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The potent cocktail of love, intimacy, sex, and power: An assessment pyramid for 
couple therapy 

ABSTRACT 

 An ordered assessment is important in couple therapy where tensions may be high as 

each partner ensures that the couple therapist understands his or her point of view. Drawing 

on the literature related to couple therapy, a six-level assessment pyramid is proposed 

consisting of behavior, emotion, meaning, beliefs, affect, and self. The pyramid has four 

faces, each of which is linked to the literature on reasons for couple dissatisfaction and 

divorce. These four faces or themes around which the process is focused are love, intimacy, 

sex, and power. The pyramid relates to basic common couple complaints but may require 

additional expert knowledge for complex multi-problem cases.  Although the pyramid may 

be used for an integrative couple therapy approach, therapists do not need to integrate all six 

levels in their assessment. The pyramid is useful for individual therapists who would like to 

work with couples, as well as therapists who also have some familiarity with one or more 

couple therapy approaches who wish to incorporate other models. A case study is presented 

to illustrate a couple assessment.  
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The potent cocktail of love, intimacy, sex, and power: An assessment pyramid for 
couples therapy 

  

The complex worlds of couples’ relationships encompass a web of conflicting perceptions, 

attitudes, emotions, and behaviors that influence their decisions to begin, maintain, or end 

relationships. Both partners come with the expectation that the couple therapist will hear their 

sides of the story, and offer some level of affirmation in the process, which is best achieved 

and predicted when partners agree on the presenting problems (Biess & Doss, 2013). Early 

terminations are common if both partners are not well engaged with the therapist in the first 

session, as couples often do not return for a second session (Yoo, Bartle-Haring, & 

Gangamma, 2014). In a study of therapeutic outcome, the therapeutic alliance between 

couples and their therapist in the early stages of treatment was an important predictor of 

outcome (Knerr & Bartle-Haring, 2010). Having a structure that helps guide the therapist 

through this assessment can be very useful. The structure proposed in this article, called the 

assessment pyramid, is focused on an assessment of both partners’ concerns, identifying 

commonalities and differences in a methodical way.  

Many models of couple therapy are accommodated by the various levels of the 

pyramid and will be briefly elaborated below.  My own background encompasses 

perspectives ranging from behavioral and cognitive theories, client centered theories, 

systemic approaches, and self-psychology. The breadth of these perspectives has encouraged 

me in drawing on behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and psychodynamic theories when 

working with couples, relying on the most appropriate theories that seem to fit with the 

particular couple. The self of the therapist has been emphasized across all models of couple 

therapy as an important ingredient of treatment (Lebow, 2014). However therapists must also 

rely on evidence-based strategies and techniques in providing treatment. My own reliance on 
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a range of therapeutic approaches was significant in designing the pyramid, particularly as I 

began to teach senior clinical psychology students to work with couples, who had previously 

been trained to work with individuals. The pyramid was also influenced by my private 

practice, which centers on predominantly middle-class and heterosexual couples. 

The aim of this paper is to provide guidance for practicing therapists or senior clinical 

students who already have attained at least one model of therapy often for working with 

individuals, and thus have interviewing skills. However, further training in working 

interactionally with couples will also be necessary when applying this model. Different 

models of therapy rely on different interviewing strategies. There are examples of 

interviewing that may be adapted to the pyramid such as those used in earlier articles during 

the conceptualizations that led to the development of this assessment tool (e. g. Brown, 

1997a; Brown, 1997b). Thus, it is beyond the scope of this paper to survey all of these 

strategies. The pyramid was devised as an introduction to integrative therapy and should be 

understood against that background. I believe integration will be useful in creating a type of 

assimilative integration, which normally involves one ‘home theory’ being taught, to which 

other models are added (Messer, 2015). However, psychotherapy integration can result in 

many integration trainers still prioritizing their own preferred model over other models, 

leading to an unbalanced approach (Trub & Levy, 2017). Boswell (2017) suggested 

dimensional approaches that identify dimensions that are common underlying factors that 

span various presenting problems as well as models. Lebow (2002) suggested a meta-theory 

that is also a way of focussing beyond individual models to one coherent whole, 

deemphasizing individual therapy models. In the assessment pyramid, dimensional themes 

and elements of a meta-theory (pyramid structure) will be incorporated.  

ASSESSMENT PYRAMID: THE SIX LEVELS  
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The assessment pyramid is influenced by the ideas advocated by a meta-theory, but at 

this stage is only an assessment process. It consists of six levels from the top down to the 

bottom of the pyramid. It is presented in Figures 1A & 1B. The levels are behavior, emotion, 

meaning, beliefs, affect, and self.  The dimensions are the underlying themes that comprise 

the four faces of the three-dimensional pyramid, consisting of love, intimacy, sex, and power. 

I will argue below that these four themes often contribute toward relationship satisfaction. 

The four faces of the pyramid help therapists focus on content that may broaden the focus of 

the session beyond the initial conceptions of clients. 

A pyramid provides a useful metaphor for the process of assessment, particularly for 

those who already have, or wish to have, a broad and integrated focus in their therapeutic 

practice. Pyramids in Egypt were often unearthed from the tip down to the base when they 

were discovered. It is the tip, or the behavior that can be observed between partners that is 

often reported to therapists when assessing a couple’s presenting problems. All of the sides or 

faces meet at the top of the pyramid suggesting that behavior can be linked to the broad 

themes of the four faces as well as the six levels of understanding in the pyramid. Thus, as 

deeper levels are explored, much as archaeologists, the foundations upon which behavior is 

supported and understood are explored, including the emotion, meaning, beliefs, affect, and 

self of each individual in the relationship. The early conceptualization of these levels was 

explored in a previous article (Brown, 2010) that has evolved into its present form. The levels 

provide a focus for the exploration to which therapists can apply their own skills of 

observation and interviewing to identify relevant information.  

