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What to Say in Couples Therapy: Navigating Honest and Healing Conversations

what to say in couples therapy can often feel like a daunting question when you’re sitting across from a
therapist with your partner. It’s natural to wonder how to open up, what to share, and how to express
feelings without sparking defensiveness or misunderstanding. Couples therapy is a unique space designed to
foster communication, empathy, and growth, but knowing how to communicate effectively in that setting is key
to making the most of the experience.

In this article, we’ll explore practical guidance on what to say in couples therapy, how to approach difficult
topics, and ways to use language that encourages connection rather than conflict. Whether you’re new to
therapy or looking to deepen your sessions, understanding the nuances of conversation in this setting can
transform your relationship journey.

Why What You Say Matters in Couples Therapy

Communication forms the backbone of any relationship, and in couples therapy, it becomes even more crucial. The
words you choose can either build bridges or walls. Therapists often encourage partners to speak honestly
but with kindness, aiming to create a safe atmosphere for vulnerability. Understanding the impact of your
language helps avoid misinterpretations and makes it easier for your partner to listen without becoming
defensive.

In many cases, couples come to therapy because patterns of communication have broken down – whether that’s
through avoidance, blame, or misunderstandings. Knowing what to say in couples therapy isn’t just about
airing grievances; it’s about learning to express your feelings and needs constructively.

Starting the Conversation: Setting the Tone

Begin with “I” Statements

One of the most effective communication tools you can use in therapy is the “I” statement. Instead of saying,
“You never listen to me,” try, “I feel unheard when I’m interrupted.” This small shift places focus on your
feelings rather than accusing your partner, which helps reduce defensiveness and opens the door to empathy.

Express Your Intentions Clearly

It’s helpful to clarify why you’re sharing something, especially if it’s a sensitive topic. For example, “I’m telling
you this because I want us to understand each other better” signals that your goal is connection, not
attack. This can create a more collaborative environment where both partners feel aligned in their efforts.

Be Honest but Gentle

Couples therapy encourages honesty, but it doesn’t mean you should be harsh. Think about how your words
might land and try to balance truth with compassion. Saying, “I’ve felt lonely lately” is more inviting than,
“You never spend time with me.” The latter can feel like blame, while the former invites your partner to listen
and respond with care.



Dealing with Difficult Topics: What to Say When It’s Hard

Addressing Past Hurts

When discussing past mistakes or hurts, it’s important to acknowledge the pain without reopening old wounds
aggressively. Phrases like, “When this happened, I felt hurt because…” help center the conversation on your
feelings rather than assigning blame. This approach can make it easier for your partner to hear your experience
without becoming defensive.

Talking About Expectations and Needs

Couples often struggle because their expectations haven’t been communicated clearly. Saying something like, “I
need more support when I’m stressed,” or “It helps me when we spend time together without distractions,”
allows your partner to understand your needs explicitly. Being specific makes it easier to find solutions
together.

Expressing Vulnerability

Therapy is a safe space to be vulnerable, even if it feels uncomfortable. You might say, “I’m afraid that if I
share this, you might judge me,” or “I feel nervous opening up about this, but I want to try.” Sharing your fears
can deepen intimacy and encourage your partner to reciprocate openness.

Using the Therapist as a Guide: How to Engage Effectively

Ask for Clarification When Needed

If you’re unsure what to say or how to express something, it’s okay to ask your therapist for guidance. For
example, “I’m having trouble explaining how I feel about this. Can you help me put it into words?” This shows
willingness to engage and helps keep communication clear.

Reflect What You Hear

Active listening is a powerful skill in couples therapy. Try paraphrasing what your partner says with phrases
like, “What I’m hearing you say is…” or “It sounds like you’re feeling…” This demonstrates that you’re trying to
understand their perspective and encourages empathy on both sides.

Use the Therapist to Mediate Difficult Conversations

Sometimes, topics get heated or stuck. Don’t hesitate to ask the therapist to intervene or facilitate. Saying,
“Can you help us talk about this without getting upset?” or “I’d like some tools to manage this disagreement”
can keep the session productive.



Examples of What to Say in Couples Therapy to Build Connection

Express Appreciation

Even during challenging sessions, acknowledging your partner’s positive qualities or efforts can reinforce
connection. Try saying things like, “I appreciate how you’ve been trying to listen more,” or “Thank you for being
willing to come to therapy with me.”

Share Hopes for the Relationship

Talking about your shared goals can remind both of you why you’re investing in therapy. Statements such as,
“I want us to feel close and supported,” or “My hope is that we can communicate better and trust each other
more,” help align your focus on mutual growth.

Invite Collaboration

Encourage teamwork by saying, “How can we work on this together?” or “What do you think would help us
improve?” This kind of language promotes cooperation rather than competition within the relationship.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid When Speaking in Couples Therapy

Avoid Blame and Accusations

Blaming your partner often shuts down communication. Instead of “You always…” or “You never…,” try to
describe how certain behaviors affect you personally.

