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1. Purpose and Clinical Orientation

This guide is designed as a flexible clinical roadmap for relationship distress. It integrates principles commonly
used in Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT/EFT), cognitive-behavioral and integrative behavioral
couple therapy, systems thinking, and skills-based communication work. It is not a substitute for formal model-
specific training, supervision, clinical judgment, or applicable law and ethics.

Core stance

The relationship is the client. Maintain a balanced alliance with both partners, avoid becoming the judge or
scorekeeper, and repeatedly redirect from blame toward the interactional pattern, underlying emotion, unmet
need, and workable next step.

What clinicians are trying to change
Escalating cycles such as criticize-defend, pursue-withdraw, attack-counterattack, or withdraw-withdraw.
Rigid interpretations of the partner’s behavior (for example: “You do not care” or “Nothing I do is enough”).
Difficulty expressing vulnerable emotions, attachment needs, preferences, and boundaries directly.
Communication habits that intensify conflict: contempt, global criticism, mind-reading, interruption,
stonewalling, or threats.
Lack of repair after conflict and erosion of positive connection, friendship, trust, affection, and teamwork.
Avoidance of solvable problems or repeated attempts to “solve” problems that primarily require acceptance,
empathy, or negotiated compromise.

Evidence-informed foundation

APA resources describe emotionally focused couple therapy as evidence-based and focused on transforming
negative emotional and interactional patterns into healthier attachment and bonding. APA also describes
cognitive-behavioral couple therapy as addressing communication problems, negative behaviors, distorted
interpretations, and deficits in positive interaction. Therapeutic alliance, collaboration, goal consensus,
empathy, and client feedback are also associated with better psychotherapy outcomes, including couple and
family therapy.
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2. Assessment Before Intervention

Do not move directly into communication exercises before establishing whether conjoint treatment is
appropriate and safe. A useful initial assessment may include a joint intake, individual meetings with each
partner, and a feedback/treatment-planning session. APA’s four-session couple evaluation explicitly includes
individual assessment of commitment, intimate partner violence, psychiatric history, family-of-origin history,
and prior relationships.

Joint intake: understand the relationship
¢ What brings you in now? Why now rather than six months ago?
e How would each partner describe the main problem in one sentence?
e  What happens during a typical conflict from beginning to end?
e What has each partner already tried? What helps even a little?
e What keeps you together? What still works in the relationship?
e What would be observably different if therapy were successful?
e Are both partners seeking repair, clarity/decision-making, or something different?

Individual screening with each partner

¢ Intimate partner violence, coercive control, fear of retaliation, stalking, forced sex, intimidation, weapon
access, or threats.

e  Suicide/self-harm risk, homicidal ideation, severe depression, mania, psychosis, substance misuse, and acute
impairment.

e Current affairs or other concealed information that materially affects informed participation in couple
treatment.

e Trauma history and triggers that may be activated by conjoint work.

e Motivation and commitment: repair the relationship, decide whether to stay, or separate respectfully.

e Individual treatment needs and potential conflicts between individual and conjoint therapy.

Safety gate

When fear, coercive control, significant violence, or credible retaliation risk is present, routine conjoint
communication work can be unsafe or clinically inappropriate. Prioritize safety planning, specialized IPV
assessment/referral, and applicable reporting/legal requirements. Do not assume that “better communication” is
the solution to abuse.

Clarify the therapy contract

¢ Define who the client is and how records are maintained.

¢ Review confidentiality and its limits for couple treatment, including how individual contacts or disclosures
will be handled.

e Discuss expectations for respectful behavior in session and how time-outs will be used if escalation becomes
unsafe or unproductive.

e Define goals that both partners can support. If goals are fundamentally incompatible, consider
discernment/decision-focused work rather than standard repair-oriented couples therapy.
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3. Map the Negative Cycle

The first major treatment target is usually the repeating pattern rather than the surface topic. Couples may
argue about money, parenting, sex, chores, phones, in-laws, or trust, while the emotional sequence underneath
stays remarkably similar.

The cycle map

Cycle Element Clinical Question

Trigger What happened just before the cycle started?

Partner A interpretation What meaning did A make of it?