1. Behavior  

Behavior is conceptualized at the tip of the pyramid because it is the element that can 

be seen and is often reported by clients to therapists. Northey (2005) reported that 80 percent 
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of couple and family therapists used behavioral strategies in their treatment of clients. 

Although many couple therapies have some focus on behavior, behavioral couple therapists 

predominantly use this focus in an attempt to build skills that will help couples communicate 

more effectively and solve their presenting problems (Gurman, 2017). Gottman and Gottman 

(2008) also emphasized behavior and tasks, including coaching more appropriate couple 

interactions, as a way of creating change. Drawing on short-term behavioral models of 

therapy, systemic therapists (e.g., Haley, 1976; Minuchin, 1974; Watzlawick, Beavan 

Bavalas, & Jackson, 2011) began to focus on behavioral sequences, related to the presenting 

problem. The way behavioral sequences are used may be different with behavioral couple 

therapists as these therapists are more likely to emphasize skills training. On the other hand, 

systemic therapists tend to take this information in conjunction with meaning and beliefs by 

offering interpretations reinforced with tasks that may challenge a couple’s views of the 

problem, leaving the couple to find their own solutions with these new insights. Thus, most 

therapies that have at least some focus on behavior will use the information obtained in ways 

consistent with their theory. 

2. Emotion  

Although it could be argued that emotion and meaning should swap location in the 

pyramid, it may be a question of whether emotion or cognition (meaning) is more easily 

accessed by clients. Ultimately, both are important and some clients might more easily access 

cognition while others might more easily access emotion. For the purpose of this model, I 

have chosen to place emotion immediately below behavior.  Partners may or may not have 

access to surface emotions that may be related to defensive reactions. However, partners 

frequently have even less awareness of their underlying emotions that accompany their own 

behavior (Johnson, 2019). The underlying emotion such as fear may not be readily apparent 

to the partners who may more easily see the surface emotion of anger.  Emotionally focused 



 7 

therapists integrate many levels of the pyramid, including behavior, emotion, and affect 

(Johnson, 2019), and thus the therapy is a good example of the exploration of emotions 

within a broader integrative context. Although many clients might have some idea about their 

own emotions, they may be less aware of their partner’s emotions. Thus, exploring both 

surface and underlying emotions between partners can create a more complete and insightful 

understanding of couple interactions. The behavior and emotion of each partner around the 

same incident or situation frequently differ significantly, adding important information for 

couples’ reflections on their relationship. Finally, therapists can explore the intensity levels 

and range of emotions that clients can access and successfully manage without being 

overwhelmed, helping clients manage these emotions more effectively.  

3. Meaning  

Emotions that have been previously identified can often help to elaborate on the 

meaning that is associated with a couple’s behavior in the assessment pyramid. Inversely, 

meaning may elaborate emotion as well. The meaning may be linked to the systemic 

communication model of Watzlawick et al. (2011) in which the authors conceptualize the 

content level or behavioral level, and the context or the relationship level which helps 

elaborate the meaning of communication between partners. Thus, couple interactions may be 

explained not only by the behavior but also by the relationship between them that influences 

their behavior. Cognitive-behavioral couple therapists have added the element of meaning 

and beliefs to their work with couples (Christensen, & Jacobson, 2000), enhanced by the 

work of Dattillio (2010) and his emphasis on “Socratic questioning”, a strategy made popular 

in couple therapy by the Milan group in the 1980s (Cecchin, 1987). Thus, both cognitive-

behavioral couple therapy and systemic therapies use this approach for increasing clients’ 

insights about their specific problems. In the systemic communication model (Watzlawick et 

al., 2011), meaning is frequently associated with the relationship level because partners may 
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speculate consciously or unconsciously about the nature of their relationship, informed by the 

behavior they observe in each other. This in turn helps each of the partners to decide on the 

next behavior they will show their partner, depending on their interpretation of previous 

communication and what they believe it means for the relationship.  

4. Beliefs  

Beliefs are conceptualized below meaning in the assessment pyramid because they are 

general, often unconscious ways of viewing the world rather than an interpretation of unique 

events, and they often require repeated experience to emerge as a belief. While some beliefs 

are accessible to clients at a conscious level, at other times clients may never have had the 

belief clearly articulated. These other beliefs may have been learned and reinforced by the 

observation of family members, rather than articulated to clients when they were growing up. 

As noted above for the meaning level, cognitive-behavioral and systemic couple therapists 

may also elicit beliefs that reinforce certain meanings for further exploration. Once a belief is 

established, partners are unlikely to explore that belief rationally because it has been accepted 

as confirmed, and there may cease to be a conscious or unconscious search for further 

confirmation of the belief. For example, partners often have very different ideas about 

childrearing that is influenced by their own past experience and the beliefs they have adopted 

as a result. Cognitive behavior therapists often explore underlying beliefs that can inform 

behavior and then intervene in ways that challenge these pre-existing beliefs that may 

contribute towards client problems (Beck & Haigh, 2014). Many of these beliefs may also be 

related to dominant discourses (Hare-Mustin, 1994; Lax, 1992) or beliefs that are generally 

integrated and accepted by the larger society, such as gender and sexuality differences related 

to dominant discourses of patriarchy and heterosexuality. Narrative therapy is one therapy 

that directly works with client’s beliefs in an attempt to alter them (White & Epston, 1990). 
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Clients may be encouraged to stand up to societal beliefs rather than to accept them. Thus, 

beliefs may be managed differently, guided by the therapeutic orientation of the therapist. 

