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Abstract. In this paper we introduce the reader to our recent developments of an emotion-focused approach
to couple therapy. We identify three core motivations that need to be attended to in facilitating conflict
resolution in intimate relationships — the need for attachment, the need to have identity validated by
the other, and attraction to the other. These motives, we suggest, are governed by the feelings they
engender, making couple relationships a key means of emotion regulation. We describe different categories
of feelings, distinguishing between primary emotions that are directly related to satisfaction of our core
motivations and those emotions that are influenced by other factors in our psychological make-up. A
five-stage model of an emotion-focused way of working with couples is outlined. These steps are designed
to help partners gain awareness of and constructively express their different emotions. We emphasize that
in order to resolve couple conflict it is not only important to develop the capacity to empathize with and
soothe the other in a relationship but also to be able to soothe one’s own anxieties and sense of shame and
to tolerate disappointments.
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Die Dynamik der Emotion, der Liebe und der Macht in einem emotionsfokussierten Ansatz der
Paartherapie
In diesem Artikel stellen wir dem Leser und der Leserin unsere jüngsten Entwicklungen des
emotionsfokussierten Ansatzes in der Paartherapie vor. Wir identifizieren drei Kernmotivationen, denen
man Beachtung schenken muss, wenn man Konfliktlösung in intimen Beziehungen fördern will: das
Bedürfnis nach Bindung, das Bedürfnis danach, dass die eigene Identität vom anderen bestätigt wird,
sowie das Hingezogen-Sein zum andern. Diese Motive, so nehmen wir an, werden von den Gefühlen
geleitet, die sie erzeugen. Das macht Paarbeziehungen zu einem Schlüsselmoment emotionaler Regulation.
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Wir beschreiben verschiedene Kategorien von Gefühlen und unterscheiden dabei primäre Emotionen,
die direkt in Verbindung stehen mit der Befriedigung unserer Kernmotivationen, und jene Emotionen,
die von anderen Faktoren unserer psychologischen Verfassung beeinflusst sind. Ein Fünf-Phasen-Modell
eines emotionsfokussierten Vorgehens in der Arbeit mit Paaren wird skizziert. Diese Schritte sollen Partnern
helfen, sich ihrer verschiedenen Emotionen bewusst zu werden und diese konstruktiv auszudrücken.
Wir betonen, dass es bei der Lösung eines Paarkonflikts nicht nur wichtig ist, die Fähigkeit zu entwickeln,
mit dem anderen in einer Beziehung mitzufühlen und ihn zu beruhigen, sondern auch in der Lage zu
sein, die eigenen Ängste und Schamgefühle zu besänftigen und Enttäuschungen zu tolerieren.

Las dinámicas de emoción, amor y poder en un acercamiento a terapia de parejas enfocado en la
emoción
En este escrito presentamos al lector nuestros desarrollos recientes de un acercamiento enfocado en la
emoción en la terapia de parejas. Identificamos tres motivaciones claves que necesitan ser atendidas/ a las
que hay que prestar atención para facilitar la resolución de conflictos en las relaciones íntimas — la
necesidad de apego, la necesidad que la identidad sea validada por el otro y la atracción por el otro.
Planteamos que estos motivos están gobernados por los sentimientos que generan, haciendo que las
relaciones de pareja sean un medio clave de regular la emoción. Describimos diferentes categorías de
sentimientos, distinguiendo entre emociones primarias que están directamente relacionadas a la satisfacción
de nuestras motivaciones centrales, y aquellas emociones que están influenciadas por otros factores en
nuestro carácter/modo de ser. Se presenta un modelo de cinco etapas de trabajo con parejas en una forma
centrada en la emoción. Estas etapas están pensadas para ayudar a las parejas a tomar conciencia de sus
diferentes emociones y expresarlas constructivamente. Enfatizamos que para resolver conflictos de pareja
no sólo es importante en una relación desarrollar la capacidad de empatizar.con el otro y tranquilizarlo
sino también ser capaces de calmar nuestras propias ansiedades y sentido de vergüenza y tolerar las
desilusiones.

