
MORE THAN THERAPY COLLECTION GUIDE

Couples communication and
boundaries
Ten original resources for More Than Therapy. Choose a page that fits the client's priorities
and review the clinical notes before use. The materials support professional care and are not
validated assessments.

REL01 Map Our Conversation Cycle
Worksheet | 15 to 20 minutes

REL02 Ask for What You Need
Worksheet | 10 to 15 minutes

REL03 Listen and Check Understanding
Worksheet | 15 to 20 minutes

REL04 Plan a Respectful Pause
Worksheet | 10 to 15 minutes

REL05 Repair After a Difficult Moment
Worksheet | 15 to 20 minutes

REL06 Set a Clear Boundary
Worksheet | 10 to 15 minutes

REL07 Recognize Safer Relationship Conversations
Handout | 10 to 15 minutes

REL08 Invite a Difficult Conversation
Clinician script | 10 to 15 minutes

REL09 Practice One Conversation Together
Session guide | 50 minutes

REL10 Reflect on Connection and Choice
Journal prompts | 10 to 15 minutes

Fillable responses work in compatible PDF readers. Save each completed worksheet separately in an approved
record system.
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MORE THAN THERAPY CLINICIAN GUIDE

Clinical notes
Couples communication and boundaries
REL01 Map Our Conversation Cycle
Complete private screening for coercion, fear, and violence before conjoint use. Do not frame abuse as a shared
communication cycle. Offer individual reflection when partners cannot participate freely.

REL02 Ask for What You Need
Assess relationship safety privately first. Coach specificity without requiring the harmed person to communicate
perfectly. Adapt the exercise for communication disabilities, interpreters, or written exchanges when preferred.

REL03 Listen and Check Understanding
Use only after private safety screening supports conjoint work. Do not require eye contact, matching emotion, or
touch. Validate different communication styles and check whether the exercise increases pressure.

REL04 Plan a Respectful Pause
Assess safety privately before negotiating a joint plan. Do not recommend separation within the home when it
could increase danger. Repeated refusal to return may need a separate conversation about willingness and
treatment goals.

REL05 Repair After a Difficult Moment
Do not use apology exercises to substitute for assessment of coercion or violence. Avoid pressuring forgiveness,
reconciliation, or equal admissions. Consider whether the affected person wants individual support instead.

REL06 Set a Clear Boundary
Explore cultural expectations, financial dependence, disability, caregiving, and realistic choices. Avoid treating
direct confrontation as universally safe. When abuse is possible, prioritize individualized safety planning over
assertiveness practice.

REL07 Recognize Safer Relationship Conversations
Screen separately before conjoint work and revisit safety as needed. Explain record and confidentiality practices
accurately. A shared handout can be discovered by a controlling partner; ask about safe access.

REL08 Invite a Difficult Conversation
Avoid using conjoint scripts when abuse or coercive control makes participation unsafe. Do not interpret silence
as consent. Provide accessible options such as writing, assistive communication, or slower pacing.

REL09 Practice One Conversation Together
The timing is a flexible clinical outline. Prioritize risk, consent, accessibility, and individual needs over completion.
Refer for specialized support when conjoint work is unsuitable.

REL10 Reflect on Connection and Choice
Ask about safe storage before recommending journaling. Avoid assuming that disclosure or confrontation is the
preferred next step. Attend to community, cultural expectations, and the client's definitions of connection and
autonomy.
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MORE THAN THERAPY REL01  |  WORKSHEET

Map Our Conversation Cycle
Couples communication and boundaries | Couples | 15 to 20 minutes

Notice one repeated interaction and choose a different response.

Choose a recent, manageable disagreement that both people feel safe discussing. Each
person completes their own map before comparing. The goal is to understand what happens
between you while keeping each person responsible for their own behavior.

Describe one moment
Use an observable event: "When the conversation moved to money, I looked away."
Separate the event from your interpretation, such as "I thought I was about to be criticized."
You may have different memories of the same moment.

Follow your part of the sequence
Notice your body, the meaning you made, and what you did next. Ask your partner about the
impact rather than deciding it for them. A protective intention does not erase hurtful
behavior.