5. Affect  

Affect is placed at a level below beliefs in the pyramid because it is linked to what has 

often been conceptualized as innate, appearing shortly after the birth of an infant and thus are 

linked to biological body responses with little opportunity for learning. Affects are 

considered primitive because of their early appearance when compared with emotion (see, 

e.g. Izard, 1978; Tompkins, 1992). For example, Izard (1978) conceptualized eight affects: 

interest, joy, surprise, distress, fear, contempt, disgust, and shame. Being able to access these 

affects without being overwhelmed by them is linked to a mature sense of self. Affect has 

also been associated with imago therapy (Hendrix & Hunt, 2014; Hendrix, Hunt, & Hannah, 

2005), and attachment theory in romantic relationships as a way of increasing insight and 

stimulating change (Sesemann, Kruse, Gardner, Broadbent, & Spencer, 2017). A wide range 

of psychodynamic therapies focus on affect in its own right and in its connection to the 

development of a mature sense of self. 

Exploring underlying affects can help inform beliefs, meanings, emotions, and 

behaviors that relate to couple interactions. Theorists have linked childhood experience to 

couple interactions that appear to be similar patterns from the past parent-child interactions 

(Gerson, Hoffman, Sauls, & Ulrici, 1993; Shaddock, 2000). Thus, childhood experiences may 

be linked to beliefs and the development of a sense of self, which frequently impacts couple 

relationships.   

6. Self  
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The bottom of the pyramid is the self, often demonstrated through an articulation of 

affect that contributes to the level of self-development (Stolorow, Brandchaft, & Atwood, 

1987). Self is most often linked to psychodynamic models of therapy, and thus the definition 

of self will depend on the particular model used. Psychodynamic couple therapy has been 

practiced in wide variety of ways, including object relations (Scharff & Scharff, 2008); self 

psychology (Shaddock, 2000), relational approaches (Bingstrom, 2014), attachment theory 

(Hazlett, 2010), and the more integrative model of emotionally focused couples therapy 

(Johnson, 2019). In one model of self, the functions provided by securely attached caregivers 

are linked to the development of a mature self, which includes being reliable, being authentic, 

being able to access emotion and affect within a moderate range, having a sense of self-

cohesion, and relying upon oneself to take responsibility for personal decisions (Orange, 

Atwood, & Stolorow, 1997). The level of maturity of the selves of partners may determine 

how they interact and may have ramifications for determining the advisability of couple or 

individual therapy. Attachment style is an important consideration here as there is a link 

between insecure attachment and the inability to manage strong emotion, with avoidant 

partners tending to avoid all conflict and anxious partners being easily overwhelmed by 

strong emotion (Hazlett, 2010). On the other hand, securely attached partners have access to a 

wide range of emotions and are able to deal more successfully with strong emotion. Many 

psychodynamic models focus on working with affect in partners and how affect may be 

triggered by each partner, using interpretations often linked to past experience that are 

fundamental to sex, aggression, love, and hate to promote change (Nielsen, 2016). The self of 

the therapists is also important here, as it links to their own personal views and ethics that 

they bring to their view of the client concerns (Margolin, Shapiro, & Miller, 2015).  

Underlying fears may link to past family trauma that can stimulate a range of 

responses, from the desire to please a partner at all costs to the avoidance of any significant 
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connection with a partner. Schnarch (2009) has linked these extremes to “wanting to be 

wanted” and “not wanting to want”. The level of self-development is often identified through 

repeated patterns from childhood that occur in couple relationships, the ability to maintain a 

sense of integration when discussing distressing issues, and the ability to rely upon oneself 

without requiring the affirmation or protection of others. Many couples avoid conflict 

because they are unable to discuss emotion-laden issues without becoming overwhelmed or 

flooded (Gottman, 1999). Being able to modulate affect within acceptable limits is important 

to the development of a mature sense of self (Horowitz, 1997). Working at the level of self is 

generally not easy for therapists if they have not had some specialized training. The general 

areas of exploration discussed above can then be applied to the themes that are common in 

couple concerns. 

ASSESSMENT PYRAMID: THE FOUR FACES  

Although many themes could be picked for exploring couple problems, the four 

themes of love, intimacy, sex, and power were selected for the model because of research 

links to presenting problems as indicated below. Common areas related to reasons for therapy 

and issues of divorce that have been identified in the literature include poor communication, 

loss of love, lack of commitment, lack of emotional intimacy, too many arguments, infidelity 

by a partner, inability to manage conflict, sexual difficulties, lack of physical affection, and 

intimate partner violence, as well as a number of other problems specific to an individual 

partner such personality-compatibility factors (Amato, 2010; Hawkins, Willoughby, & 

Doherty, 2012; le Boisvert, Tremblay, & McDuff, 2011; Roddy, Rothman, Cicila, & Doss, 

2018; Scott, Rhoades, Allen, Stanley, & Markman, 2013). Loss of love and commitment 

links easily to the face of love in the pyramid. Poor communication and lack of emotional 

intimacy provides a link to the face of intimacy. Sexual difficulties link with the face of sex. 
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Finally, conflict management and intimate partner violence link to the face of power. The 

four faces of the pyramid will be explored below, relying on relevant information relating to 

heterosexual couples and thus this model will be restricted to heterosexual couples. 

1. Love 

The importance of the theme of love in couple therapy has been emphasized by 

Migerode and Hooghe (2012) who state that love is central to couple therapy and is the 

defining element of relationships. In a study of specific elements of love and successful 

relationships, eros and agape were identified as key to relationship satisfaction (Vedes, 

Hilpert, Nussbeck, Randall, Bodenmann, & Lind, 2016). In further research, it was concluded 

that lower passion was related to lower relationship satisfaction (Carswell & Finkel, 2018). 

The reported centrality of love in the assessment pyramid may help therapists focus on how 

couples understand and manage the nature of their connection in a number of ways. The link 

to attachment is also drawn here, and is relevant not only to love, but also to aspects of 

intimacy. 

