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Is IPT Time-Limited Psychodynamic
Psychotherapy?

J O H N  C .  M A R K O W I T Z ,  M . D .
M A R T I N  S V A R T B E R G ,  M . D . ,  P H . D .
H O L L Y  A .  S W A R T Z ,  M . D .

Interpersonal psychotherapy (IPT) has
sometimes but not always been considered a
psychodynamic psychotherapy. The authors
discuss similarities and differences between
IPT and short-term psychodynamic
psychotherapy (STPP), comparing eight
aspects: 1) time limit, 2) medical model, 3)
dual goals of solving interpersonal problems
and syndromal remission, 4) interpersonal
focus on the patient solving current life
problems, 5) specific techniques, 6)
termination, 7) therapeutic stance, and 8)
empirical support. The authors then apply
both approaches to a case example of
depression. They conclude that despite
overlaps and similarities, IPT is distinct
from STPP.

(The Journal of Psychotherapy Practice
and Research 1998; 7:185–195)

Interpersonal psychotherapy (IPT),1 a man-
ual-based treatment for particular psychia-

tric populations, has been alternately included
in and rejected by the psychodynamic com-
munity. Some see it as founded on psychody-
namic principles, while others dismiss it as a
lightweight alternative to the psychodynamic
tradition, a Band-aid therapy that misses the
larger point of treating character. Until recently
IPT was almost entirely a research interven-
tion, described in clinical research trials but
otherwise unfamiliar to practicing clinicians.
Many may not really know what IPT is. (Per-
haps that explains why so many inadvertently
mislabel it “ITP.”) In contrast, psychodynamic
therapy has been widely used but less re-
searched.

This article differentiates two terms that
are too often loosely used: (brief) “psychody-
namic” and “interpersonal” psychotherapy.
The issue of whether IPT is a form of short-
term dynamic psychotherapy (STPP) has been
frequently broached in clinical workshops but
never fully confronted in the literature, and
ambiguity about the issue is evident even in
the IPT manual. This issue deserves examina-
tion for several reasons:
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1. The growing prominence of IPT as a re-
search and clinical treatment2 suggests the
need to define it relative to other psycho-
therapies.

2. If IPT differs significantly from STPP, it
may require a distinct course of training.
Such IPT training has been defined, al-
though few trainees and clinicians have re-
ceived it.3 If the two do not greatly differ,
any well-trained STPP psychotherapist
may be able to deliver IPT without inten-
sive training.

3. IPT was designed as a utilitarian psycho-
therapy that codified existing practices.
Klerman et al.1 wrote that “Many experi-
enced, dynamically trained . . . psycho-
therapists report that the concepts and
techniques of IPT are already part of their
standard approach” (p. 17). A retro-
spective analysis of the theoretical stance
of IPT may place it more firmly in rela-
tionship to the historical and conceptual
contexts of earlier psychotherapies.

4. IPT has been included in some meta-
analyses of psychodynamic outcome stud-
ies. IPT could provide needed empirical
data for psychodynamic treatments if the
two modalities belong to the same family.
If they do not, trials comparing them
might establish differential efficacies.

A debate arose in the research literature
when Crits-Christoph4 and Svartberg and
Stiles5 published meta-analyses of the efficacy
of psychodynamic psychotherapy that yielded
different results. Svartberg and Stiles6 noted
that one reason for their differing findings was
that Crits-Christoph had included IPT among
psychodynamic studies, bolstering his results.

Svartberg and Stiles maintained:

Although many dynamic psychothera-
pists report that the concepts and tech-
niques of interpersonal psychotherapy
are part of their therapeutic skills, there
are vital differences between interper-
sonal psychotherapy and brief dynamic
psychotherapy.6

They then cited the IPT manual:

For purposes of theoretical clarification
and of research design and methodology,
we often find it useful to emphasize the
difference between interpersonal and psy-
chodynamic approaches to human be-
havior and mental illness.1 (p. 18).

Svartberg and Stiles present this distinc-
tion as definitive, but to our ears the wording
they cite sounds more cautious. Crits-Christoph,
who earlier conceded that IPT “may be quite
distant from the psychoanalytically oriented
forms of dynamic therapy more commonly
practiced”4 (p. 156), gave similarly incomplete
justification for deeming IPT psychodynamic,
namely that most IPT therapists in early trials
were psychodynamically trained and adapted
easily to IPT.7 This hardly makes the therapies
identical.

The IPT manual waffles on the issue.
It contrasts IPT with “psychoanalytically
oriented psychodynamic therapies,” citing
differences in conceptualizing the patient’s
problem: IPT does not use transference inter-
pretations or focus on childhood antecedents;
IPT does not attempt personality change; and
IPT therapists can accept small gifts from pa-
tients without examination (pp. 166–167). Yet
it also uses the words “another difference be-
tween IPT and other psychodynamic psycho-
therapies” (p. 167; our italics).

Should IPT be considered a brief psy-
chodynamic psychotherapy? We shall briefly
define the two approaches, then consider their
overlap.

T H E  T W O  A P P R O A C H E S

C O M P A R E D

Brief Psychodynamic
Psychotherapy

Psychodynamic psychotherapy is a
sprawling field, and even within STPP there
are numerous short-term variants. These in-
clude drive/structural models,8–10 existential
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models,11 relational models,12–14 and integra-
tive models.15,16 STPP is usually designed to
promote insight rather than to treat specific dis-
orders. No form of STPP has been developed
specifically to treat depression, as IPT was.

Although heterogeneous, STPP variants
share the following aspects: 1) their theory
about the origin of psychopathology is psycho-
analytically grounded; 2) key techniques are
psychoanalytic, such as confrontation, inter-
pretation, and work in the transference; 3) pa-
tients are selected for treatment; 4) during
initial sessions a dynamic case formulation is
developed, and a focus based on this formula-
tion is established and maintained throughout
treatment.17

Although relationally focused STPPs may
be gaining ground, we believe that conflict-ori-
ented approaches still hold sway: they appear
to be most widely used and are probably what
most clinicians think of as STPP. We therefore
define STPP as a treatment of less than 40 sessions
that focuses on the patient’s reenactment in current
life and the transference of largely unconscious con-
flicts deriving from early childhood.

Interpersonal
Psychotherapy (IPT)

Compared with STPP, IPT is an essen-
tially unified treatment with far less history and
opportunity for diffusion. Developed by Kler-
man, Weissman, and colleagues to treat outpa-
tients with nondelusional major depression in
a time-limited format, IPT has since been
adapted for other psychiatric disorders.18 In the
initial phase (1–3 sessions), the IPT therapist
diagnoses a psychiatric disorder and an inter-
personal focus; links the two for the patient in
a formulation; and obtains the patient’s explicit
agreement to this formulation, which becomes
the treatment focus. In the middle phase, the
therapist employs practical, optimistic, for-
ward-looking strategies to provide relief.

Possible interpersonal foci, derived from
psychosocial research on depression, are 1)
grief (complicated bereavement), 2) role dis-
pute, 3) role transition, and 4) interpersonal

deficits.1 A brief termination phase concludes
acute treatment. Based on the premise that life
events affect mood, and vice versa, IPT offers
strategies that maximize the opportunity for
patients to solve what they often see as hopeless
interpersonal problems. If patients succeed in
changing their life situations, their depression
usually remits as well. A series of randomized
controlled treatment trials has demonstrated
that IPT both treats episodes of illness and
builds social skills.2,19

Similarities and Differences

IPT is defined by its 1) time limit, 2) medi-
cal model, 3) dual goals of solving interper-
sonal problems and syndromal remission, 4)
interpersonal focus on the patient solving cur-
rent life problems, 5) specific techniques, 6) ter-
mination, 7) therapeutic stance, and 8)
empirical support. We shall compare each of
these elements in turn with the features of
STPP, focusing on depressionthe modal IPT
diagnosisas the treatment target. Table 1
contrasts IPT and STPP.

1.  Time Limit: IPT has a strict time limit, es-
tablished at its outset, ranging for acute treat-
ment from 12 to 16 weekly sessions. Although
this duration arose as a compromise between
the needs of psychotherapy and pharma-
cotherapy in randomized trials, it has proved
an adequate length and an important tool.
Brevity of treatment pressures the depressed
patient and the therapist to work quickly.

Psychodynamic psychotherapy, like psy-
choanalysis, was traditionally an open-ended
treatment. Malan,8 Sifneos,9 Davanloo,10

Mann,11 Luborsky,12 Horowitz et al.,20,21 Strupp
and Binder,22 and others developed short-term
psychodynamic interventions with more de-
fined foci and limits. Their brevity is stated,
but their exact duration is often not specified,
at the outset. Some have variable10,12,22 or time-
attendant9 lengths, based on evidence of thera-
peutic progress.23 In contrast to the 12 to 16
sessions of IPT, most STPPs comprise 20 to
25 sessions.
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2.  Medical Model: The IPT focus is illness
based. The patient’s problem is defined as a
medical illness: a mood disorder may be use-
fully compared to hypertension, diabetes, and
other medical disorders that respond to behav-
ioral and pharmacological interventions. Giv-
ing the patient a medical diagnosis and the
“sick role”1,24 is a formal aspect of the first
phase of IPT. These maneuvers aim to help
depressed patients recognize depressive
symptoms as ego-dystonic and to relieve self-
criticism by helping them to blame an illness
(and an interpersonal situation), rather than
themselves, for their difficulties. The sick role
also entails responsibility to work to recover
the lost, healthy role. IPT therapists, while
often using psychodynamic knowledge to
“read” psychological patterns of patients, care-

fully avoid prejudging whether patients who
present with Axis I disorders such as major
depression or dysthymic disorder have per-
sonality disorders.25

The IPT approach relieves guilt and di-
minishes the risk that depressed patients may
unfairly blame their character rather than ill-
ness or circumstances. It avoids the potential
confusion of depressive state with, say, maso-
chistic traits.25 In contrast, STPP often focuses
on intrapsychic conflicts, unconscious feelings,
and character defenses rather than formal di-
agnoses and the concept of illness. Many STPP
practitioners may deem depressive symptoms
less important than do IPT therapists, seeing
such symptoms not as outcome variables but
as epiphenomena of underlying charac-
terological issues. Whereas for IPT therapists

TABLE 1. IPT and brief psychodynamic psychotherapy

Domain IPT Psychodynamic

Underlying model Medical illness Dynamic unconscious
Goals Remission of syndrome Conflict resolution

Symptom relief (Limited) personality change
Framework
 Time limit Always (typically 12–16 weeks) Variable
 Structure Structured by: Relatively unstructured

 1. Time limit
 2. Opening question
 3. Interpersonal problem area

Focus
 Temporal “Here and now” “There and then”

Relatively acute: recent past, but mostly Relatively chronic: remote past, 
 present and future  albeit in some relation to present

 Spatial Outside office Inside office (transference)
 Material Interpersonal Largely intrapsychic
Formulation Explicitly stated Often largely tacit
Therapeutic stance Supportive, encouraging, optimistic ally Supportive vs. neutral observer
Techniques
 Interpretation No Yes
 Dream interpretation No Yes
 Trial intervention No Yes
 Communication analysis Yes Yes, to a degree
 Support Yes Yes, variably
 Catharsis Yes Yes
 Exploring options Yes Yes, but not systematically
 Role playing Yes No
 Psychoeducation Yes Not in medical sense
Termination Focus on patient’s successes; relapse Focus on transference; often a 

 prevention; a concluding phase  crucial phase
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the Axis I diagnosis is paramount, STPP psy-
chotherapists often focus on characterological
defenses, informally diagnosed “Axis II.”

Following the medical model, IPT uses
DSM-IV diagnosis as its inclusion criterion.
Inclusion criteria for STPP tend to be factors
such as feasibility of establishing a therapeutic
focus, ability to form an emotional attachment,
and motivation for change.23

3.  Goals: IPT has dual aims: to solve a mean-
ingful interpersonal problem, and (thereby) to
relieve an episode of mood disorder. The IPT
therapist defines these two targets during the
initial phase, links them in an interpersonal
formulation,26 and obtains the patient’s agree-
ment on this formulation as a focus before
proceeding into the main treatment phase.
The formulation, a non-etiologic linkage of
mood and environmental situation, explicitly
states the therapist’s understanding of the case:

As we determined by DSM-IV, you are
going through an episode of major de-
pression, a common illness that is not your
fault. To me it seems that your depressive
episode has something to do with your
father’s death and your difficulty in
mourning him. Your symptoms started
shortly after that. I suggest that over the
next 12 weeks we try to solve your prob-
lem with mourning, which we call com-
plicated bereavement. If we solve that,
your depression will very likely improve.

STPP seeks to increase the patient’s un-
derstanding of his or her internal functioning.
External change implicitly follows, but it is not
the prime focus of treatment.

In summary: the goal for IPT is to treat a
specific psychiatric syndrome by helping the
patient to change a current life situation; the
goal for STPP is to increase understanding of
intrapsychic conflict. These approaches reflect
differing concepts of psychopathology. Im-
plicit in these definitions of therapeutic goals
are their indications. IPT is indicated only for
syndromes for which its efficacy has been em-
pirically demonstrated (major depression,

bulimia). STPP has been less concerned with
specific diagnoses, although Horowitz and co-
workers do focus on stress and bereavement
syndromes.20,21 Some forms of STPP deem sig-
nificant symptomatology a contraindication.9

4.  Interpersonal Focus: IPT focuses on events
in the patient’s current life (“here and now”)
outside the office and on the patient’s reaction
to these life events and situations. Patient prob-
lems are categorized within the four interper-
sonal problem areas, usually elaborated by a
personalized metaphor.25 STPP, even when
emphasizing events,20 focuses on transference
in the office and the linking of extrasession
interpersonal events to the transference. The
phrase “here and now” in a psychodynamic
context refers to what happens in STPP ses-
sions. IPT instead concentrates on recognition
of recent traumatic life events, grieving their
costs but simultaneously emphasizing the
positive potentials of the present and future.
IPT is “coaching for life” more than introspec-
tion.

5.  Specific Techniques: IPT is more innovative
in its use of focused strategies than unique in
its particular techniques. For each interper-
sonal problem area there is a coherent set of
strategies. Nonetheless, several key techniques
are frequently used. Some, but not all, derive
from psychodynamic practice (see Table 1).

Sessions begin with the question, “How
have things been since we last met?” This fo-
cuses the patient on the interval between ses-
sions and elicits either a mood or an event. The
therapist then helps the patient to link the two.
Depressed patients soon learn to connect en-
vironmental situation and mood and to recog-
nize that they can control both through their
actions. Starting with a recent, affectively
charged event allows sessions to move to the
interpersonal problem area, maintaining the
focus without rendering the discussion intel-
lectualized or affectless.

Having discovered a recent life situation,
the therapist asks the patient to elaborate
events and associated feelings to determine
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where things might have gone right or wrong
(communication analysis). The therapeutic
dyad explores what happened, how the patient
felt, what the patient wanted in the situation,
and what options the patient had to achieve it.
If the patient handled the situation less than
optimally, role playing may prepare the pa-
tient to try again.

IPT does not use STPP interventions such
as genetic or dream interpretations. Both ap-
proaches pull for affect and catharsis. But for
IPT, catharsis alone is insufficient: the patient
must also transmute feeling into life changes.
Catharsis in STPP may lead the patient to an
increased sense of safety in sessions, facilitating
subsequent deeper exploration of conflicted
feelings. The goal is increased self-knowledge
on which the patient may act independently.
Life change might be considered a good out-
come of STPP, but it would come as a by-prod-
uct of insight. By contrast, IPT emphasizes
action rather than exploration and insight, in
part because mobilization and social activity
benefit depressed patients. The IPT therapist
actively supports the patient’s pursuit of his or
her wishes and interpersonal options.

STPP therapists help patients focus on
transferential and interpersonal themes (e.g.,
Luborsky’s Core Conflictual Relationship
Theme12); however, sessions are less structured
by the therapist and more dependent on the
patient’s generating materialwhich it might
be difficult for depressed patients to do pro-
ductively.

6.  Termination: In IPT, termination means
graduation from therapy, the bittersweet
breakup of a successful team. It is a coda to
treatment, important but secondary to the
middle phase. The final sessions address the
patient’s accomplishments, the patient’s com-
petence independent of the therapist, and re-
lapse prevention.

Termination in STPP is a more important
phase than in IPT and concentrates far more
on the patient’s responses to therapy ending:
indeed, the therapy often turns on this.8 A key
STPP technique is working through the sepa-

ration issues of termination, especially as mani-
fested in the transference.

7.  Therapeutic Stance: STPP tends toward
therapist neutrality and relative abstinence in
order to allow the transference to develop,
whereas the IPT therapist assumes the openly
supportive role of ally. A practical, optimistic,
and helpful approach is deemed necessary to
counter the negative outlook of depressed pa-
tients. Although encouraging patients to de-
velop their own ideas, IPT therapists offer
suggestions when needed. When the patient
does something right, the therapist offers con-
gratulationsa “cheerleading” style that
might disconcert some STPP therapists.

IPT and STPP share some attributes:
time constraint, narrow focus, and modality-
trained therapists. Both use support, a warm
alliance, and careful exploration of interper-
sonal experiences. They share a positive, em-
powering, collaborative stance. Most STPP
therapists use traditional analytic techniques
(transference or genetic interpretation, clari-
fication, confrontation, defense analysis) to
help patients explore and understand themes
or conflicts. IPT also might use clarification
to aid a depressed patient’s understanding of
an interpersonal dispute. Some STPPs spec-
ify that therapists should be relatively sup-
portive11 or active.8

An illustrative difference between the two
approaches might arise with an irritable, de-
pressed patient at risk to develop a negative
transference to his therapist. The STPP thera-
pist would allow the transference to develop,
then interpret it to the patient to explore its
meaning. The IPT therapist would focus the
patient on interpersonal relationships and
events in the patient’s outside life that might
provoke anger or irritability, and would also
blame the depressive disorder itself when
appropriate. This active, outward-looking ap-
proach minimizes the opportunity for a nega-
tive transference to build: rather, the therapist
becomes the patient’s ally in fighting depres-
sion and outside problems. (This reverses the
psychoanalytic principle that transference
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brings into the therapeutic relationship pat-
terns that the patient enacts everywhere.
In IPT, if the patient has feelings about the
therapist, there is probably a culprit else-
where.) Resolving outside problems and de-
pressive symptoms cements the therapeutic
alliance, so that negative transferencewhich
may reflect the patient’s clouded depressive
outlookfades. If the patient’s feelings un-
avoidably perturb the therapeutic alliance, the
IPT therapist explores them as interpersonal,
real-life, here-and-now issues rather than as
transference.

If a patient repeatedly arrives late for ses-
sions, the STPP therapist might explore as-
pects of the patient’s character and feelings
about the therapist that might contribute to the
lateness. From the IPT perspective, this risks
potentially reinforcing the patient’s already ex-
cessive self-blame. The IPT therapist would
excuse the patient, sympathizing that it’s hard
to get out of bed and arrive punctually when
you feel depressed and lack energy, and ac-
knowledging that the patient’s level of anxiety
might make it hard to contemplate sitting
through a full session. The IPT therapist would
thus blame the depression, not the pa-
tientwho feels bad enough already. The
therapist would mention the time limit (“Un-
fortunately we only have eight sessions left,
and we really need to use all the remaining
time to find ways to fight your depression”) in
order to discourage future tardiness. Lateness
in other relationships might be explored with
the goal of building interpersonal skills (self-
assertion, expression of anger) in these exter-
nal settings.

STPP treats the patient’s “resistance” to
employing healthy solutions as meaningful;
IPT treats the “resistance” as illnessnamely,
depression. The IPT “corrective emotional ex-
perience” lies partly outside the office, in the
amelioration of interpersonal situations exter-
nal to therapy. The STPP corrective emotional
experience lies primarily inside the office, in
the patient’s newfound ability to express
warded-off feelings to an optimally responsive
person.

8.  Empirical Support: The demonstrated effi-
cacy of IPT in treating mood and other psy-
chiatric syndromes in randomized clinical
trials2 sets it apart from most STPP treatments,
for which empirical evidence of efficacy in
treating particular syndromes is meager.5,23

Luborsky and co-workers produced impres-
sive results in treating opiate-maintained pa-
tients with STPP,27 an area where IPT failed.28

This indirect comparison suggests differences
between the approaches. There have been no
direct comparisons of IPT and STPP in treat-
ing major depression. Some reports suggest,
however, that psychodynamic psychotherapy
may not be the ideal treatment for mood dis-
orders.3,29 Efficacy data provide an important
foundation permitting the IPT therapist to
meet the depressed patient’s pessimism with
equal and opposite optimism. Consonant with
an empirical approach, many IPT therapists
serially administer depression rating instru-
ments during treatment.

A case example may highlight differences
between IPT and STPP.

Case Example

Ms. A., a 34-year-old married businesswoman,
presented with the chief complaint, “I’m feeling
depressed.” She reported that 5 months earlier
she had received a long-sought promotion, which
increased her responsibility at work. Her longer
working hours and heightened career opportuni-
ties increased ongoing tension with her husband
over whether to have a second child. She became
increasingly doubtful about another pregnancy;
her husband became more insistent upon it. She
reported that over the past 3 to 4 months she had
experienced depressed mood, early and mid-
insomnia, decreased appetite and libido, an 8-
pound weight loss, low self-esteem, and greater
guilt. She felt anxious and irritable with her 35-
year-old computer programmer husband, her 8-
year-old son, and co-workers.

Psychodynamic Approach: An STPP therapist
would begin by developing a dynamic formu-
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lation of the case. This formulation would
comprise a specific constellation of dynamic
elements: defenses, anxiety, and unconscious
impulse/feeling, as well as their interrelation-
ships. Central to the case is Ms. A.’s inability
to express anger adaptively toward her hus-
band. The reason for this might be anxiety-
based fantasies about hurting and possibly
losing her husband if the angry impulses were
released. These impulses are defended against
through 1) deflecting the impulse and direct-
ing it inward (causing depression); 2) acting
out (being irritable, which is not adaptive an-
ger); 3) displacement onto her son and co-
workers; and possibly 4) taking the victim role
(a self-pitying, “poor me” attitude, which is
also maladaptive).

Treatment would begin with the therapist
pointing out impulses, anxious fantasies, and
defenses in relation to a current person (hus-
band), a past person (father, mother), and the
therapist. If the patient came late to sessions,
the therapist might interpret this transferential
manifestation of unexpressed anger, linking it
to anxiety about expressing anger directly to
her husband, or to her domineering parents in
the past. Recognition of this conflict would be
considered inherently therapeutic. The aim is
to help the patient recognize how she defends
herself against frightening angry impulses. The
next step, at a deeper level, is to explore the
angry impulses: to have her experience the full
feeling of anger and to facilitate its expression
in the transference. In the presence of a non-
judgmental therapist, this represents a correc-
tive emotional experience for the patient and,
as such, is considered key to alleviating symp-
toms and to limited personality change.

IPT Approach: The patient meets criteria for a
DSM-IV major depressive episode,30 an indi-
cation for IPT. If exploration revealed no other
precipitant (such as complicated bereave-
ment), the therapist would link the onset of the
mood disorder to one of two probable inter-
personal problem areas: either a role transi-
tion (the job promotion and its consequences)
or a role dispute (with the husband over

having another child). Depending on which of
these intertwined themes emerged as most
salient to the patient, the therapy might focus
on either or both. From the presentation, it
appears that her conflicts are at home (role
dispute) rather than with the job per se.

The therapist would present this linkage
to the patient (“Your depression seemed to start
after you got your promotion and you and your
husband began to argue about having another
child”) and would give the patient the sick role.
If the patient accepted the formulation as a fo-
cus for time-limited treatment, the therapist
would then discuss with the patient what she
wanted: How could she balance work and
home? How much pleasure does work give
her? Are there ways to resolve the marital dis-
pute? Once her wishes are determined, what
options does the patient have to resolve these
problems? In a role dispute with the husband,
the goal would be to explore the disagreement,
to see whether the couple is truly at an impasse,
and to explore ways to resolve it. Addressing
the role dispute might well require exploring
how the patient expresses anger, which could
be fine tuned through role-play in the office.
With therapist support, Ms. A. would attempt
to renegotiate her current life situation to arrive
at a satisfactory new equilibrium. Achieving it,
or at least trying to the best of her ability (her
husband might be unreasonable, but she could
at least handle her side of the matter appropri-
ately), would very likely lead to remission of
her mood disorder.

