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Couples Therapy in the 21st Century.
Beyond Conflict Resolution and Communication Skills

Presented by Chelsea Wakefield, PhD, LCSW 
Director of the UAMS Couples Center

COUPLES THERAPY 
IS NOT INDIVIDUAL THERAPY TIMES TWO

We are accustomed to validating and “joining” with one person who comes to seek our help. 

Now you are treating the RELATIONSHIP As the client instead of the two individuals in front of 
you. 

At the same time, you will occasionally do brief instances of individual work to gather history 
and occasionally to “unblock” the forward process.  

You must do this while de-emphasizing that either person is “the main problem” while pointing 
out deficits of skills or personal work that needs to happen.  

Counter-transferences can really activate in a therapist who is uncomfortable with a variety of 
relationship dynamics: conflict, anger, instances of violence, addiction, distancing, passivity, 
hopelessness, sexuality, controlling individuals, and many other relational presentations. 

HOW IS COUPLES THERAPY DIFFERENT 
FROM INDIVIDUAL THERAPY? 

Because we create a safe space where people feel accepted and secure. People 
bring their “therapy selves” to therapy.  

We may never see how a patient/client behaves in an interpersonal relationship 
when they feel threatened. Different dimensions of the psyche come to the 
forefront in a relationship. 

Different intimate partners evoke different dimensions of the psyche. 

This is why group therapy can be so helpful in the treatment of those who have 
interpersonal issues.   

Research shows that people who discuss relationship issues in individual therapy 
are more likely to break up with their partner.
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Training Deficits

While some therapists receive training in family (parent-child) therapy, very few 
therapists (psychologists, social workers, professional counselors) receive 
training in how to work with couples. 

We also get very little training on how to work with sexuality issues, although 
this is one of the major issues that couples struggle with.

Countless couples are never asked about their sex lives in couples therapy.    

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

COUPLES THERAPY IS:
Far more directive and interactive than individual – we work in the flow of real-time 
interactions, interrupting dysfunctional dynamics and educating and encouraging.  We back out 
increasingly as the couple gains ground.    

The structure is far tighter – we maintain control and interrupt harmful dynamics (sometimes 
we watch for a while to see if they can recover on their own)

We provide education, engage in myth-busting, and coach a lot (doubling and alter ego work). 

We are dealing with unconscious dynamics, interlocking projections, power dynamics, and 
attachment profiles that can become really confusing if we just focus on skills or work at the 
cognitive level. 

History is playing out in the here and now to a much greater degree than in individual therapy 
where individuals are often “reporting” on things that happened. 

A DIZZYING ARRAY OF THERAPEUTIC 
PERSPECTIVES AND APPROACHES
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Well-known Models in 2019
Behavioral and Cognitive Behavioral Couples Therapy

Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy  (Susan Johnson)

Gottman Method (John Gottman and Julie Schwartz Gottman)

Psychobiological Approach to Couple Therapy - PACT (Stan Tatkin)

Imago (Harville Hendrix and Helen LaKelly Hunt)

The Developmental Model (Ellyn Bader)

Dialogue Therapy (Polly Young-Eisendrath)

Object Relations Couples Therapy (Jill Scharff and others)

Psychodynamic Couples Therapy (Arthur Nielsen and others)

ENCHANTMENT 
Idealization Phase, 
Limerence… lots of 
interlocking 
projections… “You 
fit my needs. You are 
everything I had 
hoped for” 

DISENCHANTMENT 
Shock and 
Disillusionment –
misattunements… 
“The rest of the 
cast” appears from 
behind the curtain. 
“Who is this person? 
Did I make a 
mistake?”  What felt 
safe, now feels 
dangerous   

STRUGGLE AND   
ANGUISH Phase –
Protest begins, 
“How could you?!”  
Attempts to return 
to the Enchantment 
phase.  Blaming and  
shaming ensue.  The 
4 Horseman of the 
Apocalypse arrive, 
leading to ongoing 
misery or a break-
up.

Possibility exists for  
the next phase of 
growth

INTRAPSYCHIC AND 
INTERPERSONAL 
WORK Phase –
Partner’s gain insight 
into themselves and 
each other and claim 
responsibility for 
their part in the 
creation, healing and 
resolution of 
difficulties.  Skills are 
learned. Capacities 
are developed.  Inner 
Self system is 
explored. Projections 
are withdrawn and 
interlocking 
complexes are 
identified resulting in 
different ways of 
being and seeing 
each other. 

CONSCIOUS 
RELATIONSHIP      
with all its challenges 
and rewards

Partners embrace a 
process of personal 
and interpersonal 
growth – i.e. 
Individuation in 
Connection™ 

Commitment to 
Deepening capacities 
of:                     
courage, curiosity, 
compassion,  
communication,     
cooperation, 
creativity 

Relationship is 
sourced from the 
Deep Self versus the 
Driven Ego 

The Relationship Roadmap –
Interdynamic Couples Therapy
Chelsea Wakefield, PhD, LCSW

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

Skills and Scripts 
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#1 assessment question- do these clients understand that the other person 
has a unique subjective world?  RELATIONSHIP IS AN ANTHROPOLOGY STUDY!  

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

People assume that the same words mean the same thing.  They do not. 
How much “checking it out” is this couple doing? … rather than assuming.  
People’s memories are poor under stress.  People regress under duress.     