1. The role of friendship and common pursuits between partners. Friendship refers to 

gentle enjoyment of each other’s company that emerges over shared time together. Friendship 

was an element in Berscheid’s (2010) conceptualization. Over time, love frequently draws 

heavily on companionship between partners and has been associated with relationship 

satisfaction to a greater extent that romantic love (Grote & Frieze, 1994). The element of 

companionship and care for the other is linked to secure attachment style, which will be 

explored in more detail within the next section. Friendship love was identified in Gottman’s 

(1999) “solid marital house” as the love that comes out of familiarity with the other as well as 

the relaxation and warm emotions that evolve over time from being in the other’s presence, 

contributes to deep friendship. Gottman’s solid marital house (1999) based on his research of 
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many couples, also identified a range of the ingredients necessary for successful relationships 

including shared meaning and values that partners have, knowledge about the interests and 

preferences of each other, trusting each other by accepting influence of the other, and having 

ways of repairing conflict that surface from time to time. It is not surprising that many 

couples identify their partner as their best friend who is there to provide support during 

difficult times in their relationship.  

2. The role of romance and attachment security between partners. Romantic love 

labeled in Berscheid’s (2010) model included secure attachment style, and was linked to 

sexual desire (Berscheid & Regan, 2005). Although romance may be important, couples often 

need a more secure form of love for relationship success. Hatfield and her associates (2008) 

noted that romantic love decreased significantly during the first year a couple was together, 

suggesting that it cannot be the only indicator of love in a relationship even though it may 

provide the initial passion and motivational desire that leads to love. However, it is important 

not to overlook the role of romance in the couple relationship because of its link to 

attachment style and the behavioral and emotional patterns created in the ongoing 

relationship (Hazan & Shaver, 1987).  

Adult attachment has been viewed through the lens of romantic love, and, depending 

on a secure or insecure attachment between partners, may sustain the relationship or cause it 

to fragment (Bowlby, 1973; Brubacher & Johnson, 2017; Noller, 1996). Initially, attachment 

security was linked to consistent and sensitive care, and when this was provided the child 

developed a sense of self that was worthy of love (Bowlby, 1969). Thus, a secure attachment 

moves beyond romantic love to the consistent care and concern of a good friendship as 

mentioned above. However, when the care provided was inconsistent and insensitive, 

children developed selves that did not feel worthy and were mistrustful of those initial carer 

relationships leading to insecurity. These previously learned patterns from childhood have 
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been linked to expectations of romantic partners in adulthood (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Thus, 

in adult romantic relationships, partners at some level take the role of caregiver, influenced 

by their own past experience, leading to expectations of similar treatment in their current 

relationship. Attachment security influences that caregiving system between partners which 

can influence their ability to be vulnerable around each other and to be able to care for each 

other. When partners feel secure in the relationship, they are able to offer care for the other 

and to receive predictable care in return, allowing them to be vulnerable to each other, 

emphasizing the element of psychological intimacy discussed within the section about 

intimacy. However, when they do not feel secure, the attachment system is activated and they 

focus in on their own needs rather than on their partners’ needs. Brennan, Clark, and Shaver 

(1998) identified two patterns of insecure attachment in adult relationships. These were 

anxiety over abandonment, seen as a dominant fear of rejection and abandonment, and 

avoidance of intimacy associated with anxiety with closeness and emotional intimacy linked 

to mistrust (Mikulincer, 2006). These insecure patterns interrupt the ability of partners to care 

for and trust each other, leading to disappointment from their initial experience of romantic 

love and subsequent relationship problems. Insecure attachment may lead to extreme 

dependency within a love relationship (Peel, 1988), characterized by obsession and 

jealousy—discussed by Dion and Dion (1988) as a state of being out of control. In this 

situation, jealousy and obsession may be related to fear of rejection linked to the insecure 

attachment experienced in the past. Attachment style thus provides a useful lens when 

working with couples where their current interactional patterns are linked to past experiences 

in their families of origin.  

3. The role of caring and concern of each partner for the other. Berscheid (2010) 

wrote about compassionate love as an important type of love for couples. This love was 

important for relationship satisfaction and stability (Pasch & Bradbury, 1998) due to the 
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selfless and conscious decision to love another guided by a principle encouraging trust rather 

than spontaneously relying on a more transient emotion as discussed above in relation to 

attachment style. Couples’ ability to empathize and demonstrate compassion for each other 

may provide helpful insights in viewing their relationship concerns and potential solutions.  

2. Intimacy 

Intimacy is related to the ongoing connection that nurtures a continuing relationship. 

Intimacy continues to be an indicator of relationship satisfaction for most couples (Ferreira, 

Narciso, Novo, & Pereira, 2014). In a study of long-term relationships, both males and 

females reported that greater emotional intimacy was associated with higher sexual desire and 

increased sexual activity (Van Lankveld, Jacobs, Thewiessen, Dewitte, & Verboon, 2018). 

The theme of intimacy in the assessment pyramid may help therapists focus on how couples 

are able to nurture and maintain their relationship in a number of ways.  

1. The range and extent of physical connection between partners. Physical intimacy 

refers to behaviors between two people identified as any shared activities, including anything 

from taking a walk together to sexual behavior. Higher levels of intimacy have been 

associated with sexual satisfaction in both men and women (Haning, O’Keefe, Randall, 

Kommor, Baker, & Wilson, 2007). There are many ways to encourage couples to spend time 

together to increase intimacy, depending on the meaning taken from the activities.  

Weingarten (1991) added the construct of meaning to intimacy, suggesting that 

couples who find a shared meaning (co-created meaning) may contribute to intimacy. She 

identified two dimensions: the level of mutual co-ordination of action (low to high), and the 

level of co-creation of shared meaning (low to high). Hence, normal day-to-day activities 

where couples share time together may be intimate acts provided there is a shared meaning 

that emerges from the activity. For example, she applied the concept of shared meaning to 



 16 

sexual intimacy and suggested that high co-ordination of action and high co-creation of 

meaning represented intimate sex, while low co-ordination of action and co-creation of 

meaning represented estranged sex or sexual abuse. Low co-ordinated action and high co-

creation of meaning represented sexual fantasy, while low co-creation of meaning and high 

co-ordination of action represented casual sex. Reviewing the range and quality of physical 

intimacy and the associated meaning by partners may be a useful dimension in couple 

assessment of satisfaction.   