Choose one interruption
Try a small action within your control: name confusion, ask for one question at a time, or
request a pause. If honesty could lead to threats or retaliation, stop the joint exercise and
speak privately with your clinician.

The event and the meaning I made

My body signals and what I did next

The impact my partner described

One different response I want to practice

Clinical foundations: NIMH Psychotherapies | The Hotline Couples Therapy Safety
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MORE THAN THERAPY REL02  |  WORKSHEET

Ask for What You Need
Couples communication and boundaries | Couples | 10 to 15 minutes

Turn a complaint into a specific and negotiable request.

Select one need that you can discuss safely. A request tells another person what would help
and leaves room for their answer. It is more useful when the action is specific enough that
both people can recognize it.

Start with a small observation
Describe one event without labels such as selfish, lazy, or always. Example: "We started
discussing tomorrow while I was getting the children ready." Name your experience without
assuming your partner intended it.

Make the action visible
Try: "I feel rushed, and I need a little focus. Would you talk with me for ten minutes after
bedtime?" Ask for one action, place, or time. A request may be declined; a boundary
concerns what you will do.

Practice the response too
Read your request aloud. Invite an alternative that respects both people. If the answer is no,
identify a next step you control. Agreement obtained through fear, punishment, or pressure
is not voluntary.

One observable event

My feeling and the need underneath it

My specific request

An acceptable alternative or next step I control

Clinical foundations: NIMH Psychotherapies | The Hotline Couples Therapy Safety
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MORE THAN THERAPY REL03  |  WORKSHEET

Listen and Check Understanding
Couples communication and boundaries | Couples | 15 to 20 minutes

Practice reflecting a partner accurately before responding.

Choose a topic with manageable intensity. The speaker gets two minutes to describe one
experience. The listener first checks what they understood. Understanding another person
does not require agreeing with every interpretation or giving up your own perspective.

Speaker round
Describe what happened, how it affected you, and what matters now. Keep to one event. You
may read from notes, slow down, or stop. Avoid insults and claims about the other person's
motives.

Listener round
Try: "What I hear is... The part that mattered most was... Did I understand?" Let the speaker
correct one point. Then ask whether they want listening, ideas, or a practical response. Do
not turn the reflection into a rebuttal.

Switch by agreement
When the speaker feels sufficiently understood, agree whether to switch or pause. This is a
short practice, not a requirement to resolve the issue. Stop if either person feels intimidated
or unsafe.

Speaker notes on the event and its impact

Listener reflection in my own words

One correction or detail I missed

The response requested and our next step

Clinical foundations: NIMH Psychotherapies | The Hotline Couples Therapy Safety
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MORE THAN THERAPY REL04  |  WORKSHEET

Plan a Respectful Pause
Couples communication and boundaries | Couples | 10 to 15 minutes

Agree on a way to stop an escalating discussion and revisit it safely.

Create this plan during a relatively calm moment. A pause gives each person space to regain
choice. It should not become a threat, punishment, or demand that someone stay in a
conversation they need to leave for safety.

Notice the earlier signals
List the signs you can recognize in yourself before the discussion becomes harder to
manage. Examples include speaking faster, losing track of words, or feeling unable to listen.
Avoid telling your partner what their body means.

Agree on the practical details
Choose a brief phrase, such as "I need a pause." Identify a realistic check-in time and
whether you will speak or send a message. During the pause, choose a settling activity
instead of preparing a stronger argument.

Return with consent
At the agreed check-in, ask whether both people can continue. If more time is needed,
suggest another time or clinician support. No return agreement overrides someone's
immediate safety or right to decline.

My early signals and pause phrase

Where I can pause and what may help

How and when we will check in again

What we will do if continuing is not workable

Clinical foundations: NIMH Psychotherapies | The Hotline Couples Therapy Safety
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MORE THAN THERAPY REL05  |  WORKSHEET

Repair After a Difficult Moment
Couples communication and boundaries | Couples | 15 to 20 minutes

Make a specific repair attempt without demanding forgiveness.

A repair begins with naming your own behavior and listening to its impact. Choose a moment
you are ready to take responsibility for. The other person decides whether, when, and how
they want to respond.