D I S C U S S I O N

IPT bears similarities to some forms of STPP,
but it differs sufficiently that it should be con-
sidered distinct. IPT was developed to treat
depression, STPP for a range of psycho-
pathologies. The IPT rationale does not pre-
tend to explain etiology. Rather, IPT is a
pragmatic, research-proven approach that ad-
dresses one important aspect of depressive
syndromes and frequently suffices to treat
them. To the extent that IPT invokes theory, it
relies on psychosocial research findings (for
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example, the association of marital conflicts
and depressed wives1) and commonsense but
clinically important ideas, such as “life events
affect mood.”

IPT and STPP may (should?) ultimately
address overlapping problem areas, with the
distinction that STPP seeks intrapsychic as well
as interpersonal patterns. STPP uses history
and transference to determine the focal prob-
lem. IPT sticks to history: although the pa-
tient’s interpersonal behaviors in sessions may
convey important information, the transfer-
ence is not addressed. To a greater extent than
STPP, IPT emphasizes finding concrete solu-
tions and changing relationships, using tech-
niques such as role playing to prepare the
patient for such steps. Reflecting these distinc-
tions, the NIMH Treatment of Depression Col-
laborative Research Program31 developed
adherence measures that distinguish IPT from
“tangential” psychodynamic techniques.32

We conclude:

1.  IPT has distinct emphases. A psychodynamic
background, which most IPT therapists (be-
ginning with Klerman and Weissman) have
had, is helpful to “read” patients, to subtly
manipulate (rather than interpret) the transfer-
ence. But the IPT conceptualization of depres-
sion as an illness, and its focus on depressive
illness rather than on characterological
“roots,” represents a significant difference
from STPP. The emphasis on outcome and on
success experiences in the patient’s life has
also been less characteristic of STPP. In teach-
ing IPT to psychodynamic therapistseven
Sullivanian (“interpersonal”) psychoana-
lystswe sometimes see them struggling to
adjust to the IPT approach.

2.  IPT is not simply “supportive” dynamic therapy.
IPT does share some features with supportive
therapies. But “supportive” has been a pejorative
psychoanalytic term for any not-formally-ex-
pressive, not-insight-oriented psychother-
apy.33 As such, “supportive” encompasses not
only formal psychodynamic approaches to
supportive therapy,34 but almost anything else:

the term roughly translates to “not psychoana-
lytic.” IPT is more active, has more ambitious
goals (syndromal remission; helping patients
to rapidly change interpersonal environ-
ments), and very likely accomplishes more
than typical (if there is such a thing) supportive
therapy. This was our finding in comparing
IPT and a supportive, quasi-Rogerian psycho-
therapy in treating depressed HIV-positive pa-
tients.35 If IPT is not psychodynamic, it is not
exactly “supportive,” either, although IPT
therapists do provide support.

3.  IPT is distinct in its interpersonal focus.
STPP can have a strong interpersonal focus,
but it need not. Even when it does, techniques
and focus differ from those of IPT: for exam-
ple, outside interpersonal relationships are fre-
quently linked to transference. STPP as a
whole may be moving toward a more interper-
sonal focus. (Lacking a consensus, it is hard to
know.) If so, it is probably more skewed in that
direction than much other psychodynamic
psychotherapy.

Some STPP variants clearly have more in-
terpersonal emphasis than others, and thus ar-
guably overlap more with IPT. One example
is the time-limited psychodynamic psycho-
therapy (TLDP) of Strupp and Binder.22 De-
velopment of this approach was influenced by
psychoanalysts such as Alexander and French,
Gill, and Klein as well as STPP theorists such
as Malan, Sifneos, Davanloo, and Mann.36

During initial sessions, TLDP therapists for-
mulate a salient maladaptive interpersonal pat-
tern as it relates to (in order of priority) the
therapist, current others, and past others.
Throughout treatment, TLDP therapists iden-
tify the influence of this pattern on the patient–
therapist relationship: how the patient’s
expectations about self and others are enacted
in the transference. As described by Elkin at
al.,31 “TLDP therapists’ technical approach
emphasizes the analysis of transference and
countertransference in the here and now” (p.
144).

Although TLDP has an interpersonal
therapeutic focus, it differs drastically from the
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IPT therapist’s practical, outside-the-office
emphasis and interventions. Indeed, TLDP
may more closely resemble psychoanalysis
proper than IPT in its heavy emphasis on trans-
ference and countertransference.37

4.  IPT and STPP differ markedly in their treatment
range. IPT is intended as a limited interven-
tion addressing particular Axis I syndromes.
STPP derives from an all-encompassing psy-
chodynamic approach to psychopathology,
yet paradoxically has often specified ex-
tremely limiting selection criteria for its appli-
cation (see Sifneos,9 for example). Absent
comparative research data, we know little
about the differential therapeutics38 of STPP
and its indications relative to IPT for particular
diagnostic groups.

An important exception to this rule is the
STPP of Horowitz and colleagues.20,21 This fo-
cuses on one of IPT’s four foci, grief reactions,
but addresses them differently. Horowitz’s ap-
proach is characterized by 1) general principles
defined by Malan, Sifneos, and Mann, includ-
ing clarification; confrontation; interpretation
of impulses, anxiety, and defenses; separation
and loss issues regarding the therapist and cur-
rent and past others; and 2) specific principles
about the handling of affects and views of self
and other activated by the traumatic event,
such as reality testing of fantasies, abreaction,
and catharsis. The active use of the transfer-
ence, the reliance on traditional psychody-
namic techniques, and the aim of modifying
long-standing personality patterns are but a

few features differentiating this approach from
IPT.

5. Training for IPT requires a distinct approach.
We teach IPT separately, as a form of time-lim-
ited therapy distinct from STPP. This suggests
important heuristic differences. Indeed, for
reasons already articulated (see Table 1), con-
ceptual and technical differences would make
it difficult to teach IPT as a subtype of STPP.

6. Despite overlap, IPT and STPP are distinct.
A participant in an IPT workshop said: “IPT
isn’t psychodynamic, but it isn’t anti-dynamic,
either.” This puts it as well as anyone has. The
obvious overlap in these therapies includes the
“nonspecific” factors of psychotherapies 39 as
well as the backgrounds of most of the IPT
therapists trained to date. Yet differences in
goals, techniques, outlook, and research data
are meaningful. IPT should not be grouped
with STPP. Although it may have roots in
psychodynamic soil, it differs sufficiently in its
outlook and practice to deserve to be consid-
ered apart.

Alan Barasch, M.D., a colleague at the Payne
Whitney Clinic, provided important concepts and
arguments in an early form of this paper. David
Dunstone, M.D., of Michigan State University,
Kalamazoo, MI, provided the final quote.
  This work was supported by Grants MH46250
and MH49635 from the National Institute of Men-
tal Health and by a fund established in the New
York Community Trust by DeWitt-Wallace.
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The Children’s Play Therapy
Instrument (CPTI)
Description, Development, and 
Reliability Studies
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The Children’s Play Therapy Instrument
(CPTI), its development, and reliability
studies are described. The CPTI is a new
instrument to examine a child’s play activity
in individual psychotherapy. Three
independent raters used the CPTI to rate
eight videotaped play therapy vignettes.
Results were compared with the authors’
consensual scores from a preliminary study.
Generally good to excellent levels of interrater
reliability were obtained for the independent
raters on intraclass correlation coefficients for
ordinal categories of the CPTI. Likewise,
kappa levels were acceptable to excellent for
nominal categories of the scale. The CPTI
holds promise to become a reliable measure of
play activity in child psychotherapy. Further
research is needed to assess discriminant
validity of the CPTI for use as a diagnostic
tool and as a measure of process and outcome.

(The Journal of Psychotherapy Practice
and Research 1998; 7:196–207)

The Children’s Play Therapy Instrument
(CPTI) was constructed to assess the play

activity of a child in psychotherapy. It is in-
tended to be of use to clinicians and researchers
as an additional criterion for diagnosissince
children with different diagnoses tend to have
different forms of play1,2and as an objective
instrument to measure change and outcome in
child treatment. The purpose of this article is
to describe the instrument and the initial reli-
ability studies.

T H E  C P T I

Although several scales have recently been
written to measure the play of children,3–5 the
CPTI is specifically intended to be a compre-
hensive measure of a child’s play activity in
psychotherapy. The CPTI adapts several es-
tablished scales6–9 in order to measure play ac-
tivity from a variety of perspectives. The CPTI
provides a tool to describe, record, and analyze
a child’s play activity equivalent to a mental
status formulation of a child’s overall function-

Received March 26, 1997; revised January 6, 1998; ac-
cepted January 7, 1998. From The New York Hospital-
Cornell Medical Center, Westchester Division, White
Plains, New York, and Laval University, Quebec, Can-
ada. Address correspondence to Dr. Kernberg, The New
York Hospital-Cornell Medical Center, 21 Bloomingdale
Road, White Plains, NY 10605.
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ing following a clinical interview. An
outline of the CPTI appears in Table 1.

Level One:
Segmentation

Level One analysis addresses the
different types of activity the child en-
gages in during the psychotherapy
session by segmenting the child’s
activity into four categories. These four
categories are Pre-Play, Play Activity,
Non-Play, and Play Interruption. Seg-
mentation of the child’s activity results
in an overview of the distribution and
span of time of various categories of the
child’s activity in therapy. For example,
segmentation delineates a child who
does not play from a child who does; it
registers the activity of a child who un-
dergoes play interruptions and con-
trasts it with that of a child who is
capable of sustained play activity. It
provides information on the ratio be-
tween play activity and non-play activ-
i ty.  During the session, clinical
experience suggests that a child with
significant emotional problems will
tend to spend less time engaged in play
activity and will experience interrup-
tions due to anxiety or aggression.

Pre-Play is defined as the activity in
which the child is “setting the stage” for
play. She may pick up a toy and ma-
nipulate it, arrange play materials, or
try out a character’s voice or actions.
The predominant purpose of pre-play
activity is preparation. Pre-play may be
prolonged in compulsive or depressed
children. In some instances, the child
will not progress beyond pre-play.

Play Activity begins if the child be-
comes engrossed in playful activity
often indicated by the adult or child ex-
hibiting one or a combination of the fol-
lowing behaviors: 1) an expression of
intent (e.g., “Let’s play.”); 2) actions in-
dicating initiative, such as definition of

TABLE 1. Outline of the Children’s Play Therapy
Instrument (CPTI)  

Level One: Segmentation of Child’s Activity
Non-Play Activity
Pre-Play Activity
Play Activity
Interruption

Level Two: Dimensional Analysis of the Play Activity 

Descriptive Analysis
* Category of Play Activity
* Script Description of Play Activity
* Sphere of Play Activity

Structural Analysis 
Affective Components of Play Activity

* Child’s Affects Modulation
* Affects Expressed by Child While in 
  the Play
* Therapist’s Affective Tone

Cognitive Components of Play Activity
* Role Representation
* Stability of Representation 
  (People & Play Object)
* Use of Play Object
* Style of Role Representation
  (People & Play Object)

Dynamic Components of Play Activity
* Topic of the Play Activity
* Theme of the Play Activity

 * Level of Relationship Portrayed 
  within the Play Activity
* Quality of Relationship within the 
  Play Activity
* Use of Language (Child and Therapist)

Developmental Components of Play Activity
* Estimated Developmental Level of Play
* Gender Identity of Play
* Psychosexual Phase Represented in the Play
* Separation-Individuation Phase 
  Represented in the Play
* Social Level of Play 

Adaptive Analysis
Coping and Defensive Strategies

Cluster I — Cluster II — Cluster III — Cluster IV
*Normal *Neurotic *Borderline *Psychotic

*Awareness

Level Three: Pattern of Child Activity Over Time
Continuity and Discontinuity in 
 Play Narrative(s)

2*Subscale of the CPTI.
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roles (e.g., “This dolly will be the teacher”;
“Let’s climb the mountain”); 3) an expression
of specific positive or negative affects such as
glee, delight, pleasure, surprise, anxiety, fear,
disgust, or boredom; 4) focused concentration;
5) use of toy objects or the physical surround-
ings to develop a narrative.

Normal Play in children is generally an age-
appropriate, joyful, absorbing activity. It is in-
itiated spontaneously, with a developing
theme carried to a resolution; there is a natural
ending and then a move on to another activity.
In contrast, pathological play of children with
the diagnosis of severe disruptive disorders has
been described as compulsive, joyless, and
monotonous; the play of autistic children is
joyless, nonreciprocal, repetitive, with no evi-
dent narrative and no sense of resolution; and
the play of psychotic children is characterized
by drivenness, sudden fluid transformations of
the characters in the play, and play disruption.
From the perspective of segmentation, a child
optimally involved in play can consistently de-
velop play after pre-play preparation and can
unfold a play narrative ending naturally in play
satiation.10 If the length of the segments of play
is sufficient for the expression of the child’s
narratives, the patient therapy session is being
used optimally and/or the patient has im-
proved in her capacity to play.

Non-Play refers to a variety of activities or
behaviors of the child outside the realm of the
play activity, such as showing reluctance, eat-
ing, reading, doing homework, or conversing
with the therapist. All of these activities or be-
haviors have in common the absence of in-
volvement in play activity and may have
positive or negative implications in relation to
therapeutic alliance and phase of treatment.

Play Interruption is operationally defined as
any abrupt cessation in a play activityfor ex-
ample, if the child must go to the bathroom or
abruptly ends the play activity because of some
extraneous distraction. The time interval of 18
to 22 seconds was pragmatically chosen be-
cause raters agreed it was a minimum interval
that could be reliably timed without instru-
ments.

Once the therapy session has been seg-
mented, a detailed description of one play ac-
tivity segment, based on the videotape, is
written. This constitutes a “play narrative” that
includes the setting of the play, relevant dia-
logue, associated affects, the child’s play
themes, and the child’s attitudes and involve-
ment in the play activity and with the therapist
while playing. The play narrative is a central
integrating database to which the rater returns
when rating any of the individual subscales.
The emphasis is on a frame-by-frame analysis
integrating all the distinctive features of the
child’s play activity and concomitant affects.

Level Two:
Dimensional Analysis

The Dimensional Analysis examines the
play activity segment using three distinct pa-
rameters: Descriptive, Structural, and Adap-
tive.

Descriptive Analysis: The Descriptive Analysis
includes the following subscales: 1) Category
of the Play Activity, which lists non–mutually
exclusive types of play activity: gross motor
activity, construction fantasy, game play;
2) Script Description, which measures the
child’s initiatives to play, the contribution of
the adult to the unfolding of the child’s play,
and the interaction between child and thera-
pist in composing the play; this subscale pro-
vides information regarding the child’s
autonomy and reciprocity as well as a measure
of therapeutic alliance between therapist and
child; and 3) Sphere of the Play Activity, which
indicates the spatial realms within which the
play activity takes place: Autosphere (the
realm of the body); Microsphere (the realm of
small toys), or Macrosphere (the realm of the
actual surroundings).8 This subscale may have
specific clinical reference in terms of bounda-
ries, reality testing, maturity, and perspective
taking.

Structural Analysis: The structural analysis in-
cludes the following measures of a child’s play
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activity: 1) Affective Components, 2) Cogni-
tive Components, 3) Dynamic Components,
and 4) Developmental Components.

Affective Components of Play Activity. The
types and range of emotions brought by the
child to her play reflect those feelings signifi-
cant in her own life. The link between emo-
tions and play activity is what brings play alive
with understanding. Concentration and in-
volvement characterize play activity. The over-
all hedonic tone may vary from positive
feelings, expressing pleasure, to negative feel-
ings, associated with conflict.8 When distress
is too threatening to the child, this will eventu-
ate in play disruption.8 The child’s capacity to
regulate expression of feelings will affect
and/or reflect the organization of play.11 The
greater capacity for smooth transitions and
regulation of affect reflects an integration of
the child’s subjective world, and it is a key to
the capacity to play at the highest levels of crea-
tivity. If the child is able to gain expression of
intense feelings through play, she has made
giant steps toward coping and mastery. The
capacity to play symbolically implies the ca-
pacity for regulation of emotions. Indeed,
scenarios portrayed with intensity and a wide
range of emotions can be assumed to be of
great significance to the child.

Cognitive Components of Play Activity. This
modified scale was based on the work of Inge
Bretherton6 on symbolic play. The structure of
the social representational world is a crucial
dimension of the child’s play. From a cognitive
perspective, it indicates the degree to which a
child is capable of creating narrative structures
to represent different affect-laden relation-
ships. Beginning role-play is the child pretend-
ing he is another person, or animating a toy or
another’s behavior. In its most complex form,
role-play becomes directorial play or narrator
play, with several interacting roles, enlivened
by the child with a variety of emotional themes.

Younger children are capable of only sim-
ple representations; older children may draw
from a varied repertoire. The level of role rep-
resentation also indicates progression and re-
gression in the child’s level of functioning. If a

child is unable to achieve a given complexity
of role-play, this may reflect a lack of differen-
tiation between self and others, an incapacity
for empathy with and investment in others, or
cognitive limitations due to stage of develop-
ment or other causes.9,12 Further, Piaget13 refers
to failure to view reality from different perspec-
tives as a failure in decentering. The child is
unrelated to the other person and remains cen-
tered on herself in an egocentric fashion. Al-
ternatively, others (including the therapist or
toys) may be animated only as recipients or
extensions of the child’s activities. From this
initial point, the child proceeds to playing with
therapist and toys as passive recipients and be-
gins to comprehend the give and take of recip-
rocal roles and their reactions.

A major advance occurs when the child is
capable of expressing independent intention-
ality for a toy or a person. At this important
juncture the child has become capable of as-
suming a different role, other than her own,
without experiencing the threat that she herself
might disappear. An example of this type of
cognitive anxiety occurs on Halloween, when
some young children, 3 to 4 years old, exhibit
fear of being in disguise. The costume suggests
to the young child that she could disappear.
However, at a later age a child can tolerate
donning a disguise and playing another’s role;
she has gained self-constancy.

Dynamic Components of Play Activity. The
topic of play reveals important emotional
themes to the child. A child who repetitively
engages in play about particular topics is com-
municating about the types of conflicts he is
dealing with at the time: fear of death, sexual
themes, competitiveness. The theme indicates
the narrative of the play enacted by particular
characters. It is important to keep in mind what
topics and themes might be expected for a
given developmental perspective and what mi-
nor discrepancies might represent divergence
from this expected pattern. The divergence
may be significant in conveying a specific con-
cern of the child.

The level of relationship portrayed within
the play activity specifies the pattern of inter-
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actions between play characters. The level of
dyadic, triadic, and oedipal configurations
places the child at different points of personal-
ity organization, from severely disturbed per-
sonalities to neurotic or normal ones.

The Quality of Relationship Within the
Play Activity segment is an adaptation of the
Urist Scale,9 as written for children by Tuber,14

and the scale of Diamond et al.15 It assesses,
through the dynamics of the narrative, the na-
ture of the child’s emotional conflicts and the
extent of expression of aggressiondirect,
attenuated, neutralized, or sublimatedthat
he exercises over his subjective world, i.e.,
autonomous, dependent, and destructive in-
teraction among play characters.

Developmental Components of Play Activity.
This dimension compares the child’s activity
with play of other children of the same age,
gender, and level of emotional and social de-
velopment. This analysis implies an underly-
ing epigenetic sequence to the unfolding of a
child’s capacity to play. It is a relative judgment
and depends on cultural and social standards
and values. Because play unfolds in a socially
shared context, group norms are appropriate
to evaluate the child’s play. Ideally, play activ-
ity is consistent across developmental dimen-
sions.

Several different sources supplied informa-
tion for the compilation of these last categories.
Gender identity assessment was influenced
by the writing of Erikson,8,10,16 Coates,17 and
Zucker;18 psychosexual phases were based on
the writings of Anna Freud19 and Peller;20 sepa-
ration-individuation phases were based on the
writings of Mahler;21 and the social level of play
includes Winnicott’s concept of the capacity to
play alone.22

Adaptive Analysis: The adaptive analysis as-
sesses the overall purpose of the play activity
for the playing child. The child’s observable
play behaviors are classified as manifesting
specific coping/defensive strategies grouped
into four clusters: 1) Normal, 2) Neurotic, 3)
Borderline, and 4) Psychotic. These clusters
may be placed in sequence in order of their

appearance. The concept of a spectrum of
clusters of coping and defensive strategies was
based on the writings of Vaillant,23 Perry et
al.,24 and P. Kernberg.25

A final subscale measures the child’s
awareness that he is engaged in play activity.
This subscale condenses several cognitive and
affective variables that determine how capable
the child is of observing himself at play, or,
alternatively, the extent to which he and his
surroundings have been completely absorbed
into the play.

As outlined above, each of the CPTI scales
(Descriptive, Structural, and Adaptive) con-
sists of several subscales (see Table 1). Depend-
ing on the interests of the examiner, he or she
may use the CPTI in its entirety or may select
only certain scales or combinations of sub-
scales.

Level Three:
Patterns Over Time

This level of analysis refers to patterns of
the child’s activity over time and seeks to assess
changes in treatment. The patterns of segmen-
tation are expected to change over time. For
example, the sequence and length of the
different segments of the child’s activityPre-
play, Play Activity, Non-play, and Interrup-
tionchange in the course of treatment
depending on the child’s diagnosis and type of
treatment. However, this level of analysis will
not be addressed in this article.

P R E L I M I N A R Y

R E L I A B I L I T Y  S T U D Y

Construction of the instrument required
multiple observations of videotaped play ther-
apy sessions. The associated discussions in-
volved 10 experienced clinicians over a span
of 3 years. The authors of the scale gleaned
material from these discussions to write a man-
ual defining the primary dimensions of the
CPTI and formulating operational definitions
for each scale and subscale, with clinical illus-
trations.
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Methods and Results

A preliminary reliability study was
planned using three members of the group as
raters. A videotape montage consisting of eight
clinical vignettes was composed by an inde-
pendent clinician trained to identify the differ-
ent categories of child activity. The main
selection criterion was to find segments that
contained at least one segment of play activity
and any of the other three child activities (Pre-
Play, Non-Play, and Interruption). Table 2 de-
scribes the sample.

Level One (Segmentation): The three raters
(one psychiatrist, two psychologists) were
child therapists, each with more than 10 years
of clinical experience. They rated the eight
vignettes independently, with subsequent dis-
cussions of the ratings to improve on the clar-
ity of the segmentation in the manual.

Agreement on the segmentation of the
child’s activity into four categories (Pre-Play,
Non-Play, Play, and Interruption) as measured
by the weighted kappa coefficient was 0.69.26

This level of agreement between the judges on
segmentation is considered to be good.*

Level Two (Dimensional Analysis): Two raters
(one psychiatrist, one psychologist) completed
ratings for level two. Analysis of the play ac-
tivity segments was done by using intraclass
correlation coefficient (ICC)28 for ordinal cate-
gories of the CPTI and kappa for the nominal
ones. The most consistent subscale scores
were obtained on the Descriptive dimension
of the CPTI. For example, Category of Play
Activity, ICC = 0.68; Script Description, ICC
= 0.70; Sphere of Play Activity, ICC = 0.88.**

Among the Structural and Adaptive
scales, good to excellent scores were obtained
for all the subscales on these dimensions.

These scores ranged from ICC 0.50 to 0.79.
For example, Affects Expressed in Play, ICC
= 0.77; Stability of Role Representation, ICC
= 0.79; Developmental Level of Play, ICC =
0.50; Social Level of Play, ICC = 0.56. Low
scores were obtained on Role Representation,
ICC = 0.29; Use of Play Object, ICC = 0.33;
and Use of Language, ICC = 0.32. The Adap-
tive dimension produced the lowest results,
ICC = 0.09.

Despite acceptable levels of agreement be-
tween raters on many of the subscales, there
were disparities on some subscales, which were
attributed primarily to the lack of sufficient
specificity in definition of categories in the
manual. A decision was made to revise the
scoring manual and refine the definitions.

To establish a consensual rating to be used
as a standard for new independent raters, the
raters of the preliminary study performed an
item-by-item analysis of the ratings of the eight
vignettes.

R E L I A B I L I T Y  S T U D Y :
I N D E P E N D E N T  R A T E R S

A N D  C O M P A R I S O N  W I T H

C O N S E N S U S

Methods

Three independent raters, recruited from
different institutions, rated the same eight
videotaped vignettes used in the preliminary
reliability study. The raters were all child psy-
chologists, ranging in experience from 1 to 12
years in child therapy. They received 15 hours
of training from one of the authors (a psycholo-
gist). The training consisted of group discus-
sions based on definitions and descriptions of
the CPTI scales found in the manual.

Eight vignettes were selected from a set of
19 videotaped play therapy sessions by an
independent clinician who was trained to
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*
Landis and Koch27 furnished criteria to assess the level of agreement between judges as calculated
from the kappa: 0.00 to 0.39 poor; 0.40 to 0.74 acceptable to good; 0.75 to 1.00 excellent.