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

Difficult Conversations 
by Stone, Patton and Heen
Comes out of the Harvard Negotiation Project

KEY PARADIGM SHIFT AWAY FROM

•Proving a point

•Giving someone a piece of our mind

•Getting our way

•Persuading another to do or be what we want

•TO….. Seek to deeply understand the other person’s perspective and point of 
view

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017
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Don’t get caught in the 
“What happened conversation”
Situations are more complicated than they seem

Each person has a perspective on what happened.  You need to understand 
what your partner perspective is/was before you can move forward.

We think they are the problem  – they think it’s us

We are a “character” in their story, as they are in ours   

Our stories are different- narratives are constructed

When we argue over what happened it makes it hard to understand what 
matters here 

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

Separating out Intention from Impact

The way things land are not always the way they were intended to land.  We 
attribute intention to impact.  

We all operate out of assumptions and projections

We go from “bad impact” to “bad person” 

Check a person intentions before you go with your assumptions.  Our 
assumptions are often incomplete or completely off target. 

Good intentions don’t justify bad impact

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

Systemic Analysis- How did each contribute to 
the creation of this problem?

Look for and admit YOUR contribution to the problem.  Are you:

Difficult to approach?

Uninterested?  Unattentive?

Judgmental?  Punishing?

Hypersensitive? (A Lie Invitee)

Argumentative?

Not curious about the views or feelings of the other?

Engaging in: Criticism, Contempt, Defensiveness or Stone-walling

Let’s discuss the defensiveness that would interfere with someone claiming their part

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

13

14

15



4/24/2019

6

Shame

Shaming is pervasive in this culture. 

Help clients become aware of how much the avoidance of shame is 
impacting their relationship.  

It’s in the body- help them identify what their “shame wash” feels like?

How much of the time when you are cross- complaining and defending 
yourself are you actually defending against inner feelings of shame?

Have them watch some Brene Brown Ted Talks

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

Nathanson’s Compass of Shame

Unaddressed Feelings
Paul Watzlawick, “We are Never Not Communicating.” 

Feelings leak or burst out – the color the rest of our interactions

Talking about feelings is the biggest risk of all – it involves self-revealing and risking the listeners 
reactivity. 

Underneath feelings are needs…. What are the deeper needs and longings.  Talk about those. 

People get caught up in feeling responsible for automatically having to do something about 
other people’s feelings – reinforce that your feelings are not demands. They are the opening of 
an exploratory conversation. 

Feelings can easily move into judgments, attributions (conclusions about intent) and accusations 
or simmering resentments without a clarifying conversation.  

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017
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Feelings matter…. Even for thinking types

If there are strong feelings – it is an opportunity to learn something- engage in a learning 
conversation.  

Sometimes feelings are based on misinformation or conclusions that are inaccurate or 
incomplete. 

Situations that are emotionally charged HAVE A HISTORY!  Sometimes there is quite a history.  
Find out what the history is and the reaction will not feel so crazy. 

What is the history and what filters is this situations going thru that causes this person to view it 
in this way and to draw certain conclusions? 

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

People become upset when their 
“identities” are threatened!

People have cherished beliefs themselves.  People have values that are central to 
their identities. When we attack them, they become offended and defensive.    

We do NOT always see ourselves as others do.  Know that.  While we should not let 
others define us, it can be invaluable to inquire about how others see us.  If a 
collection of people give us the same feedback it warrants looking at.

Keep in mind that certain aspects of our personalities only come out with an 
intimate partner.  

Also good to ask – In the midst of this conversation “What am I saying to myself 
about me?”  (Look for your perfectionist, pleaser or inner critic)

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017
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Pearls from Cognitive Behavioral

Scripts and Expectations
People believe their scripts are “True.”  
Many people operate in a sense of pressure from expectations.  They come from 
outside- but many more come from inside.  Their partners do not always share those 
expectations. 
Explore operating scripts for the roles they are inhabiting or not inhabiting 

being a good partner
being a good/excellent/acceptable person?

Ask people to define their roles.  Are they succeeding or failing?  Are they defending a 
sense of failure?  Who’s failure?  What does their partner think/feel about how they are 
fulfilling their roles?  Has this been discussed before?  

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

LEARNING YOUR PARTNER 
Love Maps- Loving Well

Most people love the way THEY want to be loved, without inquiring how to best love the 
partner… who is not you! The receiving party gets to decide if an action is “loving.”  Pay 
attention to impact. Attunement is key (ex: please don’t give me roses!)
Gary Chapman’s rubric of the 5 Love Languages (there are more)
•Words of affirmation 
•Touch (affection and sex)
•Gifts (they can be small)
•Acts of service
•The gift of time

Educate about the myth of “if they loved me … they should know!”  Partners need to 
communicate and teach each other to love well.  

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017
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RE-DECISION THERAPY (the Gouldings) 
Surface early decisions that went underground and are operating as if this reality were 
the only possibility.  Many of those decisions were maladaptive and need to be 
reworked.

Identify them when they are operative: 

Take a “zip-line” back to earlier days when an impactful experience occurred

What decisions did you make about yourself?  Other? Life?  Relationships?