Les Dynamiques de l’Emotion, de l’Amour et du Pouvoir dans une Approche Centrée-sur-l’Emotion
de la Thérapie des Couples
Dans cet article nous décrivons, pour le lecteur, nos développements récents d’une approche centrée-sur-
l’émotion de la thérapie du couple. Nous identifions trois motivations fondamentales auxquelles il faut
être attentif dans la facilitation de la résolution de conflits dans le cadre de relations d’intimité: le besoin
d’attachement, le besoin de la validation de son identité par l’autre et l’attirance vers l’autre. Nous suggérons
que ces motivations sont gouvernées par les sentiments qu’elles engendrent, ce qui fait que les relations de
couple sont un moyen clef pour la régulation des émotions. Nous décrivons des catégories différentes
d’émotions, faisant la distinction entre les émotions primaires, qui sont reliées directement à la satisfaction
de nos motivations fondamentales et les émotions qui sont influencées par d’autres facteurs de notre
construction psychologique. Un modèle en trois étapes est ébauché quant à une manière centrée-sur-
l’émotion de travailler avec des couples. Ces étapes sont conçues pour faciliter la conscience et l’expression
constructive des émotions différentes dans le couple. Nous soulignons le fait que, pour résoudre le conflit
dans un couple il n’est pas seulement important de développer la capacité à être empathique avec l’autre
dans la relation et de l’apaiser, mais qu’il est important, également, de pouvoir apaiser ses propres
inquiétudes, et son sentiment de honte et de tolérer des déceptions.

A Dinâmica da Emoção, Amor e Poder numa Abordagem Focada na Emoção à Terapia de Casais
No presente artigo apresentamos ao leitor os nossos recentes desenvolvimentos de uma abordagem focada
na emoção para a terapia de casal. Identificamos três motivações centrais que têm de ser atendidas aquando
da facilitação de resolução de conflitos em relações íntimas: a necessidade de vinculação, a necessidade de
uma identidade validada pelo outro e a atracção pelo outro. Sugerimos que tais motivações são governadas
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pelos sentimentos que desencadeiam, tornando as relações de casal num modo chave de regulação de
emoções. Descrevemos diferentes categorias de sentimentos, estabelecendo uma distinção entre as emoções
primárias, que se encontram directamente relacionadas com a satisfação das nossas motivações centrais e
as emoções que são influenciadas por outros factores da nossa constituição psicológica. É esboçado um
modelo em cinco estádios para o trabalho focado na emoção com casais. Tais estádios são concebidos
para ajudar os parceiros a tomar consciência das suas diferentes emoções e a expressá-las construtivamente.
Enfatizamos que, com vista à resolução de um conflito num casal, é necessário não só desenvolver a
capacidade de, numa relação, empatizar com o outro e tranquilizá-lo, mas também aprender a aplacar as
próprias ansiedades e sentimento de vergonha e a tolerar as frustrações.

The initial theory of emotionally focused therapy (EFT) with couples (EFT-C) proposed that
it was the process of the revealing of underlying vulnerable feelings, based on adult unmet needs
for closeness and recognition, and the partner’s subsequent empathic responsiveness to these
feelings that helped restructure the emotional bond (Greenberg & Johnson, 1986, 1988). This
hypothesis has been supported in a number of studies (Greenberg, Ford, Alden, & Johnson,
1993; Greenberg, James, & Conry, 1988; Johnson & Greenberg, 1988). We have recently
expanded on this view to suggest that affect regulation is a core motive in coupling and that we
attach to, influence, and are drawn to others, in order to regulate our affect.

We argue that adopting an overall affect regulation lens and considering both an
attachment/love and influence/power lens helps us to understand human behavior and couple
interaction in more observable and concrete terms. In our expanded approach we also integrate
into couple therapy more of our work from individual therapy that focuses on the self and
the resolution of the pain of unmet childhood needs. We suggest that self-change and self-
soothing as well as other-soothing helps in restructuring emotional bonds and ensures more
enduring change in these bonds. This is a finding that has been well borne out in Gottman’s
(1999) research where he finds self-soothing to be an important element of what makes
partnership work — that the individual’s ability to sooth themselves contributes to the success
of the partnership. We thus expand the initial EFT-C framework on promoting regulation of
emotion by the other to include work on increasing self-regulation of emotion based on the
notion that couples conflict results from breakdowns in both other- and self-regulation of
affect. We thus work in couple therapy to help the partners regulate the emotions of anger,
sadness, fear, shame, and love and other positive emotions in both self and other.

In an affect-regulation view of coupling we suggest that we are motivated to have the
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emotions we want and not have the emotions we do not want and that we function in this
way because it aids survival and growth. Much interaction thus is driven by the satisfaction of
feelings — by the felt excitement and satisfaction when relationships are meeting our needs
and by the anxieties and loneliness when they are not. We thus are drawn to each other,
attach, maintain our identities, and exercise our capabilities in the relationship because of
how these actions make us feel. It is important to note that this affect-regulation perspective
on coupling we are offering does not propose a hedonistic philosophy in which seeking
pleasure and avoiding pain is the primary motivation. Although we are suggesting that people
do primarily seek to feel positive emotions, “negative” emotions are highly functional and
serve survival goals, and people self-regulate emotions with the aim of achieving their goals
not simply to seek pleasure. People’s goals therefore consist of more than feeling good, thus,
at times, under certain circumstances they will seek “negative” emotions, tolerate pain, or
sacrifice themselves in the service of experiencing higher order feelings of virtue or love.