Fear, hurt, loneliness, shame, longing, respect, reassurance,

A primary emotion/need
P oy / autonomy?

. Criticize, pursue, demand, withdraw, explain, shut down,
A protective move

appease?
Partner B interpretation What did B assume A’s move meant?
B emotion/need What was B protecting or needing?
B protective move How did B respond?

How did both partners end up feeling more alone, unsafe,

Result unheard, or hopeless?

Therapist reframe

“The problem is not that one of you cares too much and the other does not care. The problem is the cycle: the more
one reaches through criticism, the more the other protects through withdrawal; the more one withdraws, the
more urgently the other protests.”

Homework: Catch the cycle, do not fix it yet
Name the trigger.
Name your first body cue.
Name the story your mind told you.
Name your protective move.
Name what you needed underneath.
Notice what your move invited your partner to do next.
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4. De-escalation and Communication Skills

Communication skills work best after the couple understands the cycle. Otherwise, “I-statements” can become
another technique used while the nervous system is already in threat mode.

Step 1 - Recognize flooding
e Look for rapid speech, interruption, shaking, chest tightness, racing heart, dissociation, blankness, sarcasm,
or inability to take in new information.
e Teach partners that pausing a conversation is different from abandoning it.

Step 2 - Use a structured time-out

1. Signal the pause without insult or threat: “I am too activated to do this well.”

2. Set a specific return time whenever possible.

3. During the break, regulate rather than rehearse arguments or gather evidence.

4. Return to the agreed topic. If either partner is still flooded, reschedule the conversation rather than force it.

Step 3 - Use a softer start-up

Formula
When happened, I felt . The story I started telling myself was . What I need / hope for is .
Would you be willing to ?

Step 4 - Reflect before responding
e Content: “What I hear you saying is...”
e Emotion: “It sounds like you felt...”
e Meaning: “The part that hurt most was...”
e Need: “What you needed from me in that moment was...”
e Check: “Did I get that right?”

Step 5 - Validate without surrendering your perspective

Validation means communicating that the partner’s internal experience makes sense from their point of view. It
does not require agreeing with every interpretation or accepting harmful behavior.

Clinician coaching line

“Before you explain your intention, show your partner that you understand the impact.”
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5. Move From Protective Reactions to Vulnerable Needs

A central goal of emotion-focused work is to help partners move from secondary/protective reactions (anger,
criticism, shutdown, defensiveness) toward primary emotion and attachment-related needs that are easier for
the partner to respond to with care. APA describes EFT as targeting negative emotional states and interaction
patterns to create more adaptive bonding.

Common translations

Protective statement Possible vulnerable meaning

“You never care about me.” “When I cannot reach you, I get scared that I do not matter
to you.”
“Leave me alone.” “I feel like I am failing and I need a moment to settle before

I can stay present.”

“Why do I have to tell you everything?” “I want to feel that we are a team and that I do not have to
carry everything alone.”

“Nothing I do is enough for you.” “I want to know that you see my effort and that I can get it
right with you sometimes.”

In-session enactment

Slow the moment down and identify the protective response.

Help the partner contact the softer emotion and need underneath.

Ask the partner to turn and say the new message directly to the other partner.

Coach the receiving partner to reflect what they heard before defending or explaining.

Process what it was like to send and receive the new message.

10. Link the successful interaction to a new relationship cycle: reach - respond - repair - reconnect.

o N o,
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Repair, Problem Solving, and Positive Connection

Repair after conflict

A repair attempt is any action that reduces escalation and restores connection. The therapist can help couples
build a shared repair vocabulary rather than relying on one partner to guess what the other needs.

“I came in too hard. Let me start over.”

“You are right about that part.”

“I do not want to fight you. I want to solve this with you.”
“Can we slow down?”

“I understand why that landed badly.”

“I am sorry for what I did, not just for how you reacted.”

Structured problem solving for solvable issues

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

Define one specific problem. Avoid bundling several years of grievances together.

Each partner states the concern, underlying need, and non-negotiables.

Brainstorm options without immediately criticizing them.

Choose a small, testable agreement.

Specify who will do what, when, and how progress will be reviewed.

Revisit the agreement after one or two weeks and adjust based on what actually happened.

