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HEALING TOGETHER:

Why every therapist should master the Art and
Science of Relationship Therapy

Trish Purnell-Webb
Relationship Institute Australasia

Even if you aren’t working with couples
You are working with people in
relationships
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Becoming a
couple
therapist

We’'ve all
been there!
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Learning EFTC

Dr Jennifer Fitzgerald

Veronica Kallos-Lilly, Ph.D.

Couple therapy and Trauma

Emotionally ! )
Focused “If another stands beside you when you face

va{ip 'c'_mmpy, overwhelming terror and helplessness-

o whether you name this terror and
helplessness a "dragon" or call it by some
other name, such as traumatic stress-then
everything is different. Shadows are not so
terrifying. The struggle can be shared, and
Johnson, S. (2002). ~ Sometimes the fight can even be a thing of
Emotionally focused ~ i0Y as, together, you defy the dragon. We all
couple therapy with know it is better not to be alone in the dark
trauma survivors: and that connection with others makes us
strengthening stronger. Loc 70 (Kindle Edition)
attachment bonds.

) CONFIDENTI JNSELLING New York: The
1800 6 Guildford Press

OpenArms gov.au

Veterans and Veterans Families Counsel
A service founded by Vietnam veterans

e
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The emerging research
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The move to
Gottman
Therapy

= nCD=—-

Create
Shared Meaning

Make Life Dreams
Come True

Manage Conflict

« Accept Your Partner’s Influence
« Dialogue About Problems
« Practice Self-Soothing

The Positive Perspective
Turn Towards Instead of Away

Share Fondness and Admiration

Build Love Maps

« Know One Another’s World

—_ZME=-===0N
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Lebow &

Snyder
(2023)

”

* “Given the diversity in couples’
needs, therapy is most likely to be
effective when the therapist
engages in comprehensive
assessment and selectively draws
on intervention strategies across the
theoretical spectrum in a manner
consistent with an explicit case
formulation”.(p. 45)
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1997 vs 2025

Couple therapy works

e Lebow, J., & Snyder, D. (2022). Couple therapy in

the 2020’s: Current status and emerging
developments. Family Process, DOI:
10.1111/famp.12824

* “The average person receiving couple therapy is

better off at termination than 70%-80% of
individuals not receiving treatment—an
improvement rate that rivals or exceeds the
most effective psychosocial and
pharmacological interventions for individual
mental health disorders.” p.1362.

Disorder focused relationship relationship therapy for
individual issues:

¢ Betrayal
¢ Addictions
¢ PTSD/Anxiety
¢ Depression/Bi-polar disorder
* Neurodiverse couples
e Eating disorders
¢ Borderline Personality Disorder
* Sexual difficulties
¢ Intimate Partner Violence
¢ Physical health problems
* Cancer
¢ Chronic pain
* Cardio disease
*Type 2 diabetes

15

Baucom,

et.al. (2014)

”

“In partner-assisted interventions,
the partneris enlisted to help in the
process of reinforcing and supporting
the active treatment of the individual
problem. In contrast, in disorder-
specific treatment, the treatment
itself is couple therapy tailored to the
particular kinds of couple dynamics
likely to occur in the context of the
partner's individual problem.” p.447

N\

\
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Betrayal — disorder focused relationship

treatments

Irvine, et.al. (2023) A Pilot Study Examining

the Effectiveness of Gottman Method
Couples Therapy Over Treatment-as-Usual
Approaches for Treating Couples Dealing with
TREATING Infidelity, The Family Journal: Counseling and
Therapy for Couples and Families 1-14

AND

Gottman.com
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Betrayal — disorder focused relationship

treatments

> "
He l} ng EFT-Couples

Cou Plcs Get

R

Past the
p e - Repairing Attachment
m Injuries in Close
e —— Relationships

CBT for Couples

Let’s Talk Betrayal - Relationshipinstitute.com.au

A pluralistic approach

Draws on (amongst other things):

* Gottman’s Trust Revival Model of treatment;

* Emotion processing interventions from EFT-C;

¢ Parts work from IFS and Schema Therapy;

¢ CBT approach to formulating how the betrayal occurred;

¢ Mentalization Based Couple Therapy to assist with the restoration
of epistemic trust.

5/5/25
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Addiction — disorder focused relationship

treatments

Online Course

RECOVERY

e

Navarra, R., Gottman, J., & Gottman, J. (2017).
Couples and Addiction Recovery — A Gottman
Approach for Therapists, Counselors and
Addiction Professionals. The Gottman Institute.

BEHAVIORAL
COUPLES
THERAPY

for ALCOHOLISM
and DRUG ABUSE

Timothy ). O'Farrell
William Fals-Stewart
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19
Mood and Trauma focused relationship
treatments
Srtropgivens Cognitive-Behavioral
Conjoint Therapy
e = e for PTSD TREATING
[REATING 5 J
Difficule :
uples Hamessing T
Helping Clients with Coexisting the Hleam\g ij.w,\t
Menal cnd Relsonshp Disrder ceRemianshps Gottman, J,, & Gottman, J. (2017).
Treating Affairs and Trauma: A Gottman
Approach for Therapists on the .
treatment of affairs and Post Traumatic
Stress Disorder. The Gottman institute.
20
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Other disorder focused relationship treatments

https://www.attwoodandgar \ I
nettevents.com/products/au
ﬂ’ tism-in-couple-
% relationships-1
Conﬂlct Relationship P

Counselling
with Autistic
Neurodiverse
Couples

Autism in Couple
Relationships

Maybe working
with only one
partner is easier

5/5/25
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Individual clients presenting with relationship problems
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Relationship therapy training of therapists seeing
individuals with couple problems

Certified in an Some training in No formal training in
approachtocouple relationshiptherapy couple therapy

12



Outcome studies regarding Individual Therapy
for Relationship Problems

J

BENNUN, I., (1985, GURMAN, A., ET AL DOHERTY, W., (2002,
1997) (1986, 2014) 2015)

25

So what’s to be done?