EMOTION THEORY

In our view, emotion, which has been defined as resulting from the appraisal of a situation in
relation to a person’s needs, goals or concerns (Frijda, 1986; Greenberg, Rice, & Elliott,
1993), is fundamentally adaptive and tells us if things are going our way or not. For example,
anger tells me that I am being unfairly treated or obstructed, and sadness that I have suffered
a loss. Emotion tell us what is good and bad for us and therefore forms the basis of the
organismic valuing process and is at the centre of the actualizing tendency.

Emotions, as well as organizing the self, also organize interactions with others. Members in
a family are highly connected to each other through this emotion system. They read each
other’s emotional signals with great care and this reading dominates their interactions. The
amygdala, at the core of the emotional brain, has been shown to be particularly attentive and
reactive to subliminal facial expressions of fear and anger, indicating how automatically and
rapidly people react to facial expressions of emotion (Schupp et al., 2004). Emotions change
interactions by changing the self. In anger, for example, the individual transforms by swelling
up, thrusting forward, and is both physiologically and cognitively organized to attack or defend.
The action tendency organizes the person to thrust forward or alternately to flee thereby changing
the person’s relationship with the environment. The emotional organization plus the facial
expression of anger in addition signals angry intent to the other. Emotion thus is our primary
signaling system and influences interaction by nonverbal communication. In addition to being
our primary motivational and communication system, emotion also is our primary meaning
system because emotion gives us feedback about our reactions to situations (Greenberg, 2002).

In addition to emotion, the emotion scheme concept is central to EFT theory, as it helps
introduce the role of learning into emotional responding. Emotion schemes refer to response-
producing internal organizations constructed from lived experience that, once activated,
synthesize a variety of levels and types of information from sensori-motor stimuli, emotion
memory, and conceptual level information, to produce current idiosyncratic emotional
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experience (Greenberg, Rice, & Elliott, 1993) that guides action. We have found that the
ability of individuals to access, soothe and transform core maladaptive emotion schemes
(emotional wounds) is central to self-change (Greenberg, 2002; Greenberg, Rice, & Elliott,
1993; Greenberg & Watson, 2006) and this helps interactional change. For example, a
husband who is vulnerable to feeling abandoned, on hearing his wife make arrangements to
go out with a friend, might suddenly begin to feel a sinking sensation in his stomach, possibly
even remember feelings of being alone as an adolescent, fear feeling lonely again, experience
a desire to cry out and a tendency to run towards comfort, and possibly think that he will not
be able survive this loneliness. He may then begin to put roadblocks in his wife’s way or sulk.
A maladaptive fear of abandonment emotion scheme has been activated and change in this
scheme will lead to change in self and interaction.

AFFECT REGULATION AND THE THREE MAJOR MOTIVATIONS

We suggest that the three major motivational systems of attachment, identity maintenance and
attraction are of central importance in couple therapy. These all are parts of an overall survival
and growth motivation (Greenberg, Rice, & Elliott, 1993. Attention to these relational needs
leads to therapeutic work that focuses on three related sets of emotions which govern these
motivations: fear/anxiety and sadness at separation and loss in attachment; shame/powerlessness,
fear of loss of control and anger in identity maintenance; and joy and interest/excitement in the
other, in attraction. We thus work on promoting three associated ways of responding emotionally
between the partners: proximity, nurture and comfort to promote attachment security; empathy
and validation to affirm identity; and novelty and expression of positive feelings to promote attraction.

Attachment and connection

Johnson (2004) has written extensively on the importance of attachment and on its role in
EFT-C and we fully endorse its importance in bonding and couple therapy. We view the
attachment bond and the security it provides as a central concern in most couples, and see it
as a key form of affect regulation, governing both emotional arousal and approach and
avoidance. We, however, suggest that we attach because attaching helps us to regulate our
affect. In our view, affect regulation — being motivated to have the feelings of comfort we
desire and not have the feelings of anxiety we do not want — is a core motive that leads to
attachment. Motivation is thus seen to work because of affect regulation rather than simply
produce it. Working with the emotions related to attachment is described more fully in
Greenberg and Goldman (2008).

