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Intoduction to BCT

lWhy use BCT?
aSubstance use problems & family

problems often coexist

aThese sets ofproblems are often
intertwined

aAddressing both problems at the same
time results in the best outcomes

Introduction to BCT
aBCT was desisned fo.manied orcohabiting

parients sceking help for subsiance abuse

aPurpose ofBCT is to support abstinence and
improve relalionship functioning

aBCT sees palient with spouse or 
'ive-in 

paftnef
for l2-20 couple sessions over 3-6months

aBcT fits weu with self-help groups,
medications, and otber counseling



Table 1

Therapeutic Tasks and Specific Procedures in

Behavioral Couples Therapy for Alcoholism and Drug Abuse

Engaging the Couple for Initial Sessions
1. Engagement
2. Initial interviews
3. Assessment for BCT
4. Gaining Commitment and Starting BCT

Supporting Abstinence
#Recovery Contract
1. Daily Trust Discussion 
2. Self-help involvement
3. Urine drug screens
4. Medication to aid recovery
#Other Support for Abstinence
1. Review substance use or urges to use
2. Decrease exposure to alcohol and drugs
3. Address stressful life problems
4. Decrease behaviors that reward use

Improving the Relationship
#Increasing Positive Activities
1. Catch Your Partner Doing Something Nice
2. Shared Rewarding Activities
3. Caring Days
#Improving Communication
1. Communication Sessions
2. Listening Skills
3. Expressing Feelings Directly
4. Negotiating for Requests
5. Conflict Resolution
6. Problem Solving

Continuing Recovery
1. Continuing Recovery Plan
2. Action Plan to Prevent or Minimize Relapse
3. Check-up Visits for Continuing Contact
4. Relapse Prevention Sessions
5. Couple and Family Issues in Long-Term Recovery
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4 Objectives of BCT
Engage the couple

Support abstinence with Recovery Contract 
(daily ritual to reward abstinence) and other 
support for abstinence

Improve relationship by increasing positive 
activities and improving communication

Continuing recovery and relapse prevention

Married or living together relationship 
Reside together or reconcile
Accept at least temporary abstinence
Both willing to work on problems
Not high risk of very severe violence
? if both are substance abusers
Start after detox, rehab, IOP or no prior Tx

Suitable Cases for BCT

Successful BCT Therapists

Address substance abuse problem first 
Tolerate and defuse strong anger 
Structure and control sessions
Empathize readily with both partners
Deal with noncompliance easily
Use positive approach with humor

Behavioral Couples Therapy for 
Alcoholism and Drug Abuse

Gaining Commitment 
and 

Starting Treatment

Engaging Patient & Spouse in BCT

A nonthreatening, positive approach gets   
patient's permission to contact spouse.

Talk directly to spouse to engage him        
or her for a joint interview.

Small steps gain couple’s commitment
– Tx-planning interview mentions BCT

– BCT “info session” is next

– start BCT at 3rd contact for suitable couples  

The Promises
Not threaten divorce or separation 

No violence or threats of violence

Focus on present and future - not the past

Complete agreed-to assignments 

Behavioral Couples Therapy for 
Alcoholism and Drug Abuse
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Building Support           

for                    

Abstinence

Behavioral Couples Therapy for 
Alcoholism and Drug Abuse

“You Want Me to Say 
‘Thank You’ to Him for Not 

Drinking? That’s 
Rich…Why In the World 

Would I do That?”

BCT Recovery Contract

BCT Recovery Contract

Helps the Couple
Rebuild trust

Reduce conflict about substance abuse

Reward abstinence

BCT Recovery Contract
Daily Trust Discussion

Alcohol/drug abuser states    
intention to stay abstinent that day

Spouse thanks alcohol/drug abuser 
for efforts to  stay abstinent
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“I have been drug and 
alcohol free for the 
last 24 hours and plan 
to remain drug and 
alcohol free for the 
next 24 hours. Thank 
you for listening and 
being supportive of my 
effort to be drug and 
alcohol free.”

“Thank you for 
staying drug and 
alcohol free for the 
last 24 hours. Let 
me know how I can 
help during the next 
24 hours.”