When an adequate activation of the memory has occurred (a slight dissociative trance 
in the memory of that time) a person can “re-decide” something in that moment.

Bring them forward and ask them, “how would life have been different with this 
different decision?”  “How might life be different going forward?”   

NARRATIVE THERAPY 
(White, Epston, Freedman and Combs
The stories we tell about ourselves shape our lives

We need to be careful and examine the dominant stories that were written by 
others (family or socio-cultural)

Consider how stories are embedded in larger narratives- communities and 
cultures 

We can “re-author” those stories and find new interpretations and alternative 
meanings.  

Look for unique outcomes – how did that happen?  

The problem is the problem- not the person

Solution Oriented and Brief Therapy
Use scaling 1-10 

THE MIRACLE QUESTION:  “Suppose that one night, while you were asleep , 
there was a miracle, and this problem was solved.  How would you know?  
What would be different?”

When they succeed or change something: 

“How did you do that?”  “How did you get that to happen” 
“What was each of you doing differently?”

“What would each of you need to do or say (or be) in order to have that happen 
again?”
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Pearls from Gottman’s work
Many “problems” in relationships are not solvable based on personality differences. 

Ineffective conflict management that moves into disengagement is particularly dangerous 
to the sustenance of the relationship. 

Harsh startups (flash fighting with a quick escalation) are predictive of relationship demise. 

THE FOUR HORSEMAN OF THE APOCALYPSE:

CRITICISM, CONTEMPT (Includes eye-rolling and “faces”), DEFENSIVENESS, AND     

STONEWALLING (Refusal to talk, walking away)

When people get “flooded” (heart rate and blood pressure up) no productive conversation 
will ensue.  Best to take a time out- calm down- and then re-engage. 

(Gottman cont.)
Deal with the existential nature of perpetual issues…the meaning that they hold 
for each person. 

Savor and pursue situations that promote positive affect, build fondness, 
admiration, appreciation and friendship.  

Repair attempts are crucial 

Turning towards instead of away  (little bids and turns are important)

Building shared meaning in the relationship helps carry people thru

Build rituals of connection

Affective Neuroscience
by Panksepp (can be viewed as a list of archetypes
Seven affect systems that operate in all mammals: 

The Sentry- scans for danger and protects (norepinephrine and adrenaline)

The Nest Builder – involved in bonding and connection (oxytocin)

The Explorer – involved in seeking, joy, learning, adventure (norepinephrine and dopamine)

The Commander-in-Chief – dominance, control, anger, statue, and submission ( testosterone 
and epinephrine/adrenaline)

The Sensualist – sexuality, touch, lust, (testosterone and estrogen)

The Jester – play, fun, laughter, joy (dopamine)

The Energy Czar – manages bodily needs: energy, food, warmth, shelter, etc. (managed by the 
Hypothalamus)
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ATTACHMENT 
Sue Johnson (Emotionally Focused Couples Therapy – Creating corrective attachment experiences 
(safety, empathy, attunement ) during the session.   

Stan Tatkin (PACT therapy) working with attachment patterns- partner’s are in each other’s care.  

Dan Siegel, Alan Shore, Louis Cozolino – The California crew (Interpersonal Neurobiology)

PROBLEMS WITH AN OVEREMPHASIS ON BUILDING SECURE ATTACHMENT AS THE MAIN FOCUS OF 
TREATMENT:

It often does not get at the unconscious dynamics driving the conflict or disconnection.  The murk of 
projective identification (interlocking complexes) can be missed. It also does not build differentiation 
skills for how to cope with the inevitable destabilization of the pair-bond that occurs as they both grow 
and change.  Done “wrong” these therapies can lead to enmeshment and suppression of the 
emergence of new aspects of each of their personalities (individuation). 

Attachment therapists also tend to avoid the teaching of “skills.”  or addressing content.  They are 
almost exclusively process focused. 

RELATIONSHIP IS AT THE HEART OF LIFE
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Connection and Joy

Playfulness and Affection

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017
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WE HAVE AN INNATE LONGING FOR

Connection, relationship, belonging, 

being seen, known, have people “get” us.

When we cannot get there, we do this

Or this
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Downward spiral

Attachment Protest moves to 
Sadness … into  
Resigned Disconnection… and
Apathy- where the loss of 
connection no longer matters

In ancient times 

being outside of the herd (community) meant certain death 

We are currently in an epidemic of loneliness

RELATIONSHIP QUANDRIES

Why does the safest person in the world  now feel so dangerous?  

Why do we fight over “nothing?”

What happens to people after “commitment?” 

Why do children change the way WE were?” 

Why do we lose a sense of desire for a person we love the most?
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When people become emotionally important to each other, 
deeply embedded, implicit (outside of consciousness) memories 
related to dependency needs begin to emerge. 

This vulnerability activates childhood attachment patterns with 
their accompanying fears of abandonment or engulfment.  

Most people don’t understand the inner self system and how to 
take care of these “inner kids”.  

ATTACHMENT PATTERNS
How comfortable are you with closeness and interdependence?

A person’s basic attachment pattern will determine whether they seek distance 
or closeness under stress. 

These patterns are embedded in the nervous system.  

