Welcome to a lot of great content. You only have to use one or two phrases that jump out at you, to really make an impact to your website (or therapy directory) visitor.

Instructions for Using the 10 Alternatives to “Safe” Language

Step 1: Identify where “safe” is used on your website or directory listing.

	•	Look at your About Me section, Services page, or any other description where you refer to the environment you create for clients (e.g., “I offer a safe space for growth”).

Step 2: Replace the word “safe” with one of these alternatives.
Step 3: Personalize your choice.
	•	Speak the phrase out loud to make sure it sounds natural. Small changes, like adding your tone or style, will make the phrasing feel even more authentic to you.

Optional Bonus:

	•	Use feedback from current clients. What do they say about working with you? Incorporate their words into your updates to reflect how your clients experience therapy with you.

Instructions for Addressing Bad Past Couples Therapy

Step 1: Add one or two sentences to your website or bio.
	•	Place these sentences on your homepage, under your Couples Therapy services section or in your About Me page. The goal is to briefly acknowledge frustrations clients may have with past therapy while positioning your approach as different and more effective.

Step 2: Choose phrasing that matches your style.
Step 3: Update your client consultation script.

	•	If you offer free consultations or intake calls, try including one of these phrases during your conversations. This gives clients reassurance that you understand their past frustrations and are ready to help them in a meaningful way.

Optional Bonus:

	•	Add these updates to your Psychology Today or other therapy directory listing. Use the phrasing to stand out in a crowded directory by acknowledging clients’ struggles with therapy directly and showing how you do things differently.


The 10 Ways to Ditch ‘Safe’ and Say What You Really Mean


1. “I help you find clarity when previous therapy felt confusing or overwhelming.”
2. "If previous therapy left you feeling more confused than clear, I’ll help you find the clarity you need—without getting bogged down in endless discussions."

[rationale - Clients may have felt lost or overwhelmed in past therapy. Assure them you’ll break things down in a way that makes sense and is manageable for their relationship.]

3. “You set the priorities, and we’ll focus on real solutions to what matters most.”
4. “You’ll set the agenda, and we’ll work on the things that truly matter to you, ensuring our sessions are productive and focused."

[rationale - Some clients feel like past therapists didn’t address the real issues. Show that you’ll tailor your approach to focus on what matters most to them.]

5. “I guide you through conversations that actually lead to change, not just more conflict.”
6. "If past therapy felt like it stirred up more conflict, I’ll help guide you through conversations that lead to real understanding and change."

[rationale - Many couples feel that previous therapy sessions just led to more arguments. Show that you’ll help them have productive, meaningful conversations.]


7. “We’ll avoid repeating the same patterns that kept you stuck in the past.”
8. "We’ll identify the patterns that have kept you stuck in the past and make sure we avoid falling into those traps again."

[Rationale - Some clients worry they’ll fall into the same unhelpful patterns. Show that you can help them break out of those and try something new.]


9. “Your time and effort matter—I’ll help you see results, not just talk.”
10. "You won’t waste your time here. We’ll focus on taking action and creating meaningful change, not just talking about it."

[Rationale    - If couples felt that previous therapy sessions were all talk and no action, this phrase reassures them that your approach will be different.]



How to Address Bad Past (Couples) Therapy and Offer Confidence in You


Show your clients that therapy with you will be different, effective, and focused on real change. This guide will help you connect with clients who’ve been burned by therapy before—and give them a reason to trust you. This could be for individuals who have had bad past individual or couple therapy.

Pacing vs Leading

A frequent complaint is not enough leadership by the therapist. Processing of feelings, or learning communication skills, didn’t lead to new insights, solutions, or progress in a client’s goals. Below are sentences you can copy or modify as you see fit, to signal that you aren’t just a nod and empathize therapist. 

1. “You set the pace, and I’ll help you make progress.”
2. "You set the pace, and I’ll help you take concrete steps forward, one session at a time."
3.  "We’ll go at your speed, but I’ll ensure we make real progress toward the goals that matter to you."
4. "You decide where we start, and I’ll guide you to practical solutions that help you move forward."

