotiation, and problem-solving. The therapist may introduce
methods to de-escalate tension and foster collaborative solutions.

Therapeutic Approaches and Interventions

What happens in couples therapy varies depending on the therapeutic model
employed. Common approaches include Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT),
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), the Gottman Method, and Imago
Relationship Therapy. Each technique offers unique interventions tailored to
the couple’s needs.

Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT)

EFT centers on identifying and changing negative emotional responses and
attachment insecurities. It helps couples build safe emotional bonds and



improve intimacy.

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)

CBT addresses dysfunctional thoughts and behaviors that affect the
relationship. Couples learn to reframe negative thinking and develop
healthier interaction patterns.

The Gottman Method

This approach uses research-based interventions to improve friendship, manage
conflict, and create shared meaning. It focuses on strengthening the couple’s
foundation through practical skills.

Imago Relationship Therapy

Imago therapy emphasizes understanding unconscious factors influencing
behavior and helps partners develop empathy and healing communication.

Progress Evaluation and Future Planning

As couples therapy progresses, the therapist regularly assesses the couple’s
development toward their goals. Evaluating progress helps identify successful
strategies and areas needing further work. The therapist and couple may
adjust the treatment plan based on these assessments. Planning for the future
includes discussing how to maintain improvements post-therapy and strategies
to handle potential challenges.

Tracking Improvements

Therapists may use questionnaires, self-reports, or session feedback to
monitor changes in communication, conflict resolution, and emotional
connection.

Developing Maintenance Strategies

Couples learn tools to sustain positive changes independently, such as
ongoing communication exercises, conflict management techniques, and periodic
check-ins.

Deciding on Therapy Completion or Extension

Decisions about concluding therapy or continuing sessions depend on the
couple’s satisfaction with progress and readiness to apply new skills outside
the therapeutic setting.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main goal of couples therapy?

The main goal of couples therapy is to improve communication, resolve
conflicts, and strengthen the emotional connection between partners.

How long does couples therapy usually last?

Couples therapy can last anywhere from a few sessions to several months,
depending on the issues being addressed and the progress made.

What happens during the first session of couples
therapy?

In the first session, the therapist typically gathers information about the
relationship history, current challenges, and each partner’s perspective to
set goals for therapy.

Do both partners have to participate equally in
couples therapy?

Yes, for couples therapy to be effective, both partners usually need to
participate actively and be open to discussing their feelings and concerns.

What types of issues can couples therapy help with?

Couples therapy can help with issues such as communication problems,
infidelity, trust issues, intimacy concerns, parenting conflicts, and
emotional distance.

Is couples therapy only for couples who are thinking
about breaking up?

No, couples therapy is for any couple wanting to improve their relationship,
not just those considering separation or divorce.

What techniques do therapists use in couples therapy?

Therapists may use techniques like active listening, communication exercises,
conflict resolution strategies, and exploring underlying emotions to
facilitate healing.

Can couples therapy be done online?

Yes, many therapists offer online couples therapy sessions, which can be
convenient and effective for many couples.

How do couples know if therapy is working?

Couples usually notice improved communication, increased understanding,
reduced conflicts, and a stronger emotional bond as signs that therapy is



effective.

Additional Resources

1. The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work

This book by John M. Gottman explores the fundamental principles that help
couples build and sustain a healthy relationship. Drawing from extensive
research, Gottman provides practical exercises and insights used in couples
therapy to improve communication, resolve conflicts, and deepen intimacy.
It’s a valuable resource for couples seeking evidence-based strategies to
strengthen their bond.

2. Hold Me Tight: Seven Conversations for a Lifetime of Love

Dr. Sue Johnson introduces Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) in this book,
highlighting the importance of attachment and emotional connection in
relationships. Through seven transformative conversations, couples learn to
create secure bonds and heal emotional injuries. The book offers a
compassionate approach to overcoming relationship struggles and fostering
lasting love.

3. Getting the Love You Want: A Guide for Couples

Harville Hendrix’s classic work focuses on Imago Relationship Therapy, which
helps partners understand the subconscious factors influencing their behavior
and attraction. The book includes exercises designed to improve empathy and
communication, enabling couples to heal past wounds and create deeper
intimacy. It’s widely used in couples therapy to guide partners toward mutual
understanding.

4. Couples Therapy Workbook: 30 Guided Conversations to Re-Connect
Relationships

This workbook provides practical exercises and guided dialogues for couples
looking to enhance their relationship outside of traditional therapy
settings. It covers topics like trust, communication, and conflict
resolution, offering structured ways to explore and resolve issues together.
The exercises encourage openness and vulnerability, key elements in
therapeutic progress.

5. The Relationship Cure: A 5 Step Guide to Strengthening Your Marriage,
Family, and Friendships

John M. Gottman and Joan DeClaire present a five-step program to improve
emotional communication and connection in all types of relationships. The
book teaches readers how to recognize and respond to emotional bids, a
concept central to couples therapy. It’s an accessible guide for couples
aiming to deepen their emotional understanding and intimacy.

6. Mindful Relationship Habits: 25 Practices for Couples to Enhance Intimacy,
Nurture Closeness, and Grow a Deeper Connection

Shauna Shapiro and J. Mark G. Williams combine mindfulness principles with
relationship therapy techniques in this practical guide. The book encourages
couples to develop habits that promote presence, empathy, and compassionate
communication. It’'s particularly helpful for couples seeking to reduce
reactivity and build a more mindful, loving partnership.

7. Hold Me Tight Workbook: Your Guide to the Most Successful Approach to
Building Loving Relationships

A companion to Sue Johnson’s "Hold Me Tight," this workbook offers exercises
and reflections to help couples practice Emotionally Focused Therapy
techniques. It focuses on identifying negative patterns and fostering



emotional responsiveness between partners. The workbook format supports
couples in working through challenges together step-by-step.

8. Not "Just Friends": Rebuilding Trust and Recovering Your Sanity After
Infidelity

Dr. Shirley Glass provides an in-depth look at the impact of infidelity on
relationships and the therapeutic process to rebuild trust. The book outlines
how couples can navigate betrayal, understand the dynamics behind affairs,
and work toward healing and reconciliation. It serves as a critical resource
for couples in therapy dealing with infidelity.

9. The Dance of Connection: How to Talk to Someone When You're Mad, Hurt,
Scared, Frustrated, Insulted, Betrayed, or Desperate

Harriet Lerner’s book focuses on improving communication skills that are
essential in couples therapy. It teaches readers how to engage in meaningful
conversations even during emotionally charged moments. The book’s insights
help couples break through communication barriers and foster deeper
understanding and connection.
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