
	
	

 

 

Formal Disclosure Information for Clients 
By Stefanie Carnes, PhD 

This document was designed to provide guidelines and information to clients considering 
the option of participating in a formal disclosure process guided by a CSAT.  It is not meant to 
replace the guidance given to you by your personal therapist because every family’s situation is 
unique.  However this information should be helpful to you as you prepare for disclosure, and will 
assist in helping you understand what to expect.  The guidelines here come from my clinical 
experience as well as a research study I recently conducted.  In my study I looked at factors that 
would make disclosures less traumatic for partners, more effective and less damaging to the 
marriage.  There were 137 participants in this study.  The feedback they provided was very 
beneficial for the field and their stories were powerful to read.  I have included some direct quotes 
from participants in this handout.   

If you are struggling with the impact that sex addiction has on the family, you are not alone.  
This behavioral addiction has become increasingly common and more and more families are being 
affected.  This can be a very painful and trying experience for both the addicts and their family 
members.  As a matter of fact, a recent study showed that after partners learned of their loved ones 
sex addiction, about 70% experienced symptoms of PTSD and acute stress disorder (Steffens and 
Rennie, 2006).  Learning that you have been betrayed in a very personal way can be devastating.  
This is why it is so critical for family members to reach out for support.  It is not only the addict 
that needs and deserves supportive care.  It is my recommendation that both the addict and the 
partner find their own CSAT therapist that can serve as their support person and help guide them 
through the formal disclosure process.  It is also very helpful for each partner to participate in a 
support group.  Being with other family members going through a similar experience can be an 
invaluable source of support.  Additionally, 12 step groups and POSA groups can also be very 
helpful.  Your CSAT should be able to connect you with a group for extra support. 

When an addict shares information about the behaviors they have participated in during 
their addiction with their partner it is called a disclosure.  A facilitated disclosure is when this 
process is facilitated by a therapist.  In my clinical experience it is much better to have the process 
facilitated by a therapist.  The therapist will make sure the appropriate information is included, and 
will manage the process to make sure each party is supported throughout.  This process allows the 
addict to come clean and finally be free of their secrets, while also empowering the spouse with the 
truth about the addictive behaviors.  Ultimately, while it is a difficult process, it is designed over 
time to allow the couple to have the foundation of truth and honesty within their relationship – a 
foundation upon which they can grow and heal from the addiction and restore true intimacy.   

There have been two studies that have focused on individuals that have experienced 
disclosures.  Both of these studies found very similar results.  That while there is some ambivalence 
and uncertainty going into a disclosure process – afterwards, 93% or more individuals have felt it 
was the right thing to do (Schneider, Corley and Irons, 2002, and S. Carnes 2017 in process).  So 
while it is difficult.  In the vast majority of cases, people were glad that they made the decision to go 
through with the disclosure. 

There are ten important elements that go into healthy disclosures.  Those will be outlined 
on the following pages.   
 
  



	
	

 

 

#1 Facilitated disclosures are only for couples who are committed to one another 
One of the key findings from my research is that couples who were not fully committed to 

one another had outcomes that were not as positive.  Participants were ask, if they were interested 
in continuing the relationship.  Those that responded “no” to that question, showed increased rates 
of partner trauma, rated the disclosure session as being less effective, and more damaging to the 
marriage.  Clinically, this is what we as clinicians would expect.  The purpose of a disclosure is to 
repair a damaged relationship, when both parties want to move forward.  So in most cases where 
divorce is being seriously considered, disclosure is likely contraindicated. 
 
#2 Facilitated disclosures include adequate preparation for both parties 

Due to the nature of disclosures, they typically require a significant amount of preparation.  
The addict’s therapist will often conduct a comprehensive sexual history and do some psychological 
testing.  The addict’s therapist will want to see the addict embracing the recovery process, being 
compliant with their treatment plan and their sexual health plan, shoring up their peer support 
system, and getting completely and totally honest in their recovery process.  There are many 
assignments that are often given to the addict during this time, in order to compile documentation 
and information to collect onto the disclosure document.  The addicts therapist will often want 
feedback from the partner (or her therapist) about important questions they have for the addict to 
make sure all the important information is included.  