Don’t Interrupt or Dismiss

Let your partner finish their thoughts, even if you disagree. Interrupting or dismissing their feelings can escalate
tension and reduce trust.

Steer Clear of Absolutes

Words like “always” and “never” tend to exaggerate and can make your partner feel unfairly judged. More
accurate descriptions foster understanding.

How to Prepare for What to Say in Couples Therapy



Reflect on Your Feelings Ahead of Time

Before your session, take some quiet time to identify what’s most important for you to communicate. Writing
down your thoughts can help organize your feelings and reduce anxiety about speaking up.

Set Personal Goals for the Session

Decide what you want to achieve—whether it’s better understanding, resolving a specific conflict, or learning
new communication skills. This clarity can guide your contributions during the session.

Practice Patience and Openness

Therapy is a process, not a quick fix. Being patient with yourself and your partner as you navigate tough
conversations encourages progress and healing.

---

Couples therapy offers a unique opportunity to reshape how you and your partner relate to one another.
Knowing what to say in couples therapy is less about having perfect answers and more about being authentic,
compassionate, and open to growth. By focusing on honest communication, respectful expression of needs, and
collaborative problem-solving, couples can unlock deeper understanding and build a stronger foundation
together. Ultimately, the words you choose in therapy help pave the way to a healthier, more connected
relationship.

Frequently Asked Questions

What should I say in couples therapy to improve communication?

In couples therapy, focus on expressing your feelings honestly and respectfully, using 'I' statements like 'I
feel...' instead of blaming phrases. Share your needs and listen actively to your partner.

How can I bring up difficult topics during couples therapy?

Approach difficult topics calmly and with openness. Use neutral language, avoid accusations, and express
your perspective while inviting your partner to share theirs to foster understanding.

What are some good opening statements to start couples therapy sessions?

You can start with statements like 'I want us to work on improving our relationship,' or 'I'm here to
understand your perspective better and find solutions together.' This sets a positive, collaborative tone.

How do I say what I need from my partner in therapy without sounding
demanding?

Frame your needs as personal feelings and desires rather than demands. For example, say 'I would appreciate
more quality time together' instead of 'You never spend time with me.'



What should I avoid saying in couples therapy to prevent conflicts?

Avoid blame, criticism, name-calling, and bringing up past unrelated issues. Stay focused on current feelings and
behaviors and use respectful, constructive language.

How can I express forgiveness or willingness to move forward in therapy?

Use statements like 'I’m willing to work through this together' or 'I want to let go of past hurts and focus
on rebuilding trust.' This shows commitment to healing the relationship.

What questions can I ask my partner during couples therapy to deepen
understanding?

Ask open-ended questions such as 'How do you feel about our communication?' or 'What do you need from me
to feel more supported?' to encourage honest dialogue.

How do I talk about my emotions without overwhelming my partner in
therapy?

Be mindful of pacing your sharing, use clear and concise language, and check in with your partner’s feelings by
asking if they’re comfortable continuing the conversation.

What are effective ways to acknowledge my partner’s perspective in couples
therapy?

Use reflective listening by summarizing what your partner says, like 'I hear that you feel...' or 'It sounds like
you’re saying...' This validates their experience and promotes empathy.

Additional Resources
What to Say in Couples Therapy: Navigating Communication for Relationship Growth

what to say in couples therapy often emerges as a pivotal question for many couples stepping into the
therapeutic space. This query reflects a deeper concern about expressing emotions, addressing conflicts, and
fostering understanding between partners. Couples therapy, as a structured environment, encourages open
communication, but knowing how to articulate thoughts and feelings effectively can significantly influence the
therapeutic outcome. Understanding the nuances of what to share—and how to share it—can transform
sessions from mere conversations into opportunities for meaningful connection and healing.

Understanding the Purpose of Communication in Couples Therapy

Communication in couples therapy is not just about talking; it’s about fostering a safe environment where both
partners feel heard and validated. Therapists guide couples to move beyond surface-level discussions,
encouraging introspection and empathy. The question of what to say in couples therapy ties closely to one’s
ability to be vulnerable while maintaining respect for the other person’s perspective.

Effective communication in this context involves expressing needs, fears, and disappointments without assigning
blame or escalating conflict. For many couples, this means unlearning habitual patterns of defensiveness or
withdrawal and adopting a more constructive dialogue style.



Key Themes to Address in Therapy Sessions

Couples often enter therapy with a range of issues—from communication breakdowns and intimacy challenges
to financial stress and parenting disagreements. Knowing what to say helps in unpacking these themes:

Feelings and Emotions: Sharing authentic emotions—whether sadness, anger, or love—is foundational.
Phrases like “I feel hurt when...” or “It makes me happy when...” can open doors to empathy.

Needs and Expectations: Clearly stating what each partner needs from the relationship helps reduce
assumptions. For example, “I need more quality time together” is a direct way to communicate desires.