THEY ARE IMPLICIT - OPERATING AUTOMATICALLY – AND ARE ENTIRELY 
OUTSIDE OF AWARNESS

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

ANXIOUS/AMBIVALENT
Present as more obviously insecure, needy or clingy

Become ambivalent (angry) because of their tremendous need for reassurance, while not 
wanting to be perceived as too needy, jealous, clingy or controlling(they have been told 
this before). 

They fear and expect rejection, which they often have a history of, and create due to 
excessive bids for connection and reassurance.  

They also can become chronically upset or angry when their bids for contact are not 
responded to.   They have litanies of complaints when they come into therapy and are not 
easily soothed or reassured.  They become “allergic to hope” over time.  

In relationships with a dismissive partner, they can begin to appear unstable or even 
borderline as their anxiety escalates. 
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AVOIDANT
These individuals need lots of space.

They appear highly independent – but have a lot going on inside.  They need 
distance in order to stabilize and self-organize.  They can begin to feel 
overwhelmed, overstimulated and unable to maintain a sense of self in close 
contact with others.  

They are extremely private and don’t trust easily. 

SECURE ATTACHMENT 
Comfortable with closeness, not overly distressed by occasional distance.   

Expect good outcomes for relationships, thus they can tolerate occasional  
conflict or mis-attunements without significant distress.  

Able to make repairs quickly.  

Knowable, trustable, low drama and calm at the core. 

SECURE FUNCTIONING RELATIONSHIPS

EVERYONE CAN MOVE TOWARD A SECURE FUNCTIONING RELATIONSHIP

REGARDLESS OF WHERE THEY START!

Stan Tatkin talks about how being in a secure functioning relationship 
actually gives people a “brain upgrade”…. The attachment wiring of 
childhood begins to rewire and people’s nervous systems settle down. 
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Partners with an attachment nervous system 
that is fundamentally secure 
Self-regulate more easily and when distressed return to baseline more quickly 

Engage in conflict productively, adopt constructive strategies for stress, their 
“protests” about attachment breaches are for the purpose of educating the 
partner and re-establishing a trusting connection

With better regulation skills, they have access to negative affect without being 
overwhelmed by negative emotions or distorted cognitions. 

Expect that others to have good intensions (positive attribution), thus have 
reduced defensive reactivity.  They personalize less.

Anticipate that negative partner behavior is a result of misunderstanding, is 
temporary or reversible. 

Research on Insecure Attachment & Anger: 
Anxious/Ambivalent and Avoidant

Insecure types are prone to experience and express dysfunctional types of anger 
(tantrums and destructive behavior) that weaken the attachment bond and lead 
to alienation.  

Anxious/Ambivalent types ruminate then get angry 

Avoidant types distance and withdraw.  
◦ Both can be explosive.   

(Mikulincer, 1998, Adult Attachment and  Individual Differences in Functional 
Versus Dysfunctional Experiences of Anger, Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 74:2). 

RELATIONSHIP REALITIES
Everybody can be difficult at times.  All people are “high-maintenance” when 
you get up close and personal (Stan Tatkin)
Any partner you pick will come with a set of challenges and evoke different 
dimensions of YOUR personality. 

Trading out doesn’t eliminate these realities.  We don’t usually see what 
(“who”) lives in another person  until we join our lives with them and they 
become “deep family.” then the rest of the cast comes out from behind the 
curtain.  

If you decide to leave this relationship, at least learn how to “do” relationship- it 
will carry over to the next partner you pick and you will pick better!
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Intimate relationships are a two person system and 
communication is always occurring- with our without 
words
Intimate relationships are not “parallel play.”  Bonding changes us- we become 
co-influencers.

Rogue actions on big things are a deep threat to the security of the partnership.  
Good partners do not scare each other.  

Mature, secure partners care for each other’s well-being, growth and 
development as people – commitment to the relationship creates the security 
(stable on the deck of a moving ship). 

A natural sense of generosity and accommodation without abdication is 
indicative of a good relationship – people give from love, not duty

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

Fairness and Equity – in today’s relationships, what gets established as the rules for operation has to be 
good for both people or there will be problems

Fairness and Equity also create problems in and of themselves because things have to be negotiated and 
we have developed very few of these skills. 

Read Polly Young-Eisendrath’s book                                     for a more thorough discussion of why fairness, 
equity, and reciprocity is so difficult                                        for couples in the 21st Century.  (we have no role 
models and it requires amazing                                             communication skills and an understand of 
projective identification! 

INTRAPSYCHIC WORK
PARTS PSYCHOLOGY

Psychology of the Selves (Hal and Sidra Stone

Inner Cast of Characters (Wakefield)

Internal Family Systems (Richard Schwartz) 

Jungian Complexes

Projections and Projective Identification

Repetition Compulsions – Reworking 
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Her Inner Cast of Characters

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

His Inner Cast of Characters

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

Positive Projections –
Often assumed
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The Flip to Negative Projections and threat 
response when assumptions are disappointed

INNER CAST OF CHARACTERS

HER INNER CAST HIS INNER CAST

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

How our “inner cast” develops
Behind every “inner character” is a vulnerable child who figured out how to get 
his/her needs met.  

Our adult personality develops to protect this vulnerability - to gain approval, 
love, protection, nurture, belonging, power, status, a place in the world.