Client Partner

Daily Trust Discussion Formula BCT Recovery Contract
Daily Trust Discussion (with 
medication if taking it)
Focus on present & future, not past
Self-help involvement
Weekly drug urine screens
Other weekly behaviors
Calendar to record progress

Steps to a Recovery Contract
1st Recovery Contract session
– Explain contract
– Have couple do contract in session
– Couple agree to “try out” contract for a week

2nd Recovery Contract session
– Review doing of contract behaviors and any  

problems or discomfort
– Sign contract if couple is ready

3rd Recovery Contract session & beyond
– Monitor contract since last session
– Have couple do contract in each session

Other Support for Abstinence

Review urges to drink or use drugs
Helps identify triggers and build confidence

Crisis intervention for substance use
Stop use ASAP and learn from experience

Discuss exposure to substances, 
including alcohol at home
Address stressful life problems
Identify and stop enabling

Outline of a BCT Session
Greet and welcome to session 
Urine screen if patient has drug problem
Discuss urges or use since last visit
Review use of Promises in last week
Review Recovery Contract calendar for last week
Do Trust Discussion (with medication if taking it) 
Review last session & home practice of past week
Deal with current problems
Cover new material
Assign home practice for next week







Recovery Contract

for

Dual Problem Couple

When Both Want to Change
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Relationship Focus:
Increasing Positive Activities

Catch Your Partner Doing              
Something Nice

Shared Rewarding Activities

Caring Day Assignment

CATCH YOUR PARTNER DOING SOMETHING NICE

NAME:    Mike    PARTNER’S NAME:    Nancy   

DAY DATE PLEASING BEHAVIOR NOTICED 

MON   4/6 Waited to have dinner with me when
I had  to stay late at work

TUES 4/7 Told me she loved me

WED 4/8 Cooked a delicious dinner

THUR 4/9 Was patient with me when I came
home tired and moody from work

FRI 4/10 Enjoyed a walk together

SAT 4/11 Woke me gently and rubbed my back

SUN 4/12 Helped plan a picnic with friends

Acknowledging Caring Behaviors

What You Say How You Say It
I like it when you ... Look at other person

It made me feel ... Tone of voice

(Leave out negative) Smile

Sincere

Increasing Positive Activities

Shared Rewarding Activities
Each partner lists possible activities
Plan one activity each week
Activity can be “date at home”, out with 
other couples or families, simple or large
Such activities linked with recovery
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Relationship Focus:
Teaching Communication Skills

Listening Skills

Expressing Feelings Directly

Communication Sessions

Negotiating for Requests

Listening Skills

What I heard you saying was ...

Is that right?

Expressing Feelings Directly

Do             Don’t____ 
*State own *Accuse - “You ...”

feelings - “I ...”
*Own your feelings *Blame partner for

how you feel
*Use respectful words *Name call, insult, 

swear,  threaten

Communication Sessions
Planned structured discussions

Private, face-to-face, without distractions

Take turns speaking without interrupting

Use Listener and Speaker skills

Try to resolve issue not “win” conflict

Use to practice skills & discuss concerns

Negotiating for Requests

Positive Specific Requests

Negotiation and Compromise

Agreements

Maintenance & Relapse Prevention

Continuing Recovery Plan
Actions to maintain abstinence and relation-
ship gains after weekly couples Tx ends

Relapse Prevention Plan
Identify high risk situations & warning signs
Make plan to prevent or minimize relapse 

Action Plan to keep partner safe
Do not argue with person who is intoxicated 
Get help or leave if fear violence
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“This clearly-written, practical guide to behavioral couples therapy for addictive disorders will 
be useful to all addiction therapists….Read this book and get better outcomes with your 
patients!” 

-Richard J. Frances, MD, New York University School of Medicine 
 

"A really valuable book...with detailed guidelines that will enable practitioners to use BCT in their 
everyday clinical practice. BCT is an evidence-based treatment recommended by National Institute 
for Clinical Excellence (NICE) for use in National Health Service treatment units in  UK."  

--Richard Velleman, PhD, University of Bath, UK 
 

“BCT belongs on any list of evidence-based treatments for addiction. This superb introduction to 
BCT includes the structured outlines, handouts, and forms that are  particularly helpful when 
learning a new treatment method."             

-William R. Miller, PhD, University of New Mexico 
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