
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

COUPLES THERAPY

Authored by

mohammad looti

November 6, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). COUPLES THERAPY. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved

from https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=66612

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=66612
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=66612
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


COUPLES THERAPY 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Couples Therapy

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Clinical Psychology, Psychotherapy, Marriage and Family Therapy

(MFT)

1. Core Definition

Couples therapy, frequently referred to as marriage or relationship counseling, represents a

specialized and systemic form of psychotherapy dedicated to assisting two individuals in a devoted

union--typically spouses, cohabiting partners, or long-term romantic companions--to navigate,

understand, and ultimately resolve relational distress and conflict. The defining characteristic of this

modality is the simultaneous treatment of both parties by the same professional(s), focusing the

therapeutic lens not on individual pathology, but on the dynamic, often dysfunctional, interactional

patterns that sustain the problems within the particular union. The relationship itself is often

conceptualized as the primary client.

The essence of couples therapy involves introducing an unbiased, trained professional whose role

is fundamentally facilitative, promoting constructive dialogue where destructive communication

patterns have prevailed. This process systematically addresses entrenched behavioral sequences,

emotional wounds, and underlying needs that contribute to dissatisfaction or pain, encompassing

common issues such as infidelity, financial management disputes, parenting disagreements, or

profound emotional disconnection. By providing an objective third party, the therapist helps the

couple achieve meta-communication--the ability to talk about how they talk--fostering critical insight

into how their individual histories, attachment styles, and cognitive schemas contribute to the

current state of the relationship, thereby moving toward healthier, more functional ways of

interacting.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The formal development of couples therapy as a distinct clinical specialization began to take shape

in the mid-20th century, emerging largely from the broader movement of family systems theory.

Traditionally, psychological interventions focused almost exclusively on intrapsychic processes,

treating the individual mind in isolation. However, pioneering clinicians began to recognize that

many individual symptoms--ranging from anxiety to depression--were maintained by, and

inextricably linked to, the surrounding family and relational context. This realization necessitated a

paradigm shift from individual causality to systemic thinking.

Key figures in the foundational period, such as Nathan Ackerman, Carl Whitaker, and, most

notably, Murray Bowen, championed the idea of treating the relational system rather than just the

"identified patient." This represented a crucial evolution, moving away from a blame-focused

framework to one that examined shared responsibility within the interactional structure. The
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societal shifts of the 1960s and 1970s, including increasing divorce rates and rising expectations

for personal fulfillment within marriage, further accelerated the demand for professional relationship

guidance. The subsequent establishment of professional bodies, stringent ethical standards, and

specialized training programs, particularly in Marriage and Family Therapy (MFT), solidified

couples therapy as an evidence-based domain separate from general psychotherapy, ensuring

that practitioners possess the unique skills required to manage the complexities of treating a dual

client.

3. Key Characteristics and Modalities

Contemporary couples therapy is characterized by a rich array of evidence-based models, each

offering unique theoretical underpinnings and therapeutic intervention strategies. While sharing the

overarching goal of improving relational functioning, these modalities differ significantly in their

focus--whether on emotions, behaviors, or cognitions. The successful application of couples

therapy often depends on the therapist's ability to tailor the chosen approach to the specific needs

and distress patterns presented by the couple.

Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT): Developed primarily by Sue Johnson, EFT is highly

effective and empirically supported, rooting its framework in attachment theory. This approach

focuses intensely on identifying and restructuring the emotional responses and interactional

"dances" (such as the pursuer-withdrawer dynamic) that maintain relational distress. The core work

involves helping partners access and articulate deeper, often hidden, emotional needs (e.g., for

security, safety, and responsiveness) rather than reacting defensively or critically.

Gottman Method Couples Therapy: Based on extensive longitudinal observational research

conducted by John and Julie Gottman, this methodology provides a structured framework for

relationship repair. It emphasizes three main areas: improving communication and conflict

management skills, strengthening the relationship's foundation of friendship and intimacy, and

creating shared meaning. A crucial component involves identifying and dismantling relationship-

damaging behaviors, which the Gottmans term the "Four Horsemen" (criticism, contempt,

defensiveness, and stonewalling).

Cognitive Behavioral Couples Therapy (CBCT): An adaptation of standard Cognitive Behavioral

Therapy (CBT), CBCT addresses relationship distress by targeting maladaptive cognitions--such

as unrealistic expectations, negative attributions of intent, and selective attention to flaws--

alongside problematic interactional behaviors. Interventions typically involve teaching concrete

skills in communication, assertiveness training, and structured problem-solving, alongside

promoting positive reciprocal exchanges to increase marital satisfaction.