2. The range and extent of psychological connection between partners. Psychological 

connection between two people has been viewed as a multidimensional construct which 

includes mutual self disclosure, validation by the other, trust, favorable attitudes, and mutual 

expression of love or affection (Baumeister & Bratslavsky, 1999, Hook, Gerstein, Detterich, 

& Gridley, 2003). Many of these concepts are related to secure attachment and were 

highlighted under the section about love. Schnarch (1991) linked psychological intimacy 

between partners to their senses of self. He wrote about the two perspectives of other-

validated and self-validated intimacy, viewed through the lens of Bowen’s (1978) model of 

differentiation. Other-validated intimacy was related to an undifferentiated position, where 

individuals were unable to make independent decisions, relying heavily upon the validation 

of others (frequently family members such as partners) to shape their views and thus maintain 

their sense of self. On the other hand, self-validated intimacy where individuals were more 

differentiated, and thus able to rely upon themselves rather than approval from others, were 

able to make more carefully thought out decisions, as they perceived less pressure to conform 

to the wishes of others. Relationship difficulties may emerge when couples rely on an initial 

connection with each other and take this connection for granted without putting energy into 

maintaining the relationship. A review of the level of psychological intimacy and flexibility 
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in altering their patterns may be important in assessing the health of couples’ relationships 

and provide insights regarding their presenting problems.  

3. Sex 

Researchers concluded that sex that is satisfying is essential to relationship 

satisfaction (Butzer & Campbell, 2008; Impett, Muise, & Peragine, 2014). A link between 

sexual desire and long-term relationships has also been reported (Van Lankveld et al., 2018). 

Lack of sex may be a cause for divorce (DeGraaf & Kalmijn, 2006). Although sex is an 

important element in couple relationships, only 28 percent of those presenting for therapy 

identify sexual problems as a key issue (Doss, Simpson, & Christensen, 2004). Thus, it can 

be important to explore issues related to the sexual relationship even when couples do not 

raise it. The list here is not exclusive, but highlights some concerns that confront couples 

where the relationship context is an important part of the presenting problem.  

1. The issue of sexual exclusivity for partners. An important issue for many couples 

may be the exclusivity of their sexual relationship. Nonmonogamous relationships, such as 

swinging, open relationships, and polymorphism (multiple simultaneous relationships) vary 

in the degree of transparency and the specific terms of the contract that couples establish in 

their intimate relationships (Berry & Barker, 2014). Various arrangements regarding 

exclusivity may need to be explored in assessing relationship satisfaction, paying particular 

attention to the degree of acceptability of the arrangement for both partners.  

Often partners may have thought their relationship was exclusive, and inadvertently 

found that this was not the case. Infidelity may be categorized as sexual and emotional, which 

can potentially be a useful categorization for exploring affairs (Buss & Haselton, 2005). 

Sexual infidelity is related to having sex without an emotional connection, while emotional 

infidelity refers to sex within the context of an emotional connection in Buss and Haselton’s 



 18 

(2005) model. Some people seek therapy to achieve sexual fidelity and are able to maintain 

this arrangement, while others achieve a “good enough monogamy” (Josephs & Shimberg, 

2010). In some surveys it has been suggested that 20 to 25 percent of partners have sex with 

someone other than their partner during their marriage (Atkins, Baucom, & Jacobson, 2001). 

In a meta-analytic study, researchers reported 34 percent of men and 24 percent of women 

engaged in extramarital sex (Tafoya & Spitzberg, 2007). More men were likely to engage in 

sex outside their relationship and tended to have “sex-only” affairs, but when women 

engaged in sex outside the relationship, it was more likely to involve an emotional 

attachment. Heterosexual men were most distressed with sexual infidelity in their partners 

(54%), followed by heterosexual women (35%), then lesbians (34%), then gay men (32)%, 

bisexual men (30%), and finally bisexual women (27%) (Frederick & Fales, 2016). Infidelity 

was reported as the most frequent cause of separation and divorce in married couples (Amato, 

2010; Hawkins et al., 2012). Some couples reported infidelity as the “final straw” that 

precipitated their separation (Polak & Saini, 2019). Therapists may need to exercise 

sensitivity to the myriad couple views on exclusivity in assessing this aspect of their sexual 

satisfaction.  

2. The range of sexual motivations for partners. Historically, sexual motivation was 

seen merely as biological, often with the central purpose of procreation. Masters and Johnson 

(1966) identified the biological sexual response cycle for males and females (excitement, 

plateau, orgasm, resolution) through their experimental work. However, the model was 

limited by focusing on genital functioning with orgasm as the ultimate goal of sex, 

emphasizing a heterosexual and biological view of sexual motivation (Iasenza, 2010). This 

model was extended with the addition of a stage called sexual desire (Kaplan, 1979), a major 

presenting problem with many clients. Further psychological components were introduced to 

the model when Loulan (1984) added the stagesof willingness instead of desire, and pleasure 
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instead of orgasm to incorporate aspects of lesbian sexuality. Basson (2001) started afresh, 

developing a model of female sexuality that involved the following cycle: reasons for 

initiating sex, willingness to be responsive, subjective arousal, arousal and responsive desire, 

and sexual/emotional satisfaction. This model did not necessarily have a beginning point 

because the cycle could begin at any point in the cycle, and has been used clinically with 

males as well as females (Iasenza, 2010). Sexual motivation can be very diverse in clients 

and is thus an important area to explore when dealing with couples’ sexual issues  

Reflecting this complexity, Davis, Shaver, and Vernon (2004) identified a number of 

key motivations for sex including 1. Enhancing emotional closeness, 2. Fostering 

reassurance, 3. Raising self-esteem, 4. Reducing stress, 5. Manipulatively satisfying 

previously unmet anxious attachment needs, 6. Manipulatively diverting attention from 

uncomfortable emotions in a partner, 7. Exerting power and control over one’s partner, 8. 