Increase the positive relationship “bank account”

Daily appreciation: one specific thing noticed or valued.

Brief check-in ritual without logistics or problem solving.

Intentional affection that is welcome to both partners.

Shared activity or friendship time.

Curiosity questions: “What has been taking up the most space in your mind lately?”

Celebrate small wins and bids for connection rather than waiting for a perfect relationship week.

Clinical principle

Do not make the couple earn positive connection by first eliminating all conflict. Healthy couples still disagree;
treatment aims to improve safety, responsiveness, repair, and flexibility.
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Trust Injuries, Infidelity, and Intimacy

When trust has been injured

Trust repair generally requires more than reassurance. The injured partner often needs coherent information,
accountability, empathic understanding of impact, behavioral consistency, and repeated experiences of
reliability. The involved partner may also need support tolerating shame without becoming defensive or
demanding rapid forgiveness.

A practical trust-repair sequence

17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

23.
24.

Stabilize the immediate crisis and assess safety.

Clarify the injury and its meaning to each partner without turning therapy into an interrogation.
Support responsibility-taking for choices and impact.

Help the injured partner express pain, fear, anger, and attachment needs in tolerable doses.
Develop concrete transparency/boundary agreements appropriate to the couple’s goals.

Address pre-existing relationship vulnerabilities only after responsibility for the betrayal is clear;
relationship problems do not excuse betrayal.

Build new experiences of accessibility, responsiveness, and reliability.

Revisit intimacy gradually rather than treating sex as proof that forgiveness has occurred.

APA’s recent discussion of infidelity treatment describes evidence-based couple approaches, including Gottman-
informed work and emotion-focused therapy, as emphasizing responsibility, attunement, compassionate
communication, trust rebuilding, and reconnection.

Sexual and physical intimacy

Assess consent, safety, desire discrepancy, pain, trauma triggers, medication/medical contributors, shame,
and cultural/religious meaning.

Reduce demand-performance cycles. Begin with affection, curiosity, and non-demand connection when
appropriate.

Teach direct language for initiation, refusal, preferences, and boundaries.

Refer for medical evaluation or specialized sex therapy when symptoms exceed the clinician’s competence or
scope.
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8. Suggested 10-Session Treatment Roadmap

Session

1

Primary Focus

Joint assessment

Key Tasks

Presenting concerns, strengths, goals,
conflict sample, informed consent and
couple-treatment policies.

Individual partner assessment

Safety/IPV, risk, trauma,
psychiatric/substance issues, commitment,
secrets affecting treatment, individual
needs.

Feedback & cycle map

Share formulation, identify the negative
cycle, agree on goals and treatment
priorities.

De-escalation

Flooding cues, time-outs, softer start-up, stop
escalation before problem solving.

Emotion & attachment

Identify primary emotion, attachment
fears/needs, and protective strategies.

New interaction practice

Enact vulnerable messages; coach listening,
validation, responsiveness, and repair.

Problem solving & boundaries

Choose one recurring solvable issue; create
negotiated behavioral plan and clear
boundaries.

Trust/intimacy/friendship

Address relationship-specific priorities:
betrayal repair, affection, intimacy,
friendship, parenting teamwork, in-laws,
finances.

Consolidation

Practice new cycle under moderate stress;
identify relapse triggers and repair plan.

10

Maintenance/termination

Review progress, unresolved vulnerabilities,
warning signs, maintenance rituals, booster
plan or further treatment needs.

Use flexibly

require a different pace or adjunctive services.

Ten sessions is a teaching framework, not a required dose. High-conflict couples, betrayal trauma, trauma
histories, neurodivergence, parenting stress, cultural/faith issues, or comorbid mental health concerns may
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9. Client Handout: The 15-Minute Relationship Reset

Use this brief exercise between sessions when a disagreement is important enough to address but both partners
are able to stay physically and emotionally safe. The goal is understanding and repair - not winning.

Before you begin
Choose one topic only.
No yelling, threats, name-calling, blocking exits, following a partner who requests space, or using children as
messengers.
If either person becomes flooded, use the agreed time-out and return plan.