Identity maintenance and dominance and control

The vulnerable feelings of fear of abandonment and sadness at loss underlying the attachment
needs for security and closeness were clearly articulated in our early work. The feelings of fear
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of loss of control, shame at diminishment, and anger at invalidation underlying influence
cycles, and how to work with these feelings, however, were never as clearly delineated. In our
current view, an understanding of the emotional processes in the formation and maintenance
of identity, and the dominance cycles that ensue when identity is threatened, is a crucial piece
of the puzzle of how to resolve couples’ conflicts. Our intimate relationships are important in
influencing how we see and feel about ourselves as well as in providing attachment security.
In this paper we thus elaborate an emotion-focused perspective on how to work with threats
to identity and with the dominance struggles that result from partners’ efforts to ensure a
sense of a worthwhile identity.

Issues of dominance and control and maintenance of self have long been recognized as
significant issues in couple and family functioning. In Rogers’ early theory (1959), threats to
the self-concept and maintenance of the self-concept were seen as a central cause of distress.
Identity however is not the same as self-concept, where the latter was viewed as based on
internalization of conditions of worth. Part of the motivation to survive and thrive guided by
affect is to maintain our identity and enhance who we are. In addition, we see people as
fundamentally interpersonal and as needing the positive regard of others. This need of
recognition by others was viewed as important by Rogers but was not fully or clearly integrated
into the actualizing theory. Identity, in our view, is dependent on our internalization of
values and of how others see us, and forms an essential part of who we are, as opposed to
being based only on conditions of worth. When identity is threatened by others’ views of our
selves we act to protect our identities. In our view, couples often struggle over their definition
of who they are and over their definitions of reality. Issues of power and control, which are
often the most difficult interactions to deal with in therapy, arise out of struggles to maintain
and enhance identity. In dominance conflicts it is each partner’s concern with how they are
being viewed (their identity) by the other and whether their needs for agency in exercising of
their capabilities are being met, rather than concerns with closeness and connection, that
become primary. In these conflicts partners argue, not about being close or needing distance,
but about being validated and respected or about not being seen, about feeling unimportant,
diminished or not being able to exercise their capabilities — they argue to maintain their
identities. When identities are threatened, shame and fear result, as well as anger.

People exert influence and try to control in order to regulate these emotions, that is, to not
feel shame of diminishment and the fear of loss of control, or to feel the pride of recognition and
the joy of efficacy. We thus work with changing dominance/submission interactions by helping
partners reveal and soothe the emotions of shame and fear that underlie the anger and control
which ensue from threats to identity. We have found that self-soothing, in addition to other-
soothing, is important in helping people deal with identity threats and in resolving influence
cycles. It is important to note that dominance struggles, although hinging on identity needs,
can still exert a strong influence on the attachment bond by producing abandonment anxiety
and insecurity as a secondary response, captured by phrases such as “If you don’t value who I am
you may leave me” or “If you cannot validate me or support my efforts I may leave you.”

When people are seen negatively by their partners and feel overexposed or powerless,
they often shrink in shame and want to hide. When they feel seen, accepted and validated
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they open themselves to the other and express their innermost thoughts and feelings. In
order not to feel this primary shame and in an attempt to avoid these powerful uncomfortable
experiences people often respond with anger and attempts to dominate. Helping partners
stimulate positive affect in the other, however, is a far better way of receiving recognition and
identity validation than coercion. In addition, helping partners learn to tolerate and regulate
their own fear and shame rather than being controlling and/or flying into a rage to regulate
self-esteem and maintain identity becomes an important goal of couple therapy.

Attraction and liking

Work with emotions in the third motivational system of attraction and liking also needs to
be considered in helping to promote bonding in couple therapy. The positive feelings that are
generated when partners are interested in, like, and feel attracted to each other are important
in the maintenance of intimate bonds. Feeling excited by and enjoying each other helps
couples stay together. Developing a storehouse of positive feelings also acts to inoculate against
future conflict. Without positive feelings a relationship may be functional but it will not
flourish and therefore may not last. We thus include this third motivational system and the
related set of feelings of excitement and joy and liking of the other as very important ingredients
that make relationships work.

INTERACTION

An emotion-focused approach applied to systems views negative interactional cycles as a
major source of dysfunction and interaction. Conflict is seen as resulting from escalating
interactions that rigidify into negative interactional cycles. Generally, negative interactional
cycles are viewed as being driven by secondary reactive emotions, such as anger and disinterest,
which obscure more rapid acting and core emotions (such as fear, sadness or shame) that arise
from core attachment and identity needs not being met. Revealing vulnerable attachment-
and identity- related emotions and needs underlying interactional positions then is seen as an
excellent means of changing negative interactional cycles.

The fundamental task of therapy is to identify negative cycles related to threats to security
and identity and to engender positive interactional cycles by having partners reveal previously
unexpressed primary, adaptive attachment- and identity-oriented emotions and needs and
finding new ways of dealing with these.