First rule of relationship problems is ... refer for couple therapy

Second rule of relationship problems is ...refer for couple therapy

Third rule of relationship problems is ... ensure you are offering
Couple Sensitive Individual Therapy.

26
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Signs the
Therapy is
Not Couple
Sensitive

(Doherty,
2015)

What'’s
involved? Top
4 craft skills

(Doherty)

Letting the client engage in
psychological
“assessment” of their
partner;

Regularly commenting on
the spouse’s personality
limitations;

Offering a diagnosis for the
spouse without having
done an assessment;

Consistently attributing
negative motives to the
spouse;

* Expressing pessimism
that the spouse can
change without knowing
that person

* Rarely challenging the
client’s perspective
about their own
contributions to the
relationship problems;

* Rarely expressing
empathy for what the
spouse might be
experiencing.

Therapist has a

good

understanding of

relational
science;

Therapist helps
client learn to

manage self
during

relationship

difficulties;

Therapist aligns
with the client’s
therapeutic goals,
not with them
against someone
else;

Therapy focus is
on the client’s
partin
relationship
difficulties, not on
the absent
partner;

5/5/25
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So where are we so far?

* Couples therapy works;

e Disorder specific relationship therapy
works, with some studies finding it works
better than drug therapy or individual
therapy;

that: * Uninformed individual therapy for couple
problems doesn’t seem to work or at least
not as well as couple therapy;

| think I’'ve
established

29

Which therapy is the best?

M%

Snyder & Lebow (2023) — argue for a
pluralistic approach.

1BCU? N
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Pluralism is...

“An approach that recognizes (both) the
validity and usefulness of multiple
theoretical perspectives and draws on
constructs and intervention strategies
from across theoretical models by
tailoring intervention strategies to a given
case at any given moment based on their
clinical relevance and potential utility.
Pluralism differs from eclecticism in that
interventions are always conceptualized
from within a theoretical framework.” p.6.

31

The case fora
pluralistic approach

of Multiple P

validity and usefulness of multiple theoretical models and intervention strategies.

tailor interventions to the specific needs of a couple at any given moment;
ensuring clinical relevance and utility.

Conceptual Framework:

pluralism ensures that interventions are conceptualized within a coherent
theoretical framework.

avoids unsystematic or contradictory use of techniques and
preserves the synergistic effects of combined interventions.

Flexibility in Intervention:

enables therapists to address diverse aspects of couple dynamics, such as
strengthening the dyad, promoting relationship skills, addressing cognitive
components, and exploring developmental sources of distress.

allows therapists to adapt their methods to the unique challenges faced by each
couple.

Therapeutic Palette: Fraenkel (2019) introduced the concept of a "therapeutic palette,"
which provides an elegant framework for pluralistic practice. This approach emphasizes
the therapist's ability to select and sequence interventions based on the couple's needs
and goals.

A pluralistic approach offers a balanced and systematic way to integrate diverse therapeutic
strategies, ensuring that interventions are both theoretically grounded and tailored to the
unique needs of each couple.

THIS IS THE ART OF SUCCESSFUL COUPLE THERAPY

32
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So what does
it look like in
my practice?

So what does
it look like in
my practice?

R

* Gottman all the way;

Treatment — Stage 1 - Healing the Past

¢ Gottman dyadic process and structured
interventions;

* EFT exploration of negative dynamics;

¢ Existential psychotherapy emotional processing and
meaning making;

¢ Psychodynamic exploration, Schema identification,
surfacing the internal working models, etc

* CBT reframing; relaxation training; self-regulation
skills

¢ Collaborative Couple therapy ‘doubling’;

Treatment — Stage 2 - Attuning in the present

¢ Everything from stage 1

¢ Add in Gottman - Dreams within Conflict; Rituals of
connection; Open ended questions, Repairing fights,
learning to compromise;

e Gottman —deepening meaning and purpose; creating
shared dreams and visions

e Sensate focused sex therapy — repairing physical
intimacy

Relapse Prevention

¢ Gottman — State of the union rituals; fading out of
therapy; post treatment assessment and fine-tuning

5/5/25
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My two cents
worth and why
| think every
therapist

should master
the art and
science of
relationship
therapy?

Every person you see therapeutically
will be in some kind of relationship;

Most people you will see will be
experiencing distress from their

relationships;

Therapy with couples is highly effective
in treating relationship distress AND in
treating individual mental and physical
health distresses;

Even though relationship therapy is hard
it’s the most rewarding work you’ll ever
do.

Hopes for the future

Place greater focus on
training and preparing
clinicians to provide
evidenced based couple
therapy; in postgraduate
coursework;

Create Relationship Develop relationship skills
Psychology as an area of programs for high school
endorsement —it requires students;

advanced knowledge,
extensive skills and ideally
supervised practice;

36
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The key to a better future
for society is to foster
stable, well functioning
families. We as a
profession are in a unique
position to influence this
direction.

The last word

The End

If you would like more information
about out trainings, find us at
www.relationshipinstitute.com.au

References — please see the
handout in your Conference Event

App.

)
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