HOW TO STRUCTURE A COUPLES THERAPY SESSION

How TO STRUCTURE A COUPLES THERAPY SESSION IS A CRITICAL CONSIDERATION FOR THERAPISTS AIMING TO FACILITATE
EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION AND RESOLUTION OF CONFLICTS BETWEEN PARTNERS. COUPLES THERAPY, OFTEN REFERRED TO AS
MARRIAGE COUNSELING OR RELATIONSHIP THERAPY, PROVIDES A SAFE SPACE FOR PARTNERS TO EXPLORE THEIR RELATIONSHIP
DYNAMICS, ADDRESS ISSUES, AND DEVELOP HEALTHIER COMMUNICATION PATTERNS. IN THIS ARTICLE, WE WILL DISCUSS THE
ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS OF STRUCTURING A COUPLES THERAPY SESSION, INCLUDING PREPARATION, SESSION FLOW , TECHNIQUES,
AND FOLLOW-UP.

PREPARATION FOR THE SESSION

BEFORE A COUPLES THERAPY SESSION BEGINS, PROPER PREPARATION IS ESSENTIAL FOR CREATING A CONSTRUCTIVE
ENVIRONMENT. THIS PREPARATION INVOLVES BOTH THE THERAPIST AND THE COUPLE.

THERAPIST PREPARATION

1. ReviEw PREVIOUS SESSIONS: IF THE COUPLE HAS HAD PRIOR SESSIONS, THE THERAPIST SHOULD REVIEW NOTES AND
PROGRESS MADE. UNDERSTANDING THE COUPLES’ HISTORY AND PREVIOUS DISCUSSIONS WILL HELP TAILOR THE SESSION TO THEIR
CURRENT NEEDS.

2. SET GOALS: ESTABLISHING CLEAR OBJECTIVES FOR THE SESSION CAN HELP KEEP DISCUSSIONS FOCUSED. THESE GOALS
SHOULD BE MUTUALLY AGREED UPON BY BOTH PARTNERS AND CAN BE REFINED DURING THE SESSION.

3. CREATE A SAFE ENVIRONMENT: ENSURE THAT THE THERAPY SPACE IS COMFORTABLE AND FREE FROM DISTRACTIONS. THIS
ENVIRONMENT ENCOURAGES OPENNESS AND VULNERABILITY, ESSENTIAL FOR PRODUCTIVE DISCUSSIONS.

4. PREPARE THERAPEUTIC ToOOLS: DEPENDING ON THE COUPLE’S NEEDS, THERAPISTS MAY PREPARE SPECIFIC TOOLS OR

TECHNIQUES, SUCH AS COMMUNICATION EXERCISES, CONFLICT RESOLUTION STRATEGIES, OR COGNITIVE~"BEHAVIORAL
TECHNIQUES.

CLIENT PREPARATION

1. ENCOURAGE PARTNERS TO REFLECT: PRIOR TO THE SESSION, BOTH PARTNERS SHOULD TAKE SOME TIME TO REFLECT ON THEIR
FEELINGS, CONCERNS, AND OBJECTIVES FOR THE THERAPY. THIS REFLECTION WILL HELP THEM EXPRESS THEMSELVES MORE CLEARLY
DURING THE SESSION.

2. SET EXPECTATIONS: COUPLES SHOULD COME INTO THE SESSION WITH A CLEAR UNDERSTANDING OF WHAT THEY HOPE TO
ACHIEVE. DISCUSSING EXPECTATIONS BEFOREHAND CAN LEAD TO A MORE FOCUSED AND MEANINGFUL SESSION.

3. CoMMIT To OPENNESS: ENCOURAGE BOTH PARTNERS TO APPROACH THE SESSION WITH A WILLINGNESS TO BE HONEST AND
OPEN ABOUT THEIR FEELINGS AND CONCERNS.

STRUCTURING THE SESSION

AN EFFECTIVE COUPLES THERAPY SESSION CAN BE STRUCTURED INTO SEVERAL PHASES TO ENSURE THAT BOTH PARTNERS HAVE
AN OPPORTUNITY TO EXPRESS THEIR THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS.



OPENING PHASE

1. WELCOMING AND SETTING THE T ONE: BEGIN THE SESSION BY WELCOMING BOTH PARTNERS AND ESTABLISHING A
COMFORTABLE ATMOSPHERE. THIS INITIAL GREETING SETS THE TONE FOR THE REST OF THE SESSION.

2. ReviEw GOALS AND PROGRESS: START BY REVIEWING THE GOALS SET FOR THE SESSION AND ANY PROGRESS MADE SINCE THE
LAST MEETING. THIS REVIEW CAN HELP REMIND THE COUPLE OF THEIR JOURNEY AND HIGHLIGHT AREAS OF IMPROVEMENT.