TYPES OF EMOTION

Given that relational conflict most often results from unexpressed hurt feelings and unmet
needs related to security and identity, it is important to help partners deal with their own
and their partner’s emotions and related needs. Simply helping partners get in touch with
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any feeling or encouraging the expression of any emotion will not resolve conflict because
not all emotions serve the same function. Our approach to treatment is based on the idea
that some emotions are adaptive and some are maladaptive and that some are primary and
some are more reactive and secondary (Greenberg, 2002; Greenberg, Rice, & Elliott, 1993;
Greenberg & Safran, 1986). These different kinds of emotions are described below.

Primary emotions are the person’s first and most fundamental reactions to a situation.
They include sadness to loss, anger to violation, and fear at threat. In couples these
emotions are attachment and identity oriented, and they enhance self and intimate
bonds. These are the emotions we want to help partners access, symbolize and express.

Secondary emotions are responses to other more primary, internal processes and may be
defenses against these processes. Examples include feeling anger in response to feeling
hurt, crying when angry, or feeling afraid of or guilty about feeling angry. They are not
the person’s responses to a situation but responses to their own feelings. Secondary
emotions need to be explored, and the sequence of generators unraveled, to get at the
more primary generators that were not expressed. We have to get past the anger to
explore the underlying hurt.

Instrumental emotions are those feelings that are expressed in order to influence others
such as crying in an attempt to get sympathy. They are strategic and may be conscious
or unconscious efforts to get people to respond in desired ways. For example, a man
has been unfaithful and vague about his commitment to his partner. His partner
expresses feelings of insecurity and rejection. In response, he gets angry and tells her to
stop crowding him and tells her she needs to be able to take care of herself. He is using
instrumental anger to keep her at a distance out of fear. Partners need rather to learn
to communicate their underlying aims and wishes more directly.

Maladaptive emotions come predominantly from trauma, past wounds and unfinished
business with significant others. They are those old familiar bad feelings that occur
repeatedly and do not change. These feelings do not change in response to changing
circumstance or with expression; they do not provide adaptive directions and do not
promote bonding or enhance identity. Rather, they leave people feeling stuck, and
result in secondary feelings of hopelessness, helplessness and despair. These are feelings
such as a core sense of loneliness, abandonment, shame, worthlessness, or perhaps the
explosive trigger of anger that destroys relationships, or recurrent feelings of anxious
inadequacy that leads to clinging. These emotions lead to problems in relationship
and are the emotions we want to help partners transform. Maladaptive responses are
transformed by disconfirmation by partners or by contact with adaptive emotions
(Greenberg, 2002). Thus the loving acceptance of another undoes feelings of aloneness,
and feeling empowering anger undoes feelings of worthlessness.

Maladaptive emotional states in couples are indicated by intensifying and escalating interactions
and these states lead the partners to say and do things which later they often see as being not
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representative of what they actually feel, and as having gone a bit “crazy.” These “not me”
states seem to have a mind of their own. They are states of dysregulation that are self-reinforcing.
Once in them, people may begin to yell at each other rather than speak to each other, or they
may cut off and not listen. For example, in one of these dances of maladaptive states a
husband, sensing some abandonment, may experience it as a physical longing, and he may
yearn for something from his partner from deep within his body, but he sees her as cold,
rejecting and impenetrable. Or the wife, on hearing a hint of anger or demand, automatically
may feel a desperate need to protect herself from destruction. She fears becoming overwhelmed
by her partner; she sees him as intrusively powerful and closes up, becoming rigid, feeling icy
and walling out any contact. These extreme states generally suggest that each partner has
entered a maladaptive emotional state, often based on past wounds which govern their ways
of processing the present. These states also often are not the partners’ initial, primary responses
to each other, but result from the escalating interactional sequence.

A STAGE MODEL OF THERAPY

Greenberg and Johnson (1986, 1988) laid out nine steps of treatment of EFT-C and these were
subsequently organized by Johnson (1994) into three stages: negative cycle de-escalation;
restructuring the negative interaction; and consolidation and integration. We present here an
expanded five-stage framework with fourteen steps that more explicitly spells out and expands
the treatment process. This expansion includes more steps that focus on each partner’s intrapsychic
emotional process to promote self-initiated change, as well as change through the interaction.

The five-stage framework

Stage 1: Validation and alliance formation
The first stage emphasizes the creation of safety and the development of a collaborative
alliance. It involves the following steps:

1. Empathize with and validate each partner’s position and underlying pain.
2. Delineate conflict issues. Assess how these issues reflect core problems in the areas of

connectedness and identity.

