
 

 

C OU PL E S  T HE R A PY  

Lifeline or wedding gift 
 

 

 

He:  “What’s the matter?” 

She:  “Don’t you know?” (sighs) 

He:  “Then I wouldn’t ask, would I?” 

She:  “You don’t understand anything” (weeps) 

He:  “Well, tell me, instead of just crying” 

She:  “If you don’t know, then it’s hopeless” 

He:  “But...” 

She:  “Perhaps we should try couples therapy...” 

 

Most people view couples therapy as a last resort before divorce – the last attempt at rescuing a failing 

relationship.  You have tried arguments and long talks, but nothing has worked.  You have spoken with friends 

and family, perhaps with the vicar or priest or with the bartender – but good advice is hard to come by.  You 

have (almost) given up hope.  Many also see it as a failure to have to pay for help to make a loving relationship 

work. 

 

And the couples who, despite all this, still decide to turn to a couple’s therapist, often have differing 

expectations.  One of you has perhaps already given up on the relationship and hopes to get help (and courage?) 

to end the painful situation.  Or one of you doesn’t really want to go but reluctantly agrees to come because s/he 

has no arguments left, but doesn’t want to be the one to cause the shipwreck. Very many people expect advice 

and guidance which will allow them to quickly repair their relationship so that they can be happy together 

again. 

 

And then they start their first session with a couple’s therapist and discover that they have to do all the work 

themselves.  The help on offer is support and guidance to (re)build a trusting and loving relationship.  They are 

told that there is no magical shortcut.  It will take time and hard work; they will experience progress and 

relapses, laughter and tears and frustration and – more than anything – it will require courage.  Courage to show 

your innermost thoughts and expose your inner nature to each other. Courage to sense your emotions, your 

strengths and also your weaknesses.  Courage to step up – vulnerable and afraid – and meet another human 

being without the usual protective armoury which you have spent many years building up. 

 

For those who succeed the prize is great.  They complete their couples therapy with a renewed belief in 

themselves, in life and in each other.  They have been provided with strategies which they can employ to solve 

future difficulties and disputes.  They have gained increased insight into their own ways of meeting the world 

and into their differences, and thereby they can help each other to achieve more than each could achieve alone. 

 

And, when the therapy is over, they often ask themselves: “Why did we wait so long?” “Why didn’t we do this 

before?” “Just think how much time we have spent in frustration, how much we could have achieved, if we had 

done this ages ago”, “If only we had known...” 

 

Perhaps couples therapy should be viewed as a wedding gift rather than a lifeline.  Perhaps newly established 

couples should enter into “couples coaching”.  All couples experience disagreements, sooner or later.  That’s 

just life.  By participating in couples therapy, a new couple can start out on a more harmonious, less contentious 

path and experience greater joy from the relationship. 

 

Perhaps the name “couples therapy” is unfortunate and a hindrance.  “Therapy”, from the Greek “therapévo” 

means to cure, that is, something which is used to make a sick person well.  But a couple who experience 

problems in their relationship are not ill, in any normal sense of the word.  And couples therapy is not a form of 

healing. 

 

 

  



 

 

We seek each other and join together in couples to experience intimacy and in order to share important values 

with each other.  We fall in love, full of hope and trust and the expectation that we have met a person who 

knows our longings and respects our views.  Some succeed in creating stable, satisfying relationships.  Others 

don’t.  Why? 

 

A characteristic of permanent, stable relationships is that the parties are in contact with their own emotions and 

agreed on central themes in their life.  They enjoy well functioning, clear communication – a necessity for 

clearing up misunderstandings and disagreements. 

 

Problems in a relationship between two otherwise seemingly well functioning people are often caused by not 

being clear about one’s own feelings and desires.  Lack of good communication skills and models for conflict 

resolution are also part of the problem. 

 

He: “Hurry up deciding whether you want to buy it or not.” 

She: “Just a minute, then I’m done.” 

He: “You always say that, and then you still take ages.” 

She: “I don’t!” 

He: “You do!” 

She: “When? – give me an example.” 

He: “What about the time we were.......etc” 

She: “Well, what about the time YOU...” 

 

It is often easier to see other’s faults than to acknowledge our own.  Therapists call it “projection” and in 

couples therapy we work with this, together with five or six other themes (introjection, deflection, confluence, 

etc) to become more aware in the here-and-now, better at sensing our own feelings and more conscious around 

our contact and communication with each other.  Couples therapy (as practiced by Gestalt therapists, in any 

case) is a training in greater awareness of one’s own and one’s partner’s behaviour, feelings, options and 

choices.  It is a learning process, a reciprocal process of development.  The task for the couples therapist is to 

help the couple become aware of how they perhaps don’t really see, hear or experience each other, and how the 

communication between them maybe is incomplete and limited.  If both parties want to work on keeping and 

improving their relationship and if none of the parties has serious personal problems, five to ten sessions of 

couples therapy can make a significant difference – for the better.  Serious personal problems are usually 

referred to individual therapy. 

 

Generally speaking, all couples can benefit from “couples coaching”.  All have blind spots in the field of vision 

and all have dreams and fantasies which they relate to and confuse with the real person they are together with.  

It is an immensely good idea to spend time and effort, early in a relationship, on discussing and clarifying 

questions such as “Do we want children?” “Is religion important for us?” “What expectations do we have of 

each other?” “How do we discuss our problems?” If more couples spent a few sessions with a couples therapist 

early on in the relationship, building a solid basis for a loving and open relationship, perhaps there would be 

fewer failed relationships. 
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