Demonstrating care for a partner, and 9. Procreating. Crittenden (1997) explored the 

dynamics of manipulative sex, where partners used sex to obtain more control in a 

relationship when they felt vulnerable or distressed, often replicating attachment patterns 

from the past. In general terms, avoidant and anxious attachment patterns can provide 

important insights into the sexual dynamics reported in couple relationships, supporting 

Schnarch’s (1991) concept of sex as “… an elicitation approach … (where) … a couple’s 

sexual behaviors … become a window into the whole of the partners’ individual functioning 

and their relationship” (p. 146). Special attention may be warranted when therapists explore 

the motivational sexual elements of their couples’ love lives. 

3. The issue of sexual desire discrepancy between partners. Desire discrepancy is a 

major issue that may influence the sex lives of many couples once the initial romantic phase 

of the relationship is past (Bergner, 2013). Although there are pragmatic ways of accounting 

for desire discrepancy, including fatigue and lack of erotic thoughts (Carvalho & Nobre, 
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2011), there are a number of additional psychological processes such as attachment styles 

(Greenman & Johnson, 2013), identity (Greenberg & Goldman, 2008), behavioral exchange 

(Gurman, 2013), and level of differentiation (Schnarch, 2009) that offer insights into desire 

discrepancy. Ferreira, Fraenkel, Narciso, and Nova (2015) reported that the key factors 

enhancing desire that were common between males and females were change (breaks in the 

couples’ routines by trying new experiences), autonomy (frequent physical distance from 

each other or having too many independent projects), ease (stress-free times for each partner), 

sharing (talking about fears and providing mutual support), and eroticism (changing the usual 

way sex occurred). Desire-inhibiting variables for both males and females were stress (time 

pressures), couple conflict, having children (lack of time and energy for the relationship), 

fatigue (due to the demands of a busy life), and monotony (a set routine regarding sexual 

practice). An exploration of the variables that may enhance or interfere with couples’ sexual 

desire can provide greater insights and possibility for change. The complex issues relating to 

desire discrepancy may need assessment when considering couple sexual and relationship 

satisfaction. 

4. Power  

The theme of power has a range of dimensions linked to areas such as joint decision 

making and how disagreements are managed. Although couple conflict may emerge during 

decision making, conflict may also emerge during discussion of a range of different views 

about areas such as respecting each other, managing money, dealing with in-laws, managing 

the children, and managing household tasks. When these areas are not managed with mutual 

respect, issues of power may emerge as partners attempt to influence the discussions in ways 

that may escalate to intimate partner violence (IPV). Because researchers report 30 percent of 

community samples experience IPV, it is important to include an assessment of this form of 

power and control in the assessment pyramid (Archer, 2000; Franklin & Brown, 2014).  
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In a study of decision-making power in young adults, relationship satisfaction was 

greatest when the power was balanced between partners (Hyde, Waller, Shaw, Murray, & 

Forbes, 2018). In addition, women particularly were more satisfied when they perceived 

themselves as having more power in their relationships. The mutual ability to exert some 

influence over the other partner appears to contribute to couple satisfaction (Blanton & 

Vandergriff-Avery, 2001). On the other hand, relationship breakdown was linked to power 

gridlocks in another study of couples (Rehman, Holtzworth-Munroe, Herron, & Clements, 

2009). The theme of power in the assessment pyramid may be a helpful reminder to explore 

this dynamic in relation to areas such as decision making, flexibility, and conflict 

management. Some of these areas are elaborated upon below. 

1. The range and degree of power differences manifest in daily couple interactions. 

Blanton and Vandergriff-Avery (2001) defined power dynamics in couples’ relationships as 

the power where control is exerted over the other partner based on his or her access to 

resources and status. For example, status is frequently confirmed by larger contextual factors 

imposed by society and includes such things as gender, race, class, and sexual orientation 

(Knudson-Martin, Huenergardt, Lafontant, Bishop, Schaepper, & Wells, 2015), with males 

attracting more status and entitlement than females, opposite-sex attracted people being more 

entitled than same-sex-attracted people, and middle-class people being more powerful or 

entitled than working class people. These non-negotiated and often invisible power or 

entitlement differences are associated with patriarchy and frequently demonstrated through 

the lens of gender in heterosexual relationships (Dickerson, 2013; Stith, McCollum, Amanor-

Boadu, & Smith, 2012). Power differences often result in women taking responsibility for 

maintaining relationships while men provide solutions and answers for instrumental problems 

(Knudson-Martin, 2013). Although it is more likely for women to be controlled by men, the 

reverse also happens, highlighting the subtleties of relational power (Brown, 2012). However, 
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when same-sex relationships are considered, there is still extensive power and control exerted 

between partners based on relational or contextual factors (Frankland & Brown, 2014). 

Therapists may need to carefully explore the power differences between partners, taking 

gender, sexuality, race, and class into consideration in assessing couple satisfaction. 

2. The level of partner conflict. Although conflict may be useful between partners in 

the sense that frustrations can be discussed and managed rather than ignored, it is possible for 

conflict to escalate to levels that may be classified as abusive. Partners may be 

psychologically abusive through the demeaning things they say to each other, and physically 

abusive by actions such as restraining movement, denying access to resources and social 

contact, and perpetrating physical intimidation and injury.   

However, more than gender needs to be considered when thinking about IPV. 