The most important initial goal of the first stage is establishing safety and a collaborative
alliance. This stage involves the therapist developing empathy, genuineness, and positive
regard for each partner and forming a bond with each partner, without alienating the other.
This allows clients to feel safe enough later to reveal their vulnerabilities and their position/
role in the cycle. Validation of feelings and needs by the therapist helps calm each partner’s
anxiety and the empathic understanding by the therapist of each partner’s emotional pain, to
some degree, soothes the hurt of not being heard by the partner.
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Stage 2: Negative cycle de-escalation
The second stage emphasizes reducing the emotional reactivity between the partners and
involves the following steps:

3. Identify the negative interaction cycle, and each partner’s position in that cycle, and
externalize the problem as the cycle. Major cycles are pursue–distance (where one partner
tends to do the pursuing and the other seeks to distance themselves) and dominate–
submit (where one partner influences or controls and the other follows or complies).

4. Identify the unacknowledged attachment/identity-related emotions underlying the
interactional positions.

5. Identify each partner’s sensitivities and vulnerabilities and their historical origins to
help broaden understanding of the negative interactional cycle.

6. Reframe the problem in terms of underlying more vulnerable feelings related to unmet
attachment and identity needs.

The therapist in this stage relates the couple’s presenting problems to the cycle, thereby identifying
the cycle as the problem rather than the partners. Once the cycle is identified the therapist
begins to focus on helping the partners label their underlying emotions and most importantly
to identify and explore the underlying core sensitivities that are being activated in the cycle. In
the following example, the therapist is helping Fran and Mike, whose presenting problem was
fighting around childrearing, to identify a pursue–distance cycle in their relationship.

Therapist: Yeah. So as I’m beginning to understand — it’s like you [to Fran] have ended up in
the pursuing position, and, you’re the active one who sort of seeks closeness, touches; (F:
Right.) and [to Mike] when there’s a difference, a disagreement or something, and when
you might, start, getting angry, and we haven’t understood yet exactly what the anger is all
about, (M: Mm-hm) but, you withdraw as a way of trying not to get too upset, (M: Right)
but then — you know once the wall is up, then, you keep needing the connection, so you
keep sort of trying to get, contact with him, but you’ve learned a little bit (F: Uh-huh) to
give him some time, but in a way, the wall has the effect of making her come after you more,
(M: Mm-hm) and the more you go after him, though, the more difficult it is for him to let
down the wall. (F: Uh-huh) so you kind of get caught (F: Full circle, yeah) in a circle:,
right? (Therapist points out the cyclical nature of the cycle and raises awareness of
underlying feelings)

F: Yeah, sure.
T: That there’s a kind of a pattern. You know, and so it’s this pattern is one of the difficulties

because, I think, you know his withdrawal will be very painful and difficult for you, and,
you must try all kinds of ways to pull him out, but then, when she tries to pull you out it,
sort of, doesn’t give you the space you need, so you kind of keep the wall up … and so,
somehow we’ve got to help find a way of dealing with differences so that you don’t get into
this cycle. (F: Right) because the cycle, becomes the problem. (externalizing the cycle) (M:
Mm-hm) and so the more he withdraws, the more you feel lonely and pursue, the more you
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feel lonely and pursue, you kind of maybe get angry (F: Uh-huh) at him, and you, try
banging the wall down, right? (F: Yeah?) is that, is that true? Yeah?

The therapist at this time also explores to see if there are some important psychogenetic origins of
the wound. Getting a sense of partners’ families of origin and relationship history stories helps
the therapist identify interacting sensitivities or vulnerabilities. These sensitivities are not viewed
as pathological but as understandable vulnerabilities and as current adult unmet needs. The
therapist emphasizes how the sensitivities interact in the cycle. In the above example they
discovered that Fran’s sensitivity to abandonment which led her to pursue was based on earlier
losses, and that this interacted with Mike’s sensitivity to feeling unworthy and his fear of his
own anger based on a history of criticism and family violence, which led to his withdrawal.

Stage 3: Accessing underlying feelings
This stage emphasizes the actual experiencing and revealing of the underlying emotions. It is
important to note that it is the display of emotion that is so important in changing interaction.
In this stage the steps below embody the core of the emotion-focused work:

7. Access the unacknowledged feelings/needs that underlie interactional positions and
reveal them to the partner. Generally, pursuers need to express underlying fear, sadness
or loneliness, while distancers need to expresses underlying anxiety or anger. Generally,
dominants need to expresses underlying shame, fear or anger while submitters need to
express anger, shame or fear.

8. Identify and overcome intrapsychic blocks to accessing and revealing emotions.
9. Promote identification with disowned needs/aspects of self, integrating these into

relationship interactions.