Name the action plainly
Say what you did without a justification that shifts responsibility. "I interrupted you and
raised my voice" is clearer than "I am sorry you got upset." You can discuss context later
without using it to erase the impact.

Ask rather than presume
Try: "I can see that I made it harder for you to speak. What did that moment feel like for
you?" If the person does not want to answer, respect that. Do not ask them to reassure you.

Link words to a change
Offer one action you can follow through on. Example: "At our next check-in, I will write down
my response and wait until you finish." Repair is evaluated through behavior over time; an
apology does not create an obligation to reconcile.

The behavior I take responsibility for

The impact I understand and what I still need to hear

My repair statement

The action I will practice and when I will review it

Clinical foundations: NIMH Psychotherapies | The Hotline Couples Therapy Safety
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Set a Clear Boundary
Couples communication and boundaries | Adults | 10 to 15 minutes

Describe a limit and a response that remains within your control.

A boundary describes what you will participate in and how you will care for your own limits. It
can be kind and firm. You do not have to persuade someone that your limit is reasonable
before taking it seriously.

Identify the limit
Choose a specific situation, such as late-night work messages, requests for money, or
conversations involving insults. Notice what you need to protect: rest, privacy, time, safety,
or another value.

Keep the response within your control
Example: "I can discuss this when we can speak without insults. I am ending this call now." A
boundary is different from controlling another person's friendships, clothing, money, or
movement.

Consider consequences and support
A clear statement may not change another person's behavior. Plan what you can realistically
do and who can support you. If setting a limit may trigger danger, work privately with a
qualified professional or advocate on a safer approach.

The situation and the value I want to protect

The limit I want to communicate

The action I control if the limit is crossed

Support or practical barriers I need to consider

Clinical foundations: NIMH Psychotherapies | The Hotline Couples Therapy Safety
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MORE THAN THERAPY REL07  |  HANDOUT

Recognize Safer Relationship
Conversations
Couples communication and boundaries | Couples | 10 to 15 minutes

Identify conditions that support voluntary communication and when a different
approach is needed.

Communication practice works best when people can speak, disagree, and stop without
being punished. Before trying a joint worksheet, consider whether both people have that
freedom. The purpose is to create useful choices, not to earn permission to be treated
respectfully.

Conditions to look for
Both people can decline a topic, ask for time, and keep appropriate privacy. Each person
takes responsibility for their own behavior. Listening includes curiosity and correction. A
request can receive a no. Neither person has to prove love through access to passwords,
money, sex, or constant availability.

When joint exercises may be unsafe
Threats, coercion, stalking, violence, or fear of retaliation call for private assessment and
specialized support. A person being harmed is not responsible for ending abuse by
communicating more skillfully. The National Domestic Violence Hotline cautions against
couples therapy with an abusive partner.

A small practice when it is safe
Choose a neutral decision, such as a weekend task. Each person states one preference and
one practical limit. Reflect what you heard before proposing a plan. End with a check: "Did
you feel able to disagree?" If the answer is no, stop and discuss that privately with your
clinician.

One condition I want to strengthen or discuss privately

Clinical foundations: The Hotline Couples Therapy Safety | NIMH Psychotherapies
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Invite a Difficult Conversation
Couples communication and boundaries | Clinicians | 10 to 15 minutes

Help partners negotiate whether and how to discuss one manageable concern.

Use after separate assessment supports the safety and suitability of conjoint work. This script
models permission, pacing, and a specific request. It is a flexible example rather than a
requirement to use exact words.

Invite choice
Clinician: "Would practicing a short conversation about one manageable concern be useful
today? Either of you can pass or pause." If a partner declines: "Thank you for being clear.
What would make this time useful instead?" Do not seek a yes through pressure.

Coach a clear opening
Clinician to speaker: "Name one event, its effect on you, and an action you would like to
request." Example: "When plans change at the last minute, I feel unprepared. Could we send
a message when the timing changes?" Clinician to listener: "What did you hear the request to
be?"

