
1 

Lesson 12  

Psychoanalytic Framework: Interventions 
 

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

Techniques based on the psychoanalytic framework 
 

 

The purpose of these two exercises is to begin to link the defensive and 

protective positions, themes, beliefs, and behaviors clients developed 

growing up that are now being triggered by the partner. Often, when the 

links are first discovered, insight occurs. That’s when clients may develop 

increased compassion for themselves and their partners.  

 

You will have to decide whether it’s clinically appropriate or possible to do 

this in a joint or an individual session. But at some point, when it’s safe, 

some of this information- the links between the present and the past- needs 

to be made available to the partner. 

 

 

1) The Three-Memory Exercise  

The aim of this exercise is to access unconscious agendas, childhood 

wounds, scripts and themes and may help identify projections and projective 

identifications (PI).  The three-memory exercise gets at the defenses that 

were created by the now adult client when the attachment injuries occurred. 

To do the three-memory exercise, I ask each partner in separate sessions, 

and often in front of each other, to recall three memories—one from their 

early years, one from the middle years, and one from their late adolescent 

years. I ask for a memory, or a scene, or a short narrative that represents 

what it was like for them to grow up in that environment. This is helpful to 

formulate hypothesis and deliver them to each individual. Even when I don’t 

access trauma, I find patterns of reaction, defenses, and survival strategies 

that the now-adult client implements and may be projecting onto their 

partner. PI may also be uncovered by this exercise. 

Most of the time, clients are not even aware of the connection between what 

happened to them in the past and what’s happening now, and how they 

learned to cope or survive. They often have “aha” moments that can be 

quite dramatic and transformative. 
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In doing the three-memory exercise, we learned that when one of my 

client’s parents were screaming at each other when he was very young, he 

often hid under the table and covered his ears so as not to hear. His 

girlfriend complains that he doesn’t hear her and that he hides his feelings. 

At the same time, he induces her to be aggressive with him by accusing her 

of being overly aggressive. She, on the other hand, had a chaotic childhood, 

moved all the time, and was never in one place for very long. In a memory 

from her middle school years, we find out that she survived by learning to 

rely on herself, and solve her own problems, and she learned not to depend 

on anybody, not to lean on anybody. He complains that she rejects him and 

is not a team player, that she does her own thing and doesn’t need him. But 

at the same time, she accuses him of bringing chaos into her life, and in so 

doing, she induces him to be disorganized, and unhelpful. So, each is re-

enacting in their relationships some aspect of their early history. To heal, 

according to insight-oriented frameworks, they would each have to connect 

their own dots, so they can give to the other that which they didn’t get 

growing up.  

 

2)  Modified Attachment Interview questions 

 

These questions can be anxiety provoking for clients. Particularly to those 

with a developmental traumatic background. Like so many interventions, it 

requires a strong therapeutic alliance and a belief on the part of the client 

that going deeper will help the relationship.  

 

 

Give 5 adjectives that describe your primary caretaker (parent, sibling, 

relatives). Typically, I will ask the client to describe their mother and their 

father. Then, have clients share memories that illustrate why the client uses 

those words to describe the person. 

1) Who tucked you into bed at night? Share one memory that illustrates 
that. 

2) Who comforted you when you were distressed? Share a memory or 
two that illustrates that.  

3) What happened when you wanted something? Share three memories 
of wanting something in early childhood, middle childhood and late 
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adolescence that will illustrate what happened when you wanted 

something. 
4) What did you want that you didn’t get? Share memories of what you 

wanted that you didn’t get and what you remember about your 
reactions to it. 
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