**
Jones et al.29 suggested 0.70 agreement as an acceptable level when complex coding schemes are
used; Gelfand and Hartmann30 recommend 0.60.



identify the different Level One categories of
Child’s Activity, namely Pre-Play, Play, Non-
Play, and Interruption. The main selection cri-
terion was to find segments that contained at
least one Play Activity, defined as a narrative
with a beginning and an end, and any of the
other three Child Activities. Also, the vignettes
were chosen to provide a varied array of child
diagnoses, levels of therapist experience, and
phases of treatment. The duration of the
vignettes ranged from 4 minutes, 6 seconds, to
11 minutes, 34 seconds, with a mean of 7 min-
utes, 47 seconds, and a standard deviation of
2 minutes, 37 seconds (see Table 2).

To maintain each rater’s accuracy, ratings
sessions were split into two parts, as suggested
by Hartmann,31 each part consisting of the
CPTI-based rating of four vignettes followed
by a discussion with the trainer.

After the submission of the whole ratings,
discussion and comparison with the authors’
consensus ratings were conducted. Reliability
estimates were obtained for the degree of
agreement of each individual rater with the
consensus. The raters contributed to the clari-
fication of the manual categories and to their
training by the exchange of opinions and clini-
cal examples from their own experience.

Three types of reliability estimates were
derived from data, according to the different
types of scales constituting the CPTI and the
number of raters used in the experiment.

Reliability of the categorical data obtained
from the segmentation of the eight vignettes
(Level One) was appraised by using a weighted
kappa.26 Disagreements between different
categories have different clinical implications.
For example, it is more serious to rate equally
Play and Non-Play than Pre-Play and Play.
Therefore, the relative importance of different
types of disagreement among the four catego-
ries of the Child Activity (Pre-Play, Play, Non-
Play and Interruption) was established in order
to perform the data analysis. A disagreement
between Play, Non-Play, or Pre-Play and In-
terruption gets a weight of 1.00; a disagreement
between Play and Non-Play gets a weight of
0.75; a disagreement between Pre-Play and
Non-Play gets a weight of 0.50; and a disagree-
ment between Play and Pre-Play gets a weight
of 0.25. However, weighted kappa is restricted
to cases where the number of raters is two
and the same two raters rate each subject
(vignette).28 In this study, we will present a
mean weighted kappa derived from each pair
of raters.

TABLE 2. Description of the eight vignettes

Phase of 
Therapist Patient Diagnosis Therapy Duration

1. 1st-year child resident 5–6-year-old boy Adjustment reaction disorder Middle–advanced 6′25″
Grief reaction

2. Resident psychology intern 5-year-old girl Stress disorder Middle–advanced 6′54″
Physical child abuse
Failure to thrive

3. Senior therapist >15 years 5–7-year-old boy Gender identity disorder Early–middle 8′36″
Posttraumatic stress disorder

4. Therapist 5 years 9-year-old boy Oppositional defiant disorder Late 11′34″ 
5. 2nd-year child resident 7-year-old girl Separation anxiety disorder Middle–advanced 8′02″

Avoidant disorder
6. Psychology intern 5-year-old girl Posttraumatic stress disorder Middle–advanced 5′06″

Physical child abuse
Failure to thrive

7. Senior therapist > 15 years 91⁄2-year-old boy Pervasive developmental disorder Beginning 4′06″
Autism

8. Senior therapist > 20 years 10-year-old boy Conduct disorder Middle 9′02″
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For reliability of the categorical scales
from Level Two of the CPTI, namely Category
of Play Activity, subscales of Child and Adult
Script Description, Topic, Theme, and Gender
Identity, a multiple-rater kappa is estimated,32,33

in which the average pairwise kappas are ad-
justed for covariation among pairwise kappas
and chance agreements.

For appraising reliability of the remaining
quantitative scales of the CPTI (ordinal scale
ranging from 1 to 5), an intraclass correlation
coefficient is calculated, using a two-way analy-
sis of variance, where the three raters are con-
sidered random effects. Thus, differences at the
between-raters level are included as error from
the analysis. The choice of this statistic is based
on the wish of the authors to generalize the
estimated results to raters who have at least
1 year of clinical experience and as much as
12 years of experience, so that the CPTI could
be reliably used by a variety of clinicians.34,35

Results

Level One: Segmentation: Agreement among
three raters on the segmentation of a child’s
activity into four categories (Pre-Play, Play
Activity, Interruption, and Non-Play) as mea-
sured by the weighted kappa coefficient was
0.72.

Level Two: Dimensional Analysis: Interrater re-
liabilities measured by the kappa coefficient
for the twelve categorical subscales of the
CPTI indicate an average coefficient of 0.65,
with range 0.42 to 1.00 (Table 3). The single
exception was 0.12, Initiation of Play by Adult.

The kappa statistic is extremely sensitive
to an unbalanced distribution of categories
(presence versus absence), and this sensitivity
accounted for some of the variability in our
results.

The intraclass correlation coefficients
for the 25 main ordinal subscales of the
CPTIspecifically the global scores for Script
Description, Affective, Cognitive, Develop-
mental, and Dynamic components; Adaptive
functions; and Awarenessshow a mean

tendency of 0.71, with a range from acceptable
to excellent (ICC 0.52–0.89). However, there
are two subscales at unacceptable levels of re-
liability, namely Separation-Individuation
Phases Represented in the Play (ICC = 0.43),
an increment over earlier findings but still be-
low acceptable levels, and Borderline cop-
ing/defensive mechanisms (ICC = 0.45),
lower than the acceptable levels obtained for
other coping/defensive mechanisms.

Generally, the new raters did almost as
well as the authors of the scale and in several
instances were able to obtain higher levels of
interrater reliability. Significant improvements
were seen in Style of Role Representation: Play
Object (ICC = 0.83, compared with 0.38);
Separation-Individuation Phase Represented
in the Play (ICC = 0.43, compared with 0.21).

Individual Rater Agreement With the Consensus:
Each rater’s performance was compared with
the standard provided by the consensus of the
authors of the scale. Results indicate that, over-
all, satisfactory to excellent agreement with the
standard was obtained by all three judges. For
example, the intraclass correlation coefficients
for seven main subscales of the CPTIspecif-
ically the global scores for Script Description,
Affective, Cognitive, Developmental, and Dy-
namic components; Adaptive functions; and
Awarenessshow a mean of ICC = 0.81 (range
0.61–0.94) for Rater A; a mean of ICC = 0.84
(range 0.69–0.92) for Rater B; and a mean of
ICC = 0.84 (range 0.71–0.96) for Rater C.

Further comparisons were performed for
each individual vignette and revealed a similar
pattern of results on the main structural cate-
gories of the CPTI. Raters A, B, and C reached
good to excellent agreement with the standard.
The intraclass correlation coefficients for the
four main structural categories of the CPTI,
specifically the global scores for Affective,
Cognitive, Developmental, and Dynamic
components, show a mean of ICC = 0.62
(range 0.58–0.85) for Rater A; a mean of ICC
= 0.73 (range 0.59–0.81) for Rater B; and a
mean of ICC = 0.69 (range 0.63–0.75) for
Rater C.
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TABLE 3. Interrater reliability among three raters as measured by kappa and intraclass correlation
coefficients (ICC) 

Variable Kappa % Agreementa ICC

Category of the Play Activity Segment 0.50 81.0 NA

Script Description of the Play Activity Segment (Global) NA 0.89
 Script Description (Child) NA 0.86
  Initiation of Play 1.00 100.0 NA
  Facilitation of Play 1.00 100.0 NA
  Inhibition of Play 0.47 87.2 NA
  Ending of Play 0.52 80.0 NA
 Script Description (Adult) NA 0.87
  Initiation of Play 0.12 44.4 NA
  Facilitation of Play 1.00 100.0 NA
  Inhibition of Play 0.42 86.1 NA
  Ending of Play 1.00 100.0 NA
  Contribution of Participants (Child) NA 0.89
  Contribution of Participants (Adult) NA 0.57

Sphere of the Play Activity NA 0.92

Affective Components of the Play Activity Segment (Global) NA 0.84
 Child’s Affects Modulation    NA 0.70
 Affects Expressed by the Child while in the Play NA 0.73
 Therapist’s Affective Tone NA 0.66

Cognitive Components (Global) NA 0.80
 Role Representation NA 0.72
 Stability of Representation (People) NA 0.83
 Stability of Representation (Play Object) NA 0.84
 Use of Play Object NA 0.88
 Style of Role Representation (People) NA 0.64
 Style of Role Representation (Play Object) NA 0.83

Dynamic Components of the Play Activity Segment (Global) 0.63 92.3 0.68
 Topic of the Play Activity Segment 0.66 94.1 NA
 Theme of the Play Activity Segment 0.60 90.7 NA
 Level of Relationship Portrayed within the Play Activity Segment NA 0.82
 Quality of Relationship within the Play Activity Segment NA 0.70
 Use of Language by the Child NA 0.68
 Use of Language by the Therapist NA 0.57

Developmental Components of the Play Activity (Global) NA 0.62
 Estimated Developmental Level of Play NA 0.90
 Gender Identity of Play 0.90 NA
 Psychosexual Phase Represented in the Play NA 0.72
 Separation-Individuation Phase Represented in the Play NA 0.43
 Social Level of Play: Interaction with the Therapist NA 0.63

Adaptive Analysis of the Play Activity (Global) NA 0.65
 Cluster I NA 0.81
 Cluster II NA 0.64
 Cluster III NA 0.45
 Cluster IV NA 0.60

 Awareness NA 0.52

2 aPercentage agreement among the three judges.
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These comparisons were derived from the
consensual mean and standard deviation
scores obtained for each vignette (Table 4).
One should note that vignettes that are associ-
ated with high mean scores and small standard
deviation scores are mainly associated with the
middle–advanced and late phases of treat-
ment, whereas low mean scores and large
standard deviation scores are associated with
vignettes from the beginning or middle phases
of treatment.

D I S C U S S I O N

These preliminary studies demonstrate the fea-
sibility of using the CPTI to measure a child’s
activity in psychotherapy. The CPTI provides
a means to identify play activity within a psy-
chotherapy session. The play activity is then
measured from three different perspectives:
descriptive, structural, and adaptive. Each of
these dimensions consists of individual sub-
scales that are operationally defined. The
quantification of these subscales provides both
the flexibility to derive individual profiles of
play activity in psychotherapy and a method-
ology to identify relevant dimensions of a
child’s play activity.

Training procedures established the credi-
bility of these measures in assessing play activ-
ity. The independent raters, with varying levels
of experience, required 15 hours of training to
reach satisfactory levels of agreement. This re-
sult is preliminary evidence to suggest CPTI
may be a usable tool for researchers and clini-

cians who receive a minimum of 15 hours of
intensive training.

Despite the small number of vignettes
used to establish the reliability of the instru-
ment, it must be stated that the vignettes em-
brace the whole spectrum of the different
ordinal scales. The vignettes that showed
higher mean scores with smaller standard
deviations were associated with the middle–
advanced and late phases of treatment; lower
mean scores with larger SDs were associated
with vignettes from the beginning or middle
phases of treatment. Likewise, the raters were
consistently able to make these sensitive dis-
tinctions. However, in some subscales using
the kappa, reliabilities were lowered by a pre-
ponderant representation of one of the catego-
ries over the other; for example, (Adult)
Initiation of Play (κ = 0.12) and Functional
analysis: Cluster II (κ = 0.41). This dispropor-
tionate pattern was likely to lower the reliabil-
ity coefficient each time a disagreement on the
less represented category was encountered.

The Separation-Individuation category of
the Developmental scale gave results below ac-
ceptable standards. A closer examination of
raters’ individual ratings showed a wide dis-
crepancy among raters. This scale clearly re-
quired further definition, particularly as it
pertains to higher-functioning children. Fur-
ther work on clarifying the phases of separa-
tion-individuation represented in the child’s
play resulted in a revision of the definitions of
these categories in the manual. Specifically,
new examples illustrating these phenomena in

TABLE 4. Means and standard deviations of the average rating for the main structural categories of
each vignette

Vignette Number and Phase of Treatment
     1      2      3     4      5      6      7     8   

Variable   M-A   M-A   M-E     L   M-A   M-A      B    M 

Affective (Global) 3.2 ± 1.1 4.2 ± 0.8 2.8 ± 1.7 3.7 ± 0.9 3.5 ± 1.1 4.1 ± 0.6 1.7 ± 2.3 2.7 ± 2.1

Cognitive (Global) 3.7 ± 1.2 3.9 ± 0.5 2.9 ± 2.1 2.9 ± 0.5 3.5 ± 1.2 4.3 ± 1.2 1.5 ± 1.6 3.4 ± 1.3

Dynamic (Global) 4.2 ± 0.6 2.7 ± 1.4 2.7 ± 2.4 3.3 ± 1.1 2.7 ± 1.5 3.5 ± 0.6 1.7 ± 2.1 2.9 ± 1.9

Developmental (Global) 3.0 ± 0.9 3.1 ± 0.7 2.8 ± 1.5 3.3 ± 0.9 2.9 ± 0.8 3.1 ± 0.9 1.4 ± 2.2 2.7 ± 1.8

2Note: Phases of treatment: M-A = middle–advanced; M-E = middle–early; L = late; B = beginning; M = middle.

KERNBERG ET AL. 205

JOURNAL OF PSYCHOTHERAPY PRACTICE AND RESEARCH



children with mild emotional disorders were
added in the training. In the prior reliability
studies, raters had experienced difficulty mak-
ing meaningful reference to these categories,
except in cases of severe disturbance (psychosis
and autism). After a 2-month hiatus, the Sepa-
ration-Individuation subscale was readminis-
tered to the group of three trained raters, and
the results obtained were good: ICC = 0.63. 

Looking toward the future, a larger data-
base is required, to include both clinical and
nonclinical children, to establish definitive re-
liability and to validate the sensitivity and
specificity of the CPTI as a diagnostic tool that
discriminates distinctive psychopathological
profiles and is sensitive to changes occurring
in the course of treatment.

S U M M A R Y

We described the development of a new and
comprehensive measure of a child’s play ac-
tivity in psychotherapy, the CPTI, and pre-
sented reliability studies. Using the instrument

and accompanying manual, raters were
trained to obtain satisfactory to excellent levels
of agreement on the segmentation and dimen-
sions of a child’s play activity occurring within
a psychotherapy session. In addition, each of
these trained raters obtained good to excellent
agreement with the consensus standard for the
scale reached by the authors of the scale. Future
planned studies include obtaining reliability
on a larger new sample of play sessions and
evaluating sequences of play sessions over
time. In addition, future validity studies are
planned to investigate the concurrence of play
profiles with diagnostic categories, attachment
behaviors, and outcome variables. These pre-
liminary findings indicate that the CPTI holds
promise to become a diagnostic instrument
and outcome measure of a child’s play activity
in psychotherapy.

The authors acknowledge with appreciation the
participation of Elsa Blum, Ph.D., Pauline Jordan,
Ph.D., Judith Moskowitz, Ph.D., and Risa Ryger,
Ph.D.
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Affect and Therapeutic Process 
in Groups for Chronically 
Mentally Ill Persons

W A L T E R  N .  S T O N E ,  M . D .

A dynamic group treatment model for
chronically ill persons allowing them to
determine the frequency of attendance
empowers the members and potentiates group
development. This format respects patients’
needs for space as represented by missed
meetings. In this context, absences are
formulated as self-protective and
self-stabilizing acts rather than as resistance.
In an accepting, supportive environment,
members can be helped to explore affects and
gain insight into their behaviors. A clinical
example illustrates patients’ examination of
the meaning of missing and attending
sessions, with particular focus on intensity of
involvement, autonomy, and control. In the
process of testing the therapist and group,
members show capacity to gain insight into
recent in-group and extra-group behaviors.

(The Journal of Psychotherapy Practice
and Research 1998; 7:208–216)

The ravaging effects of schizophrenic and
bipolar illness on thought and affect re-

main a therapeutic challenge. The multiple
biological, social, and emotional needs that are
the basis and consequence of severe and per-
sistent mental illness defy simplistic solutions.
Medication may alleviate some of the chaos
but fails to reverse or halt impairment in es-
sential areas of human functioningrelations
with the self and with others from which come
a sense of wellness and comfortable regard.

For many patients, the illness may have
begun in childhood, even before overt clinical
features were present or were of sufficient in-
tensity to justify a clinical diagnosis. Many first-
person reports attest to patients’ recollections
of feeling different, estranged, or isolated from
peer groups. Before the onset of a diagnosable
illness, impairments may be expressed in the
social domain as diminished interpersonal re-
sponsiveness, poor eye contact, and failures in
expression of positive affect. Subtle motor
symptoms add to these individuals’ relational
awkwardness.1 After the onset of clinical ill-
ness, the personal and societal costs escalate.

Innovative psychosocial treatment ap-
proaches have been partially effective in alle-
viating patients’ disabilities. Case management
and assertive community treatment have fo-
cused on providing services to severely im-
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Psychiatry, University of Cincinnati College of Medicine,
4239 Elland Avenue, Cincinnati, Ohio 45229. Send cor-
respondence to Dr. Stone at the above address.
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paired individuals who require assistance in
everyday living. Social skills training and vo-
cational rehabilitation address aspects of social
impairment. Psychoeducational programs,
including family management, are valuable
additions to the overall treatment armamen-
tarium. Amidst this plethora of interventions,
the place of psychotherapy, and in particular
long-term group psychotherapy aimed at as-
sisting patients in their efforts to improve their
psychosocial functioning, has been relegated
to lesser overall importance.

Research findings for psychotherapy of
schizophrenia have not been robust, and as a
result research efforts in this area have nearly
vanished. This has occurred in part because of
the hypothesized lack of effectiveness of psy-
chotherapy when compared with medications
and in part because of problems inherent in
funding and conducting psychotherapy re-
search. The difficulties are magnified when it
comes to research on group treatment.

Reviews of psychotherapy for schizophre-
nia suggest that outpatient group treatment
may help patients improve social function-
ing.2,3 The treatment process is described as
occurring in a two-step sequence: 1) a stabili-
zation phase, which focuses on reducing and
stabilizing positive symptoms and maintaining
patients in the community; and 2) a rehabili-
tation phase, in which emphasis is on social
adjustment relationships, interpersonal rela-
tions, and vocational possibilities.4

In the stabilization phase, treatment em-
phasizes patients continuing their medications
and becoming more informed about their ill-
ness through supportive and educational
strategies. This approach is particularly salient
with the current practice of brief periods of
hospitalization.

In the rehabilitation phase, the emphasis
shifts to exploration of patients’ capacities to
form and sustain social relations and to deter-
mination of vocational capacities. Change in
these latter sectors takes place much more
slowly and is more difficult to assess. Yet it is
in this rehabilitation phase that long-term psy-
chotherapy, including group therapy, can have

a significant impact on interpersonal and in-
trapsychic functioning. In this process patients
can slowly gain greater control over their af-
fects and develop insights into aspects of their
relationships with others and with self.

The salience of addressing the social and
interpersonal sectors of functioning in chronic
mental illness was reported in a survey by
Coursey et al.5 Chronically ill patients in reha-
bilitation settings were asked to rate the impor-
tance of 40 therapeutic topics. The highest
rated items clustered in a category described
as “illness-intensified life issues” and encom-
passed independence, developing self-esteem,
relationships, and feelings. Other categories,
rated important at least two-thirds of the time,
included adverse secondary consequences of
the illness, self-management of the disorder,
and coming to terms with the disability. These
findings bring into focus patients’ awareness of
a continuity in their life and an appreciation
that their condition has added a particularly
devastating dimension to difficulties that may
have been present prior to the onset of their
clinical illness.

In the context of a history of social disap-
pointments and emotional injury or rejection,
it would be unrealistic to expect patients en-
gaging in treatment to rapidly reveal their in-
ner experiences and risk being retraumatized
without thoroughly testing their environment.
They will test and retest the therapist and the
group to assess the safety of the situation. The
clinician who “sticks with it” despite the per-
sonal difficultieswhich may include both
countertransferences and the real aspects of
the relationshipswill find opportunities to
gain understanding of patients’ efforts to cope,
protect themselves, and work toward making
positive changes in their lives.

T H E  C H A N G I N G  F A C E  O F

P S Y C H O T H E R A P Y

The quality of the relationship between patient
and therapist is recognized as the foundation
on which the therapist can assist the patient in
gaining self-awareness and psychological
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growth. Among the many theoretical advances
there are two important strands: the consistent
use of an empathic stance6–8 and increasing at-
tention to the therapist’s affect.9–11

Self psychology has enabled clinicians to
gain greater understanding of the patient’s
“use” of the therapist as a selfobject to fulfill
missing or incompletely formed psychological
functions, including containment of affects.
Therapists can experience considerable dys-
phoria when they feel depersonalized and
treated as a function. Recognizing this phe-
nomenon as an archaic selfobject transference
helps clinicians maintain their emotional equi-
librium. In turn, therapists, by maintaining
their balance, can more effectively help pa-
tients understand themselves.

A second valuable theoretical contribu-
tion, the “higher mental functioning” hypo-
thesis described by Weiss and Sampson,
explicates patients’ interactions as conscious
and unconscious testing in the therapeutic en-
counter. The tests are “designed” to determine
if pathogenic beliefs in childhood should be
sustained.12–14 Skolnick,15 working with psy-
chotic and borderline individuals, writes, “No
matter how withdrawn or bizarre these indi-
viduals may seem, or how much they try to
destroy links with others, often there remain
disguised pleas for help and attempts to com-
municate about the agonies of becoming and
relating” (p. 243). Apprehending the confusing
and disturbing affects evoked in the clinician
in response to the “test” provides information
about the patient’s therapeutic hopes.

These and other theoretical advances
have contributed to changes in therapeutic
technique. Writing primarily within a self psy-
chological framework, Lichtenberg et al.16 note
that they emphasize emotions as a guide for
“appreciating self-experience and the desires,
wishes, goals, aims, and values that come to be
elaborated in symbolic forms” (p. 9). In psy-
chotherapy of psychosis, affect “serves as the
‘handle’ that the psychotherapist ‘grabs’ in the
effort to help the patient tolerate unbearable
feelings and subsequently to reorganize his or
her behavior in interpersonally productive

ways” (p. 12).9 The clinician’s capacity to ex-
amine his or her affects stirred in the treatment
transactions and then to use these responses to
advantage becomes a central element in the
conduct of treatment.

The focus on affects contributes to therapy
becoming a more collaborative venture in
which clinicians no longer make interpreta-
tions as the “truth,” but instead offer inter-
ventions that encourage patients to make
necessary “corrections.” This stance recog-
nizes that the patient’s self experience is cen-
tral, and that each participant has important
emotions that can mutually enhance under-
standing. Thus, a patient’s rejection or incom-
plete acceptance of a therapist’s interpretation
is not considered solely as resistance, but as a
potential message regarding the impact on the
patient of the therapist’s interventions.

In group psychotherapy the complexity of
communication is multiplied manifold. Inter-
actions take place in relation to authority, to
peers, or to the group as a whole. Particularly
salient for individuals with chronic mental ill-
ness are fears of being unable to maintain a
sense of themselves in a potentially threatening
situation, with the possibility that they will
experience further psychic disruption. The
source of these potential injuries arises not
only from the clinician, but from member-to-
member interactions, or from member-to-
subgroup or group-as-a-whole interactions.

In the process of emotionally joining a
group, members may experience intense and
potentially disorganizing affect stimulation
that occurs in relation to others and within
themselves. The group can come to repre-
sent or simulate life experiences, before or
after the onset of the illness or in or outside
the family. Old defensive and adaptive pat-
terns will emerge, primarily as resistances or
as tests to determine if the individual will be
traumatized in the present as in the past.
Thus the obvious cautious engagement and
sense of mistrust displayed by most patients
is understandable. Even with an optimal em-
pathic response, change, if it is to occur, will
take place slowly.

210 GROUPS FOR CHRONICALLY ILL PERSONS

VOLUME 7 • NUMBER 3 • SUMMER 1998



The model of the flexibly bound group is
designed to collaboratively empower mem-
bers and potentiate respect for each person’s
capacity to engage in treatment. The central
element of the model is a group structure in
which patients, after attending four sessions,
choose the frequency with which they wish to
attend meetings. This agreement, which re-
flects patient behavior but diminishes the po-
tential for patients to feel pressure to attend
each session as well as lessening the clinician’s
concerns about attendance, results in a group
formation of core and peripheral subgroups.
Group development is delayed, but over time
the group becomes cohesive, and members
can begin to address their intragroup relation-
ships. In this context, it becomes possible to
explore absences and for individuals to exam-
ine the reasons they give for their absences and
gain insight into their failures to attend in ac-
cord with their agreement.