3. CHECK-IN ON INDIVIDUAL FEELINGS: EACH PARTNER SHOULD HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY TO SHARE THEIR FEELINGS ABOUT THEIR
RELATIONSHIP AND ANY DEVELOPMENTS SINCE THE LAST SESSION. THIS CHECK-IN CAN BE STRUCTURED AS FOLLOWS:

- EACH PARTNER TAKES TURNS SPEAKING WITHOUT INTERRUPTION.
- ENCOURAGE THE USE OF “I” STATEMENTS TO EXPRESS FEELINGS (E.G., | FEEL...

1

/ " "
RATHER THAN " Y OU MAKE ME FEEL... )

MAIN PHASE

1. IDENTIFY KEY |SSUES: AFTER THE CHECK-IN, THE THERAPIST CAN GUIDE THE COUPLE TO IDENTIFY AND ARTICULATE THE
PRIMARY ISSUES THEY WANT TO ADDRESS DURING THE SESSION. THIS COULD INCLUDE COMMUNICATION PROBLEMS, UNRESOLVED
CONFLICTS, OR UNMET NEEDS.

2. FACILITATE DIALOGUE: ENCOURAGE OPEN DIALOGUE BETWEEN PARTNERS. THE THERAPIST SHOULD REMAIN NEUTRAL,
FACILITATING THE CONVERSATION WITHOUT TAKING SIDES. TECHNIQUES SUCH AS ACTIVE LISTENING AND REFLECTIVE RESPONSES

CAN BE BENEFICIAL IN THIS PHASE.

3. INTRODUCE THERAPEUTIC TECHNIQUESZ BASED ON THE IDENTIFIED ISSUES, THE THERAPIST CAN INTRODUCE SPECIFIC
TECHNIQUES TO ADDRESS THE COUPLE’S CHALLENGES. SOME COMMON TECHNIQUES INCLUDE:

- COMMUNICATION SKILLS TRAINING: TEACHING PARTNERS EFFECTIVE WAYS TO EXPRESS THEIR FEELINGS AND NEEDS.
- CoNFLICT RESOLUTION STRATEGIES: HELPING COUPLES LEARN TO NAVIGATE DISAGREEMENTS CONSTRUCTIVELY.

- EMoTIoNALLY Focusep THeraPY (EFT): FACILITATING EMOTIONAL CONNECTIONS AND UNDERSTANDING BETWEEN PARTNERS.

4. RoLE-PLAYING: IN SOME CASES, ROLE"PLAYING CAN BE A USEFUL TOOL TO HELP PARTNERS UNDERSTAND EACH OTHER'S
PERSPECTIVES. THIS TECHNIQUE CAN PROVIDE INSIGHTS INTO HOW EACH PARTNER FEELS DURING CONFLICTS.

CLoSING PHASE

1. SUMMARIZE KEY POINTS: AT THE END OF THE SESSION, THE THERAPIST SHOULD SUMMARIZE THE KEY POINTS DISCUSSED,
HIGHLIGHTING ANY INSIGHTS GAINED AND PROGRESS MADE.

2. REVIEw HOMEWORK OR ASSIGNMENTS: IF APPLICABLE, REVIEW ANY HOMEWORK OR EXERCISES THAT WERE ASSIGNED IN
PREVIOUS SESSIONS. DISCUSSING THESE ASSIGNMENTS CAN REINFORCE LEARNING AND ENCOURAGE ACCOUNTABILITY.

3. SET GOALS FOR THE NEXT SESSION: ESTABLISH CLEAR GOALS FOR THE NEXT SESSION BASED ON WHAT WAS DISCUSSED.
THIS HELPS MAINTAIN MOMENTUM AND PROVIDES A FOCUS FOR FUTURE WORK.

4. ENCOURAGE REFLECTION: ASK BOTH PARTNERS TO REFLECT ON THE SESSION AND SHARE ANY TAKEAWAYS OR CHANGES THEY
PLAN TO IMPLEMENT IN THEIR RELATIONSHIP.

PosT-SessioN FoLLow-Up

THE WORK OF COUPLES THERAPY DOES NOT END WITH THE SESSION. FOLLOW-UP IS CRUCIAL FOR REINFORCING PROGRESS AND
MAINTAINING MOMENTUM.



THERAPIST FoLLow-UP

1. PROVIDE RESOURCES: AFTER THE SESSION, THE THERAPIST CAN PROVIDE ADDITIONAL RESOURCES SUCH AS READING
MATERIALS, WORKSHEETS, OR EXERCISES TO SUPPORT THE COUPLEISJOURNEY.

2. SCHEDULE NEXT SESSION: ENCOURAGE THE COUPLE TO SCHEDULE THEIR NEXT SESSION BEFORE LEAVING. REGULAR
APPOINTMENTS HELP MAINTAIN COMMITMENT AND PROGRESS.