The addict’s preparation is very important.  One of the findings in my study was that 
disclosure success was propelled by three key factors: 1) the addicts were maintaining their sobriety 
2) the addicts were fully engaged in 12 step work and 3) actually had some treatment for their 
trauma prior to the disclosure.  The addicts that had these three components faired significantly 
better.  Their disclosures were less traumatic for the partner, were rated as more effective and were 
rated as less damaging to the marriage.  

In the partner’s preparation process, the partner’s therapist is usually focusing on educating 
the partner about sex addiction and betrayal trauma, and normalizing and validating their 
experience and reactions.  The therapist will usually work with the partner to build up his or her 
social support as well, such as participating in a partner support group and getting key friends or 
relatives informed about the situation and asking for their support.  The partner’s therapist will 
take an extensive history with the partner and help the partner sort through what the important 
questions are to ask the addict.  They will often serve as an advocate in helping the partner make 
sure their questions are answered and help them with boundaries for self-care prior to the 
disclosure.   

Both therapists will inform the clients about the format and structure of the session so that 
you know what to expect.  Here’s some quotes from actual clients who have experienced the 
disclosure process: 

• “A therapy session was held where all 4 parties attended - me and my therapist, my husband and 
his therapist. This session was extremely helpful for both me and my husband. We were both able to 
openly share our expectations and fears surrounding the disclosure in a safe environment. This 
was incredibly beneficial leading up to our disclosure.”  

• “I was given a schedule for the disclosure time, and I was given several things to prepare for in 
advance of the disclosure.  Prior to disclosure I met with my therapist to go over my work and any 
additional questions or concerns that I might have.” 

•  “Reviewing agreements and the process beforehand was very helpful.  The clarity and structure 
provided was very beneficial and the focus on not re-traumatizing me was reassuring.” 



	
	

 

 

• “Reviewing my own disclosure and the questions my partner had. I was surprised at the details 
and issues she found relevant. I think that the exercise of her preparing all of her questions with her 
therapist was very helpful to us both; her questions were all relevant and helpful for healing. It 
helped me understand more how she thought about my behavior as well.” 

• ‘Writing everything out before hand.  Having my partner write everything out as well.  And having 
our therapist read and edit it to clarify and ensure we were not attacking each other, but 
explaining our experiences.”   

 

#3 Facilitated disclosures include appropriate levels of support 
Both the addict and the partner will be asked to create a support plan for the week of 

disclosure.  Even if it is just a small amount of information to be disclosed.  Sometimes even small 
amounts of information can be very distressing for a partner to learn about.  And some disclosures 
can contain large amounts of information that can leave a partner devastated.  So it is typically 
asked that all parties create a comprehensive support plan.  This will likely include things like a 
support person to drive with you to the disclosure, care for the children outside of the home for that 
week, meetings with closure friends and support group members, and self-care activities, such as 
exercise, massage and yoga.  It will also likely include follow up individual and couple 
psychotherapy sessions. Here are some participant comments: 

 
• “Knowing the format of the disclosure and setting up a plan for support afterwards was extremely 

helpful” 

• “Another helpful thing was that she prepared me ahead of time for knowing that I would likely 
need some time to myself, and that it was perfectly appropriate to ask my husband to find another 
place to stay for a few nights.” 

• “The therapist explanation of how it would work and forcing me to have an after care plan prior to 
the disclosure was extremely helpful.” 

 
#4 Facilitated disclosures are very structured 

The disclosure session itself will be very structured and contained.  It typically only has one 
goal: Getting all the information out in a clear, concise and understandable manner.  There 
typically will not be a lot of processing or discussing the information during the session.  The 
processing and discussion of the behavior will occur in a subsequent session, usually scheduled 
shortly after the disclosure.  There will be ground rules, such as no verbal abuse and name calling.  
This allows for both parties to feel safe.  The partner should know that they should be empowered 
to stop and take a break at any time s/he needs to and s/he will be allowed time to ask questions.  
The disclosure will be well organized and likely organized in a chronological format.   
 