Partner A - 5 minutes

25. Describe the event without character judgments.
26. Name your emotion.

27. Name the meaning/story you made of it.

28. Name the need or hope underneath.

29. Make one specific, realistic request.

Partner B - 3 minutes
Reflect what you heard.
Name the emotion you think your partner is carrying.
Validate the part that makes sense from their perspective.
Ask: “Did I get it?”

Switch roles
Repeat the same steps with Partner B speaking and Partner A reflecting.

Close - 2 minutes
Name one thing you understand better now.
Make one small agreement or decide when you will revisit the issue.
End with one appreciation, caring statement, or respectful acknowledgment.

Remember

Understanding comes before solving. Repair can be small. A different ending to an old argument is already
meaningful change.
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10. Clinician Quick Reference

Useful therapist prompts
e “What happens inside you one second before you criticize / shut down?”
e “What are you afraid your partner’s behavior means about you or the relationship?”
e “Canyou say that as a longing rather than an accusation?”
e  “Turn toward your partner and tell them, not me.”
e “Before you respond, tell me what you heard them say.”
e “What part of your partner’s experience can you validate even if you see the event differently?”
e “Is this a problem to solve, a difference to accept, a boundary to set, or an injury to repair?”
e “What would a 10% better response look like next time?”

Pause or reconsider standard conjoint treatment when

e One partner is afraid to speak honestly because of likely retaliation.

e There is coercive control, escalating violence, stalking, credible threats, or forced sexual activity.

e Acute suicidality, homicidality, psychosis, mania, intoxication, or severe instability requires a higher level of
care.

e A partner is using therapy to gather information, manipulate, intimidate, or force reconciliation.

e The partners have incompatible goals (for example, one is firmly exiting while the other believes therapy is
for reconciliation) and the mismatch cannot be addressed openly.

e The clinician’s competence, neutrality, dual-role situation, or treatment structure cannot adequately protect
both partners and the integrity of treatment.

Outcome tracking
e Relationship distress/satisfaction measure appropriate to your setting.
e Frequency/intensity of escalations and ability to repair.
e Perceived emotional safety and responsiveness.
e Progress on the couple’s 2-3 agreed behavioral goals.
e Session feedback: alliance with each partner and whether either feels misunderstood, blamed, or sidelined.
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11. References and Clinical Notes
Selected evidence-informed resources used to shape this guide:

American Psychological Association. Assessing Couple Distress: The Four-Session Evaluation. Describes a
joint/individual/feedback assessment model and individual screening for intimate partner violence and
psychiatric/family history.

American Psychological Association. Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy. Describes EFT as an evidence-based
approach focused on emotion and negative interaction patterns in relationship distress.

American Psychological Association. Enhanced Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy. Describes work with
communication difficulties, negative behavior patterns, distorted interpretations, and deficits in positive
interaction.

American Psychological Association. Evidence-Based Relationships and Responsiveness. Identifies alliance,
collaboration, goal consensus, empathy, positive regard, and feedback as important psychotherapy
relationship factors.

Spengler, P. M., Lee, N. A,, Wiebe, S. A., & Wittenborn, A. K. Comprehensive meta-analysis on the efficacy of
emotionally focused couple therapy. Couple and Family Psychology: Research and Practice, 13(2), 81-99.
American Psychological Association. Helping Couples on the Brink of Divorce, 2nd ed. (2026). Discernment
counseling framework for mixed-agenda couples considering divorce/separation.

American Psychological Association. How psychologists help patients heal from infidelity (2026). Reviews
evidence-informed approaches to betrayal and trust repair.

Important

This resource is educational and is intended for trained mental health professionals. It does not establish a
standard of care and does not replace assessment, supervision, formal training in couple therapy, consultation,
ethical requirements, or emergency/safety procedures. Adapt interventions to the couple’s culture, identities,
relationship structure, developmental stage, diagnoses, trauma history, and level of risk.

MindLift Alliance

MindLift Alliance provides individual, couples, family, teen, and child counseling through a whole-person,
growth-focused framework. Our communication style is warm, clear, professional, and growth-oriented:
practical tools for lasting change, delivered with respect and dignity.

Lift Minds. Empower Lives.

mindliftalliance.com ¢ 972-855-8183 ¢ info@mindliftalliance.com
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