Abandonment anxiety associated with anxious attachment style has been shown to separate 

perpetrators from nonperpetrators (Holtzworth-Munroe, Stuart, & Hutchinson, 1997), and 

research with male perpetrators demonstrating a link between rejection and abuse has resulted 

in other therapeutic options being recommended, rather than a more generic psychological 

education related to patriarchy (Brown, James, & Taylor, 2010). There is controversy over 

the best focus for treatment around the advisability of individual, group, or couple treatment 

(Brown & James, 2014; Langhinrichsen‐Rohling, 2010). George and Stith (2014) argued for 

treatment of IPV that accepts a broader view, embracing both a more updated feminist view 

as well as a research perspective that calls for a broader range of treatments, allowing for 

individual and conjoint systemic treatment to ensure the best outcome (Krieg Mayer, 2017), 

including issues such as the level of differentiation of both partners (Goldner, Penn, 

Shienberg, & Walker, 1990; Jenkins, 2005; Likcani, Stith, Spencer, Webb, & Peterson, 

2017). Kelly and Johnson (2008) identified links between power, control, and intimacy, and 

they have also argued for a broader view of treatment options and categorization of 
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perpetrators. Therapists may need to engage in a careful assessment of how conflict is 

managed to ensure that both partners are heard and feel safe and able to control themselves 

before determining the direction of therapy when IPV is present.   

3. The tactics partners use to influence the other. Although the mechanism of partner 

control has been explored in relation to conflict, there may be other ways that control is 

exerted. Relational power refers to power dynamics within the context of a relationship and 

how these dynamics encourage the development of power or influence over the other 

(Blanton & Vandergriff-Avery, 2001). Other avenues that operate in exchange for positional 

power may be exerted by money, beauty, or age (Lips, 1991). Past experience in the family of 

origin may influence the power dynamics that emerge, based on the type of partner who is 

selected to either reinforce past experiences (by choosing a partner who is the same as a 

parent), or challenge past experiences (by selecting a partner who is opposite to, or at least 

substantially different from, a parent). Other examples of power may be demonstrated in how 

arguments between partners are managed. For example, there may be power in passivity such 

as withdrawal—one of the four horsemen described by Gottman (1999)—that may lead to 

separation and that can be used for punishing and creating pressure for compliance in a 

partner. Ultimately the person who is least committed to the relationship is the most powerful 

(Livingston, 2004). The more committed partner attempts to please the other by frequently 

putting up with significant levels of bad behavior to increase the other’s commitment. The 

mechanisms of controlling the other partner may be assessed to identify subtle ways in which 

control is exerted and interferes with relationship satisfaction.  

IMPLICATIONS: CASE EXAMPLE 

The case I will present unfortunately typifies many of the couples I see in my private 

practice and is a compilation of a myriad of the dynamics presented over the years to preserve 
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anonymity. John and Sarah have been together for 8 years. Both John and Sarah completed 

postgraduate qualifications overseas. They met while travelling abroad and enjoyed 8 months 

together when they decided to embark on a further adventure to a new country for the 

possibility of settling there. Because they were both professionally trained, they were able to 

secure employment. After 2 years of enjoying the good life as expats, Sarah became pregnant 

and, because she was offered paid maternity leave, they decided to remain in their chosen 

country. After the birth of their son, their lifestyle began to change, but they were adamant 

that starting a family would not negatively affect their life together. However, after a couple 

of years, a second son was born, and, despite their best efforts, this led to some distance 

between Sarah and John when arguments began to surface around their different views about 

parenting. These arguments became more frequent, increasing in intensity and resulting in 

them making personally insulting comments to each other, creating further distance between 

them and leading to their decision to seek couples therapy. 

John grew up in a family where his parents were constantly fighting. His father would 

take his frustration out on John, becoming quite harsh causing John to distance from him and 

to internalize his emotions. His mother was warm and engaging with him, but this did not 

soften the treatment that he received from his father, and eventually his parents separated 

with a difficult divorce. John resolved that he would be much more engaging with his 

children while maintaining clear boundaries to ensure sensible discipline. However, he 

missed the connection he might have had with his family when growing up, and was attracted 

to Sarah who was more emotional, understanding, and easy to be around. 

Sarah grew up in a family with a very loving and caring mother who was frequently at 

odds with her husband. Her father resolved this issue by working long hours in a job that 

required frequent overseas travel. Therefore, she rarely saw, and consequently longed for, a 

more stable secure male influence in her life. She wanted an engaging partner who was 
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attentive and involved, and saw John as a reliable man who could provide such a role in her 

life.  

The presenting problem of arguments was demonstrated through a specific example 

provided by the couple. When the children refuse to go to bed, Sarah is gentle with them, 

offering them a story, spending time with them until they stay in bed and are asleep.  This is 

similar to her mother’s gentle and kind approach with her when she was growing up.  When 

John sees this gentleness, he gets very angry because he feels the children should be made to 

comply immediately, in a manner similar to the way he was forced to do by his aggressive 

father. He wants to prove that he is a good father through the use of firm limits. His anger is 

sparked by the kindness shown by Sarah, which he didn’t receive growing up. The argument 

with Sarah in the presence of the children also causes him to feel a sense of shame because he 

is out of control in the same way his father was, despite his attempt to be a better parent than 

his father.  Furthermore, he is unable to control his own emotion, something that he wished 

his father had been able to do, and which he wants for his children. At the same time, Sarah, 

against her better judgment, is demonstrating that she cannot control herself around John, 

providing a negative model of conflict management for her children.  This behavior causes a 

deep sense of shame for her. John and Sarah’s constant arguing causes them both to question 

their relationship, fuelling anxiety and further shame. Thus, a simple example exploring the 

presenting problem of arguments provides the context for an analysis using the pyramid.  