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017
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DANGEROUS DRIVERS WHEN THEY ARE 
AT THE WHEEL
The Pleaser (be good, be beautiful/handsome, make me laugh, don’t be angry, 
difficult, needy or sad, help me out, make me happy)

The Perfect One (be the best, win, achieve, make me proud)

The Strong One/Hero/Savior/Martyr(do be a child don’t have needs or ask 
much of me)

DIALOGUE THERAPY 
Polly Young-Eisendrath

Dialogue Therapy is founded on the psychoanalytic theory of projective identification as an 
unconscious or semiconscious  affective communication between partners that undermines the 
conscious intentions of partners and erodes the attachment bond and intimacy over time. 

When projective identification is idealizing (falling in love), it is usually intoxicating for one or 
both partners. When it transforms into negativity or hostility during the phase of 
disillusionment, it is painful and deadens the vitality of the relationship. 

Also draws on psychoanalytic methods of interpreting and finding meaning in unconscious 
affective communication of implied or explicit emotional demands on a partner that originate in 
an individual’s early attachment bonds, relational trauma, or other trauma. 

These demands lead to “psychological complexes,” “repetition compulsions,” or implicit “blind 
spots” in an intimate relationship. Partners create their own unique dynamic field of 
transferences and counter-transferences, especially on issues that cause threat or conflict.  

MINDFULNESS IN RELATING
Encourages clients to develop mindfulness activities which allow them to step back from 

emotional reactivity and aggression and to remain anchored in their own experience while 

relating to an important other.  

Dialogue requires that partners to step back from projective identification and begin to feel and 

experience their own subjectivity and tendency to “create” the partner as an “intimate enemy” 

who carries disavowed (especially negative, sometimes idealized) aspects of the self. Dialogue 

should be used in times of emotionally charged conflict, instead of active aggression (attacking, 

criticizing) or passive aggression (withdrawing, lying, hiding).

61

62

63



4/24/2019

22

FOUR DIALOGUE SKILLS
1) Speaking for Yourself: Using I-statements, staying away from “You” or even “We” statements; 
formulating your statements in “chunks” short enough for a partner to paraphrase; recognizing the 
two-way street of back-and-forth; using feeling-oriented formulations when possible (“I feel [X 
feeling] when you [do/say/imply/act]”); not to be slavish to the formula, but to recognize that 
perception is subjective.

2) Paraphrasing: Summarizing and saying back to your partner what you understood them to say; it is 
not parroting or using a cliché like “I heard you saying…”; rather, it requires:

Stepping back from your own emotional reactivity (learning to contain feelings for now)

Concentrating on what the other person is trying to communicate

Taking responsibility for what was heard and verifying the accuracy of that 

Checking to see if you heard what they intended.  If your partner says, “that’s not what I meant,” 
trying again until they say “yes, you got it.”

3) Being Curious and Expanding the Story: Maintaining a mindful gap means being curious and 
always trying to get the Big Picture of what your partner is trying to tell you; stepping outside of 
your own feelings (Can you feel angry without being angry?) and seeing if you are able to catch 
the actual meaning conveyed by the partner; always remaining open to hearing more and 
expanding the story being conveyed (being empathic does not mean being in agreement)

4) Responding Respectfully (without aimed aggression) After your partner who has concurred 
that you have understood, then you respond with your own feelings and thoughts in I-
statements; you should feel a greater equanimity and clarity after paraphrasing; the sense of a 
mindful space or gap between you is refreshing and allows for two subjectivities.

Dialogue continues through repeating these four skilled interactions until the conflict is 
negotiated and resolved or until it is understood and simply allowed to remain a difference 
between partners

The structure supports respectful exchange even in the midst of intense emotions.  Both 
partners are expected to take responsibility for their blind spots.

Differentiation and accepting the partner’s Separate Subjectivity is an important teaching in 
this work

The structure creates a “breaking” mechanism for partners who have harsh start ups or begin 
to talk over each other

It supports both listening AND understanding and ferrets out projections and assumptions that 
get voiced and clarified in the Paraphrasing.  
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Projective Identification-
Interlocking Complexes

UNMUDDLING THE “MURK” 

Projective Identification

An unconscious “emotional kidnapping” of one person by another person in which neither 
can identify where the trouble is coming from. “I don’t act this way with anyone but you.”  
“Why is this relationship evoking things from me that aren’t even me? ” 

The “projector” evokes certain emotional reactions in the partner who identifies with it 
and plays out what is being projected by the other.  All of this is unconscious.  The feeling 
is one of being trapped in a hall of distorting mirrors. A lot of cross-complaining goes one.  
“I am hurt and angry,” says one.  The other replies, “I am hurt and angry, too.” 

These unconscious entanglements develops when there are unrecognized affective states 
due to mis-attunements and projections that are crumbling, unidentified needs, 
complexes that get activated in intimate relationships (history). 

THINK ABOUT THE OVERSTORY 

(Ego identity, overt needs, Involves the Persona- the face we present to the world) 

AND THE UNDERSTORY

(Relationship history, attachment profile, unmet childhood needs, early decisions, 
automatic scripts- both adaptive and maladaptive + all unconscious aspects of the 
personality existent and emergent).  

