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Ian Tomlinson is a transactional analyst, teacher and supervisor. In couples work he 
is an Advanced Clinician in Imago Relationship Therapy and a Certified Imago 
Workshop Presenter. He is the Director of the Affinity Centre, a therapy and training 
centre with branches in Wilmslow and Cheadle. You can find more about the Centre 
at https://affinitycentre.co.uk/ 

In this workshop Ian talked through five things you need to consider before working 
with couples and provided a stop-by-step guide to being a confident couples’ 
therapist. He gave an interesting, enjoyable and useful insight into his couples work. 
This was also valuable for our therapeutic work with individuals. As we all have 
relationships his ideas also have great relevance to our personal lives.  

There is a romantic period in our relationships where we will be our better self. Once 
past this period we go on autopilot where we are influenced by our child like ways of 
getting our needs met. These needs can be ones that were unmet in our childhood. 
Behind every criticism there is a desire. We can act like a zombie and crash and 
burn and engage in damaging power struggles where both partners try to assert their 
own needs.  
 
While on autopilot we fail to push our pause button and stop and think and end up 
trying to fix things in ways that do not help. There are two typical ways of doing this. 
Minimisers withdraw themselves and their energy from relationships. Maximisers 
throw energy outwards and are very good at shouting and kicking off. These 
strategies work in the short term to minimise pain but create chronic pain and 
stuckness in the long term. They can lead to affairs, long working hours, separation 
and divorce.  
 
Therapists can help counter these unhelpful ways of getting needs met and 
unthinking ways of fixing problems. Therapy helps clients to allow thoughts to be 
there and encourage Minimisers to express and Maximisers to contain.    
 
Working with couples is different from individual therapy. You work with the 
relationship and so have one client but two people.  You have two agendas and 
three scripts. Unlike individual therapy the person who is most important to the client 
is in the therapy room. This person is the key to their deepest desires and causes 
them the most pain.  
 
You need a robust model of relationship therapy to work with couples and the more 
lived experience of this model in your own relationships the better.  
 
What keeps couples together is positivity, kindness and generosity. Excuse the 
negatives in yourself and your partner and offer an olive branch. The Imago 
approach reverses the usual wisdom of loving your self first. Learn to love someone 



else first before you love yourself. We need to learn to receive love as we can easily 
hit failure without this receptive capacity.  
 
The Imago approach to couples therapy says we chose our partner to meet our 
unmet childhood needs. For therapy to be helpful think of the 3Ps. These are the 
Permission to do things differently, Protection against critical treatment and the 
Potency of the therapist to support the growth and development of the relationship.  
(Crossman 1966.)   
 
To develop the 3Ps you need a clear a clear understanding of the work you are 
going to do and your ways of working. Make sure you have a clear contract for 
therapy. Connect to the client’s desire for change and be willing to assert yourself. 
 
Helping couples to learn the capacity for containment is important. The healthy 
handling of maximising and minimising is important. For example not exercising the 
desire to talk everything out in the early hours of the morning for the maximiser, or 
refusing to talk at all for the minimiser. Most couples find learning to use the opposite 
of their strategy very helpful.  
 
Ian uses a structured dialogue process in which each person in the relationship 
takes turns to talk and listen. It also helps for the clients to distinguish between 
knowing their partner and knowing their own feelings about their partner. Therapy 
helps clients think about the wider picture of their relationship rather than the smaller 
picture of their bad stuff.  You can help the couple appreciate self nurturing, 
emotional and physical safety and emotional and physical intimacy.  Therapy can 
unblock communication and allow couples to have a different experience in the 
therapy room.  
 
Couples therapy is about joy and good couple therapists are in short supply. Training 
is a great opportunity for personal and professional development.  
 
Thank you to Ian Tomlinson for this engaging and articulate seminar which helped 
us to think more clearly about couples therapy and our own therapeutic work. 
 
 
 
 