Identifying blocks to, and interruptions of, underlying feelings helps partners begin to access
these emotions. If the couple is ever to move beyond, “talking about” their feelings to true
“revealing,” they have to feel safe enough with both the partner and therapist to overcome their
usual avoidance of their core feelings and their fear of revealing them. One of the main methods
for dealing with interruptions and avoidances is to treat them as needed protection and to
understand their protective function. Using the metaphor of a “wall of protection” is often
useful. Therapist operations that are helpful in overcoming blocks to revealing, especially when
an injury or betrayal has occurred, or when there is a lot of distrust and vulnerability in one
partner, are reaching in and speaking for and focusing on the fear of opening. Here the therapist
needs to make explicit what is being protected and what is not being said, and say it for the
partner. The therapist needs to reach in and pull out the underlying vulnerability (this is
reminiscent of Virginia Satir’s sculpting method of teaching where she would have someone act
as the vulnerable child part of the person and she would pull it out through the person’s legs).

It is important to identify the nature of the fear that is organizing the protection. The
therapist needs to focus on the fear of reaching out or the fear of letting the other in. Whatever
the fear is, the therapist may need to formulate the partner’s unformulated experience and
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say this for the partner. For example, the therapist might say “Can you tell him this now? I
feel vulnerable and I need to protect myself. I just can’t let you in right now. I am too afraid.”
Partners’ interruptions of emotion, their avoidances or defenses, thus are validated as protective
and the need for them is empathized with and explored until such time as the readiness for
change emerges.

In more general instances of working with blocks to emotion in highly defended or avoidant
partners, where, for example, one person is super-rational or is highly deflecting, therapists need
to help the individuals first become aware that they are avoiding emotion. Then the therapist
helps them become aware of how they are doing this, be it by intellectualizing, changing the
topic, making jokes or squeezing their muscles. Only when people are aware of their blocks to
emotion and begin to own this process can the therapist help them access and reveal what
feelings they are blocking (Greenberg, 2002; Greenberg & Watson, 2006).

Stage 4: Restructuring the negative interaction and the self
This stage emphasizes the enactment of new ways of being with each other with steps ten
and eleven embodying the core of the interaction-focused work and step twelve emphasizing
self-transformation.

10. Promote acceptance of the other partner’s experience/aspects of self.
11. Facilitate the expression of feelings, needs and wants, to create genuine emotional

engagement, and restructure the interaction by:
• helping the pursuer to soften their demands or criticism on the other
• helping the distancer to re-engage
• helping the dominant to defer or back down
• helping the submitter to assert

12. Promote self-soothing and transformation of maladaptive emotion schemes in each
partner, to facilitate self-change and more enduring couple change.

In restructuring the interaction, it is the partners’ acceptance of the other’s expressed vulnerable
underlying feelings that is paramount and it is this that sets up a new interaction. When one
partner who has broken out of a blaming pattern and has revealed a primary feeling about an
identity vulnerability or an attachment insecurity and the listening partner is unable to respond
with validation or caring, attention needs to be turned to what is blocking the listening
partner from responding in a more bonding and validating manner. This is usually a two-
step process. Working with the blocked partner, the therapist helps the client identify and
acknowledge that there is a block which in turn allows the therapist to “hold” and contain
the vulnerable partner while exploring what may be blocking them from responding more
acceptingly and compassionately to a revealed vulnerability. Once acceptance has been achieved,
the expression of, and response to, heartfelt needs is promoted. This is often expressed by the
partners turning towards each other and expressing and responding to each other’s feelings
and needs. These expressions result in a change in interaction.

This is also one of the points at which the promotion of interaction to increase the



Greenberg and Goldman

Person-Centered and Experiential Psychotherapies, Volume 7, Number 4   291

feeling and expression of positive feelings to create closeness and validation is emphasized.
Once partners are more accessible and responsive and interactions have changed, to ensure
enduring change individuals also may need to work on developing their own capacities to
self-soothe and to transform their maladaptive emotional responses. These often are responses to
unmet childhood needs or past trauma, rather than to the partner’s lack of responsiveness.
The capacity to self-soothe is also important for times when the partner is not emotionally
available or responsive. Often with less dysregulated couples, restructuring the interaction
involves first developing more responsiveness to each other. With more dysregulated couples,
however, the work of restructuring will often first require helping partners, in the couple
therapy, to learn to self-soothe when they become highly dysregulated in response to the
other’s nonresponsiveness or unavailability. The focus on self-regulation of emotion, be it an
early step for more extreme behaviors or a later step to facilitate more enduring change,
involves helping people to tolerate their own painful emotions, soothe them, make sense of
their emotions, transform them, and utilize them for constructive action and interaction
rather than hold their partner responsible for their feelings.

In the following example, the therapist is working with a dominance–submission cycle,
getting underneath it to help the dominant defer and the submitter assert. The wife Sue is
currently talking about her own reaction to her husband Robert’s statement that he feels controlled.