The following illustration examines the
impact of a treatment structure that builds in
flexibility of attendance, but without preclud-
ing discussion of absences in members learn-
ing about themselves and their affect states in
relation to others.

I L L U S T R A T I O N

The group, which has been in existence for
over a decade, has achieved considerable sta-
bility, with a current census of 8 members. No
persons have been added in the past 2 years.
With the exception of Greg, who is diagnosed
with mild mental retardation and a dependent
personality disorder, all members have a diag-
nosis of schizophrenia, schizoaffective disor-
der, or bipolar disorder. The group structure
has evolved with a core subgroup of 5 persons
who attend more than 75% of the meetings; 2
members who attend intermittently; and 1
who appears at widely spaced intervals. Mem-
bers had engaged sufficiently to interact with
one another and were no longer turning almost
exclusively to the therapist.

The vignette illustrates patients’ capacity
to work with affects related to group absences

and to gain insight into aspects of their behav-
ior. Following a small meeting, with 2 or 3 per-
sons present, i t  is possible to explore
experiential aspects of group membership by
focusing on subgroups (those who were pres-
ent and those who were absent), thereby not
isolating any single individual.

Sessions are 45 minutes long. All are
videotaped, with the camera operator in the
room and in view of the members. The
vignette presented below was transcribed from
the videotape and then edited for ease of pres-
entation.

The session was particularly striking in
members’ movement of chairs. The seats had
been set up in a horseshoe shape for videotap-
ing but were pulled back by the patients in a
manner that lessened the sense that they were
sitting in a semicircle. However, within the first
12 minutes of the meeting, there were 5 in-
stances of patients moving their seats more
fully into their original position. At a point in
the meeting at which the most distant member,
Carl, seemed more engaged, the therapist in-
vited him to bring his chair closer, a request
with which he complied.

The meeting took place in mid-December.
Three weeks previously, the group had not met
because of the Thanksgiving holiday. Addi-
tionally, members had been informed there
would not be a meeting between Christmas
and the New Year holiday. These circum-
stances created a sense of discontinuity, and in
the session prior to that illustrated in the
vignette only Rita and Greg had been present.
The focus of that session had been Greg’s fears
that he would be separated from his mother,
whose deteriorating health made hospi-
talization appear imminent.

The following session began with 6 of the
8 members present. The therapist was 3 min-
utes late. After the therapist’s entry into the
room there was an initial subdued silence.

THERAPIST: What’s been happening?
LORNA: You could say that we are all so sedated.

[laughs]
RITA: Well, it’s the first time in a couple of weeks

that everybody has been here, I think. [pulls in
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her chair] It seems like the last couple of times a
lot of people weren’t here. Last week it was just
Greg and me.

JACK: I had a bad cold last week. I could have
come, but I didn’t want to spread my germs. But
I didn’t feel good either.

RITA: I wouldn’t, either. That would have made
you crabby.

JACK: I’m crabby enough as it is.
GREG: There was only Rita and I here.
RITA: We got a lot accomplished, though.

Following a brief interchange in which it
is acknowledged that there have been prior
meetings with only one or two members pres-
ent, the interaction continues.

JACK: [moves his chair into the circle] So who did all
the talking? Greg?

RITA: He had some problems at home he needed
to talk about.

JACK: It was good that he had a chance to talk
about them.

This comment seems to invite closure, but
Rita (while moving her chair in more) contin-
ues the discussion of the previous week’s topic,
and Greg relates that his mother has improved
and remains at home. Rick has wondered if
prayer had helped her, and Greg responds that
indeed they had prayed. When this discussion
has run its course, the therapist intervenes.

THERAPIST: We were talking about one side of it:
what it’s like for Greg and Rita to be here. What
about the others? What’s it like to miss?

JACK: I needed to miss because I was sick, but the
reason, I mean, I’m here practically every week.
I could say I’m here every week. I just want to
get away from it for a while. Not that I didn’t get
away Thanksgiving, but there was no group
Thanksgiving. I wanted to be away when there
was a group once. So I was glad to get away for
a while.

RITA: I think it’s good.
JACK: Once in a great while.
RICK: I was away for two or three weeks. I wanted

to be here.
GREG: You didn’t want to be here?
RICK: I did want to be here. I was having depres-

sion and stuff.
RITA: That’s the worst part of it. When you want

to be here and your depression keeps you away.
RICK: Yeah, well I wasn’t doing anything else, either.

THERAPIST: What happens here? The two of you
[Rita and Jack] are saying the same kind of thing.
Though I would expect in part that others feel
the same, can you say what it is about the group
that you want to get away from, or is it something
inside you or something about yourself?

JACK: Well, it’s kind of equivalent to being on the
job every day for a year and just the pressure
every day. Every day and the routine, not a
boring routine; the routine of it all and it’s just
like . . . I didn’t go anywhere on vacation, but it
felt like I was on vacation from the group, and I
do feel better after I did that, and I do. [Greg pulls
his chair closer into the group.]

LORNA: It’s kinda like working on something.
Each one of us has a different story.

THERAPIST: [to Lorna] Can you say more? Does it
feel better to work on it at times alone or in the
group? Can you identify when you might want
to get away? What’s happening inside you?

LORNA: Well, I never really want to get away, but
I am asleep until 10:00 or 10:30 in the morning,
which I have been doing lately. That kinda
happens. It is good to get away at times. It is
intense. All these . . . you know, everybody is so
different.

THERAPIST: To feel others’ problems at times feels
intense.

LORNA: Yeah, I don’t know exactly; it would be
depression.

This theme related to missing meetings
continues. Initially, Carl echoes the view that
he “sort of likes missing,” and he has so many
things he is doing, but then he acknowledges
that it is a relief not to have to listen to others.
Rick indicates that the day he comes to the
group is the only day he does anything, that
otherwise his week is empty. Jack’s ambiva-
lence emerges, but he indicates that he would
benefit from being away one time.

THERAPIST: It is different if one makes that decision
[to be away] rather than the group not meeting.
That is when you miss a week when you decide,
rather than when there isn’t a group scheduled.

JACK: It might be a week that there is no group
scheduled, and you might really need one. And
when you choose your own, maybe it’s for a
good reason. Maybe you are running away from
something, but at least you are in control. [moves
his chair further into the circle]

THERAPIST: [to Rita] Where does this fit for you?
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RITA: I might handle what they do the same way.
I might not come once in a while. Also I might
handle it another way in the group. You used to
say I talked too much. Maybe I talked too much
because . . . what other people say upset me, and
I . . . then it won’t upset me so much.

JACK: So you didn’t have to listen to somebody
else.

RITA: I might. I’m saying that it could be.
RICK: You don’t talk too much any more.
RITA: Maybe I’m getting better. [pause] I felt bad

because nobody was coming because [referring to
a prior meeting] me and Rick were talking all of
the time.

CARL: It’s so hot in here. I’m getting hot.
RITA: You’re not getting sick, are you?

Not hearing the metaphor, the therapist
refocuses back to feelings about regularly at-
tending the meetings. Jack begins to express
the idea that he wishes attendance were man-
datory. He elaborates that he feels tension
while in the group and that he is “forced to
think harder in here than anyplace else.” The
therapist again intervenes, suggesting that each
individual has his or her own “internal moni-
tor” that helps regulate attendance, and asks
again for descriptions of the inner feelings.
Carl, who acknowledges that being busy is an
excuse, says that the group is the place where
he talks to people the most, except when he is
on the phone. At this point, the therapist invites
Carl to move his chair into the group, and he
complies. These interactions took place within
the initial 15 minutes of the meeting.

D I S C U S S I O N

This vignette illustrates the capacity of some
chronically ill persons to engage in a discussion
of the intensity of their feelings stimulated by
participating in group psychotherapy, and to
gain insight into aspects of their self-protective
behaviors. Participating in group therapy pro-
vides opportunities for patients to become
more flexible in managing affects. A group also
represents a threat, since patients fear that they
will be unable to maintain their personal
boundaries and will be flooded with their own
and others’ affects. The result is a tendency to

miss sessions or terminate treatment.17 How-
ever, absences can be understood not only as
a defense, but as a test as well. The test might
be formulated, “If I assert my independence
and decide not to come to a meeting, will I be
criticized, punished, neglected, or ignored al-
together?” If this and similar tests are passed,
patients may increase their trust in others and
begin to tolerate and integrate their affects.

Rita begins with the bland statement that
people have not been present for several
weeks. The affective meaning of this is not in-
itially apparent but emerges in the ensuing pro-
cess. Jack indicates that his absence was due to
his cold, but his gratuitous comment, “I didn’t
want to spread my germs,” may be understood
as a metaphor for fears that he would emotion-
ally infect others. The interchange focuses on
being “crabby” as the uncomfortable emotion.

The emotionally salient central theme of
separations and losses is illustrated by Rita’s
continued discussion with Greg of his mother’s
illness and the possibility of her requiring hos-
pital care. The dyadic form of this discussion,
as if only Rita and Greg were present, reen-
acted the prior week’s session. The therapist’s
inquiry framed members’ enactment as be-
longing to one of two subgroups: those present
and those absent the preceding week. The in-
terpretation emerged from the therapist’s lis-
tening “and not bother[ing] about keeping
anything in mind.”18 Such interventions have
been labeled “disciplined spontaneous en-
gagements” and represent the therapist’s “gen-
erative intent” emerging from knowledge of
the patients.16 Contributing to the intervention
was the therapist’s experience with group treat-
ment and his appreciation that patients were
more willing to share feelings and engage in
the group if they were part of a subgroup.19

The model of the flexibly bound group
does not preclude discussion of absences. Over
time a rhythm of attendance becomes estab-
lished, and members know, and respond,
when others do not attend in accordance with
their usual agreement. In this session, mem-
bers’ responses ranged from describing meet-
ings as boring to describing them as intense.
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This latter feeling is addressed by Jack and by
Carl, who indicates that it is a relief not to have
to listen to others.

After the therapist differentiates between
missing due to canceled sessions and missing
through a patient’s personal decision, Jack is
able to summarize the central theme as a con-
flict that “you have control even if you are run-
ning away.” Lotterman20 (p. 115) reflects on the
importance of control in the psychotherapy of
patients diagnosed with schizophrenia:

Schizophrenic patients are enormously
sensitive to intrusion and what to them
feels like coercion. If they feel invaded or
violated, they will flee. . . . [They] can
travel far down the path of self-destruction
with little concern, and can quickly bring
themselves and their treatments to the
brink of collapse. . . . The therapist is
caught between the Scylla of overactivity
and intrusiveness, and the Charybdis of
being lulled by the patient’s bland denial
until suddenly the treatment is destroyed.

The flexibly bound group model enables the
therapist to comfortably permit missing, which
thereby allows patients to maintain a degree
of sanction-free control.

A paradox is involved in discussing pa-
tients’ fears of being overwhelmed and accept-
ing, if not encouraging, their choosing to
distance themselves. The therapist, by verbal-
izing patients’ needs to have control, accepts
their needs to create personal space and dis-
tance. Members are then prepared to explore
fears of losing control and being unable to
manage personal boundaries. Out of this thera-
peutic stance emerges the patients’ wish for
involvement, which had been partially ob-
scured. The members’ wish for greater engage-
ment is enacted in behavior as they draw their
chairs into the group circle.

Coursey et al.5 reported that 84% of the
surveyed schizophrenic patients preferred
shorter, less frequent individual sessions (less
than 30 minutes, less than once a month). With
this treatment dosage, 3⁄4 of respondents indi-
cated that therapy had brought positive or very

positive changes to their lives. Thus it is not
surprising that attendance in a more complex
social setting of a group will be linked to ab-
sences. Over time, absences may decrease and
greater engagement take place. Moving one’s
chair outside the circle represents a mini-dis-
tancing. When patients have a sense of control
and acceptance, they are freer to diminish that
distance. Jack’s comment equating running
away with control was directly linked to his
moving his chair into the circle.

The therapist, not consciously recalling
Rita’s history of monopolizing meetings,
turned to her to ask where this fit in for her.
Rita said that she used a different behavior
(talking) to achieve the similar goal of creating
space. In this process, Rita’s self-reflection
demonstrated the paradox and represented a
step in addressing a more difficult issue, her
anxious fantasy that her excessive talking had
been the cause of others’ recent absences.

I would suggest that the integrative act (in-
sight) of linking talking with control enhanced
Rita’s self-esteem. An experience of discovery
and a concomitant experience of self-efficacy
had taken place. In that context, Rita revealed
her thought that she was the cause of the ab-
sences. This process reverses the more typical
sequence in which insight in the present leads
to insight into the past. The past and present
are intertwined, and integration of the two does
not follow a set formula.

For Carl, who had positioned himself on the
group periphery, this sequence turned up the
“heat” of involvement, and he complained. His
position is echoed by Jack, who states how he is
forced to think harder in the group than any-
where else. After the therapist frames the situ-
ation in terms of an “internal monitor,” thereby
diminishing the risk of group-wide criticism, Carl
exposes his behavior as an excuse. At this point
Carl is able to accept the therapist’s invitation to
move his chair more into the group circle.

C O M M E N T

Schizophrenic patients are not prone to be in-
trospective. Most individuals are content to
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seal over their psychotic experience, and only
a small proportion are motivated to integrate
the experience as part of their lives.21 An im-
portant contribution to patients’ difficulties in
engaging in treatment is their lack of insight
into their illness behaviors. Deficits in insight
exist even in stable outpatients and contribute
substantially to their limited participation in
social activities and interpersonal communica-
tion.22 By achieving insight into their illness,
patients may lower barriers to engagement. In-
volvement in the group process may induce a
positive, reinforcing spiral of insight and an
increasingly emotionally satisfying engage-
ment both in and out of the group setting.

Acknowledging that others are important
and meaningful is a risky business. Many ex-
periences preceding the onset of the illness
have been perceived as emotionally toxic.
With the establishment of a chronic course, pa-
tients are subjected to further trauma as aspects
of their illness further alienate them and dis-
rupt social relationships. The lack of insight is
often manifested as denial of need for others.
Thus, the process of testing to determine the
nature of others’ responses is an expectable in-
terpersonal process.

Additional major components of the
schizophrenic illness are the negative symp-
toms of apathy, low motivation, and disen-
gagement, which may be an amalgam of
biological and emotional elements. As demon-
strated in studies of expressed emotion, these
affective experiences, which often become
particular targets for family hostility, may over-
ride the therapeutic benefit of medication.23,24

Patients’ vulnerability to injury represents a
significant therapeutic challenge as they place
barriers to forming potentially therapeutic re-
lationships, and they are particularly alert to
any transaction that criticizes their distancing
and self-protective mechanisms.

Clinicians face a formidable task of help-
ing shape a group milieu in which patients will
abandon their preferences for sealing over and
for brief, widely spaced sessions and move to
a position in which they will risk reflecting and
searching for meaning in their interactions. A

central element in achieving these goals is
emotional affirmation that will sustain patients
through the inevitable affective stimulation in-
trinsic to group interactions.

Bacal25 asserts that patients are seeking
“optimal responsiveness,” not optimal frustra-
tion. Similarly, Teicholz26 notes that “frustra-
tion becomes not a positive developmental
principle in its own right, but an inevitable con-
comitant of the human condition, to which spe-
cific environmental response is required in
order to help the developing child or the pa-
tient master otherwise overwhelming affective
experience” (p. 148). The intensity of an indi-
vidual’s response to a “hurtful” interaction (as
experienced by the individual, even if the in-
teraction is considered “appropriate” by the
observer) is a product of the person’s biological
heritage, his or her developmental influences,
and the current environment. Experiences of
optimal responsiveness, particularly to affec-
tively significant transactions, affirm the value
of the injured person, a process that stabilizes
the individual and encourages growth.

The clinical example illustrates a thera-
pist’s interventions that are based on valuing
the establishment of a positive therapeutic cli-
mate and appreciating patients’ communica-
tive efforts as transmitted by missing sessions.
These behaviors are understood not merely as
resistances, but as self-protective and self-sta-
bilizing responses, particularly in the sector of
managing affect. Within the framework of the
therapist’s recognizing the behaviors as tests,
members may feel appreciated and empow-
ered, and they may be able to explore affects
that were previously walled off and achieve
insight into aspects of their interactions.

We have incomplete knowledge of the
pathophysiology of schizophrenia. Current
treatment models are sufficiently broad to take
into account biological vulnerability and psy-
chosocial stress. Inevitably, there will be fluc-
tuations in patients’ clinical state as they
experience stress arising from intrapsychic or
interpersonal conflicts. With their presumed
biological deficits, patients with schizophrenia
appear to need extended periods of treatment,

STONE 215

JOURNAL OF PSYCHOTHERAPY PRACTICE AND RESEARCH



requiring therapeutic persistence, patience,
tolerance of ambiguity and strong affects, and
a willingness to stick with the patient.27 One
session in which patients exhibit self-reflection
and insight into their behavior represents only
a small step on their road to improved func-
tioning. Many fluctuations will occur in the

treatment process, and therapeutic persistence
is essential. The rewards for both therapist and
patient, however, are substantial.

The author thanks Edward B. Klein, Ph.D., Marvin
Skolnick, M.D., and Esther Stone, MSSW, for their
thoughtful comments on this manuscript.
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Teaching Psychiatric Trainees to
Respond to Sexual and 
Loving Feelings
The Supervisory Challenge

N A N C Y  A .  B R I D G E S ,  L I C S W ,  B C D

The intimate nature of the psychodynamic
psychotherapy process requires that trainees be
educated to deal competently with sexual and
loving feelings that arise during
psychotherapy. The absence of substantive
teaching on these complex treatment issues
places a responsibility on the psychotherapy
supervisor to educate trainees about the erotic
aspects of transference/countertransference. A
model of supervision addressing sexual
feelings in treatment relationships is proposed
and discussed with reference to clinical
vignettes.

(The Journal of Psychotherapy Practice
and Research 1998; 7:217–226)

Although trainees often encounter sexual
and loving feelings in therapeutic rela-

tionships, specialized curriculum addressing
sexual dilemmas and boundary issues is often
absent from graduate coursework and clinical
training programs for mental health profes-
sionals.1–8 With inadequate preparation, train-
ees run the risk of engaging in destructive
behavioral enactments or developing re-
stricted practice styles that stunt the psycho-
therapeutic process.1–3,5–8 Unfortunately, this
same lack of formal curriculum leaves many
supervisors inadequately prepared to deal with
sexual feelings and the resultant complex clini-
cal issues in supervision.5,7,9–13

In this article, I propose a model of indi-
vidual psychodynamic clinical supervision
that addresses sexual feelings in trainees and
in their treatment relationships. The psycho-
therapy supervisor is in a unique position to
foster in the trainee more confidence and com-
petence in his or her ability to manage these
complex treatment situations in an ethical and
therapeutically sound manner. This model of
individual supervision increases trainees’
comfort, confidence, and ability to respond to
sexual and loving feelings in the treatment
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relationship with a formulation that advances
the treatment process. It aims to provide train-
ees with a psychodynamic framework for ana-
lyzing and managing erotic and loving
feelings. Examples of how the supervisor intro-
duces and manages the emergence of sexual
feelings, and of the use of the supervisor’s self
as a model, are provided and discussed.

Of course, in psychotherapy supervision,
one attends to all intense feelings in therapeutic
relationships, including among others rage,
disgust, and grief. For the purposes of this ar-
ticle, the exclusive focus is on sexual feelings
and longings.

R O L E  O F  T H E

S U P E R V I S O R

The intimate nature of the psychotherapy pro-
cess requires that trainees be educated to deal
competently with erotic feelings and longings
that naturally arise during phases of psycho-
therapy. Presently, many trainees’ concerns
about the technical handling of erotic and lov-
ing aspects of treatment go unanswered, and
others are frightened by the much-talked-of
slippery slope of misconduct.1,3,5,6,10 The preva-
lence of sexual misconduct by psychothera-
pists of all disciplines suggests that increased
training and education about the erotic aspects
of clinical work is indicated.1–5

The issue of how much, if at all, super-
vision should focus on the student’s intrapsy-
chic issues and person is a long-standing
debate.12–15 Many supervisors and trainees
have made a clear and conscious effort to re-
strict discussion to the patient’s data as a way
to protect the trainee from any risk of boundary
confusion between supervision and personal
therapy. This approach neglects crucial areas
of psychotherapeutic discourse and instruc-
tion, namely, the discussion and sorting out of
projective identifications and mutual enact-
ments by therapists and patients. Thus, for
many supervisory dyads, personal feelings and
issues and their effect on the psychotherapeutic
relationship and process become a part of the
dialogue of supervision only when a serious

problem or a boundary violation occurs.
Clearly, this is too late.

Trainees may feel dangerously isolated
and inadequately prepared for the intense and
intimate nature of the psychotherapy process.
Supervision may, in fact, be the only arena
where models for understanding and psy-
chodynamically managing erotic and loving
feelings are discussed. The shame, phobic
dread, and self-consciousness associated with
these feelings in clinical practice require that
the supervisor initiate the discussion of these
issues and feelings.

The supervisor may establish a milieu of
safety and openness where learning can occur
by offering the following frame for the super-
visory relationship and for work around these
issues. Consider the following comments to a
supervisee:

Clinical work often evokes strong feelings
including attraction and sexual arousal, in
our patients and ourselves. It is to be
expected. Often, these feelings signal im-
portant information about our patients’
development and relational difficulties,
and about ourselves, and the therapeutic
work to be done. Supervision is a place to
sort out the nature and meaning of these
feelings when they arise to guide your
clinical work. I trust as these issues present
themselves to you in your clinical work,
you will bring them to supervision. I will
be happy to share with you my own ex-
perience struggling with these issues as we
feel it’s useful. I neither want to pry nor
do I want to leave you to struggle alone
with these complicated feelings.

A matter-of-fact introduction to sexual feelings
and longings diminishes the embarrassment
and shame trainees may fear around the dis-
cussion of such feelings, and in my experience
it increases the possibility of meaningful dia-
logue as they raise such issues and feelings.

Supervision for the purpose of under-
standing and managing erotic transference/
countertransference focuses attention on the
student’s personal feelings and self. Addition-
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ally, the supervisor assumes a self-revelatory
stance in supervision with regard to these clini-
cal issues and consciously uses herself as a
demonstration model for the trainee. The
probability of a parallel process between the
trainee’s supervisory experience and the pa-
tient’s psychotherapy experience has been
noted.3,7,12–15

G U I D E L I N E S  F O R

S U P E R V I S I O N

Suggested Teaching Strategies

1.  Combating Taboo and Silence: The legacy of
silence, stigma, and shame surrounding these
feelings and issues needs to be addressed in
supervision. The supervisor directly and sim-
ply addresses feelings of self-consciousness
and dread by normalizing these feelings.
Trainees long for mentors in regard to these
issues and are deeply appreciative of super-
visors who share ways in which they have
understood and managed erotic feeling states
in their own practices. Personal disclosures by
supervisors of erotic feelings, useful interven-
tions, and dilemmas with patients are invalu-
able when judiciously shared. Supervisors
who model the process of not knowing, of
developing hypotheses, of bearing intense af-
fect, and of muddling through to a useful
understanding and intervention are particu-
larly valued.1,3,5,12–15

Many trainees express the wish for super-
visors of a specific gender. In my experience,
some trainees may find it is more possible for
them to raise these issues with a supervisor of
one gender and overwhelmingly difficult with
someone of the other gender.

2.  Introducing Phases of the Process of Mastery:
The literature suggests that for trainees, the
process of mastering this clinical material has
identifiable stages.1,3,5,7 The process of attain-
ing comfort with sexual material involves shift-
ing from concrete to symbolic understandings,
from a focus on external factors to attention to
intrapsychic and interpersonal issues, and

from a simple one-sided analysis to more com-
plex formulations.3 For the supervisor, a thor-
ough understanding of the normative
developmental sequence of mastering these
issues is useful. The most important points for
supervisors to bear in mind and to communi-
cate to trainees are discussed below.

Erotic and loving feelings, when unex-
pected or unprepared for, are frightening and
overwhelming.1,3,6 The power of these feelings
to startle and disorient trainees needs to be
recognized. The sense of anxiety and power-
lessness may be so intense that trainees tem-
porarily lose the distinction between erotic and
loving feelings on the one hand and behaviors
on the other.1,3 Commonly, at first, trainees re-
act and respond to sexual feelings, fantasies,
and erotic dreams as if the feelings were un-
ethical or a manifestation of misconduct.1–3

This sense of anxiety and danger is infectious.
Sometimes supervisors respond as if these feel-
ings were dangerous or “inappropriate” as
well. Consultations from a trusted colleague
may be of benefit to the supervisor as she at-
tempts to assess degree of risk and to sort out
the meaning of these feelings to the patient, the
trainee, and the treatment process.