Past Experiences: Discussing personal histories or previous relationship patterns can shed light on
current dynamics, provided it is done sensitively.

Conflict Resolution: Expressing concerns without blame—such as “I’m worried about how we handle
disagreements”—can facilitate problem-solving rather than argument escalation.

How to Express Yourself Effectively in Couples Therapy

Knowing what to say in couples therapy is intertwined with how to say it. Therapists often introduce
communication techniques that enhance clarity and reduce misunderstandings.

I-Statements vs. You-Statements

One fundamental method is the use of “I-statements,” which focus on the speaker’s feelings rather than
accusatory “you-statements.” For example:

I feel overwhelmed when plans change unexpectedly.

Instead of: You never listen to me.

This subtle shift reduces defensiveness and opens up space for dialogue.

Active Listening and Reflective Responses

Couples therapy is not just about speaking but also about listening. Partners are encouraged to paraphrase
or reflect what they hear, such as:

“What I’m hearing is that you feel unsupported when I work late.”

This practice demonstrates attentiveness and validates emotions, which is crucial for rebuilding trust.



Balancing Honesty with Compassion

Honesty in therapy is vital, but it must be tempered with kindness. Sharing difficult truths requires sensitivity
to avoid triggering defensiveness. Therapists help couples find that balance, guiding them to express concerns in
ways that foster understanding rather than alienation.

Common Challenges and How to Overcome Them

Couples often struggle with what to say in couples therapy because of fear, mistrust, or emotional
overwhelm. Recognizing these barriers helps in addressing them constructively.

Fear of Judgment or Rejection

Partners may withhold feelings fearing negative reactions. Therapists create a non-judgmental atmosphere and
may prompt with questions like:

“What are you afraid might happen if you share this with your partner?”

“How can we make this space feel safer for you?”

Such prompts encourage openness and vulnerability.

Difficulty Articulating Emotions

Some individuals find it hard to put feelings into words. Utilizing emotion charts or guided exercises can help
identify and express complex emotions. For instance, a therapist might ask, “Can you describe what that
experience felt like physically or emotionally?” to deepen awareness.

Managing Heated Emotions

Couples therapy sometimes surfaces intense emotions. Knowing what to say includes recognizing when to pause
and use calming techniques, like taking a deep breath or requesting a short break. Therapists teach these
regulation tools to prevent sessions from becoming counterproductive.

The Role of the Therapist in Facilitating Communication

While couples navigate what to say in couples therapy, the therapist plays an instrumental role in shaping the
dialogue. Their expertise lies in balancing participation, managing conflict, and fostering empathy.

Guided Questioning

Therapists use targeted questions to elicit deeper reflection, such as:



“Can you tell me more about what you mean by that?”

“How did that situation affect your view of the relationship?”

These questions invite elaboration and help uncover underlying issues.

Setting Communication Ground Rules

Establishing rules like no interrupting, using respectful language, and allowing equal speaking time helps
maintain order. Such structures support couples in learning healthier communication habits that extend beyond
therapy.

Encouraging Accountability

Therapists help partners acknowledge their roles in conflicts without blame-shifting. Statements like “I
recognize that I contributed to this misunderstanding” foster mutual responsibility, which is crucial for
progress.

Integrating What to Say in Couples Therapy with Everyday
Interactions

The ultimate goal of couples therapy communication is to translate insights from sessions into daily life.
Couples learn to apply new communication patterns outside the therapy room, which requires intentional
practice.

Building New Communication Habits

Couples are encouraged to:

Set aside time for regular check-ins to share feelings and updates.1.

Use “I-statements” consistently to express needs without blame.2.

Practice active listening during disagreements to reduce escalation.3.

These habits create a foundation for sustained relational health.

Recognizing Progress and Challenges

Acknowledging small victories in communication boosts morale. Equally, couples learn to identify when old
patterns resurface and strategize on redirecting conversations constructively.



Utilizing Homework and Therapeutic Tools

Many therapists assign exercises like journaling feelings, role-playing conversations, or reading relationship-
enhancement materials. These tools reinforce what to say in couples therapy and how to say it, bridging the
gap between theory and practice.

In essence, mastering what to say in couples therapy is a dynamic process involving self-awareness, empathy,
and skill-building. Through guided communication, couples can unlock pathways to deeper understanding and
stronger connection, laying the groundwork for a resilient partnership.
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contains all the exercises in a word-processing format—allowing you to customize them to suit you
and your clients' unique styles and needs Additional resources in the PracticePlanners® series:
Treatment Planners cover all the necessary elements for developing formal treatment plans,
including detailed problem definitions, long-term goals, short-term objectives, therapeutic
interventions, and DSMTM diagnoses. Progress Notes Planners contain complete, prewritten
progress notes for each presenting problem in the companion Treatment Planners. For more
information on our PracticePlanners® products, including our full line of Treatment Planners, visit
us on the Web at: www.wiley.com/practiceplanners
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