INDIVIDUATION 

Jung’s term for the growth of the personality over a lifetime.  “Who you were born to be.”  
Each person’s journey is unique and we become distressed and neurotic, sometimes 
psychotic when we are misaligned with the deep truth of who we are.  
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Inner World  
conscious &  
unconscious 

Outer 
Life

Inner World-
conscious &
unconscious

Outer 
Life W

Partner Two

Adult “Persona”/Ego- Identity, 
Requirements of Life/Stressors,  Goals 
desired attainments) , Revealed and 

unrevealed expectations, Scripts (how 
things should be) 

Attachment Imprint,  Historical needs and 
longings,  Implicit/Procedural Memory 

(immediate, unconscious and non-verbal) 

Partner One

© Chelsea Wakefield 2018

Ambivalence
One of the important discoveries of psychoanalysis is that intimate relationships 
are filled with feelings of ambivalence. 

Our capacity to tolerate the tension of these competing emotions is a mark of 
emotional maturity

We need to educate people that ambivalent feelings are part of “normal” 
relationships- moving from anger to love, disgust to delight, fear to safety… 

People typically become frightened and disheartened when they experience 
ambivalence because they do not understand that these competing emotions are 
part of all important relationships

Inside-Outside
Expectations/Projections

Many people operate out of a sense of pressure from the expectations of 
others.  Some of these pressure comes from outside- but many more come from 
inside.  A large part of couples therapy is the clarification of these
Explore internal scripts and projected expectations for the roles they are 
inhabiting or not inhabiting 

“being a good partner”
“being a good/excellent/acceptable person?”

Have each of them defined their roles? Do they have a sense of whether they 
are succeeding or failing?  Are they defending a sense of failure?  Who’s failure 
(internal or external)?  What does their partner think/feel about how they are 
fulfilling their roles?  Has this been discussed before?  

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017
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WORKING WITH COUPLES 

This is not individual therapy
Lead with confidence. Establish a safe, secure structure immediately – you are in charge 
and will guide the session, but will back out gradually as they demonstrate their 
capacity to practice what they are learning.  Inform them that your job is to interrupt 
what’s not working and help them to do something different. 

Conduct “CPR” for couples in crisis in the first session. Instill hope. Educate and if at all 
possible facilitate an  interchange in which they experience being understood and the 
partner having empathy.  Begin to describe how each has their own experience and 
interpretation of events.       

Create a shift in context and narrative – most people are scared.  Normalize client’s 
difficulty- “no-one teaches us how to do relationship.”  

Educate about the process of couples therapy and how you will operate with them.  
Create a road forward.   

Explain attachment patterns and how intimate relationships have more to do with 
how two nervous systems are interacting than communication problems.  People 
who feel safe with each other can communicate- even without being taught “good 
communication technique”  (Interpersonal neurobiology)

People with good communication technique can bludgeon each other with “I” 
language if there is not compassion.

Relationship problems develop out of what we do with disillusionment and the 
subsequent power struggles and threat responses than about bad communication 
skills. Couples that can stay engaged, curious, compassionate and regulated can 
work thru just about anything- even if they don’t use the best communication skills.     
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FACE TO FACE AND ROLLING CHAIRS
Many therapists work with couples facing them instead of each other.  Get them face to face and 
into each other’s eyes.  I use rolling, swiveling chairs so that I can slide in and out small pieces of 
individual “unblocking” work. 

If you work with swiveling chairs it is easier to get clients into each others eyes. 

If you work in a rolling chair, you can roll to the side of each partner and play their alter ego  
rewording some of their destructive or ineffective communications in ways that reveals what is 
going on underneath and will land better in their partner.  

We always check with the client, “Is that right?” and encourage them to correct if we did not “get 
it.”  

We are naming some things that are just beneath their awareness being careful not to lead too far 
ahead.   

Principles and Practices  
Coaching for capacities – Your Work:
To teach principles and practices that lead to successful relationships and make enduring love and 
trust possible.

To address practices that destroy secure, enduring relationships

To support clients in experiencing connection and successful relating IN SESSION – highlighting 
when they are succeeding and coaching for change, so that they can begin to relate differently at 
home

To note the limits of each client’s “window of tolerance” (flooding, dysregulation, and dissociation) 

To work with and educate each regarding the interactional challenges of their individual 
“attachment profiles”    

To encourage the development of the personal capacities that undergird successful relationships   

Couples Therapy 
Couples therapy is “in vivo” work rather than second hand reporting. 

Show me who you are in relationship and what you do – especially when the 
two of you get into trouble.  

While we are working in present time, we understand that we are working 
with an “inner cast of characters” – multiple dimensions of personality at every 
age and stage of life, with implicit memories embedded in the nervous system.  
These activate in situations that are similar in present time.  

The body remembers everything                                                                                         
We are much like Russian nesting dolls                                                                         
– every age we have ever been.  

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017
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Types of Couples 
you will see
CHRONIC CONFLICT – “We can’t talk without fighting”

DISCONNECTION/DEVITALIZATION – “We don’t talk at all.”  “We don’t have 
sex.”  Often presenting in a mid-life re-evaluation, but increasingly at retirement

DEVELOPMENTAL JUNCTURES AND ADJUSTMENT DIFFICULTIES -Redefining 
the roles and relationship across the arch of the life and developmental stages 
of relationship 
DEFINE THE RELATIONSHIP couples with fears of or uneven commitments, 
boundary issues, defining expectations, fidelity, roles and relationship scripts. 