In the process of mastering the feelings of
powerlessness associated with intense erotic or
loving states, trainees may first focus on bound-
ary issues and treatment contracts. Harsh as-
sessments of themselves and their patients
often mark the early phases of engagement
with these intense states and complex treat-
ment situations.1,3,5,12 Trainees worry that they
will humiliate or harm a patient with an un-
helpful intervention. Supervisors need to reas-
sure trainees, support the distinction between
feelings and behaviors, and give permission
for the trainee to experience and explore these
feeling states.1–8,11–13 Supervisors who commu-
nicate to trainees an abiding faith in their learn-
ing process and convey information about the
normative developmental phases of mastering
these aspects of psychotherapy are valued.

3.  Teaching Trainees to Listen to Physical Sensa-
tions: Supervisors guide the trainee to listen to
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her body and physical sensations. Often, the
first signs of sexual tension in a therapeutic
relationship are experienced in shifting physi-
cal sensations, a sense of emotional stirring or
arousal and of interpersonal heat in the
trainee’s body.1,3,16–21 These may be accompa-
nied by sexual longings, fantasies, and night or
day dreams accompanied by feelings of in-
tense pleasure that are coupled with dread,
guilt, or shame. Often, these conflicting im-
ages, sensations, and affects are confusing and
deeply unsettling to the trainee. With super-
visorial support and instruction, trainees learn
to rely on these physical sensations to inform
and guide them through exploration of the
multiple layers of meaning so that they can
reach a clearer understanding of the possible
transference/countertransference enactments
and useful therapeutic interventions.2,3,6,16–24

4. Offering Models of Therapeutic Action: Trainees
can be offered a developmental and a rela-
tional model of therapeutic action. A relational
model views psychotherapy as a two-person
model and relies on the integration of interper-
sonal, object relations, and self psychology
theories.17–24 A developmental model focuses
on strivings and deficits in self-consolida-
tion.17–19,25–27 Deficits or delays in self-consoli-
dation and strivings for affect mastery compel
the patient to rely on others for support of a
fragile sense of self and troublesome affects.
The patient delivers into the therapeutic rela-
tionship the earlier developmental needs for
self-growth and consolidation and reenacts
predetermined relational paradigms that are a
source of conflict. The therapist is cast in vari-
ous roles by the patient in order to recreate the
patient’s well-established relational matrix
with the hope of a different outcome.

Erotic states in therapeutic relationships
are best understood as a mixture of needs, un-
resolved longings, repetition of earlier object
relations, and the real relationship for both
trainee and patient.3,7,16,21,28,31 Arriving at a use-
ful understanding often requires analysis of
both parties’ contribution. Employing these
models, the supervisor instructs the trainee and

models the exploration of erotic feelings from
both the trainee’s and patient’s perspective
with the understanding that these feelings sig-
nal information about developmental issues
and relational experiences.

Questions the supervisor may pose to as-
sist a trainee in the exploration of these issues
from the patient’s experience include:

• Do these feelings inform you about devel-
opmental deficits, developmental gains,
boosting of self-esteem, wishes for admi-
ration? What developmental issues and
attendant affects are being longed for, re-
peated, or defended against with these
feelings?

• Do these feelings defend against more
intolerable affectsfor example, disap-
pointment, hate, grief, expression of rage,
sadism, terror around others, or denial of
vulnerability/dependency?

• Do these feelings represent an uncon-
scious effort to maintain positive feelings,
a wish to be loved, to be cherished, or to
love another?

• Do these feelings signal a reenactment of
an earlier traumatic relationship or expe-
rience of exploitation with a trusted other?

With experience and practice, trainees
will develop and integrate a model of concep-
tualization that fits their personal and clinical
style. Models of therapeutic action offered by
supervisors assist trainees with this develop-
mental task.

Consider the following vignette:

A female trainee troubled by sexual feelings for a
male patient who has been in treatment with her
for 2 years presents the case in supervision. The
patient, a 40-year-old, physically attractive man
employed as the CEO of a well-known major
company, presents for treatment of interpersonal
difficulties. From the trainee’s perspective, the pa-
tient has a glamorous life filled with extensive in-
ternational travel to exotic destinations,
enormous interpersonal and financial power, and
success. The trainee finds this patient to be irre-
sistibly attractive and enormously appealing.

220 TRAINEES AND SEXUAL FEELINGS IN THERAPY

VOLUME 7 • NUMBER 3 • SUMMER 1998



During sessions, the trainee catches herself star-
ing at this man’s body and being filled with erotic
fantasies. The trainee wonders how to make
sense of these feelings.

The supervisor begins with, “It’s good that
you let yourself feel and know about these feel-
ings. Often, these feelings are unsettling for thera-
pists. Usually these sensations and feelings alert
us to important information about our patient,
the phase of the psychotherapy, and ourselves.
Let’s begin by assuming there is some projective
identification process operating here. What might
these feelings be telling us about your patient?
For example, if we look at these feelings as sym-
bolic communications about your patient’s
wishes, needs, and reenactments, what’s your un-
derstanding of the possible meaning? We don’t
need to have the ‘right answer.’ What’s helpful is
to generate possible hypotheses and try them
out.”

The supervisor begins by giving the
trainee support in several ways. The supervisor
normalizes the trainee’s experience and pro-
tects her self-esteem while explaining how to
proceed by offering a cognitive instructive ap-
proach.12–15,22 By normalizing the trainee’s ex-
perience and providing a cognitive frame of
reference, the supervisor supports the trainee
in efforts to manage the experience of being
overwhelmed, of not knowing, and of feeling
helpless, with the accompanying feelings of
shame. Support also takes the form of praise
or admiration for the trainee’s courage and ef-
forts.

5.  Increasing Capacity to Tolerate and Analyze
Intense Sexual States: Supervision aims to in-
crease the trainee’s capacity to endure intense
sexual feeling states. The supervisor assists the
trainee in the development of tolerance and
understanding of her own and her patients’
affective experiences. Often, the best super-
visory approach is to begin with a patient-
focused discussion detailing the subjective ex-
perience of the patient and the relationship to
the trainee.3,7,13 A supervisory focus on the
patient’s inner experience and developmental
issues is recommended for the inexperienced
trainee or for those who are particularly fearful

of affect. With the development of tolerance
for and familiarity with their own affective
responses, trainees can turn their attention to
analyzing erotic sensations and feelings, with
the following understandings.

Erotic transference/countertransference
represents a complex interaction and process
between trainee and patient, involving a
mixture of the real relationship and past object
relationships for both parties. These intense
states represent transferences from both the
patient and trainee and are best understood
as a joint creation between trainee and pa-
tient.1–3,16,17,20,21,25,27,31,33 Trainees’ and patients’
sexual feelings and declarations of love have
multiple and varied meanings, representing
wishes, fears, conflicts, unacknowledged and
defended-against affects, and developmental
delays and gains. For the trainee, under-
standing and responding therapeutically re-
quires a self-reflective stance where the trainee
allows herself to freely fantasize and follow her
own associations and feelings. If one follows
physical sensations, affect, and fantasies, then
it is possible to explore the origins of these sym-
bols, and their meanings to the trainee and the
patient in the treatment process, and arrive at
a therapeutically useful stance. The trainee
needs adequate support and instruction to as-
sist her in bearing the intense and disorienting
affect involved and exploring the questions,
“Is this me or is this you?”; “Is this now or is
this then?” (P. L. Russell, personal communi-
cation, 1982); and “What is the meaning of
these feelings/fantasies to this patient, this
therapist, and at this juncture in the treat-
ment?”

The supervisor recognizes that this ap-
proach holds the potential for embarrassment
and heightened anxiety in the trainee. Super-
visors must remain alert to the trainee’s sense
of emotional privacy and make allowance for
individual differences in affect tolerance and
mastery.13–15,22,23 Some trainees may or may not
choose to explore these issues personally in
supervision and may remain more patient-fo-
cused. Equipped with a model for conceptu-
alization, these trainees may choose to
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examine privately the affects and issues in-
volved. Other trainees may choose appropri-
ately to take these feelings to personal therapy.
Supervision is not intended to explore or work
through the trainees’ conflicts around sexual
feelings and issues. Rather, the ultimate edu-
cational goal is to assist the trainee with the
identification and management of intense af-
fect and the development of a psychodynamic
formulation with regard to erotic transfer-
ence/countertransference. Containment and
symbolic understanding of these feeling states
is crucial in order to decide how best to use
this information therapeutically.

Consider the following vignette:

In supervision, a trainee in her late twenties dis-
cusses a male patient whom she feels is attracted
to her. Her patient’s feelings of attraction make
her uncomfortable. Through her body language
and descriptions of the patient it becomes clear to
the supervisor that the feelings of attraction and
perhaps arousal are mutual between the patient
and the trainee. After exploring and attending to
her questions and concerns about her patient’s
feelings and developing a patient-based formula-
tion, the supervisor inquires about the trainee’s
feelings toward this patient. The trainee is aware
of a special fondness for her patient and describes
the qualities of person she finds admirable and
even attractive. With further discussion, the
trainee reports paying closer attention to her per-
sonal appearance and dressing attractively on the
days she meets with him, and she anxiously re-
counts an erotic dream. In the dream, the trainee
is making love to her patient and discusses with
the patient concerns about being lovable.

The supervisor comments: “Thank you for
sharing your feelings and the dream. This is use-
ful information. I wonder if this patient has be-
come very special to you, in a personal way. It is
important that you figure out what this patient
and your relationship with him mean to you. You
do not have to discuss this with me, although I
would be happy to help you if you wish. What’s
important is that you understand why this patient
has become so significant in your inner life. If it
would be useful, I can share with you a personal
experience with similar feelings toward a patient
and how I made sense of it for myself.”

In the supervisory dialogue, the supervisor
praises the trainee for acknowledging her feelings

and revealing the dream, but also pushes her to
deepen and expand her understanding of the
meaning of these feelings in herself and to her pa-
tient. The trainee begins by accepting the super-
visor’s offer to share a personal experience. The
supervisor responds with:

This reminds me of a patient I treated
whom I felt overwhelmingly attracted to,
and I, like you, dreamt of a sexual encoun-
ter with this patient. This treatment oc-
curred during a time in my life when I was
without a significant other. My personal
longings contributed to my special attach-
ment and sexual feelings toward my pa-
tient. It helped me to know this about
myself.

Sharing a clinical vignette exposes more of
the supervisor’s professional self and her own ex-
perience with these issues. The sharing of the per-
sonal professional experience takes the focus off
the trainee and her feelings for a moment and
places the focus on the supervisor.2,15 By exam-
ple, the supervisor’s self-revelation declares that
identifying and processing these feelings and di-
lemmas is a normative aspect of professional de-
velopment. Following the supervisor’s comments,
the trainee accepts the invitation to approach her
exploration of the therapeutic relationship in a
more anxiety-provoking and personally intense
way. She deepens her exploration of attraction
and erotic fantasies about this patient with the fol-
lowing insights.

On reflection in supervision, the trainee
came to view her sexual feelings and fantasies as
primarily a reflection of her intense attachment to
this patient as a longed-for love object, and as a
response to her patient’s gratifying idealization of
her. The trainee shared that her intimate partner
had relocated recently to a distant city. The inten-
sity of her affective response to this patient sig-
naled to her the depth of her own sense of
loneliness, and perhaps grief over the relocation
of her lover. As she became more compassionate
and in touch with her own personal vulnerabili-
ties, needs, and longings, she observed more
clearly the ways in which her patient was flirta-
tious and beckoned her closer. The trainee now
clearly understood how her erotic dream was con-
nected to her own wishes and needs as well as
her patient’s.
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Supervision aims to increase trainees’
comfort with their inner experience and their
capacity to examine it compassionately. It also
helps trainees accept the inevitability of enact-
ments by therapists and patients. The norma-
tive process of attaining comfort and mastery
of erotic feelings for trainees involves shifting
from concrete concerns to symbolic under-
standings.1,3,7,13 In my experience, in the begin-
ning phases of engagement with these issues
trainees’ thinking is concrete, and they seem
to lose their capacity for abstract and symbolic
thinking. It is as if sex is sex, although even
beginning clinicians know that psychotherapy
is characterized by images, multiple and varied
metaphors, and shifting symbols.2 The super-
visor may be of particular help here as she as-
sists the trainee in managing anxiety, which
often allows for the shift to symbolic under-
standing.1–3,13–15 Gabbard and Lester’s33 consid-
eration of the “thickness” and “thinness” of
both the therapist’s internal boundaries (access
to unconscious processes) and her external
boundaries (within and between the therapist
and patient) is relevant here. While acknowl-
edging variations in innate individual capaci-
ties with regard to permeability of inner
boundaries, supervision ideally assists the
trainee in developing as fully as individually
possible the capacity to fantasize and produc-
tively employ fantasy for mastering intense
countertransference states.2,7,17 The super-
visory challenge and task is to initiate and con-
duct the discussion in a respectful and bounded
manner that in fact proves useful to the trainee,
the patient, and the therapeutic process.

Consider the following supervisory
vignette:

A male trainee in great subjective distress pre-
sents a 3-month treatment relationship for super-
vision. The patient, a young woman, presents
with severe depression, social phobia, intermit-
tent drug abuse, and a childhood history of abuse
and abandonment. Beginning in the third session,
the patient presents with an erotic transference as
revealed in requests to be hugged and to sit in his
lap, comments on his clothing and body, and in-
vitations to meet for a drink. The trainee feels

overwhelmed with anxiety, confusion, and un-
certainty about where to set the therapeutic
boundary.

The supervisor assists the trainee in concep-
tualizing the patient’s issues and presentation
from a dynamic, developmental perspective and
arrives at an understanding of what might be clini-
cally useful. After this discussion, it becomes
clear that the trainee is still experiencing great dis-
tress. The supervisor comments, “You look up-
set.” The trainee responds, “I am, please give me
a minute.” The supervisor continues, “Would you
be comfortable talking about your feelings here?
Perhaps it has something to do with this treat-
ment?” The trainee responds, “I don’t know ex-
actly why I’m so upset. It’s about this patient. I’m
not sure it will be OK with you to discuss per-
sonal feelings here.” The supervisor reassures the
trainee that continuing the discussion of his feel-
ings is appropriate and fine. However, the super-
visor suggests that they also pay attention to the
trainee’s level of comfort and privacy.

The supervisor begins with, “What’s your
understanding of why you’re so upset?” The
trainee comments, “My feelings of wanting to
physically comfort this patient are much too
strong, confusing, and overwhelming at mo-
ments. I don’t think I can work with this patient.
It’s too difficult for me.” The supervisor asks,
“How do you make sense of your wish to comfort
this patient?” The trainee then shares that this pa-
tient’s history resembles that of his own family
and that this patient reminds him of a troubled
younger sibling whom he had been very in-
volved with as a surrogate parent. As a child, he
felt compelled to honor his sibling’s requests for
nurturance even at personal cost to himself. He’s
not sure he can separate his feelings about his sib-
ling from this patient and is concerned about his
capacity to manage his affect and maintain thera-
peutic boundaries. The trainee and supervisor dis-
cuss ways for the trainee to modulate his affect,
remain patient-focused, and take the next step in
the treatment.

The supervisor suggests the trainee take up
these intense feelings and issues in his personal
therapy. The supervisor wishes to support and
preserve the trainee’s self-esteem during his strug-
gle to manage raw and overwhelming feelings,
commenting, “It’s brave of you to be so self-
revealing in here. Clinical work may be deeply
emotionally stirring. I know it has been in my
professional work. I admire your willingness to
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be attuned to your inner experience and how it af-
fects your work. When we are open to ourselves
and our patients, we become reacquainted with
our unfinished business. It happens to all thera-
pists. If it would be helpful, I can share an experi-
ence of mine struggling with overwhelming
feelings for a patient.” Finally, the supervisor
asks, “Has this discussion felt OK for you?”

6.  Considering Countertransference Use and Mis-
use: Internal and intersubjective exploration
of the meaning of these feelings presents the
trainee with a broad array of choices about
how best to use this information to advance
therapeutic aims. After thoughtful decision-
making and a considered response, trainees
may decide to use this information directly
through interpretations, clarifications, or com-
ments to patients.

All direct comments to patients about
erotic feelings require skill and sensitivity. Di-
rect use of countertransference data, although
a delicate process, works best if all comments
are compassionate, self-enhancing, and in-
structive.

Direct disclosure of therapists’ sexual feel-
ings to a patient is likely to frighten the patient,
particularly in light of the incidence of profes-
sional sexual misconduct, and it is not recom-
mended.7,18–20,29,30 Davies27 describes a case in
which she directly disclosed sexual feelings to
a patient with what she feels were ultimately
successful results. However, the patient in-
itially felt intruded upon, even assaulted, by
his analyst’s unsolicited disclosure.

Ehrenberg21 wisely warns us to be alert to
the possibility that any effort to attend to one
set of transference/countertransference issues
may be a form of resistance with respect to
other issues. Therapists and trainees do well to
exercise restraint with regard to direct disclo-
sure of sexual feelings to patients even if they
can justify them based on a belief in the cen-
trality of the countertransference experience.
Although a minority propose such disclosures,
as yet there are not enough data to support
such proposals, and we must be aware of the
real possibility of burdening or traumatizing

our patients and unnecessarily derailing a psy-
chotherapy. Research and more published ac-
counts of therapists’ experiences, both positive
and negative, with direct disclosures are
needed. Thoughtful discussion of the useful-
ness and danger of such disclosures continues.

Unhelpful Supervisory Responses

Unhelpful supervisory responses may
emerge if there is difficulty in establishing
safety in the supervisory relationship or if the
supervisor lacks the clinical skill to manage
these treatment dilemmas. The supervisor
needs to be alert to several areas of potential
difficulty with regard to establishment of a psy-
chologically safe interpersonal educational mi-
lieu. Although a supervisor will be aware of
trainees’ vulnerabilities and issues, intrusive
personal comments or interpretations are
never useful or appropriate.13–15 Pressure or de-
mands for a trainee’s self-disclosure, even in
the context of helping her work more effec-
tively with patients, may be harmful to the
trainee, the supervisory relationship, and the
open exploration of clinical material.

Supervisors who reflexively or universally
view these treatment dilemmas as indicative of
character issues or boundary maintenance
problems confuse the educational context with
the treatment context. Supervisors who deny
or ignore these feelings or alternatively be-
come overly concerned about these feelings
are likely to be of little help to trainees. Trainees
in these types of supervisory relationships are
unlikely to allow themselves to be vulnerable
or to present anxiety-provoking clinical mate-
rial in supervision.

Causes for Concern

Gabbard and Lester33 outline several fac-
tors they view as red flag indicators of concern
about a trainee’s performance. A trainee who
demonstrates a marked, repetitive pattern of
boundary crossings with the absence of self-
observing capacity about the treatment rela-
tionship and the therapeutic process warrants
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careful attention. Practitioners who engage in
a pattern of boundary crossings without self-
reflection and critical examination may, in-
deed, harm patients.

The capacity of trainees to discuss and
study the inevitable transference/counter-
transference enactments is critical to the devel-
opment of a non-exploitative therapeutic
relationship. In particular, trainees who con-
sciously or unconsciously misrepresent their
conduct in the treatment process signal to the
supervisor serious personal difficulties. Self-
observation and revelation by trainees in
supervision is at times crucial and contributes
to the therapy of the patient and the education
of the therapist.3,6,7,12,13,15 Trainees who are un-
willing or unable to consider alternate perspec-
tives and new data about themselves and their
patients are of concern.

C O N C L U S I O N S

All trainees will at some point be faced with
sexual and loving feelings in their psychothera-
peutic work. The incidence of professional sex-
ual misconduct by all disciplines indicates the
continued need for training on the erotic as-
pects of clinical practice.3–8,30,33 While we now
have much clinical data and sophisticated in-
formation about how to understand and man-
age these feelings in therapeutic relationships,
this information has not yet been integrated
into core curriculum. Presently, the psychody-
namic psychotherapy supervisor, who may or

may not feel adequately prepared, is the pri-
mary clinical teacher around these complex
clinical situations.

Matter-of-fact integration of the under-
standing and management of sexual feelings
into supervision is indicated. Addressing train-
ees’ dread and self-consciousness concerning
identification and discussion of these feelings
and issues opens up the possibility of dialogue
and is helpful. Clear articulation of models of
therapeutic action is valued by trainees and
promotes feelings of competence.

Employing a developmental model for af-
fective mastery around sexual feelings is use-
ful. Supervisors who share experiences about
their own development of mastery struggling
with these issues become important models for
trainees’ professional development. A safe,
shame-free, trustworthy supervisory relation-
ship provides the arena for open dialogue, self-
revelation, and deep clinical curiosity about
these issues for both the trainee and patient.

If the supervisor creates an atmosphere of
mutual exploration with a heightened aware-
ness of the possibility for shame and humili-
ation and remains sensitive to the trainees’
subjective experience, these issues may be
openly, honestly, and fruitfully discussed. Em-
phasis and empathic attunement to the train-
ees’ development of the sense of professional
self is critical. Supervision becomes an arena
to promote mastery and demystify compli-
cated erotic treatments and transference/coun-
tertransference enactments.
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A Helpful Way to Conceptualize and
Understand Reenactments

M I C H A E L  S .  L E V Y ,  P H . D .

Attempts to understand the purpose and the
etiology of reenactments can lead to confusion
because reenactments can occur for a variety
of reasons. At times, individuals actively
reenact past traumas as a way to master
them. However, in other cases, reenactments
occur inadvertently and result from the
psychological vulnerabilities and defensive
strategies characteristic of trauma survivors.
This article offers a means to conceptualize
and understand the many ways in which
reenactments can occur. Psychotherapeutic
strategies are offered to help individuals
integrate past traumas and decrease their
chances of becoming involved in destructive
reenactments.

(The Journal of Psychotherapy Practice
and Research 1998; 7:227–235)

Victims of trauma often experience a wide
range of psychiatric symptoms, including

intrusive recollections of the trauma, numbing
and avoidance of stimuli associated with it,
anxiety, hypervigilance, and other symptoms
indicative of increased arousal.1–3 Many indi-
viduals re-create and repetitively relive the
trauma in their present lives.1–6 These phenom-
ena have been called reenactments.5 For exam-
ple, it has been found that women who were
sexually abused as children are more likely to
be sexually or physically abused in their mar-
riages.7 It has been noted that traumatized in-
dividuals seem to have an addiction to trauma.8

A number of researchers have observed that
retraumatization and revictimization of people
who have experienced trauma, especially
trauma in childhood, are all too common phe-
nomena.7,9,10

Several ideas have been suggested to ex-
plain the phenomenon of reenactments. Some
conceive reenactments as spontaneous behav-
ioral repetitions of past traumatic events that
have never been verbalized or even remem-
bered.11,12 Patients may express their internal
states through physical action rather than with
words.13,14 Freud15 noted that individuals who
do not remember past traumatic events are
“obliged to repeat the repressed material as a
contemporary experience, instead of . . . re-
membering it as something belonging to the
past” (p. 12). He further hypothesized that the
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obligatory repetition of painful situations from
one’s past may result from the death instinct
or “an urge inherent in organic life to restore
an earlier state of things” (p. 30). Indeed, it has
been noted that the compulsion to repeat may
have an almost biological urgency.11 Others
suggest that reenactments result from the psy-
chological vulnerabilities characteristic of
trauma survivors.5,7,14,16 As a result of a range
of ego deficits and poor coping strategies,
trauma survivors can become easy prey for vic-
timizers. Other writers understand reen-
actments as a means of achieving mastery: a
traumatized individual reenacts a trauma in or-
der to remember, assimilate, integrate, and
heal from the traumatic experience.1,12,17,18

A definitive understanding of reenact-
ments and the function they serve remains
elusive. Herman5 has written that there is
something uncanny about reenactments.
While they often appear to be consciously cho-
sen, they have a quality of involuntariness. In
addition, although it has been theorized that
reenacting a past trauma is a way an individual
attempts to master it, lifelong reenactments
and reexposure to trauma rarely result in reso-
lution and mastery.8,17 Understanding and ad-
dressing the fact that traumatized people
typically lead traumatizing lives remains a
great challenge.6

Reenactments can arise from very differ-
ent underlying dynamics and can result in
vastly different outcomes. Thus, an under-
standing of the purpose of reenactments must
be multidimensional. A conceptualization and
understanding of the many different ways in
which reenactments can occur will also help
to shed light on why traumatized individuals
often do not achieve mastery and will help to
organize and focus clinical intervention.

