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Lesson 4  

Section 1-Theory Integration  

You can save this PDF and refer back to it after listening to the audio.  

A recap of Lesson 4, Section 1 audio: 

One size does not fit all: Why framework integration is important 

Every proponent of a framework for couples therapy tries to answer the same 

questions:  

• How and why do problems develop in a couple? 

• What helps the couple to change those problems? 

• What is the role of the counselor in the process of change?  

Each framework concentrates on a particular period of time. Some focus on 

the future of the couple, some on the present of the couple, some the past 

of the couple, and some the parents of the couple—all the way to some 

focusing on three generations past to the grandparents and beyond. 

Also, each theory concentrates on either thinking, feeling, or behavior as 

the door of entry into the change process, with the idea that if feelings 

change, behavior will change, if behavior changes, feelings will change and if 

thinking changes, behavior and feelings will change. 

Advantages of a framework: 

• Having a road map as a guide 

• Focuses the attention  
• Makes the work less overwhelming 

 

But adherence to one framework has its limitations:  

• We may attempt to make the client fit into the theory  
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• A model gives structure, but not freedom to adapt to the needs of a 

particular couple  
• It’s difficult to use the same framework with all the sequences of 

treatment 

 

Reasons to use an integrative approach 

 

There are many compelling reasons to use an integrative approach: 

 

• Many approaches to couples therapy use different terms to describe 

similar phenomena.  

• While different schools of couples therapy emphasize their uniqueness 

and their differences, they actually overlap considerably in what they 

consider helpful. 
• The more tools a couples therapist has, the more freedom she/he will 

have to implement what’s most needed in a certain situation. 

• No single approach is comprehensive enough to deal with the variety 

of problems that couples present with.  

• When you start asking yourself: “What else could I have done?”, that 

is a moment of integration, when you begin to reach outside your 

framework and begin to look for alternatives.  

• Bill Pinsof, one of the most vocal proponents of theory integration, 

believes that errors in therapy are generally caused by the application 

of a pure form of a framework. 

• Diagnosis may need revision. 

 

An important caution is that having multiple tools can cause confusion if you 
don’t know how to choose among them, says Art Nielsen, the author of A 

Roadmap for Couples Therapy: Integrating Systemic, Psychodynamic And 

Behavioral Approaches.  Dr. Nielsen states that: “Therapists faced with too 

many options may be tempted to cling to one theory,” in part because it is 

easier and less confusing.  

 

But if we learn to sequence the frameworks, we may be able to figure out 

what to use when. This is certainly a much harder way to work in the 

beginning, but this method has advantages. You can become more 
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independent and more creative and you can tailor intervention sequences to 

the needs of each couple.  
 

A final reason to use an integrative approach is that diagnosis is a never-

ending process. We learn more about a couple the more we interact with 

them. At the same time, some diagnoses or impressions are more useful 

than others. Moreover, some frameworks work well with some people and 

not with others, in terms of what helps with the change process.  

 

How do we do framework integration? 

 

One way to think about sequencing and integrating interventions is to apply 

the least amount of “medicine” to a problem and observe its effects. We can 

go from the “here and now” approaches (solution focused, narrative), to the 
“there and then” (Intergenerational and psychodynamic) in a sequential 

manner by applying the least invasive, more direct, and shortest 

interventions first, and leave the more sophisticated, time-consuming, and 

expensive interventions if those first ones fail or prove to be insufficient. 

 

According to Bill Pinsof in Integrative Problem Centered Therapy: A 

Synthesis, the severity of the presenting issue does not determine which 

framework to use. Rather, it depends on what maintains the presenting 

issue, what roadblocks there are to solving them, and what constraints 

people have.  

 

Some couples who present in severe distress, or with substance abuse 

issues, or personality disorder characteristics, may be able to improve 
dramatically in a relatively short period of time with direct, here and now, 

behavioral interventions, provided that the issues that maintain the 

problems are not too constraining or too deep.  

 

Bill Pinsof says, “If the problem maintenance structure is relatively simple 

and superficial, behaviorally oriented interventions would be effective, no 

matter the severity of the presenting problem. It is the failure of such 

interventions that begins to tell us the structure is broader or deeper than 
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we anticipated. Therapy involves the continuing testing of hypotheses about 

what maintains the problem.” 
 