CRISIS – usually a betrayal or secret of some sort has come to light; sometimes 
a significant loss that the couple is having difficulty dealing with  

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

SEEKING ADVICE about relationship problems related to addiction, mental 
health issues, or chronic illness

FIND THE BAD GUY – Hoping to rope you in as the expert to exert pressure on 
the other

DROPPING THE PARTNER OFF – One has already made a decision to leave the 
relationship and they want to announce it here. 

INCREASINGLY I AM SEEING COUPLES WHO WANT TO GET OFF TO A GOOD 
START 

OR ENRICH THEIR RELATIONSHIP!  

Sexual Concerns –
the Split between Sex Therapy and Couples Therapy
Research shows that few couples therapists ask openly about a couples sex life.  
Get some specific training in this area!

If a couple senses that you are comfortable with or know something about 
sexual issues they will bring up questions and problems with: low sexual desire, 
sexual functioning, sexual avoidance, sexless marriages, sexual orientation, 
unusual arousal templates, fetishes,  concerns about “sexual addiction” (a 
contested label), and concerns about pornography

Increasingly couples come with questions about alternative relationship options 
– open relationships, polyamory, swinging, kink

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017
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IS IT JUST A COMMUNICATION ISSUE?
Most couples will come in saying they are having communication problems.  

Communication skills are important, but people who know how to 
communicate cannot do it when they are upset and activated. Working with 
projective identification (the unconscious and projected content) helps a lot 
with unresolvable conflicts and flash flights.  

Learn DBT skills and teach them to your couples.  Mindfulness, distress 
tolerance, emotional regulation, couples therapy is all about interpersonal 
effectiveness.   

While some couples talk a lot- the crucial information is not being conveyed 
(emotional and underlying needs).    

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

While we want clients to be respectful, we are not encouraging people to “get 
along.” we need to teach couples the art of getting into trouble with each other 
and then get out.  To identify their interlocking complexes and develop a plan 
for helping each other when one (or both) go unconscious.  

Teach them about projection and point out when they are projecting onto each 
other.  We all project- so normalize this.  While we exaggerate in projections, we 
also project where there are hooks to hang things.  Is there a history in one or 
the other about what is being projected?   

Do you actually understand your partner – do you know their “raw spots,” and 
complexes?  Do you have their “play book” or “operating manual?”

Curiosity
Get your couples to ask each other questions!!!  Especially the one who is 
always explaining what the other thinks and feels.   If what he/she says is not 
accurate, why is it that the partner does not correct or object?  (Is this a power 
balance issue? A script issue? A self-confidence issue? A disconnection issue… 
don’t care?)  

Asking a partner a question requires that person to look inside and self-reveal 

Cultivate curiosity…”you think you know this person…. Let’s go deeper.”  

If answering questions is frightening, slow down and learn why…. Is there a 
Gatekeeper alarm going off? Has information been used against them?  

82

83

84



4/24/2019

29

Inner Work
SEPARATING THE PAST FROM THE PRESENT

Healing the wounds of the past and “time-binding” so that experiences of the 
past do not contaminate the present

COMPASSION

Facing Difficult Truths about one’s imperfect self Facing the imperfections and 
challenges of being with THIS partner (relinquishing the fantasy of the perfect 
partner or the “ghostly lover”). We are all imperfect human beings. Movement 
towards Mercy and Compassion for self and other vs. Shame and Self-
Condemnation.  

Mercy and accountability are not contradictory ideas!

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

Cross Questioning –wonder about things
You can assess how well people are attuned to each other by Cross questioning 

“What does he mean by that?”  

“what is happening with your partner right now?“

“Do you know what she is talking about?”  

If they get it wrong a lot- or don’t know wonder… why not?  Is it fear? Lack of skill?  
Self-absorption?  What has been in the way? 

Cross questioning  helps you to check how well they know each other and what their 
projections are.  

”Does she have that right?”  “Would you like to change or amend that in any way?”  

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

Mapping the Plays 
finding exit ramps of the conflict highway

Draw the progression of conflict as if it were a football chart. 

You do or says ______________________

Next he/she interpret (create a narrative) ____________ and react by ____________

Then you interpret (create a narrative) ______________ and react by _______________

Etc. 

How does it all develop?  What are the stories being told?  The interpretations?  The projections? 

Charting can externalize and normalize a couples troubled interaction pattern and show the places 
where distortions, projection, and misinterpretations are occurring

What are the real underlying needs here?  Can they be voiced? 

How can this couple create an exit ramp at each choice point?  

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017
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Teach them to take a break when they are flooded because the amygdala will 
always win in competition with the cerebral cortex!

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

TEACH PEOPLE TO LISTEN DEEPLY
People have no idea how they shut each other down - point this out. 
Notice faces that are clouding and when people stop connection.  Ask the other, 
“What just happened to your partner?”  This is part of teaching attunement. 
Ask the other person about the impact of harsh, critical, diagnostic or contemptuous 
communications… Ask the other- “So how are you feeling in response to what your 
partner is saying?”   Coach to speak about their own experience using “I” and feeling 
language – expressing needs and requests. 
Use the skills of Dialogue for people who counter-complain or interrupt or don’t listen.
Remind people that requests are not “edicts”- they are the beginning of a learning 
conversation. 
Teach them the difference between a request and a demand. 