Sue: It’s definitely a reflex — yes [referring to her defending herself ].
Therapist: But so somehow a lot of this, (snaps finger 4 times — using a nonverbal

representation of her behavior that she has offered previously to indicate her
commanding but defensive nature) I guess leads him to … feel, submissive (S: Uh-hmm
uh-hmm). However underneath your very active, more dominant style, is something else,
which I imagine is actually feeling hurt, a fear of being mistreated or a feeling of being not
OK, not seen, misunderstood, but that’s not what comes out. What comes out (S: Uh-mm)
is a kind of, uh, attacking, defense. (S: Uh-hmm) I mean those are strong words but what
(S: Yeah, yeah) comes out is a more active coping style (S: Yeah) which puts him on the
defense and then he withdraws, right?

S: Yeah, (sighs) this is all a repeat of my relationship with my mother, really (T: Yeah) very
much so, cause she always criticized me, terribly and I would — have to go on the defensive,
to protect myself. So I guess that reflex is there (snaps fingers) whenever I feel he’s criticizing
me, the little voice inside me goes, “no you’re OK, defend yourself” and it, and I just
“errrhm” because that’s just, I had to with my mother (T: right). She was just a force to be
reckoned with — (laughs) you, you couldn’t be mealy-mouthed around her (T: Right)
couldn’t say “I’m sorry,” couldn’t you, you know say “you are hurting my feelings,” you had
to just, stand up and yell.

T: Yeah, I understand.
S: So it’s, that’s how I had to be
T: So, but the voice that says ‘No you’re OK’ (S: Uh-mm) is a response, to another kind of part

that feels — I’m being unfairly criticized or, I mean, it’s complicated, I don’t quite know
what you must feel. But if you really slow down, felt very safe (S: Uh-hmm) and I’m going
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to say this with, apologies to R. He’s been putting you through hell — and it hurts (S: Uh-
hmm) and I mean he’s telling you, he’s very unhappy, he wants to leave, he can’t take you.
That must hurt like hell (S: Yes, right), and (heightens to access her feeling)

S: I’m not going to cry today. (laughs)
T: (laughs) Because?
S: (deep breath) it … it’s just … been a lifetime of hurt … people … (sad voice) basically

telling me I’m no good that’s what I figure (crying) (T: Right) My mother — for years and
years and years basically — you know telling me “one day you’ll have a daughter as different
from you as you are from me and then you’ll understand” (deep breath) (T: Yeah) well, I
was different, but what was wrong with being different …

T: I want to be accepted just for me …
S: For me, but there, it was always conditions, with my mother, same thing, had to jump

through hoops, had to, meet her guidelines in order to be accepted, love was withheld, unless
I was, what she saw as her perfect daughter …

(A few minutes later)
T: Right, so actually, you need to be able to show him, how much it hurts … how much you

hurt, how bad you feel inside, like I, kind of feel like not good enough. (encourages revealing
underlying feeling of shame)

S: (deep sigh) … I don’t know if he can accept me. (laughs)
T: Uh-hmm … can you … look at him (S: deep sigh) I mean it’s a very tough place, right to

feel I don’t think you can accept me (S: deep breath) it’s, there’s -s -s … (deep breath) but
really, inside, it’s like I really need you to, I want you, to, accept me as I am.

S: Yes! Doesn’t everyone want that?
T: Yeah, yeah, and I want you to be able to hold my vulnerable part and not criticize me (S:

Uh-hmm, right), that’s the paradox he’s sort of saying when you are vulnerable I can hold
you.

R: Yeah, when she’s in that vulnerable state, I can also feel that I can talk to her about, what’s
bothering me without her attacking me (T: Uh-hmm) like, she seems, to me, I — she feels,
I — I feel that she’s, she’s vulnerable.

Stage 5: Consolidation and integration
The final two steps embody the narrative and behavioral work in EFT-C:

13. Facilitate the emergence of new interactions and solutions to problematic interactions/
 issues.

14. Consolidate new positions and new narratives.

In the final stage, therapists encourage the articulation of new narratives of the relationship
and of each partner’s identity by eliciting examples of the partner’s personal and relational
growth. The focus is on positive feelings and their expression is encouraged. The partners are
also asked to practice expressing underlying feelings and needs underlying negative cycles
and new behaviors involved in their positive cycles.
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CONCLUSION

We have argued that affect regulation is a core motive in coupling and that the emotion
system plays a fundamental role in relationships, being the primary avenue through which
people communicate, find comfort, security, and support for their identity. We outlined an
expanded five-stage model of emotion-focused couple therapy. In this process we emphasize
the importance of soothing not only the other, but the self.
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