In this article I have broken down reen-
actments into four general categories. In the
first, reenacting as an attempt to achieve mas-
tery, individuals more actively reenact a trau-
matic situation from their past. Some of these
efforts are adaptive resolutions of earlier trau-
mas; others, however, are reflective of a mal-
adaptive process and can lead to continued

revictimization and difficulties. In the other
three types of reenactments, I suggest that
reenactments occur in inadvertent and unin-
tentional ways. In reenactments caused by
rigidified defenses, defenses lead to reen-
actments and to the problems that the original
defenses sought to avoid. With reenactments
caused by affective dysregulation and cogni-
tive reactions, intense affective and cognitive
reactions produce others that can lead to a
reenactment. And finally, with reenactments
caused by ego deficits, trauma survivors’ psy-
chological vulnerabilities can often lead to
reenactments and revictimization. This classi-
fication admittedly is somewhat artificial, since
elements from several categories often play a
role in the manifestation of a particular reen-
actment. The categories are not all-inclusive,
and there are other ways to conceptualize reen-
actments. However, this breakdown serves to
illustrate the various ways that reenactments
can evolve.

R E E N A C T M E N T S  A S  A N

A T T E M P T  T O  A C H I E V E

M A S T E R Y

Individuals may actively reenact elements of
a past traumatic experience as a way to cope
with and master it. At times, the attempt is an
adaptive process that facilitates the successful
resolution and working through of the earlier
trauma. In other cases, however, the effort to
master the trauma is a maladaptive mechanism
and the strategy results in continued distress
and difficulties for the individual.

The distinction between adaptation and
maladaptation can be difficult to make, since
all coping mechanisms are inward struggles to
adapt to life and to master its challenges.19 In
addition, because trauma can affect many
spheres of functioning, the individual may
have adaptively mastered certain aspects of the
trauma, but in other areas the resolution may
be less than adequate. For example, Peck20 de-
scribed an individual who was violently beaten
as a child and who adaptively mastered this
trauma by becoming a homicide detective and
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having a driven search for crime. However,
despite his effective mastery in the vocational
realm, his intimate relationships were marked
by competitiveness, detachment, and underly-
ing terror.

Notwithstanding this difficulty, adaptation
can be distinguished from maladaptation in
that adaptive responses are characterized by a
more flexible coping style, they are motivated
more by the present and future than by the
past, and they make use of secondary process
thinking.19,21 In addition, with adaptation,
emotions stemming from the past are less over-
whelming and destabilizing, and overgeneral-
ized negative schemas about self and others
have been altered.22,23 As Pine24 has noted,
these adaptive changes enable the person “to
respond to the present free of the categories of
experiencing laid down in the past” (p. 175).

Reenacting Indicative of
Adaptation

It has been suggested that actively reen-
acting a past trauma can provide an opportu-
nity for an individual to integrate and work
through the terror, helplessness, and other feel-
ings and beliefs surrounding the original
trauma.1,12,17,18 Freud posited that mastery could
be achieved by actively repeating a past un-
controllable and unpleasurable experience.15

Control can slowly be reestablished by repeat-
edly experiencing what once had to be en-
dured.21,25 For example, a woman who was
sexually abused as a child and who, as a result,
was terrified of physical contact involved her-
self in massage therapy training. Placing her-
self in a situation reminiscent of her past
trauma and exploring her massage therapy ex-
periences in psychotherapy enabled her to
work through her overwhelming affect related
to her past sexual abuse and diminished her
fear of physical contact. We can also see this
process in normal grief work: reexperiencing
the feelings of grief, telling stories about a lost
loved one, and repeatedly confronting every
element of the loss until the intensity of the
distress has remitted can enable the individual

to assimilate the event and to work through the
feelings surrounding the trauma.26

Psychotherapy can also help individuals
to more fully work through and effectively
master a previous trauma. With the adjunct of
therapy and the benefit of insight, the detective
mentioned earlier20 who adaptively coped
with past physical abuse by becoming a detec-
tive and taking on highly risky situations began
to exercise better judgment and no longer felt
as strongly compelled to take on situations in-
volving physical risk.

Reenacting Indicative of
Maladaptation

In many cases, actively reenacting a past
trauma can be more reflective of a maladaptive
defensive posture than an adaptive process.
For example, many childhood victims of sex-
ual abuse become abusers of others.27,28 In
these cases, reenacting past abuse by becoming
an active abuser is a defensive stance that en-
sures that the terror and helplessness related
to the old traumatic situation or relationship
do not get reexperienced. In addition, the abu-
sive act allows the individual to express and
direct rage at others. This way of being in the
world is an attempt to master the previous
trauma, but it is a maladaptive one because it
does not result in a reworking and integration
of the individual’s traumatic past and it victim-
izes others in the process.

Childhood sexual abuse has also been
linked to prostitution in adulthood.29,30 Chu17

describes a woman who explained her prosti-
tution as a way to control men through sex and
as an attempt to have active control of a pre-
viously passively experienced victimization.
Although this has explanatory value, it is a mal-
adaptive resolution of the earlier sexual abuse.
The woman is now controlling rather than be-
ing controlled, but the old drama of past object
relations is still being played out in the present.
An adaptive mastery of the earlier conflict has
not been achieved; men are still feared, they
still need to be controlled, and revictimization
often continues to occur.

LEVY 229

JOURNAL OF PSYCHOTHERAPY PRACTICE AND RESEARCH



An individual may also seek out a person
who is like a past abuser and reenact a past
traumatic relationship out of a need to change
the other person in order to feel better about
herself. For example, a woman who was
abused by her father and who blamed herself
for this found herself in a relationship with an
abusive man. The woman’s unconscious at-
traction to this person was rooted in a desire
to get him to treat her well, which, if successful,
would have ameliorated her feelings of self-
blame and badness. She never succeeded,
however, and a reenactment occurred. Al-
though her effort was an attempt to master an
earlier conflict, it was a maladaptive one: she
continued to be involved in a destructive rela-
tionship where her needs were never met.

Trauma survivors may also be drawn to
establish relationships that are similar to past
significant relationships because there is com-
fort in familiarity. For example, a man who was
emotionally abused by his aloof, distant
mother ends up in a relationship with a woman
with similar traits. Another woman who was
sexually abused by her father and brothers acts
in sexually provocative ways with others. It has
been found that when animals are hyper-
aroused, they tend to avoid novelty and
perseverate in familiar behavior regardless of
the outcome. However, in states of low arousal
they seek novelty and are curious.31 For many
victims of childhood abuse, dealing with other
people on an intimate basis is a high-arousal
state because past relationships have been
marked by terror, anxiety, and fear. As a result,
when establishing relationships, they avoid
novelty and form relationships that, even if de-
structive, are similar to past ones. Maladaptive
reenactments can also occur because a person
seeks out and “chooses” a powerful, caretaking
(and sometimes abusive) figure to solidify a
shaky self-concept and a fragile sense of
self.5,16,23 In addition, survivors of childhood
abuse who suffer from self-hatred, an internal
sense of badness, and a sense that they deserve
mistreatment may gravitate to others who reso-
nate with this negative self-concept, and past
experience can then be recapitulated.17 

R E E N A C T M E N T S  C A U S E D

B Y  R I G I D  D E F E N S E S

As suggested above, individuals for various
reasons often actively reenact elements of
past traumatic relationships. However, even
when there is no active reenactment of a past
trauma, a person’s defensive armor and rigid
way of defending against the reexperiencing
of traumatic affect can inadvertently lead to
a reenactment. As Krystal32 has  noted,
“Among the direct effects of severe child-
hood trauma in adults is a lifelong dread of
the return of the traumatic state and the ex-
pectation of it” (p. 147). People learn how to
avoid their ultimate dread through rigid
characterological changes,14 which are the
mental “fingerprints” of who they are. Un-
fortunately, inflexible and rigid defenses can
lead to the very problems that the original
defenses attempted to avoid.

As an example, a man who was constantly
preoccupied with abandonment because his
mother abandoned him and his family when
he was a young boy continued to be plagued
by unresolved dependency concerns. To en-
sure that he was never again abandoned, he
developed extremely possessive and clinging
relationships with women. Since the man was
so suffocating, women typically left him, and
he reexperienced the pain of abandonment
again and again. Through his own behavior,
which was designed to prevent loss, abandon-
ment, and terror, he inadvertently caused a
reenactment to occur. Another woman who
had a rejecting relationship with her father
coped with her fear of again being rejected by
establishing relationships with “losers” she did
not really love. Although these “losers” did not
meet her emotional needs, which was a reen-
actment of her past relationship with her fa-
ther, she avoided her greatest fear, namely
rejection by someone whom she truly loved.
In these cases, reenactments occurred in para-
doxical ways: through efforts to avoid an over-
whelming, disintegrating state of trauma, these
individuals made decisions and choices that
backfired and led, after all, to reenactments.
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R E E N A C T M E N T S

C A U S E D  B Y  A F F E C T I V E

D Y S R E G U L A T I O N  A N D

C O G N I T I V E  R E A C T I O N S

Trauma survivors who have not integrated past
feelings surrounding the trauma can become
flooded and overwhelmed by them.33 Intense
anger, disappointment, and fear can be trig-
gered in interpersonal relationships, and the
present situation can be perceived and re-
sponded to in the same way as the old
trauma.5,14 For example, a man who had not
worked through his parents’ neglect of him be-
came flooded with rage, hurt, and disappoint-
ment when a friend failed to return a phone
call. The man understood this omission as
proof that he was not cared about, which was
a reenactment of his earlier relationship with
his parents. The man then withdrew from his
friend, which further re-created his isolation
and loneliness.

Reenactments may also occur when an in-
dividual reexperiences and expresses intense
feelings from the past that are then reacted to
by another. For example, a woman who was
physically abused by her father when she was
a child continued to feel rage and anger. Her
father also used to criticize her, which made
her feel worthless. As well as having a fragile
self-esteem and extreme sensitivity to criti-
cism, this woman often perceived harsh criti-
cism even when it had not been expressed. In
her current relationships with men, when she
received any criticism she overreacted and
reexperienced her rage, which she expressed
in vicious and hostile ways. Not only did this
frequently cause her relationships to end in
fights, but often the verbal fights would turn
physical and the woman would again be
abused.

Individuals can also reexperience and
subsequently become overwhelmed by fear
that has never been integrated. When they en-
counter a threatening situation, trauma survi-
vors may reexperience their old, unresolved
feelings of terror and helplessness. These feel-
ings will then overwhelm their psyches and

prevent them from taking appropriate action,
thus leading to a reenactment and revictimiza-
tion.5,17

Understanding reenactments in this fash-
ion should not be construed as imposing blame
on trauma survivors for their victimization.
There can be no justification for the abuse of
others, and victimizers must always take re-
sponsibility for their actions. These examples
are offered to demonstrate that in select situ-
ations, depending on who is encountered and
what defenses are put into use, a reenactment
can develop when unresolved feelings and be-
liefs resulting from past traumatization are
reexperienced in the present.

R E E N A C T M E N T S

C A U S E D  B Y  G E N E R A L

E G O  D E F I C I T S

Although methodological and research prob-
lems arise in attempting to ascertain the long-
term effects of childhood abuse, there appear
to be many associated long-term psychological
effects. These long-term effects typically in-
clude depression and low self-esteem, drug
and alcohol abuse, self-abusive behavior, anxi-
ety, learning difficulties, impaired interper-
sonal relationships including an inability to
trust others, identity disturbances, and help-
lessness.10,34 Again without blame to the
trauma survivor, early childhood abuse can
lead to ego deficits that render an individual
susceptible to both reenactments and repeated
revictimization. For example, a woman who
developed poor self-esteem and identity dis-
turbances as a result of having been raised in
an abusive childhood environment found her-
self unable to leave an abusive relationship.
On many levels, she lacked the internal re-
sources to separate herself from her abusive
partner. The difficulty she had in trusting oth-
ers also prevented her from turning to others
to obtain the help she so badly required. The
learned helplessness model also played a role
in her tolerance for the abuse, since she be-
lieved that nothing could be done about it any-
way. Another trauma survivor’s alcohol and
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drug use resulted in a reenactment and revic-
timization when, under the influence of alco-
hol or drugs, she was victimized due to
impaired judgment and loss of consciousness.

Deep-seated disturbances in identity, self-
concept, and security in the world can also ren-
der individuals vulnerable to being enticed by
others who resonate with and counter these
ego deficits. Because of early trauma, a person
can feel helpless, fragile, and out of control. In
turn, the person may be extremely susceptible
to anyone who can take control, who can grat-
ify dependency needs, and who can elegantly
counter the individual’s extreme sense of pow-
erlessness, insecurity, and vulnerability.5 In
this regard, Kluft16 has discussed incest survi-
vors who became sexually victimized by their
therapists.

Another factor that can contribute to the
frequent reenactments of trauma survivors is
the use of dissociative defenses.5,16 Trauma sur-
vivors often tolerate mistreatment and abuse
because of their habitual use of this defensive
style. Whether it is physical abuse, abusive re-
marks, emotional neglect, or a partner’s drink-
ing or drug use, individuals with a history of
trauma seem to minimize, block out, not see,
and tolerate such abuse. Although this may
have an adaptive value since it allows the per-
son to tolerate the situation, simultaneously it
will inhibit appropriate action, and past abuse
may be reenacted.

I M P L I C A T I O N S  F O R

T R E A T M E N T

Ongoing reenactments are a reflection that a
patient is continuing to act in stuck and rigidi-
fied ways. In addition, reenactments often lead
to revictimization and related feelings of
shame, helplessness, and hopelessness. Conse-
quently, an important goal of treatment is fa-
cilitating an understanding and control of
reenactments. Reenactments are caused in
part by powerful unconscious forces that must
eventually be verbalized and understood.
Thus, in order to address reenactments and to
break their repetitiveness, the therapist should

help the individual to understand why they oc-
cur. However, before proceeding into this
phase of treatment and exploring past trau-
matic relationships and experiences, the thera-
pist must first have achieved a strong and solid
therapeutic alliance with the patient.35 In ad-
dition, the patient’s safety must be firmly es-
tablished, and any acute problem areas, such
as chemical abuse problems or ongoing self-
destructive behavior, need to be stabilized.5

Once these issues have been resolved, explora-
tory therapy may begin.

As the patient becomes aware that a pat-
tern of dysfunction is evident, the therapist can
suggest that it might be useful to try to under-
stand this. Using as a framework the categories
of reenactments that have just been discussed,
the therapist can explore which of them could
be playing a role in a particular patient’s reen-
actment. It will generally be more helpful to
intimate that a pattern of destructive inter-
action appears to be occurring and to then ex-
plore how this takes place than to suggest that
the patient is reenacting a trauma. Further-
more, even if the reenactment is due to a more
active process, the patient is not truly reenact-
ing a past trauma, but rather a traumatic rela-
tionship. Consequently, in such cases it will be
more productive to suggest this latter process,
which is closer to the patient’s subjective ex-
perience.

Once both the patient and the therapist
understand what the patient is doing that con-
tributes to the reenactment, the next task is to
explore why the patient feels and acts in such
ways. Inevitably, this will lead back historically
to the traumatization that triggered and con-
tinues to cause the resulting feelings and be-
havior. Considerable time must be devoted to
discovering how life was experienced for the
patient as a child, because it must be ascer-
tained how it influenced the individual, how
the patient learned to cope, and what feelings
were experienced.5,23 The overwhelming fear,
terror, and related beliefs that the patient origi-
nally experienced in childhood must first be
validated and acknowledged by both therapist
and patient. In turn, in order to break the
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pattern, the patient must process and work
through the entire traumatic experience
throughout the course of therapy with the sup-
port of the therapist.

An example is the therapy of a man who
came for treatment because he had been feel-
ing uncontrollably angry. He reported that he
had been raised by an extremely physically
abusive mother and a distant, removed father.
He had been in therapy previously and felt that
he had worked through many of his past issues,
which indeed he had. As therapy progressed,
it became evident that much of his rage was
due to mistreatment and emotional abuse by
his lover, which appeared to be a reenactment
of his past relationship with his mother. When
he recounted interactions when his lover had
treated him “like dirt,” he displayed little affect
and often shrugged it off even when his friends
made comments to him about his lover’s mis-
treatment of him. As his nonchalance and his
tendency to block off emotion were pointed
out to him, he was able to see how he tended
to brush off his feelings, and he recognized how
he had learned to do this at an early age to
tolerate his mother’s abusive behavior toward
him. This led to an exploration of his early
childhood environment, and over time he be-
came significantly more aware of his feelings.
He learned to attend to them and to use his
feelings as a guide for action. He eventually
left his lover because he no longer wanted to
be the recipient of the lover’s abuse. 

Patients will eventually come to see that
whereas their feelings, beliefs, and ways to
defend against overwhelming terror were
appropriate and justified in the past, such
intense feelings and defensive operations
may no longer be as necessary. Through a
painstakingly close examination of the indi-
vidual’s past and a process of allowing the
patient to experience the intensity of the old
traumatic feelings within the safety of the
therapeutic relationship, the patient is given
the opportunity to integrate the entire trau-
matic experience.36

Wolf37 has articulated this process in the
following way: “A patient’s self is strengthened

by re-experiencing the archaic trauma, with its
associated affects, in the here-and-now of a
therapeutic situation that allows an integrating
and self-enhancing restructuring of the self”
(p. 103). Once the trauma has been integrated,
the patient’s feelings will be less intense and
more manageable, and the person will be able
to exercise better judgment as well as use less
rigid defenses.

Although some patients may not have the
ego strength or desire to explore early trauma-
tization, therapy can still be of considerable
benefit. Even without a full reworking of the
individual’s past traumatization, reenactments
can be stopped by helping the patient to re-
spond differently in the world through behav-
ioral and cognitive change.

Throughout the course of therapy, the
therapist’s own countertransferential feelings
should be examined and used to help under-
stand patients’ problems with reenactments.
Boredom, anger, rage, or sexual feelings expe-
rienced throughout the course of therapy can
be useful in understanding what patients en-
gender in others that may play a role in the
reenactments they experience. Without blam-
ing patients for their reenactments, therapists
can help them to better understand their vul-
nerabilities and how they may contribute to
their own exploitation.

For example, a 32-year-old female patient
with a long history of childhood sexual abuse
noted to her therapist that she had been abused
in many of her past relationships. In the early
course of therapy, the therapist began to ex-
plore with her how it was that others took ad-
vantage of her, which did not prove to be
particularly productive. As the therapy prog-
ressed, however, the therapist became aware
of his own wish to take control of the patient’s
life, to rescue her, and to tell her what to do.
When he examined these feelings, he became
more cognizant of how timid and frail the pa-
tient’s presentation was, and he decided that it
would helpful to explore this. He began by in-
quiring how the patient imagined others
viewed her. With specific questions about
whether she thought others viewed her as
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powerful or powerless, the patient eventually
began to better understand how she presented
to others, which, in turn, played a role in her
victimization. The therapist’s awareness of his
own feelings when working with the patient
was the catalyst for this line of questioning that
enabled the therapy to progress.

Whatever tools are used, the healing that
needs to occur is not a short-term process. Suc-
cessful clinical work can take years because the
goals are to help patients work through over-
whelming affect, modify their internal object
relationships and cognitive structures, and
change their basic ways of being in the world.
Such work is necessary, however, if we are go-
ing to diminish their vulnerabilities and de-
crease their chances of getting involved in
destructive reenactments.

S U M M A R Y

In this article I have proposed a useful way to
codify and conceptualize reenactments and
offered strategies for addressing them in the
therapeutic process. Although trauma survi-
vors may actively reenact elements of past
traumas, reenactments can also occur in inad-
vertent ways that result from psychological
vulnerabilities and defensive strategies. In ad-
dition, although an active reenacting of a past
traumatic situation may reflect an adaptive
process, in other cases it may be a maladaptive
defensive strategy that can cause the individual
repeated difficulties. Understanding the many
different ways in which reenactments can arise
will help to focus and sharpen clinical inter-
vention.

R E F E R E N C E S

 1. Horowitz MJ: Stress Response Syndrome. Northvale,
NJ, Jason Aronson, 1976

 2. Kardiner A: The Traumatic Neuroses of War. New
York, P Hoeber, 1941

 3. Krystal H: Trauma and affects. Psychoanal Study
Child 1978; 33:81–116

 4. Sharfman MA, Clark DW: Delinquent adolescent
girls: residential treatment in a municipal hospital set-
ting. Arch Gen Psychiatry 1967; 17:441–447

 5. Herman JL: Trauma and Recovery. New York, Basic
Books, 1992

 6. van der Kolk BA, McFarlane AC: The black hole of
trauma, in Traumatic Stress: The Effects of Over-
whelming Experience on Mind, Body, and Society,
edited by van der Kolk BA, McFarlane AC, Weisaeth
L. New York, Guilford, 1996, pp 3–23

 7. Russell DEH: The Secret Trauma: Incest in the Lives
of Girls and Women. New York, Basic Books, 1986

 8. van der Kolk BA, Greenberg MS: The psychobiology
of the trauma response: hyperarousal, constriction,
and addiction to traumatic reexposure, in Psychologi-
cal Trauma, edited by van der Kolk BA. Washington,
DC, American Psychiatric Press, 1987, pp 63–87

 9. Browne A, Finkelhor D: Impact of child sexual abuse:
a review of the literature. Psychol Bull 1986; 99:66–77

10. Briere J, Runtz M: Post sexual abuse trauma, in Lasting
Effects of Child Sexual Abuse, edited by Wyatt GE,
Powell GJ. Newbury Park, CA, Sage, 1988, pp 85–100

11. Chu JA: The repetition compulsion revisited: reliving
dissociated trauma. Psychotherapy 1991; 28:327–332

12. Miller A: Thou Shalt Not Be Aware, translated by Han-
num HH. New York, Meridian, 1984

13. van der Kolk BA: The complexity of adaptation to
trauma: Self-regulation, stimulus discrimination, and
characterological development, in Traumatic Stress:
The Effects of Overwhelming Experience on Mind,
Body, and Society, edited by van der Kolk BA,
McFarlane AC, Weisaeth L. New York, Guilford,
1996, pp 182–213

14. Terr L: Too Scared To Cry. New York, Harper and
Row, 1990

15. Freud S: Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), trans-
lated and edited by Strachey J. New York, WW Nor-
ton, 1961

16. Kluft RP: Incest and subsequent revictimization: the
case of therapist–patient exploitation, with a descrip-
tion of the sitting duck syndrome, in Incest-Related
Syndromes of Adult Psychopathology, edited by Kluft
RP. Washington, DC, American Psychiatric Press,
1990, pp 263–287

17. Chu JA: The revictimization of adult women with his-
tories of childhood abuse. J Psychother Pract Res 1992;
1:259–269

18. Janet P: Psychological Healing, vol 1 (1919), translated
and edited by Paul E, Paul C. New York, Macmillan,
1925

19. Vaillant GE: Adaptation to Life. Boston, Little, Brown,
1977

20. Peck EC: The traits of true invulnerability and post-
traumatic stress in psychoanalyzed men of action, in
The Invulnerable Child, edited by Anthony EJ. New
York, Guilford, 1987, pp 315–360

21. Anthony EJ: Risk, vulnerability, and resilience: an
overview, in The Invulnerable Child, edited by An-

234 REENACTMENTS

VOLUME 7 • NUMBER 3 • SUMMER 1998



thony EJ. New York, Guilford, 1987, pp 3–48
22. van der Kolk BA, McFarlane AC, der Hart O: A gen-

eral approach to treatment of posttraumatic stress
disorder, in Traumatic Stress: The Effects of Over-
whelming Experience on Mind, Body, and Society,
edited by van der Kolk BA, McFarlane AC, Weisaeth
L. New York, Guilford, 1996, pp 417–440

23. McCann IL, Pearlman LA: Psychological Trauma and
the Adult Survivor. New York, Brunner/Mazel, 1990

24. Pine F: Developmental Theory and Clinical Process.
New Haven, CT, and London, Yale University Press,
1985

25. Fenichel O: The Psychoanalytic Theory of Neurosis.
New York, WW Norton, 1945

26. Parkes CM, Weiss RS: Recovery from Bereavement.
New York, Basic Books, 1983

27. Goodwin J, McCarthy T, DiVasto P: Physical and sex-
ual abuse of the children of adult incest victims, in
Sexual Abuse: Incest Victims and Their Families, ed-
ited by Goodwin J. Boston, Wright/PSG, 1982, pp
139–153

28. Kaufman J, Zigler E: The intergenerational transmis-
sion of child abuse, in Child Maltreatment: Theory
and Research on the Causes and Consequences of
Child Abuse and Neglect, edited by Cicchetti D,
Carlson V. Cambridge, UK, and New York, Cam-

bridge University Press, 1989, pp 129–150
29. James J, Myerding J: Early sexual experience and pros-

titution. Am J Psychiatry 1977; 134:1381–1385
30. Silbert M, Pines A: Sexual abuse as an antecedent to

prostitution. Child Abuse Negl 1981; 5:407–411
31. Mitchell D, Osborne EW, O’Boyle MW: Habituation

under stress: shocked mice show nonassociative learn-
ing in a T-maze. Behav Neural Biol 1985; 43:212–217

32. Krystal H: Integration and Self-Healing. Hillsdale, NJ,
Analytic Press, 1988

33. van der Kolk BA: The psychological consequences of
overwhelming life experiences, in Psychological
Trauma, edited by van der Kolk BA. Washington, DC,
American Psychiatric Press, 1987, pp 1–30

34. Courtois CA: Healing the Incest Wound. New York,
WW Norton, 1988

35. Lindy JD: Psychoanalytic psychotherapy of posttrau-
matic stress disorder: the nature of the therapeutic re-
lationship, in Traumatic Stress: The Effects of
Overwhelming Experience on Mind, Body, and Soci-
ety, edited by van der Kolk BA, McFarlane AC,
Weisaeth L. New York, Guilford, 1996, pp 525–536

36. Rozynko V, Dondershine HE: Trauma focus group
therapy for Vietnam veterans with PTSD. Psychother-
apy 1991; 28:157–161

37. Wolf ES: Treating the Self. New York, Guilford, 1988

LEVY 235

JOURNAL OF PSYCHOTHERAPY PRACTICE AND RESEARCH



Joyce AS, Piper WE: Expectancy, the therapeutic alliance,and treatment outcome in short-term individual psycho-therapy. J Psychother Pract Res 1998; 7(3):____–____Psychotherapy, Brief and Short-Term; Therapeutic Alli-ance; Therapy Outcome

Expectancy, the Therapeutic
Alliance, and Treatment Outcome in
Short-Term Individual Psychotherapy

A N T H O N Y  S .  J O Y C E ,  P H . D .
W I L L I A M  E .  P I P E R ,  P H . D .