The therapeutic alliance is more important than the framework 

 

One of the most important aspects of treatment with a couple is the 

therapeutic alliance. Do the partners and the therapist have alignment on 

goals and tasks, meaning alignment on what needs to be fixed and how? 

Does the couple believe that the therapist can help them? Does the couple 

trust that the therapist has their backs, cares for them, and is emotionally 

invested in their well-being?  

 

The alliance suffers if the couples and the therapist don’t agree on the 

reasons for the problems, and on the ways to fix it. The alliance needs to 
take precedence over the framework. If the framework applied risks 

rupturing the alliance, the framework needs to be replaced by one that will 

improve the alliance for therapy to continue successfully. 

 

Stages of couples therapy 

If we think of couples therapy as a three-stage process, I would recommend 

using present- and future-oriented frameworks in the first stage, which I call 

the stabilization stage, and past-oriented frameworks in the second stage, 

which I call the going deeper stage. In the last stage of the treatment 

process, which I call the consolidation stage, you can review the past gains, 

go even deeper, and work on preventing relapses. 

How long people stay in each of the treatment stages varies a lot, in a 

forward and backward movement that retreats, and repeats interventions, 

before moving forward again. 

1. Initial stage - Stabilization: 

• Couples can be stabilized pretty early. The therapist prepares the 

couple for the work and that includes an agreement that they will 
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slow down trying to solve their own problems, which they’re doing 

ineffectively.  

• In this first stage, hope increases to whatever they want the 

outcome to be. They trust that the process can be helpful. They are 

allowing the CT to guide them and they trust that he/she has their 

best interests at heart. 

• They learn what makes them feel connected and they begin to own 

their own wishes, even if they still feel guilty about them 

• Basic interventions: focus on individual goals, vision of the 

relationship. 

• Begin use of initiator/listener role skills. 

• Increase positive interactions by using Basic Couple Maintenance 

protocols. 

• They learn to take breaks from fights when a conversation is not 

going well and resume at a later time. 

• The therapist can provide a draft of the interactional cycle.  

Frameworks: Systemic, Developmental, Gottman and Solution Focused  

2. Second stage - Going deeper: 

• This is when we begin with an exploration and understanding of 

personal vulnerabilities and survival strategies clients use that 

maintain the negative cycle. 

• Better understanding of the interactional cycle.  

• The interactional cycle can be disrupted but it is still hard to 

recover, and easy to slip back into it. 

• Work on attachment history and attachment injuries to understand 

triggers. 

• Refining initiation and listening skills. 

• Work on healing past wounds, with apology letters and 

compensatory behaviors.  

about:blank


Lesson 4 

Section 1 Theory Integration  

p.6 
 

The Academy for Couples Therapists 
https://theacademyforcouplestherapists.com/ 
©2020 Sara Schwarzbaum. All rights reserved 

 

• With continued increases in differentiation, there is less mood 

contagion effect. Continue working on triggers and responses to 

triggers. 

Frameworks: Developmental, Emotionally Focused, Psychodynamic, 

Intergenerational 

3. Third stage - Consolidation stage - Tolerating setbacks, and relapse 

prevention:  

• They go through their cycle but can look at it from a different 

perspective.  

• Going through the cycle is no longer a threat. Cycles are shorter 

and less severe. 

• You go deeper with them into family of origin issues, protective 

patterns and how they developed their defenses and survival 

strategies. 

• They should be able to have a sense of independence and individual 

development, and togetherness at the same time.  

• They feel like they are a team and have each other’s backs.  

• They progress and regress. But setbacks and crises don’t derail 

them as much anymore because they know what they need to do to 

reconnect and get back on track.  

• They can express vulnerability.  

• They do not attack each other’s self-esteem. 

• They can tolerate differences and disappointments. 

Frameworks: Imago, Psychodynamic, Intergenerational 

______________________________________________________ 

Two books mentioned on the audio of the Lesson 4, Section 1: 
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1) A Roadmap for Couples Therapy: Integrating Systemic, 

Psychodynamic And Behavioral Approaches, Arthur C. Nielsen, MD 

(2016) 

2) Integrative Problem Centered Therapy: A Synthesis of Family, 

individual, and Biological Therapies, William M. Pinsof (1995) 

about:blank