Bonus tip: give an average length of time that your ideal clients report progress. Example: “You set the pace, and I’ll help you take concrete action steps forward, one session at a time. Most clients report feeling that momentum by session 3.”

Empathy vs Action 

Everyone knows open communication is essential but too many individuals/couples aren’t supported in action or behavioral change to “translate” feelings into new interactions and the therapy stalls out (or worse…creates worse relationships for the client.) Below are ideas to copy or modify to fit your style.

1. “I offer you a space where you can speak freely, and I’ll help you take action.”
2. "You’ll be able to speak openly, and I’ll help you translate your thoughts into meaningful steps."
3. "Say what’s really on your mind, and together we’ll turn those insights into action.
4. "You can share freely, and I’ll work with you to take real steps toward change."

Bonus tip: Make the sentence followed by a more relationally sophisticated sentence. If this is individual, relational therapy, you could say: “I offer you a space where you can speak freely, and I’ll help you take action. Rest assured, you’ll keep your personality and style, so others in your life don’t actually think you’ve turned into a mini-therapist with new, psychobabble language.”

Client Priorities and Outcomes

Some people say their therapist didn’t really address what they came in for (some variant if we don’t get along) so they end up leaving, no better off than before. Here are ways to signal that THEIR goals (not our therapy goals FOR them!) really do ground the work each session.

1. “We’ll focus on what matters most to you, and I’ll help you achieve it.”
2. "Whatever matters most to you, we’ll focus on that—and I’ll help you take concrete steps to get there."
3. "We’ll tackle what’s important in your life, and I’ll help you work toward real, achievable goals."
4. "You set the priorities, and I’ll help you make progress toward what matters most."

Bonus tip: If this section really resonates for you, then you can add something like: “You may have a lot of battles, but I am most interested in your motivations, right now, not all the areas you could be working on in a therapy setting.”

From Here to Future, Step by Step

Every single one of us needs a step-by-step guidance (though some of us get there faster than others.) Most of us want to be able to pause and say, wait, what are we doing and how can I do something different before our next session? Now add in the high cost of a therapy session, and many people have written out a big check, not really feeling they are getting much real-world value out of the therapy, if the talk is too grand and high level.


1. “Together, we create a plan that works for you, with actionable steps.” 
2. "We’ll create a plan that fits your needs, with clear, actionable steps to get you where you want to go."
3. "Together, we’ll develop a plan that not only works for you but also helps you take immediate, practical steps."
4. "We’ll create a path forward that makes sense for you, with actions you can start taking right away."

Bonus tip: If you actually really dislike clients who want action without insight, you could modify these sentences by adding something like: As you take action, we will pay close attention to your new insights, ensuring the changes are both internal and external.


Control vs Being Lead

The dilemma is real for many: I am not able to control my feelings, but I want to control the therapy, but also, please lead me, therapist, because why else would I be paying you so much money? The following phrases can help you articulate this built-in tension, especially when a client or couple may have felt like therapy turned into what the therapist was interested in versus what they actually wanted.

1. “You’re in control of what we discuss, and I’ll help you turn that into progress.”
2. "You decide what we talk about, and I’ll help turn those discussions into real, forward momentum."
3. "You’re in charge of what we focus on, and I’ll help you turn that into meaningful progress."
4. "You lead the conversation, and I’ll guide you to practical next steps that move you forward."

Bonus tip: Adding a sentence to allude to the need for client control could be something like: I always let new clients take charge as needed, but they appreciate me taking the reins back if what they control is repeating their pattern and keeping them from real progress.

The Full Picture from Both People 

What is interesting is that the research bears out this worry that therapy can be overly lopsided. The more you can address this real concern, the better you will be at attracting new clients, whether or not they’ve ever had bad therapy in the past. Everyone has a friend who reported lop-sided therapy.