Respond to different needs
If the listener disagrees: "You can understand the request and still have limits. What could
you agree to?" If either person becomes overwhelmed: "Let us stop the practice. Would
quiet, a different topic, or a pause help?" If fear or coercion emerges, end the joint exercise
and arrange private safety assessment.

Review the process
Ask: "What helped you feel able to choose? What felt pressuring? What is one action each of
you freely agrees to try?" Record each person's own account rather than declaring mutual
agreement when it is absent.

Language I will adapt for this couple

Clinical foundations: NIMH Psychotherapies | The Hotline Couples Therapy Safety
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Practice One Conversation Together
Couples communication and boundaries | Clinicians | 50 minutes

Help a suitable couple practice one clear request and evaluate how the
conversation felt.

Prerequisite: separate safety assessment supports conjoint work. Select a low-intensity
concern, and agree that either person can stop. The observable outcome is one practiced
exchange and a freely chosen next step, not resolution of the entire relationship issue.

Minutes 0 to 8
Check willingness, immediate needs, and the topic each partner wants to address. Establish
a pause signal. If safety concerns emerge, replace the exercise with appropriate private
assessment and follow-up.

Minutes 8 to 18
Use REL01 to map one interaction. Invite separate accounts and identify one action each
person can control. Do not insist that each contribution is equal.

Minutes 18 to 30
Practice REL03. One partner speaks for two minutes; the other reflects and checks accuracy.
Switch only by agreement. Ask what made listening easier or harder.

Minutes 30 to 40
Use REL02 to turn one concern into an observable request. Rehearse a yes, a no, and a
negotiated alternative. Check whether the answer is voluntary.

Minutes 40 to 46
Choose a pause and return plan using REL04 if useful. Identify one practice opportunity,
practical barrier, and alternative. Assign no shared homework if it could increase pressure or
danger.

Minutes 46 to 50
Ask each person what they understood, what remains unresolved, and whether the plan feels
workable. Confirm the next appointment or support pathway and document the agreed
action.

The practiced request and voluntary next step

Clinical foundations: NIMH Psychotherapies | The Hotline Couples Therapy Safety
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MORE THAN THERAPY REL10  |  JOURNAL PROMPTS

Reflect on Connection and Choice
Couples communication and boundaries | Adults | 10 to 15 minutes

Explore connection, personal agency, and accountability without assigning blame
automatically.

Choose one relationship and write only what feels useful today. This page is for your own
reflection; sharing is optional. You can care deeply about someone while still considering
whether the relationship gives you space to choose, disagree, and grow.

Begin with a real moment
Recall a recent interaction when you felt understood, or a moment when you wished for more
understanding. Describe what happened before deciding what it means about you or the
relationship.

Hold two responsibilities separately
You are responsible for your own words and actions. You are not responsible for controlling
someone else's response or preventing their abusive behavior. Consider both the changes
you can make and the support you may need.

Choose how to use the reflection
You might bring one sentence to therapy, keep the page private, or discard it. If privacy is
uncertain, ask your clinician about a safer way to reflect. Your next step can be gathering
information instead of starting a conversation.

When did I feel most able to be myself in this relationship?

What need or boundary have I had trouble naming?

What behavior of my own would I like to change?

What freely chosen next step or support would help?

Clinical foundations: NIMH Psychotherapies | The Hotline Couples Therapy Safety | WHO Stress Skills
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MORE THAN THERAPY REFERENCES

Clinical foundations
These sources inform the general clinical concepts. The original resources in this collection are not validated
instruments or publisher-endorsed protocols. Links checked October 26, 2026.

S01 Psychotherapies
National Institute of Mental Health | n.d.

General psychotherapy principles, collaborative goals, skills practice, and choosing care.
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/psychotherapies

S04 Doing What Matters in Times of Stress An Illustrated Guide
World Health Organization | 2020

Stress coping, present moment awareness, values, and kindness. Original exercises in this
library are separate from the WHO guide.
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240003927

S13 Should I Go To Couples Therapy With My Abusive Partner
National Domestic Violence Hotline | n.d.

Safety concerns with conjoint counseling where abuse or coercive control is present.
https://www.thehotline.org/resources/should-i-go-to-couples-therapy-with-my-abusive-partner/
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