Patient and therapist expectancies regarding
the “typical session” were measured during a
controlled trial of short-term, time-limited
individual psychotherapy. Relationships
between expectancy ratings and measures of
the therapeutic alliance and treatment
outcome were examined. Significant
relationships were tested in the presence of a
competing predictor variable, either
pre-therapy disturbance (depression) or the
patient’s quality of object relations (QOR).
Expectancies were associated strongly with
the alliance but only moderately with
treatment outcome. In most instances,
expectancy and QOR combined in an
additive fashion to account for variation in
alliance or outcome. The patient’s capacity
for mature relationships and expectancies for
therapy appear to be important determinants
of treatment process and outcome. The
clinical value of establishing accurate,
moderate expectancies prior to therapy is
considered.

(The Journal of Psychotherapy Practice
and Research 1998; 7:236–248)

Expectancies about psychotherapy include
beliefs about the duration of treatment, the

process of therapy, and the outcome of treat-
ment. In 1959 Frank1 suggested that the beliefs
or attitudes a patient brings to therapy have an
important influence on the process and out-
come of treatment. Expectancy variables have
since occupied an awkward place in psycho-
therapy research: while continuing to hold
promise as significant components of the
change process, they have received only in-
consistent empirical support.2

The most reliable finding in the literature
is the direct relationship between the expected
and actual duration of treatment.3 Confirming
any significant effects of expectancy on ther-
apy outcome has been difficult because of
discrepant findings across studies. Methodo-
logical differences may help explain the incon-
sistency of results.2 For therapists’ ratings of
outcome, the effects of outcome expectancy
appear negligible.4 Stronger findings have
emerged when the patient’s ratings are consid-
ered, with expectancy accounting for 8% to
12% of the variation in therapy outcome. Re-
views of research on individual5 and group
therapy6 conclude that expectancy variables
do have some promise as predictor variables
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and should be considered more systematically
by clinicians and researchers.

To deal with certain methodological diffi-
culties, Perotti and Hopewell7 suggest the ef-
fects of expectancy should be differentiated
according to the stage of therapy. Initial out-
come expectancies are subject to revision as
treatment progresses and thus may lose their
predictive power. In contrast, initial expectan-
cies regarding the therapy relationship may be
more important because they represent the pa-
tient’s preparedness for early engagement in,
and presumably benefit from, the treatment
process. We adopted this rationale for an ex-
amination of initial expectancy ratings col-
lected during a controlled trial of short-term
individual (STI) psychotherapy conducted in
Edmonton.8 We predicted that our measures
of expectancy would be strongly and directly
associated with ratings of the therapeutic alli-
ance, but only weakly if at all related to mea-
sures of therapy outcome.

We previously reported that the time-lim-
ited interpretive therapy evaluated in the con-
trolled trial was effective on both statistical and
clinical grounds.8 We also found direct rela-
tionships between patient and therapist ratings
of the therapeutic alliance and treatment out-
come.9 Similar direct relationships have been
highlighted in reviews.10,11 Our present exami-
nation of the relationships of patient and thera-
pist expectancies to alliance and outcome had
four objectives: 

1. To assess the simple relationships between
initial patient and therapist expectancies
regarding the “typical session” and mea-
sures of the therapeutic alliance.

2. To assess relationships between expec-
tancy and therapy outcome. 

3. To assess predictive relationships involv-
ing measures of the degree of confirmation
or disconfirmation of initial expectancies
by subsequent session evaluations col-
lected during the course of treatment.
Frank1 and his colleagues12 argued that the
confirmation of expectancy should be di-
rectly related to therapy benefit.

4. To evaluate the simple relationships be-
tween expectancy and alliance or out-
come against the prediction provided by
two competing variables. One competing
predictor variable was a quantitative mea-
sure of the patient’s developmental level
of interpersonal relations. Our clinical
trial of STI therapy provided evidence that
the patient personality variable quality of
object relations (QOR) was directly re-
lated to the therapeutic alliance and treat-
ment outcome.9 We used the patient’s
initial level of depressive symptoms, based
on pre-therapy scores from the Beck De-
pression Inventory,13 as the second com-
peting predictor variable.

M E T H O D S

The reader is directed to the original report
of the controlled trial8 for methodological de-
tails.

Setting and Procedures

The setting for the clinical trial was the
Psychiatric Walk-In Clinic, Department of Psy-
chiatry, University of Alberta Hospitals Site in
Edmonton. Patients were matched in pairs on
QOR, age, and gender, and then randomly
assigned to immediate or delayed therapy and
to one of eight project therapists. During a
3-year period, 86 of 105 patients who began
therapy completed the protocol. Sixty-four of
these were chosen to form a sample that was
balanced for QOR, treatment condition (im-
mediate vs. delayed), and therapist.

Patients and Therapists

Diagnoses were made by the assessing
therapist according to DSM-III14 after an in-
itial assessment and consultation with a staff
psychiatrist. For the sample of 64 patients, 72%
received Axis I diagnoses, the most frequent
being affective (27%), impulse control (7.8%),
or anxiety (6.3%) disorder. An Axis II diagno-
sis was assigned for 27% of the sample, the most
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frequent being dependent (14%) or avoidant
(5%) disorder. The average age of the patients
was 32 years (SD = 8, range = 21–53 years),
and 62% were female. Three psychiatrists, one
psychologist, and four social workers served as
therapists in the study. Their average age was
40 years, and they had practiced individual
therapy for an average of 11.5 years.

Therapy

The time-limited therapy was dynami-
cally oriented and followed a technical manual
that drew on the approaches of Malan15 and
Strupp and Binder.16 Interpretation and clari-
fication were emphasized relative to support
and direction. Twenty weekly sessions of 50
minutes’ duration were planned; the average
number of sessions attended was 18.8. The
technical nature of the therapy was verified by
a content analysis of therapist interventions for
eight sessions (numbers 4, 7, 9, 11, 14, 16, 18,
and 20), using the Therapist Intervention Rat-
ing System.17 On average, there were 44 inter-
ventions, 11 interpretations, and 5 transference
interpretations per session, confirming that the
therapists had been active, interpretive, and
transference-oriented.

Predictor Variables

Expectancy Variables: Patients completed a se-
ries of expectancy ratings as part of the initial
outcome assessment. The first two sessions of
STI therapy were commonly used for history-
taking and development of rapport. Therapists
completed expectancy ratings after the second
therapy session. Expectancy ratings regarding
the “typical session” were based on a modified
version of Stiles’s Session Evaluation Ques-
tionnaire (SEQ).18 As commonly used, the
SEQ involves the rating of 12 semantic differ-
ential items (e.g., good–bad, easy–difficult) in
response to the sentence stem, “This session
was . . . .” Two scores, based on the underlying
factor structure of the SEQ reported by
Stiles,18 are obtained: Depth-Value represents
the perceived usefulness of the session, and

Smoothness-Ease represents the perceived
comfort of the session. Scores range from a
minimum of 1 to a maximum of 7. To represent
expectancies at pre-therapy and early therapy,
respectively, the patient and therapist rated the
SEQ items in response to the sentence stem,
“The typical therapy session will be . . . .” This
approach allowed us to derive scores for ex-
pected session usefulness (Depth-Value) and
expected session comfort (Smoothness-Ease).

Patients and therapists completed the
usual form of the SEQ after each session. The
two session evaluation scores were aggregated
across all sessions for each participant. The dif-
ference (evaluation minus expectancy) was cal-
culated for each measure for both patient and
therapist, and represented the discrepancy
from expected usefulness (Depth-Value) and
comfort (Smoothness-Ease). Positive discrep-
ancy scores indicated that the overall session
evaluations exceeded initial expectancies
(confirmation); negative scores indicated that
the overall session evaluations failed to meet
initial expectancies (disconfirmation).

Quality of Object Relations: A personality vari-
able, QOR is defined as a person’s internal,
enduring tendency to establish certain types of
relationships with others.19 The dimension
ranges across five levels of object relations
(primitive, searching, controlling, triangular,
and mature). In the clinical trial, the assess-
ment of QOR comprised two 1-hour clinical
interviews.

During the assessment, the lifelong pattern
of relationships is examined. The interviewer
considers the overall pattern of relationships
in terms of behavioral manifestations, regula-
tion of affect, regulation of self-esteem, and his-
torical antecedents for each of the five levels.
The interviewer then distributes 100 points
among the five levels and derives a single
global score ranging from 1 to 9.

At the primitive or low end of the 9-point
scale, relations are characterized by inordinate
dependence, extreme reactions to real or imag-
ined loss, and destructiveness. At the mature
end, relations are characterized by equity and
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the expression of love, tenderness, and con-
cern. It is common for two overall scores of
equal value to represent different patterns of
object relatedness.

Since we conducted the STI therapy trial,
the QOR assessment has been streamlined to
a single hour of interview time, and reliability
has been improved. In the clinical trial, the
reliability between the interviewer and an in-
dependent rater using an audiotape was as-
sessed for a sample of 50 cases. A stringent
index of reliability, the intraclass correlation
coefficient for the individual rater [ICC(1,1)],
was used. A reliability coefficient of 0.50 was
obtained.

For the current investigation, the overall
QOR score (a continuous measure) was used
as a predictor variable.

Initial Disturbance: The pre-therapy score on
the Beck Depression Inventory13 was used to
represent initial disturbance, measured as se-
verity of depressive symptoms prior to ther-
apy. The BDI is a commonly used outcome
measure with established psychometric prop-
erties.

Dependent Measures

Therapeutic Alliance: The alliance was defined
as the nature of the working relationship be-
tween patient and therapist. The two partici-
pants independently rated six 7-point items.
Four “immediate” items were rated after each
therapy session, and two “reflective” items
were rated after each one-third of the therapy
(at sessions 7, 14, and 20). Three immediate
items addressed whether the patient had
talked about private, important material,
had felt understood by the therapist, and was
able to understand and work with the thera-
pist’s interventions. The remaining immediate
item concerned the overall usefulness of the
session. The two reflective items addressed
Luborsky’s concept of the helping alliance
(collaboration and helpfulness).20 Each set of
six item ratings was aggregated across sessions
or thirds; aggregate ratings were then sub-

jected to a principal components analysis. One
patient-rated alliance factor and two therapist-
rated alliance factors (immediate, reflective)
were derived.

Therapy Outcome: The STI therapy outcome
battery included several well-established self-
report and interview measures of the patient’s
psychiatric symptomatology, interpersonal
functioning, and personality functioning. The
patient’s individual target objectives were de-
veloped with the assistance of an independent
assessor. Patient, therapist, and assessor ratings
of target objective distress were included in the
outcome battery. A total of 23 outcome vari-
ables were available; 19 were measured both
before and after therapy (residual gain scores),
and the remaining 4 were measured at post-
therapy only (rated benefit scores). Seven vari-
ables were eliminated because of redundancy
or a low response rate.

TABLE 1. Clinical trial of STI (short-term
individual) therapy: outcome factors
and variables

Variable
Outcome Factors and Variables Loadings

General Symptoms and Dysfunction 
 (39% of variance)
  Emotional reliance21 0.82
  Self-esteem22 0.78
  Depression13 0.76
  Present interpersonal functioning23 0.74
  Anxiety24 0.74
  Symptomatic distress25 0.73
  Life satisfaction 0.60
Individualized Objectives (10% of variance)
 Overall usefulness as rated by patient 0.76
 Target objective severity as rated by patient 0.70
 Overall usefulness as rated by therapist 0.68
 Target objective severity as rated by assessor 0.66
 Work role functioning26 0.48
Social-Sexual Adjustment (8% of variance)
 Sexual role functioning26 0.83
 Social role functioning26 0.52
Target Severity and Family Role 
 Disturbance (7% of variance)
  Target objective severity as rated 
   by therapist 0.73
  Family role functioning26 0.46
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The results of a principal components
analysis of 16 post-therapy outcome variables
are presented in Table 1. The analysis identi-
fied four factors. The first three factors were
retained to represent change due to treatment.
Measures of improvement at post-therapy
were the following: I, General Symptoms and
Dysfunction (patient self-report); II, Individu-
alized Objectives (patient, therapist, and inde-
pendent assessor); and III, Social-Sexual
Adjustment (assessor).

Approach to Analysis

The relationships among the predictor
variables (expectancy, discrepancy, QOR,
BDI), and between the predictor and depen-
dent variables (alliance, outcome), were exam-
ined by using Pearson product-moment
correlation coefficients. Expectancy and dis-
crepancy variables having significant simple
relationships with alliance or outcome were
then considered in a series of hierarchical mul-
tiple regression analyses. The regression analy-

ses assessed the strength of the relationship
against the prediction provided by competing
variables.

The regression analysis for each simple
relationship (expectancy or discrepancy with
alliance or outcome) followed the same se-
quence. On the first step, a competing predic-
tor (QOR or BDI) entered the equation. The
expectancy or discrepancy variable was en-
tered on the second step. The interaction vari-
able (product of the two predictors) was
entered on a third step. The regression was
then repeated with the order of entry of the
two (main effect) predictors reversed. All pre-
dictor variables were centered (the sample
mean subtracted from each patient’s score) to
control for a form of error variance, nonessen-
tial ill-conditioning,27 which is defined as
shared variance that is not due to a real asso-
ciation in the population. Specifically, predic-
tor and dependent variables with similar
measurement scales would contribute to non-
essential ill-conditioning and raise the likeli-
hood of type I error.

TABLE 2. Descriptive statistics for predictor and dependent variables

Variable Name Mean ± SD

Predictor variables
 Session expectancy
  Patient Depth-Value PTDV  5.06 ± 0.90
  Patient Smoothness-Ease PTSE  3.81 ± 0.76
  Therapist Depth-Value THDV  4.56 ± 0.50
  Therapist Smoothness-Ease THSE  4.07 ± 0.52
 Session discrepancy
  Patient Depth-Value PTDVD  0.26 ± 0.58
  Patient Smoothness-Ease PTSED  0.14  ± 0.33
  Therapist Depth-Value THDVD  0.04 ± 0.20
  Therapist Smoothness-Ease THSED  0.03 ± 0.14
 Quality of object relations QOR  4.69 ± 1.17
 Beck Depression Inventory BDI  14.13 ± 10.40

Dependent variables
 Therapeutic alliance
  Patient impression TAP  5.89 ± 0.73
  Therapist immediate impression PET  5.03 ± 0.58
  Therapist reflective impression HAT  4.27 ± 0.72

2Note: The n for the variables ranged between 61 and 64. Outcome factor scores had a mean of 0 and SD of 1.
PT = patient; TH = therapist; DV = depth-value expectancy; SE = smoothness-ease expectancy; DVD =
depth-value discrepancy; SED = smoothness-ease discrepancy.
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R E S U L T S

The noncentered means and standard deviations
for the therapeutic alliance, expectancy, QOR,
and initial disturbance are presented in Table
2. Overall, patients expected that sessions
would be significantly more useful (t = 3.91, df
= 61, P < 0.0001) but significantly less comfort-
able (t = –2.21, df = 62, P < 0.03) than their
therapists did. The mean discrepancy between
session evaluations and expectancies was sig-
nificantly larger (indicating greater confirma-
tion) for patients than for therapists, both for
usefulness (t = 2.97, df = 61, P < 0.005) and for
comfort (t = 3.17, df = 62, P < 0.002). In gen-
eral, most patients reported that the experience
of therapy sessions met or exceeded their in-
itial expectations.

Correlations Between
Predictor Variables

Table 3 presents the intercorrelations
among the 10 predictor variables. Except for
the two therapist expectancy ratings (THDV,
THSE), which were independent, each re-
maining pair of variables (e.g., the two patient
expectancy, two patient discrepancy, and two
therapist discrepancy variables) were signifi-
cantly correlated. Overall, expectancy ratings
were significantly and inversely related to the

respective discrepancy scores. These relation-
ships indicated that the higher the initial ex-
pectancy, the greater the likelihood of
disconfirmation; that is, of a failure of session
evaluations to meet expectations.

Two additional patterns of intercorrelation
were identified. First, confirmation of the pa-
tient’s expectancy of session comfort was asso-
ciated with confirmation of the therapist’s
expectancies of both session comfort and
usefulness. Second, confirmation of the
therapist’s expectancy of session comfort
was directly associated both with lower pa-
tient expectancies of usefulness and confirma-
tion of patient-expected usefulness. These
relationships indicated a degree of patient–
therapist interdependence in the evaluation of
whether initial expectancies were confirmed
by the actual experience of therapy sessions.

QOR was independent of the expectancy
and discrepancy variables and was inversely
related to initial disturbance. Patient expectan-
cies were inversely related to initial distur-
bance: the greater the patient’s depressive
symptoms at pre-therapy, the lower the expec-
tancies of session usefulness and comfort.

Simple Predictions

Table 4 presents the simple relationships
among the 10 predictor variables (QOR, initial

TABLE 3. Intercorrelations of predictor variables

Variables PTSE THDV THSE PTDVD PTSED THDVD THSED QOR BDI

Session expectancy
 Patient Depth-Value 0.37** 0.09 0.12 –0.70*** –0.40** –0.08 –0.27* 0.08 –0.40**
 Patient Smoothness-Ease 1.0 0.01 0.02 –0.42** –0.42** –0.12 –0.17 –0.10 –0.34**
 Therapist Depth-Value 1.0 0.00 –0.25 –0.22 –0.56** –0.44** 0.07 –0.06
 Therapist Smoothness-Ease 1.0 –0.06 0.02 –0.26* –0.26* 0.14 0.05

Session discrepancy
 Patient Depth-Value 1.0 0.55** 0.16 0.31* 0.15 0.22
 Patient Smoothness-Ease 1.0 0.36** 0.43** 0.04 0.07
 Therapist Depth-Value 1.0 0.77*** –0.04 –0.03
 Therapist Smoothness-Ease 1.0 –0.15 0.07

Quality of object relations 1.0 –0.32*

2Note: Range of n’s for the correlations was 62–64. Abbreviations of variables are defined in Table 2.
*P < 0.05; **P < 0.01; ***P < 0.001.
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disturbance, 4 expectancy, 4 discrepancy) and
the 6 dependent variables (3 therapeutic alli-
ance, 3 post-therapy outcome).

From previous work,9 we knew that QOR
was directly associated with the patient-rated
alliance, the therapist-rated reflective alliance,
and improvement on two of the three outcome
factors (I and II). The BDI score was inversely
associated with the patient-rated alliance.

Expectancy and Alliance: Three expectancy–
alliance relationships were identified, each in-
volving a distinct pair of expectancy and
alliance variables associated with the same
rating source. First, the patient’s expectancy of
usefulness was directly associated with the pa-
tient-rated alliance. Second, the therapist’s ex-
pectancy of usefulness was directly associated
with the therapist-rated immediate alliance.
Third, the therapist’s expectancy of session
comfort was directly associated with the thera-
pist-rated reflective alliance. These correla-
tions indicated that expectancy accounted for
18% to 40% of the variation in alliance ratings.

Expectancy and Outcome: Expectancies regard-
ing session comfort were directly associated

with improvement at post-therapy. Three sig-
nificant relationships were identified, each in-
volving one of the three outcome factors. The
patient’s expectancy of session comfort was
directly associated with benefit on General
Symptoms and Dysfunction (I) and Social-Sex-
ual Adjustment (III). The therapist’s expec-
tancy of session comfort was directly
associated with benefit on Individualized Ob-
jectives (II). These correlations indicated that
expectancy accounted for 7% to 10% of the
variation in outcome scores. This was consid-
erably less than the variation of alliance ac-
counted for by expectancy.

Discrepancy and Alliance/Outcome: Confirmation
of each of the patient’s initial expectancies
(usefulness, comfort) was directly associated
with the therapist’s rating of the reflective alli-
ance. Discrepancy scores were not signifi-
cantly associated with therapy outcome.

Multivariate Relationships

Expectancy–Alliance: Three relationships were
tested: patient-expected usefulness and patient
alliance; therapist-expected usefulness and

TABLE 4. Simple relationships between predictor and dependent variables

       Dependent Variables
Alliance Outcome

Predictor Variables TAP PET HAT   I II III

Quality of object relations 0.29* 0.05 0.28* –0.25* –0.35** –0.07

Beck Depression Inventory  –0.27* –0.17 –0.04 0.10 0.14 0.14

Session expectancy
 Patient Depth-Value 0.46*** 0.18 0.00 –0.06 –0.15 –0.03
 Patient Smoothness-Ease 0.09 0.00 –0.23 –0.26* –0.02 –0.31*
 Therapist Depth-Value –0.07 0.63*** 0.15 –0.06 –0.24 –0.19
 Therapist Smoothness-Ease 0.13 0.14 0.42*** –0.19 –0.31* 0.03

Session discrepancy
 Patient Depth-Value 0.02 –0.08 0.26* –0.14 –0.14 0.03
 Patient Smoothness-Ease 0.04 –0.05 0.26* –0.03 –0.06 0.08
 Therapist Depth-Value –0.02 –0.17 0.06 0.01 0.02 0.23
 Therapist Smoothness-Ease –0.15 –0.18 –0.03 0.23 0.17 0.18

2Note: Range of n’s of the correlations was 62–64.  TAP = patient-rated impression; PET = therapist-rated
immediate impression; HAT = therapist-rated reflective impression of the therapeutic alliance.  I = General
Symptoms and Dysfunction; II = Individualized Objectives; III = Social-Sexual Adjustment.
*P < 0.05.  **P < 0.01.  ***P < 0.001.
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therapist immediate alliance; and therapist-
expected comfort and therapist reflective alli-
ance. For the first relationship, initial
disturbance (depression) was considered as
the first competing predictor variable. Initial
disturbance was predictive of the patient-rated
alliance, as described above. However, in the
presence of the expectancy variable (patient
usefulness), this contribution did not attain
significance. In all of the remaining analyses,
the pre-therapy BDI score was found not to
account for significant proportions of criterion
variance. As a competing predictor variable,
initial disturbance will not be addressed fur-
ther.

Remaining with the patient-expected use-
fulness–patient alliance relationship, our next
step in the analysis was to consider QOR as a
competing predictor variable. Table 5 presents
the regression analysis. Both predictors (QOR,
expectancy) were significant, but the inter-
action was not. Proportions of alliance vari-
ance accounted for were averaged across the
pair of regression analyses conducted to test
each expectancy–alliance relationship. QOR
accounted for 7%, and the expectancy variable
for an additional 26%, of the variation in the
patient-rated therapeutic alliance.

Therapist-expected usefulness emerged as
the only significant predictor of the therapist-
rated immediate alliance. For the relationship
between therapist-expected comfort and the
therapist-rated reflective alliance, a similar pat-
tern of findings was evident: both predictors
(expectancy and QOR) were significant, and

the interaction was not. QOR accounted for
7%, and the expectancy variable for an addi-
tional 16%, of the variation in the therapist-
rated reflective alliance.