#5 Facilitated disclosures contain only the appropriate level of information 

Disclosures will include factual clear descriptions of the addict’s behavior that will not be 
confusing or unclear.  Information such as time frames, the type of behavior, and health or safety 
issues, and financial costs will be included.  Typically the name of the acting out partner is included 
only if the partner knows or will run into this person.  The information is usually written in a 
manner that does not include jargon or slang, and shows that the addict accepts responsibility for 
the behavior.  For example, “I lied to you when I told you I was not going to strip clubs.  I have gone 



	
	

 

 

to strip clubs approximately twice per week since 2016 and my behavior included lap dances and 
objectifying women”, or “I had protected genital intercourse with Nancy from work 10 times 
between June and September of 2016.”   

When the information is written in a clear, understandable manner, it gives the partner all 
the necessary facts and provides clarity.  When partners have this level of clarity they typically do 
not feel the need to ask for details around the addicts behavior.  The partner’s therapist will 
commonly discourage the partner from asking for unnecessary details around the addict’s 
behavior.  Information that is too detailed can often cause painful imagery and increased PTSD 
symptoms for the partner so clinicians usually discourage it.  However, if there is a detail that helps 
the partner make sense of a situation, then sometimes exceptions are made.  Consider the following 
examples: 

• “My husband gave me a written disclosure on his own months prior to our attending the 
intensive/disclosure and it was very traumatizing. The outline given to him by our therapist who 
conducted the disclosure was MUCH better. There was no unnecessary details, all sexual acts and 
acting out behaviors were described very clinically with no slang words for any behaviors and that 
was a big improvement over the original non-therapeutic disclosure. The women were referred to 
in a non-intimate way using only names and the only content about them was the actual act 
involving them. My husband's feelings about them was not included and that was a big 
improvement over the original disclosure as well. It was in chronological order which made it 
easier to follow as well.“ 

• “The statement was very well organized, with times, dates and behaviors. I also appreciated being 
given the names of persons who may still be in my life or that I may come in contact with. I am 
glad that I was disallowed from trying to dig for petty details that would have made my trauma 
worse and create rumination over places and details.” 

 
#6 Facilitated disclosures allow the partner to have all the information s/he needs 
clarified by allowing the partner to get all of their questions answered.  If a partner 
does not want information than that is respected as well. 

One of the key findings of my study was that partners should be empowered to ask 
questions in a safe and respectful way.  It is also normal for both parties to share their feelings 
during the process, but again, typically the processing and discussion around the behaviors is saved 
until the next couples therapy session.  In my study, the partner’s ability to ask questions and share 
their feelings was predictive of less damage to the marriage.   

There are many formats used today by clinicians for asking questions.  And no one format 
seemed to be better than any of the others, according to the data in this particular study.  Some 
therapists allow the partner to ask question throughout the disclosure, and others ask partners to 
hold their questions to the end.  Sometimes it can be beneficial for the partner to take some time 
with his/her therapist after hearing the disclosure and organizing the questions with the help of the 
therapist.  Addicts are instructed to be as honest as possible when answering questions.  Here’s 
some quotes from participants: 

• “I was not encouraged to ask questions while my addictive spouse shared his disclosure.  However, 
I was allowed to take notes and ask questions after he read his disclosure.  I felt like this approach 
was beneficial and respectful.” 

• “Felt like my thoughts and feelings were of upmost importance.  I could ask questions at any point 
as well as prior to help format the disclosure.” 

• “I appreciated that I could stop the process to absorb some of what was being disclosed, as well as 
being able to wait until the end if I wanted. It was nice to feel that I had some type of control as it 
was hard to process everything that was coming at me.” 



	
	

 

 

• “….while my husband was reading his written disclosure to me, if I had any questions or wanted 
any clarification I would signal our therapist's assistant, who was my personal coach during the 
disclosure, and she would make a notation at that spot on the copy of my husband's written 
disclosure that she was following along on. After he was done reading his disclosure he left the 
room with our therapist and I went over the questions that I had regarding his disclosure with my 
coach and she compiled a list for me to ask him when he came back into the room. I felt that this 
model was very effective.” 

 
#7 A facilitated disclosure is followed up by subsequent sessions to provide further 
clarity if necessary. 