Using the assessment pyramid, the six levels are demonstrated with themes of love 

and power surfacing in Figures 2 and 3 for the initial presenting problem of childrearing. A 

more detailed exploration of the process is elaborated in Appendix 1. These two figures 

present an analysis of each partner’s perspectives of the behavioral conflict that they 

frequently have about childrearing. Although the behavior is very similar, and both John and 

Sarah are concerned about the level of arguments and fights in their relationship, their 
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understanding is quite different when the six levels of the assessment pyramid are explored. 

Both John and Sarah have their own issues related to individual past experiences in their own 

families that impact on their current arguments about child rearing. Although shame is a 

common affect for both, the source of this shame is dramatically different. However, the 

shame associated with their own development of self provides complex challenges that keep 

the argument alive because that is the main symptom about which they are aware in regard to 

their relationship struggles.  

Although it is tempting to view the assessment as a linear process by moving through 

the various levels on each of the relevant faces sequentially, this is rarely possible, as not all 

four themes may need exploration in dealing with a specific presenting problem. Client 

responses can quickly alter the pattern of interviewing as happened in this example, as the 

theme of power around childrearing issues quickly changes to the faces of intimacy and love 

as we move down the various levels. It requires a rigorous sensitivity for therapists to follow 

the client, rather than lead when switches to other faces or themes are appropriate. The 

assessment pyramid can provide useful information about presenting problems by assessing 

the relevant faces of the pyramid as well as the various layers. If therapists do not have a 

well-integrated meta-theory, they will use only some of the levels, which is perfectly 

acceptable. However, for therapists who want to broaden their range of theories and skills, 

the pyramid is ideal. Thus, the assessment pyramid has potential for continuing professional 

development, training, and supervision, and for broadened clinical direction in work with 

couples. 
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Figure 1A: Assessment pyramid: The six levels of the pyramid and two of the four faces: love 
and power. Permission for the use of this diagram was obtained from Showeet 
(http://www.showeet.com), and was adapted for use in the current figure. 

 

http://www.showeet.com/
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Figure 1B: Assessment pyramid: The six levels of the pyramid and two of the four faces: sex 
and intimacy. Permission for the use of this diagram was obtained from Showeet 
(http://www.showeet.com), and was adapted for use in the current figure. 
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Figure 2: Assessment pyramid example with couple showing the six levels—Sarah’s view of 
the conflict. 
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Figure 3: Assessment pyramid example with couple showing the six levels—John’s view of 
the conflict. 

 

APPENDIX 1: PROCESS OF THERAPY 

1. Behavior: As with many couples, John and Sarah have a number of separate 

presenting problems, one of which was their different ideas about parenting when 

asked about their reason for referral. This is an easy starting point as a behavioral 

sequence around a specific incident where both John and Sarah are involved in a 

attempting to manage misbehavior was described. The theme followed is power.  

2. Emotion: As the behavior sequence is explored it is often easy to ask each partner 

about the emotions that are surface as well as ideas about underlying emotions they 

experience in their own and their partner’s behavior. For Sarah, her surface anger was 

apparent in the session and she spoke of her underlying fear of his anger and inability 
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to trust John with the children because of this anger. For John, his surface anger was 

also apparent in the session that was linked to his underlying frustration with not 

being allowed to parent and the criticism that he felt from Sarah as being useless with 

managing the children. The theme of power continues in the exploration of emotion. 

3. Meaning: Once the emotion is explored, it is possible to explore how each partner 

makes sense of their own and their partner’s behavior and surface and underlying 

emotions around the example they provided. Sarah was aware that John’s way of 

parenting was inadequate and potentially damaging on the children which 

increasingly spilled over, as she questioned whether or not the relationship was viable 

and whether or not she still loved him. On the other hand, John noticed the exclusion 

from parenting and began to doubt whether she would continue her relationship with 

him. This created great pressure for John to perform better as a parent because he 

couldn’t imagine his life without Sarah. The theme continues to be power here, but 

also switches to love for both partners given their responses. 

4. Beliefs: The beliefs can be explored by linking the meaning to where these ideas 

emerged from, including each partners past experience of growing up, and also in 

their other relationships. Sarah believed she couldn’t rely upon him, a message she 

received growing up about the inability to trust others who were close to her. As she 

continued in the relationship, she also doubted her ability to make good decisions.  

Her ability to be a perfect mother and partner, received from the messages about 

being perfect from her mother, could not be attained as demonstrated by the 

arguments she and John got into.  John didn’t receive good parenting from his father, 

and was adamant that he could be a better parent, feeling frustrated in his efforts in 

that regard by Sarah. While power continues to be a theme for John, Sarah’s 
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responses begin to focus on the theme of intimacy, and what she needs in this 

relationship. 

5. Affect: It may be necessary to link the current situation to past family interaction to 

identify the deeper affects that were probably evoked in prior family situations and is 

subsequently triggered in the current interaction as well. Sarah was ashamed of her 

decision making because she chose a partner who was like her father, who was 

emotionally unreliable. John was ashamed of his efforts to be the good parent his 

father was also unable to be. The theme of intimacy continues for Sarah and also the 

theme of power for John as the competition between him and his father becomes 

dominant in his relationship with Sarah. 

6. Self: The self-messages that emerge from the deep affects are often fundamental to 

how clients feel about themselves. The message Sarah took from the past was that she 

couldn’t rely upon herself to make good decisions, despite the effort she put into this 

process. This message was linked to her mother’s continual criticism of her efforts to 

be perfect, and thus avoid her mother’s criticism. This reinforced her sense of 

neediness in selecting a man who was so deficient in the values she held high for 

herself, possibly to feel less competitive with him.  John was also unable to rely upon 

himself to be the partner and parent he wanted to be, doubting his worthiness to be 

involved in any way with his family. At the level of self , the theme of power 

becomes more of a focus for both of them as they desperately try to manage their 

shame while maintaining their relationship. 
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