Developmental Model of Couples Therapy

Ellyn Bader & Peter Pearson — Five Stages of Relationship Development

Relationships move through predictable developmental stages — mirroring childhood growth — each with its own tasks, gifts, and risks.
Growth is rarely linear; couples may revisit stages.

SYMBIOSIS — Exclusive Bonding
Months — up to 18-24 months

IF STUCK:
0 The 'two become one' merging. Differences are minimised, similarities Bliss becomes Suffocating; partners p0|arise into conflict or
emphasised, faults overlooked. Love feels effortless. Brain chemistry supports conflict avoidance.
this blissful fusion. STAGE TASK:
Enjoy the bond — while each person remains present as an
individual.

DIFFERENTIATION — Tolerating the Anxiety of Difference

Often the longest and most challenging stage

IF STUCK:
a Each partner reconnects with their 'l." Differences move to centre stage. This  Chronic conflict, contempt, withdrawal, or years of unresolved
is not 'falling out of love' — it is 'falling out of illusion.' The central skill: gridlock.

expressing yourself while remaining curious about your partner. STAGE TASK:
Speak up clearly for yourself AND stay open to your partner's

different reality.

EXPLORATION — Re-finding the Self (Individuation)

Variable; often overlaps with Differentiation

IF STUCK:
° Each partner invests more in their own interests, friendships, and growth. This  One partner over-individuates, leaving the other feeling

can feel threatening but cements adult identity. Seeing each other as full, abandoned or irrelevant.

autonomous selves can rekindle genuine attraction. STAGE TASK:
Develop yourself fully — and celebrate your partner doing the
same.

RAPPROCHEMENT — Back-and-Forth Patterns of Intimacy

Ongoing oscillation with increasing ease

IF STUCK:
° A return to deeper, more sustainable closeness — often with an enlivened Difficulty re-engaging after periods of distance; fear of
sexual relationship. Differences no longer trigger crisis. The couple moves vulnerability.
fluidly between togetherness and autonomy. STAGE TASK:

Practice reaching toward each other after space, without drama.

SYNERGY — Joyful Interdependence

Hard-won; built on all prior stages

IF STUCK:
a The relationship is more vital than either partner alone — yet grounded in two  Rare at this stage; complacency or life transitions may invite
clearly defined selves. Deep affection, practiced repair, and a shared sense of  regression.

purpose. Energy often turns outward: toward community, legacy, giving. STAGE TASK:
Sustain differentiated closeness and continue growing —

together and individually.
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