1. “Both perspectives matter, and we’ll work together to understand what’s really happening.”
2. "In our sessions, we’ll make sure both of your experiences are fully heard, so we can get to the heart of what’s really going on."
3. "We’ll explore both perspectives, ensuring each of you feels understood as we work toward resolving what’s driving your disconnect."

Bonus tip: Take your specific approach as a follow up sentence. Could be something like: Nobody is perfectly matched in their motivation and energy for therapy, and I consider it my role to make sure there is balance in the room, even if there isn’t matched energy for the work itself.

Active Contribution (In Session) of Both People

Again, research supports these real-world problems couples have, whether one person becomes the shiny object due to big feelings, a diagnosis, better therapy-speak, or has the most interruption skills. Couples very often don’t complain but just stop going. Now it’s your turn to signal that you will NOT let that happen again.

1. “We’ll focus on productive conversations where both of you can contribute to real change.”
2. “We’ll create an environment where both of you contribute to shaping the path forward, and I’ll make sure those conversations are productive and actionable."
3.  "I’ll help guide you both in conversations that move the needle—where you can each contribute to building a stronger connection."

Bonus tip: If you have an unspoken rule, now is the time to consider stating it. Bill Doherty, for example, in regular couples therapy, rarely goes more than 3-5 minutes without stopping a spouse and getting the other spouse in. In his case then, it could be stated something like this: I don’t let anyone have a therapy goal without being interactional, and I never let one person speak for so long, the other person tunes out, because they’ve already heard the complaint dozens of times.

Talk vs Solutions

No matter your style of supporting couples, sometimes the mismatch of expectations gets in the way of the therapy itself. Here are more ways to help signal how you work and who your ideal clients are.

1. “I’ll ensure both of you are actively engaged in creating solutions, not just talking about the problems.”
2. "You’ll both be involved in creating real solutions, and we won’t just focus on pointing fingers—we’ll work on what’s next."
3. "In our work together, you’ll each play a key role in figuring out how to move forward, focusing on actionable steps rather than just the past."

Bonus tip: Again, this is where you can articulate your view. For Elizabeth and Bill, the hope is every single session leads to a change between sessions. Thus, it would be more blunt, such as stating: Every session’s goal is to concretely work on an interactional problem that you both work on before the next session, with the goal of relational solutions being faster to attain than you may think.

No Villains

Elizabeth calls this “poor baby, what a jerk” therapy and many people find it extremely expensive and unhelpful when it happens. There is, sadly, research on this as well and there is nothing “safe” about this happening in the clinical room.

1. “No one person is the ‘bad guy’ here—we’ll work to uncover both of your contributions to the dynamic.”
2. "We won’t label one of you as the problem. Instead, we’ll dig into how each of you is contributing to the dynamic and how we can shift it."
3. "Rather than assigning blame, we’ll look at how both of you can shift patterns and create a relationship that works for both."

Bonus Tip: If you do work heavily with affairs, abuse, or addictions, you’ll want to be more clear, such as: There is never a reason to hit, cheat, or abuse substances, so the therapy begins with the assumption of full agency for the one doing those actions. After that is laid out clearly, therapy with me does not become a relentless “I’m sorry” bad guy couples therapy.

Accountability and Balance

This is a drumbeat of Bill Doherty’s entire career and view of couples therapy, and a good one to articulate to stand out amongst all the other therapy options. Unbalanced couples therapy is often deeply felt by both people, who don’t often have a systemic frame to know exactly what is wrong or how to fix it. This often leads to the very short-lived couples therapy where “busy schedules” create a gap that leads to never returning.

1. “Our work together is about balancing accountability and compassion for both of you.”
2.  "I’ll help both of you stay accountable to each other while balancing that with empathy and compassion for where each of you is coming from."
3. "We’ll work together to make sure both of you are responsible for the growth of the relationship, while treating each other with care and respect."

Bonus tip: Depending on your style, you may want to go for it and say your version of: I am a solid presence in the room, not letting anyone mind-read their partner, or interrupt, or therapize the other, which helps keep both of you on equal footing to own your own feelings and work on your side of the interactional problems