Often it is hard for a partner to absorb all the information in one session.  Sometimes the 
partner can be very emotional and shocked about what they have learned.  As a result, some 
partners may need to meet again to ask questions at a later point in time, or alternatively they may 
need to review the information again with a therapist.  It is important for the couple to have follow 
up sessions to have support in getting these questions answered with the support of a therapist.  
Consider this participant who was not afforded that option: 

 
• “It was difficult to come up with questions immediately after disclosure. I was still trying to take it 

all in. I wasn't prepared to ask questions. Many questions have come up in the days, weeks & 
months since the disclosure & I feel as if there has really been no proper forum to address those 
questions.” 

 
#8 A facilitated disclosure is just the beginning of the healing process and partners 
should be allowed to follow up with an impact statement 

After the disclosure session much work needs to be done to move towards repair of the 
relationship.  It is common for therapists to recommend that the partner share an “impact letter” 
with the addict that describes their thoughts, feelings of betrayal, and the pain they have 
experienced with the addict.  This serves as a partner response to the information s/he learned 
during the disclosure.  This expression of feelings is usually important in the partners healing and 
can be cathartic and can help the partner feel understood.  This can lay the foundation for being 
able to move forward to relationship repair.  Sometimes therapists will have the partner do an 
immediate impact about the disclosure information, and then a subsequent, more comprehensive 
letter about the sex addiction in general.  In my study, the partners that completed an impact letter 
reported less damage to their marriage.  Consider the healing experienced by these participants: 

 
• “After disclosure I did have intensive and intrusive thoughts but they subsided and I felt so much 

better after I was able to write my emotional impact letter and read it.  I feel like the disclosure 
process combined with the emotional impact letter providing a great turning point in our 
marriage.”  

• “I was encouraged to write an emotional impact letter and read it to the addict.  I was encouraged 
to share with the addict how I envisioned our life if he did not continue in recovery (which I 
prepared in advance).  We had the opportunity to work on recovery plans and to begin marriage 
recovery plans, but I was not in an emotional place where I could do that.  Our therapists spent a 
lot of time and attention to tailoring our sessions to keep this in mind and to work with me through 
my complete "shut off.“” 

• “….(After the impact letter,) I felt empowered and for the first time truly advocated for myself.” 
 



	
	

 

 

#9 Facilitated disclosures should be followed up with couples therapy and trauma 
treatment 

Even when disclosures go well, they can still be a traumatic experience.  Learning about 
betrayal from someone who you trusted is a devastating experience.  It is very important to 
continue to work on the relationship with couples therapy, and for partners to get some treatment 
for their betrayal trauma.  Many partner specialists use different modalities of treatment for 
trauma.  Treatment modalities such as EMDR, and Somatic experiencing can be particularly 
helpful.  For couples therapy, using someone who is trained in emotion focused couples therapy, a 
Gottman trained therapist and /or Imago therapist can be very helpful. 
 
#10 While disclosure is very difficult it is intended to be a healing process 

It is important to be realistic that this is a difficult process and you may take two steps back 
in your relationship before taking one step forward.  But even though it is difficult, the disclosure 
process can often paradoxically spark hope about the relationship.  When partners see an addict be 
honest and accountable about their behavior, they often experience renewed hope in the 
relationship.  So be sure to follow your therapists recommendations for your support plan and for 
treatment and it will help you navigate this difficult time.  Here’s a couple final quotes from 
participants: 

• “It has been 6 years since my disclosure and this process allowed me to make informed decisions 
about moving forward in my life...until that point I felt stuck. The truth set me free. My marriage 
lasted 2.5 years after treatment but ended well as I had very clear boundaries and knew what 
behaviors were part of my partners recovery or not. We have been able to remain friends and have 
moved on. I will be forever grateful for disclosure as it freed me from the "what if's"...” 

• “This was the best thing ever for my own recovery. It gave me all the facts I needed to connect the 
dots and understand that my instincts were always correct. I trust my instincts fully ever since this 
process and never question my gut feelings as I know them to be a true compass. I was able to 
make informed decisions on what to do about my relationship/marriage going forward and was 
grateful for the truth. Not having a disclosure ...no matter how painful would have left me 
wondering for years to come and doubting my decisions and impeded my own recovery.”  

 
 

-End of document- 