3. CHECK-IN BETWEEN SESSIONS: IF APPROPRIATE, THERAPISTS MAY OFFER BRIEF CHECK-INS VIA EMAIL OR PHONE TO PROVIDE
SUPPORT AND ENCOURAGEMENT.

CLIenT FoLLow-UpP

1. Discuss TAKEAWAYS: PARTNERS SHOULD TAKE TIME AFTER THE SESSION TO DISCUSS THEIR THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS
ABOUT WHAT WAS COVERED. THIS DEBRIEF CAN SOLIDIFY LEARNING AND DEEPEN UNDERSTANDING.

2. PRACTICE NEW SKILLS: ENCOURAGE COUPLES TO PRACTICE ANY NEW SKILLS OR TECHNIQUES DISCUSSED DURING THE
SESSION. APPLYING WHAT THEY HAVE LEARNED CAN LEAD TO SIGNIFICANT IMPROVEMENTS IN THEIR RELATIONSHIP.

3. REFLECT ON PROGRESS: PARTNERS SHOULD REGULARLY REFLECT ON THEIR PROGRESS, CELEBRATING SMALL VICTORIES AND
ADDRESSING ONGOING CHALLENGES.

CoNCLUSION

UNDERSTANDING HOW TO STRUCTURE A COUPLES THERAPY SESSION IS CRUCIAL FOR THERAPISTS AND COUPLES ALIKE. By
PREPARING ADEQUATELY, FOLLOWING A STRUCTURED SESSION FLOW , AND ENGAGING IN MEANINGFUL FOLLOW-UP, THERAPISTS
CAN CREATE A PRODUCTIVE ENVIRONMENT THAT FOSTERS HEALING AND GROWTH. COUPLES THERAPY CAN BE A
TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCE, AND WHEN EFFECTIVELY STRUCTURED, IT CAN LEAD TO HEALTHIER, MORE FULFILLING
RELATIONSHIPS. EMPHASIZING OPEN COMMUNICATION, UNDERSTANDING, AND MUTUAL SUPPORT IS KEY TO MAKING THE MOST OF
EACH SESSION.

FREQUENTLY ASKeED QUESTIONS

\WHAT ARE THE KEY COMPONENTS TO INCLUDE IN A COUPLES THERAPY SESSION
STRUCTURE?

A WELL-STRUCTURED COUPLES THERAPY SESSION TYPICALLY INCLUDES A WARM WELCOME AND CHECK-IN, SETTING SESSION
GOALS, DISCUSSING PROGRESS OR CHALLENGES SINCE THE LAST SESSION, EXPLORING CURRENT ISSUES OR CONCERNS, AND
CONCLUDING WITH A SUMMARY AND HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENTS.

How SHOULD THERAPISTS HANDLE CONFLICTS THAT ARISE DURING A SESSION?

THERAPISTS SHOULD REMAIN NEUTRAL AND FACILITATE COMMUNICATION. IT'S ESSENTIAL TO CREATE A SAFE ENVIRONMENT FOR
BOTH PARTNERS TO EXPRESS THEIR FEELINGS, GUIDING THEM TO LISTEN ACTIVELY TO EACH OTHER WHILE FOCUSING ON FINDING
SOLUTIONS RATHER THAN ESCALATING THE CONFLICT.

\WHAT ROLE DOES GOAL-SETTING PLAY IN A COUPLES THERAPY SESSION?

GOAL-SETTING IS CRUCIAL AS IT PROVIDES DIRECTION FOR THE THERAPY PROCESS. THERAPISTS SHOULD WORK WITH COUPLES
TO ESTABLISH CLEAR, ACHIEVABLE GOALS THAT ADDRESS THEIR SPECIFIC ISSUES, WHICH CAN HELP MEASURE PROGRESS AND KEEP



BOTH PARTNERS MOTIVATED.

How CAN THERAPISTS ENSURE THAT BOTH PARTNERS FEEL HEARD DURING A SESSION?

THERAPISTS CAN ENSURE BOTH PARTNERS FEEL HEARD BY USING TECHNIQUES SUCH AS REFLECTIVE LISTENING, WHERE EACH
PARTNER HAS THE OPPORTUNITY TO SPEAK WITHOUT INTERRUPTION, AND THE THERAPIST SUMMARIZES THEIR POINTS,
CONFIRMING UNDERSTANDING BEFORE MOVING ON.

WHAT TECHNIQUES CAN BE USED TO FACILITATE COMMUNICATION BETWEEN PARTNERS
DURING THERAPY?

TECHNIQUES SUCH AS ‘| STATEMENTS' TO EXPRESS FEELINGS, ROLE~PLAYING TO UNDERSTAND EACH OTHER'S PERSPECTIVES, AND
STRUCTURED DIALOGUES CAN HELP IMPROVE COMMUNICATION. ADDITIONALLY, THERAPISTS MAY INTRODUCE EXERCISES THAT
PROMOTE EMPATHY AND ACTIVE LISTENING.
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