Integrative Behavioral Couples Therapy (IBCT): Developed by Neil Jacobson and Andrew

Christensen, IBCT represents an evolution of CBCT, blending traditional behavioral change

techniques with strategies focused on emotional acceptance. IBCT recognizes that not all conflict

or differences can be resolved through skill-building alone; consequently, it helps partners develop
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tolerance, compassion, and acceptance for their partner's enduring traits or inevitable relational

pain points, while still working to modify controllable behaviors.

4. Goals and Objectives

The specific goals of couples therapy are multifaceted, extending far beyond the immediate

resolution of presenting conflicts to encompass a long-term restructuring of relational health. A

fundamental objective is the radical improvement of communication, shifting partners from patterns

of destructive engagement, such as passive aggression or escalating defensiveness, to effective,

empathic dialogue. The therapist guides the couple to move beyond merely stating facts to

expressing underlying feelings and needs assertively, ensuring that both parties feel heard,

validated, and understood within the safety of the therapeutic setting.

A secondary, yet equally critical, objective involves restoring or deepening emotional intimacy and

connection. Many relationships that enter therapy suffer from emotional distance, where partners

have ceased to invest meaningfully in their shared lives or express vulnerability. Therapy works to

reverse the cycle of negative emotional withdrawal, helping partners rebuild trust, particularly

following significant breaches like infidelity or betrayal. This rebuilding process focuses on

facilitating responsive interactions that replace the habitual negative cycles, transforming the

relationship into a source of support, affirmation, and security.

Ultimately, the overarching goal is to empower the couple with the sustainable tools and insights

necessary for autonomous relational regulation. This involves equipping them with conflict

resolution skills, enhancing their capacity for empathy, and improving their ability to repair rupture--

the relational missteps that inevitably occur. By achieving these objectives, the couple is prepared

to navigate future challenges successfully without requiring continuous external intervention,

making the therapeutic process a temporary catalyst for lasting relational change.

5. Significance and Impact

The significance of effective couples therapy is profound, impacting not only the well-being of the

partners but also the broader family and societal context. For committed unions involving children,

reducing parental conflict is directly and positively correlated with numerous outcomes for youth,

including improved academic performance, better social skills, and reduced incidence of behavioral

and psychological adjustment issues. By stabilizing the primary attachment unit, couples therapy

serves as a preventive measure against the intergenerational transmission of dysfunctional

relationship patterns.

From a public health perspective, relationship distress is consistently identified as a major predictor

and co-occurring factor in various individual mental health disorders, including major depressive

disorder, generalized anxiety, and chronic physical health complaints. Successful intervention via
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couples therapy, therefore, serves a dual purpose: it improves relationship quality while

simultaneously enhancing the psychological health and overall quality of life for both participants.

Furthermore, given the significant economic and emotional toll of separation and divorce, the utility

of couples therapy as a means of strengthening relationship resilience offers substantial protective

benefits to the family structure.

6. Debates and Criticisms

While the efficacy of couples therapy is well-documented for many forms of relational distress, its

application and limitations are subject to ongoing debate within the clinical community. A primary

ethical concern centers on its use in situations involving active and severe domestic violence. In

cases where there is a clear perpetrator and victim dynamic, traditional joint sessions--which rely

on mutual commitment, vulnerability, and negotiation--can inadvertently place the victim in harm's

way or lead to unsafe disclosures. Most experts agree that in such scenarios, specialized

protocols, individual safety planning, and potentially mandated individual therapy are required

before considering any joint intervention.

Another area of criticism involves the necessity of motivation and engagement. Couples therapy

requires the commitment of both partners to be successful. If one partner has fundamentally

disengaged, has already decided to terminate the relationship, or is unwilling to take responsibility

for their contribution to the interactional cycles, therapeutic progress is severely constrained.

Therapists must also constantly contend with the complexity of maintaining strict therapeutic

neutrality, ensuring they advocate for the health of the relationship system without aligning unfairly

with one individual's perspective, a difficult balancing act often complicated by issues of power

dynamics, gender, and financial dependency.

Further Reading

Psychotherapy (Wikipedia)

Marriage and Family Counseling (Wikipedia)

Sue Johnson (psychologist) (Wikipedia)ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychotherapy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marriage_and_family_counseling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sue_Johnson_(psychologist)
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=66612
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