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

Wakefield’s Six Core Capacities of Conscious Relationship 
from the upcoming book - The Labyrinth of Love
(due out in 2020 from Chiron Publications)
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INTER- SUBJECTIVITY- LEARNING ABOUT YOUR PARTNERS 
INNER WORLD IS THE MAGIC KEY TO INTIMACY
When people start to share their inner lives- they begin to experience knowing 
and being known…. connected…intimate.

In order to do this, they have to be in touch with an inner life… some people 
have never looked in… but the inner life is there

What lights you up?  What moves you?  What has mattered to you over the 
course of your life?  What mattered when you were young?  

Follow the light in their eyes…. Follow the meaning trail.

Discover things.  Ask questions that help a partner discover themselves.  

Develop areas of shared meaning – what is their love story and who are they in 
that story?

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

#1 Think I tell couples
Move to Curiosity- Ask more questions
People do a lot of talking, but they do not always seek to understand the other person

Ask questions – learn about your partner’s inner world… who are they…really? How 
did this come to be?  Turn to Wonder… “I wonder what would cause him/her to think, 
feel, believe, act that way?  (Parker Palmer).

Listening requires the capacity to regulate oneself in hearing disconcerting 
information- to contain the impulse to “counter.” 

It requires a true desire to know and understand the partner

It requires maturity

It feel like LOVE

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

Inner Work
Communicating Necessary Truths  with Clarity and Compassion   

Learning to be Curious vs. Furious  cultivating the capacity for Non-
defensive Listening and Deeper Questions to understand meaning and 
context 

Making requests about needs (vs. demands) and beginning a cooperation 
and learning conversation     

Learning to Manage strong emotions like anxiety, fear, jealousy, anger, 
sadness, loneliness and boredom 
Self-Awareness- Identifying the real needs underlying strong emotions-
learning about your individual attachment patterns and complexes

Revealing vulnerability vs. armoring up  

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017
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The Work
Seeing beyond  projections

Beginning to recognize one's Inner Cast of Characters  Recognizing that one's 
partner has an “inner cast “ as well.  Noticing "who" is relating to "whom."   

Working on Differentiation - not becoming instantly contaminated by the 
emotions of another;  knowing and holding onto your  own truths in close 
proximity or under pressure from an important other 

Differentiation undergirds Individuation- becoming the person you were born to 
be

Learning to tolerate the anxiety that growing evokes    

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

Individuation in Connection – Conscious 
Relationships
Defining what is meaningful in THIS relationship- Customizing your Connection 

Each deepens their mutual commitment for ongoing personal work (healing, 
individuation, shadow work) and to support the ongoing growth of the partner 

Deepening trust that this partner knows and loves you and has your back …. 

Experiencing gratitude for the partner’s love and support               

Engaging in occasional examination and renegotiation of the roles, and 
structures of the partnership as both people continue to grow, change, age, and 
as life circumstances evolve   

Remaining attuned and willing to encounter the partner anew …. Sense of 
surprise, vitality and wonder

Deepening faith in the unfolding goodness of life and a sense of fulfillment in 
one’s life purpose 

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017

The hope- Individuation in Connection
Experiencing an undefended sense of generosity and the flow of reciprocity

Capacity for tolerating the anxiety that growth evokes increases 

Expanded capacity for joy, pleasure and play 

We learn to manage the anxiety regarding potential loss that accompanies all 
relationships where someone really matters to you  

We learn to separate & re-connect with ease          

We learn to value "the Mystery of Love."

CHELSEA WAKEFIELD - COPYRIGHT 2017
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BUILDING BLOCKS OF A WONDERFUL RELATIONSHIP 
• Ongoing commitment, curiosity, compassion for self and other.  

Cooperation in co-creating a unique relationship.  Experiencing stability 
and trust in what we have agreed to.  Ongoing adaptation to the changes 
and challenges across the lifespan.  Individuation in Connection. 

• Communication Skills:  Self-revealing what is true for me, at the right time and place; 
speaking non-aggressively  - without contempt or “tone”; making requests vs. demands, 
remaining engaged and present when listening deeply (beyond the words) to a 
partner’s self-revelations.  Awareness that we listen thru filters. Checking assumptions.  
Recognizing projections.  Allowing for separate subjectivities. 

• Co-regulation- Understanding a partner’s attachment style and 
vulnerabilities.  Identifying interlocking complexes - and how our two 
“inner cast of characters,” mix and match to relate well.  Forgoing idealized 
fantasies and seeing each other more clearly.  Bringing our whole selves and 
investing in THIS relationship and what is possible here with this person.     

• Self-Awareness- personal work: Who I am? What matters to me?  How do 
I operate in a variety of situations (complexes and inner selves)?  What do 
I have to offer in relationship?  What do I not see or know about myself 
(shadow work).  What is my personal work to expand my relationship 
capacities, and to heal aspects of my history that burden a relationship. 

• Attachment Profile – understand your nervous system “set” 
and that of your partner which determines interpersonal 
regulation capacity, comfort with closeness and basic trust in 
self and others.  Understand that close relationships activate 
inner “selves” (younger/vulnerable/defensive) that aren’t 
active outside of relationship. 
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