Expectancy–Outcome: Three relationships were
tested: patient-expected comfort and General
Symptoms and Dysfunction (I); patient-ex-
pected comfort and Social-Sexual Adjustment
(III); and therapist-expected comfort and In-
dividualized Objectives (II). Analyses with
QOR as the competing predictor again re-
sulted in important findings.

Table 6 presents the results of the regres-
sion analysis for General Symptoms and Dys-
function (I). QOR and patient-expected
comfort both emerged as significant predic-
tors, but the interaction did not. Each predictor
accounted for roughly 7% of the variance in
symptomatic improvement. Patient-expected
comfort emerged as the only significant pre-
dictor of Social-Sexual Adjustment (III). For
Individualized Objectives (II), both predictors
emerged as significant, and the interaction did
not. QOR accounted for approximately 11%
of the variance in improvement, and therapist-
expected comfort accounted for an additional
8% of outcome variance.

Discrepancy–Alliance: The two patient discrep-
ancy variables having significant relationships
with the therapist’s reflective alliance were
themselves highly correlated (r = 0.55, df = 60,
P < 0.0001). To maintain consistency with the
other analyses, separate regression analyses

TABLE 5. Patient Depth-Value expectancy as a predictor of patient alliance (TAP)

Overall Partial
Step and Variable R2 ∆ R2 F df P F df P

Competing predictor:  QOR
1. QOR 0.08 5.56 1,62 0.03
2. PTDV 0.33 0.25 14.85 2,61 0.0001 22.76 1,61 0.0001

Reverse order of main effects
1. PTDV 0.27 22.48 1,62 0.0001
2. QOR 0.33 0.06 14.85 2,61 0.0001 5.46 1,61 0.03
3. Interaction 0.36 0.03 11.03 3,60 0.0001 2.82 1,60 0.11

2Note: QOR = quality of object relations; PTDV = patient-rated expectancy of session Depth-Value.
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were conducted to test the strength of each
discrepancy–alliance relationship on its own.

For the regression analysis involving dis-
crepancy scores for patient-expected useful-
ness, QOR and the discrepancy variable both
emerged as significant predictors of the alli-
ance, but the interaction did not. For the analy-
sis involving the discrepancy scores for
patient-expected comfort, there was evidence
for significant independent contributions by
each predictor and for the interactive effect.
Table 7 presents the result of the regression
analysis. QOR accounted for approximately
8%, patient comfort accounted for approxi-
mately 7%, and the interaction accounted for
an additional 9% of the variance in the thera-
pist-rated reflective alliance. The interaction
indicated that the greater the confirmation of
the patient’s expectancy (the more positive the
discrepancy between experienced and ex-
pected comfort), the stronger the direct effect
of the patient’s QOR on the therapist’s general
perception of the alliance.

Expectancy and Alliance as
Joint Predictors of Outcome

We returned to the expectancy variables
at this point in the analysis. We were interested
in whether expectancies would still signifi-
cantly account for outcome variance when the
prediction afforded by the therapeutic alliance
was considered first. Three hierarchical regres-
sion analyses were conducted. For outcome

factor I (General Symptoms and Dysfunction),
the predictors were QOR, each of the alliance
variables in turn, and patient-expected com-
fort. QOR accounted for 7% of outcome vari-
ance, as above, but when alliance and
expectancy were in the equation the direct ef-
fect of QOR was no longer significant. Alliance
accounted for 7% to 13% of outcome variance;
each alliance variable provided for significant
prediction in the regression. The patient ex-
pectancy rating, when entered last, accounted
for an additional 6% to 14% of outcome vari-
ance and was also a significant predictor in
each analysis. For outcome factor II (Individu-
alized Objectives), the predictors were QOR,
the alliance variables, and the therapist’s ex-
pected comfort. QOR accounted for 12% and
the alliance for 19% to 22% of outcome vari-
ance, but therapist expectancy did not provide
for a significant additional contribution. For
outcome factor III (Social-Sexual Adjustment),
the predictors were the alliance variables and
patient-expected comfort. Only the expec-
tancy variable accounted for significant out-
come variance (9%–11%). These additional
analyses indicated that patient expectancy, but
not therapist expectancy, provided for a sig-
nificant prediction of outcome over and above
the prediction afforded by the alliance.

D I S C U S S I O N

We studied patient and therapist expectancy
ratings as potential predictors of the therapeu-

TABLE 6. Patient Smoothness-Ease expectancy as a predictor of improvement on outcome factor I,
General Symptoms and Dysfunction

Overall Partial
Step and Variable R2 ∆ R2 F df P F df P

Competing predictor:  QOR
1. QOR 0.06 4.23 1,62 0.05
2. PTSE 0.15 0.09 5.18 2,61 0.008 6.46 1,61 0.02

Reverse order of main effects
1. PTSE 0.07 4.48 1,62 0.04
2. QOR 0.15 0.08 5.18 2,61 0.008 5.74 1,61 0.03
3. Interaction 0.15 0.00 3.49 3,60 0.03 0.0 1,60 0.99

2Note: QOR = quality of object relations; PTSE = patient-rated expectancy of session Smoothness-Ease.
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tic alliance and treatment outcome. The analy-
ses demonstrated that expectancies regarding
the experience of therapy sessions are strongly
and directly related to the quality of the thera-
peutic alliance. Relationships between expec-
tancy and outcome proved to be less strong
but still substantial. In the multivariate analy-
ses, expectancy variables frequently combined
additively with quality of object relations in
accounting for variation in alliance and out-
come. In an analysis examining the joint pre-
diction of outcome, QOR, the alliance, and
patient expectancy were found to inde-
pendently contribute to therapy benefit. We
will consider the results and their clinical im-
plications in the sequence that was followed in
the preceding section.

The simple descriptive analyses (direct
comparisons of patient and therapist ratings,
correlations among the predictor variables)
proved to be quite informative. High expec-
tancies were clearly related to the experience
of disconfirmationthat is, disappointment
with actual therapy sessions. In direct compari-
sons of the expectancy ratings, patients ex-
pected significantly more session usefulness
but significantly less session comfort than
therapists. To put this another way, therapists
had moderate expectancies about therapy
sessions relative to patients. The two therapist
expectancy variables were found to be inde-
pendent of one another, which also suggested
that the therapists had a more differentiated
picture of the therapy process. In effect, it is
likely that therapists “know what to expect” as

therapy begins. This clinical understanding of
the therapy process should be employed dur-
ing the preparation phase to modify any pa-
tient expectations that appear to be overly
optimistic or idealized.

Correlations between patient and thera-
pist discrepancy scores indicated that there is
a clear dyadic interdependence when session
experiences are evaluated against expectan-
cies. Patient discrepancy scores were signifi-
cantly more positive than were therapist
discrepancy scores. For the patients, the actual
experience of therapy was generally in line
with or exceeded their expectations, suggest-
ing that for most of them, therapy was a rea-
sonably positive experience.

Overly optimistic or idealized expecta-
tions thus may not be a frequent occurrence,
but they should definitely be addressed if they
are identified early in the treatment process.
Ensuring that the patient has reasonable ex-
pectancies about the treatment experience will
militate against disappointment. Although this
point was not addressed by our analyses, it is
also possible that reasonable expectancies that
are shared by the patient and therapist would
be even more strongly associated with the
quality of the therapeutic collaboration.

Substantial expectancy–alliance relation-
ships were identified. For patients and thera-
pists, expectancies of session usefulness were
directly associated with the strength of the re-
spective alliance ratings. Beginning therapy
with the expectation that individual sessions
will be productive may help ensure that the

TABLE 7. Patient Smoothness-Ease discrepancy as a predictor of therapist reflective alliance (HAT)

Overall Partial
Step and Variable R2 ∆ R2 F df P F df P

Competing predictor: QOR
1. QOR 0.08 5.44 1,62 0.03
2. PTSED 0.14 0.06 5.03 2,61 0.01 4.26 1,61 0.05

Reverse order of main effects
1. PTSED 0.07 4.37 1,62 0.05
2. QOR 0.14 0.07 5.03 2,61 0.01 4.96 1,61 0.03
3. Interaction 0.23 0.09 6.02 3,60 0.001 7.01 1,60 0.01

2Note: QOR = quality of object relations; PTSED = patient-rated discrepancy of session Smoothness-Ease.
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therapy relationship is also productive, or at
least is perceived as productive. The therapist’s
expectancy of session comfort was directly as-
sociated with his or her rating of the reflective
alliance. This relationship suggests that if the
therapist believes he or she will be comfortable
in the therapy, again perhaps as a result of a
productive preparation, more general percep-
tions of the treatment relationship will also turn
out to be positive.

Expectancy–outcome relationships were
notably smaller in absolute value than expec-
tancy–alliance relationships. This discrepancy
supports the findings of Perotti and Hopewell,7

which suggest that expectancies may have more
direct effects on the establishment of the thera-
peutic alliance than on the actual outcome of
treatment. Expectancies regarding session
comfort were nonetheless clearly associated
with treatment benefit. For patients, who com-
pleted these ratings prior to meeting the thera-
pist, expectancies of session comfort may have
reflected “preparedness” and a positive inten-
tion to engage in meaningful self-examination.
For therapists, who completed ratings after two
sessions, expectancies regarding comfort may
have reflected positive impressions of the pa-
tient and of the potential for collaboration.

Patient expectancies of comfort were di-
rectly associated with symptom improvement
and overall adjustment in social activity and
intimate relationships. Expecting sessions to
be relatively comfortable may indicate open-
ness to the relationship with the therapist and
the process of therapy. A simple assessment of
the patient’s expectancy of session comfort
could be used as an early indicator of potential
change in symptomatic and interpersonal dis-
tress. Therapist expectancies of comfort were
directly associated with positive change on in-
dividualized objectives for therapy. Therapist
expectancies of comfort may reflect an estima-
tion of the potential for collaboration on the
patient’s problems, involving judgments about
appropriateness and capacity for therapy, the
usefulness of any preparation, and the thera-
pist’s own experience with treatment for simi-
lar problems.

Relative to expectancy ratings, the discrep-
ancy scores were less fruitful as predictor vari-
ables. Confirmation of the patient’s expectancies
was directly associated with the therapist’s reflec-
tive alliance. If the patient finds that sessions meet
or exceed expectations, the therapist’s general
perception of the therapeutic alliance is positive.
A reasonable confirmation of the patient’s ex-
pectancies may represent a therapist objective
for the early stages of therapy.

Multivariate analyses aimed at testing the
robustness of the simple relationships involv-
ing the expectancy and discrepancy variables.
The competing predictors included an index
of the patient’s capacity for healthy interper-
sonal relationships (QOR) and an established
measure of initial symptomatic distress (BDI).
The first set of regression analyses considered
the three expectancy–alliance relationships.
Initial disturbance was eliminated as a signifi-
cant predictor in one analysis, and it did not
have a significant relationship with the crite-
rion in any subsequent analyses. QOR was sig-
nificant as a competing predictor in two of three
analyses, in each case accounting for roughly 7%
of the variation in the quality of the therapeutic
alliance. In sharp contrast, expectancy was a sig-
nificant predictor in all three analyses and ac-
counted for a large proportion (16%–40%) of
variation in the alliance. The prediction provided
by QOR and expectancy was additive.

This finding has implications for the selec-
tion and preparation of patients for short-term
interpretive therapy. A capacity to establish a
good working relationship (selection) and the
expectation that work will occur comfortably
and productively during therapy sessions
(preparation) are strongly associated with a
positive therapeutic alliance.

The second set of regression analyses
tested the three expectancy–outcome relation-
ships. A similar pattern of findings emerged.
QOR was predictive of improvement in two
of three analyses. In all three analyses, the
expectancy variable made a significant single
or additional contribution to the prediction.
Expectancy accounted for roughly 8% of out-
come variance in each instance.
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The third set of regression analyses con-
sidered the relationships between confirma-
tion of the two patient expectancies and the
therapist-rated reflective alliance. When the
patient discrepancy score for expected useful-
ness was used as a predictor, the familiar pat-
tern of findings emerged: both quality of object
relations and the discrepancy variable ac-
counted for significant proportions of alliance
variance, but the interaction did not. The
therapist’s rating of the general quality of the
therapeutic alliance was elevated when the pa-
tient presented with a good capacity for inter-
personal relationships and a belief in the
usefulness of the therapy process.

When the patient discrepancy score for
expected comfort was used as a predictor, all
three effects (QOR, patient discrepancy, and
the interaction) emerged as significant. Thus,
confirmation of the expectancy that sessions
would be comfortable increased the likelihood
that the patient’s capacity for satisfying rela-
tionships would be put to use in the work of
therapy. Ensuring that the patient is comfort-
able with the demands of the therapy process
prior to and during sessions allows for the de-
velopment of the best possible patient–thera-
pist relationship. This multiplicative effect
represented an important independent contri-
bution to the prediction of the therapist-rated
reflective alliance.

The final set of regression analyses was
prompted by our interest in the joint prediction
of outcome by three variables: the quality of ob-
ject relations, the therapeutic alliance, and ex-
pectancy. If expectancy accounted for outcome
variance over and above the contributions of
QOR and the alliance, this would underscore
the importance of the relationship. The results
showed that symptomatic improvement was
strongly predicted by the alliance and the pa-
tient’s expectancy of session comfort; QOR was
eliminated as a predictor when these variables
were present in the regression equation. Change
on individualized objectives was predicted by
QOR and the alliance, but not by therapist
expectancy. Change in broader overall adjust-
ment was predicted solely by the patient’s

expectancy of session comfort.
Taken together, the results of these addi-

tional analyses suggest two conclusions. First,
patient expectancies are strong predictors of
therapy outcome, but therapist expectancies
are not. Second, the patient’s capacity for a
good relationship, the patient’s expectancy
that the therapy sessions will be comfortable,
and the actual experience of a strong therapeu-
tic alliance all represent consistently strong de-
terminants of therapy benefit.

The strength of our findings with measures
of patient and therapist expectancy was some-
what of a surprise, particularly given the sim-
plicity of the expectancy rating. The findings
clearly argue for the preparation of patients for
short-term, time-limited individual psycho-
therapy. Referring therapists, or the treating
therapist at the time of a treatment contract,
should seek to reinforce moderate patient ex-
pectancies. Overly high expectancies are likely
to be painfully disconfirmed and perhaps in-
crease the likelihood of a treatment dropout.
Reasonable expectancies represent one goal
for the patient’s preparation for therapy. In
terms of expectancies regarding session useful-
ness, the patient should understand that each
session contributes to overall benefit and by
itself is unlikely to have dramatic effects on the
presenting problem.

In terms of expectancies regarding session
comfort, the patient should be clear that some
degree of session difficulty is associated with
the hard work of a successful psychotherapy.
After therapy has actually started, one aspect
of the therapist’s activity should be to engage
the patient in a “good” working process28 and
reinforce the patient when this is achieved.

Confirming an early expectancy that ses-
sions can be productive and comfortable may
make it more likely that the patient and thera-
pist will be able to establish a good working
relationship. This confirmation can also allow
the patient’s capacity for healthy relationships
to come more fully to the fore in the therapy
process. In turn, the patient’s actual experience
of a strong alliance can be the foundation for
a successful treatment outcome.
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2Most of the articles that have been published in this Grand Rounds section to date
have described psychotherapy case histories. The current piece from the Payne
Whitney Clinic at The New York Hospital-Cornell Medical Center is different.
Drs. Kalman and Goldstein present the results of a survey that provide empirical
support for the much discussed but little studied effects of managed care on
psychiatric practice. As might have been anticipated, psychiatrists involved in
managed care organizations reported less financial reward and less emotional
satisfaction in their private practices than did psychiatrists not involved in
managed care. The ability to conduct psychotherapy, as opposed to relegation to a
strictly psychopharmacological role, was an important component of psychiatrists’
satisfaction with practice.
  Kalman and Goldstein thus raise a key issue confronting psychiatry today:
how to preserve psychotherapy as an integral facet of psychiatric practice in an era
of managed care and cost containment. Many psychiatrists consider psychotherapy a
core aspect of their professional identity and believe that there are advantages to
psychiatrists’ conducting psychotherapy, at least with selected patient populations.
For example, plausible arguments can be raised for having a single mental health
professionalthe psychiatrist provide psychotherapy and psychopharmacology
interventions for patients who need combined treatment, and for psychiatrists to
function as psychotherapists for patients with complex or severe Axis III disorders.
  There are almost no data, however, to corroborate or contradict these
assertions. (A recent report in Psychiatric Services found that psychiatrist-
provided combined psychotherapy and pharmacotherapy cost less than split therapy,
but this research did not examine treatment outcome [Goldman et al. 1998;
49:477–482].) In the absence of proof that psychotherapy by psychiatrists is
superior to psychotherapy by other mental health professionals, cost-driven managed
care organizations have sought the latter, less expensive alternative. This is
apparently endangering the psychiatrist-psychotherapist as a species in the managed
care jungle. Research to demonstrate the particular psychotherapeutic skills of
psychiatrists, although complex to undertake, may be essential to sustain them.

—John C. Markowitz, M.D., Grand Rounds Editor
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Satisfaction of Manhattan Psychiatrists
With Private Practice
Assessing the Impact of Managed Care

T H O M A S  P .  K A L M A N ,  M . D .
M A R T I N  A .  G O L D S T E I N ,  M . D .

O V E R V I E W  O F  T H E  S T U D Y

This study surveyed a sample of Manhattan-
based private psychiatrists regarding aspects
of their professional activities: general practice
characteristics (size of practice, managed care
participation), economic factors (yearly gross
revenues, fee schedules), attitudes toward
managed care, patterns of psychotherapy de-
livery, and career satisfaction. A questionnaire
was sent to 100 randomly selected medical
school voluntary faculty with a return enve-
lope designed to ensure anonymity. Forty-
three percent of those surveyed returned
completed questionnaires. 

Gross revenues were nearly level for the
years 1993–1995; however, those psychiatrists
engaged in managed care averaged approxi-
mately 20% lower annual revenues than those
not on a provider panel.

Managed care participants were signifi-
cantly less satisfied with practice than were
nonparticipants. Respondents reported di-
minishing opportunities for the practice of
psychotherapy, and the perception that psy-
chiatry was becoming a more difficult profes-
sion was widely held across groups. 

The study data support anecdotal ac-
counts of demoralization among private prac-
tice psychiatrists, specifically documenting
lower income and professional satisfaction rat-
ings among managed care participants versus
nonparticipants.

B A C K G R O U N D

Few developments in organized medicine
have progressed as rapidly as the emergence
of managed care in the United States in the
1990s. Although not new, such managed
systems have newly dramatic prevalence.
The common purpose of all managed care
approaches is the control of health care expen-
ditures, theoretically without compromising
the quality of care administered and the well-
being of patients. As of 1995, more than 58
million Americans were receiving medical
care under the auspices of such organized
systems.1 Even in New York City, where the
establishment of managed care organizations
(MCOs) was long resisted and their growth
lagged well behind levels in other parts of the
country, their recent expansion has been ex-
plosive. Between 1993 and 1995, managed
care penetration in New York State increased
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from 23% to 31%, with a greater than 50%
increase (from 18% to 29%) in New York City
for the same time period.2

Mental health care, long feared as an enor-
mous cost item for insurance companies, has
been a featured target of managed care. In-
itially, cost control efforts were directed to-
ward reducing inpatient expenditures, since
hospitalization accounted for the bulk of costs.
Later, MCOs targeted outpatient treatment as
patients were shifted from hospitalization to
community-based management.3,4 In fact,
only psychiatry, among all medical fields, has
seen the emergence of superspecialized man-
agement entities: organizations such as Merit
Behavioral Care, American Psych Manage-
ment, and dozens more, are routinely em-
ployed by MCOs to manage the mental health
benefits of enrollees.

American psychiatry has met the advent
of managed care with combinations of tre-
pidation, hysteria, ignorance, and, not unex-
pectedly, demoralization. The American
Psychiatric Association has become polarized
by fierce critics and ardent supporters of be-
havioral health care management within its
ranks. The position of the former is well sum-
marized by Inglehart: “The application of
managed-care principles to mental health and
substance-abuse services has provoked un-
precedented turmoil in the profession by erod-
ing the autonomy of practitioners, squeezing
their incomes, and forcing them into con-
stricted new roles.”5 Conversely, proponents
hold that managed care offers enhanced access
to care for more people, and they accept the
premise that constraints on open-ended care
are necessary to prevent abuses. Other psychi-
atrists support efforts at health care reform,
hoping that control over escalating costs will
be followed by parity of insurance coverage
for treatment of mental disorders.6,7

With as many as 70% of insured Ameri-
cans receiving mental health care through
managed care systems,8 practitioners will in-
evitably be affected. Yet despite the obvious
need to assess the impact of managed care on
psychiatry, there is surprisingly little useful

information available about the impact of
managed care on private practice, which is still
the predominant delivery mode of outpatient
psychiatric treatment in the United States. The
literature currently consists of three types of
material: 1) numerous highly subjective tab-
loid-style articles, 2) a few large informal sur-
veys, and 3) a small number of systematic
surveys of heterogeneous groups of mental
health professionals.

A large 1988–1989 overview of psychia-
trists’ professional activities (N = 19,431)
documented a decline in private practice and
dramatic diversification of practice settings.9

The authors attributed these trends to eco-
nomic pressures, principally the growth of
MCOs. The proportion of psychiatrists listing
private practice as their primary work activity
declined from 58%, a majority, in 1982 to 45%
in 1988. The same study also documented the
extensive prevalence of cost-shifting (in which
psychiatrists charge higher fees to their pri-
vate, non–managed care patients) across a
broad range of services.10

A 1995 multidisciplinary survey of psy-
chotherapists (N > 200, including psychia-
trists, psychologists, social workers, and
others) documented a reduced psychotherapy
caseload among 43% of respondents, in-
creased use of time-limited techniques (a man-
aged care hallmark) in 51%, and reduced
income among 61% of psychiatrists.11 Sixty-
three percent of responding psychiatrists re-
ported an increase in disallowed claims due to
managed care.

Another study (N > 100) suggested that
psychiatrists’ incomes decline as their man-
aged care participation increases.12 The
authors (the Medical Group Management As-
sociation) noted that “psychiatrists are not ex-
pected to do well under managed care because
these organizations typically restrict psychia-
trists’ use to medication management.”

Between these few data-based surveys
and the subjective diatribes that pour forth
(“Managed Care May Save the Profiteers but
Kill the Doctors;”13 “Earning a Living: A Blue-
print for Psychiatrists;”14 “Reversing Managed
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Denial;”15 etc.), there exist several informal
surveys purporting to reflect the state of psy-
chiatric practice in this age of economic
change.

A 1993 survey of the chairs of regional
Private Practice Committees of the American
Psychiatric Association offered the following
dismal impressions:

Psychiatrists as a group have grave mis-
givings about their future and that of their
profession. A sense of anxiety and fore-
boding was expressed even by those prac-
titioners who personally were doing well.
Words such as scared, depressed, anx-
ious, apprehensive, confused, subdued,
pessimistic, and demoralized were used in
nearly all the returned questionnaires.
Many indicated that incomes were declin-
ing or were being maintained only by the
expenditure of a great deal of extra effort.
Most said that professional autonomy had
been severely eroded by managed care
and other forms of oversight.16 (p. 19)

A 1994 New York Times review of the
effects of managed care on the practice of
psychotherapy across professional disciplines
further reported lowered incomes, diminished
autonomy, and general discouragement with
private practice.17 A 1995 Wall Street Journal
series detailed changes in psychiatric practice
wrought by managed care. One article focused
on insurers’ pressuring psychiatrists and other
clinicians to minimize psychotherapy and em-
phasize medication for patients, virtually re-
gardless of diagnosis:

Managed care companies, with their man-
date to cut costs, make no bones about
their preference for treating mental health
problems with drugs. Not only do they
limit coverage for psychotherapy, they
often pay psychiatrists more per hour to
supervise drug treatment than to provide
counseling.18

Another article in the Wall Street Journal
series reported the malaise and discourage-
ment of practitioners, detailing the conflicts

within the profession described above. Noting
the 12% decline in U.S. medical school gradu-
ates who chose psychiatry residency training
between 1988 and 1994, the authors asserted
that one consequence of the economic deterio-
ration of the practice “climate” is diminishing
interest in the specialty by medical students.19

Given the conflicting passions aroused by
managed care, it is striking that so few data
exist to inform the debates that rage among
psychiatrists. This dearth of empirical infor-
mation prompted our study: an attempt to
quantify more systematically the state of pri-
vate psychiatric practice in a part of New York
City, and to assay the mood, attitudes, and
professional satisfaction of a group of prac-
titioners in the mid-1990s. Our hypotheses:
1) MCO providers would report lower profes-
sional satisfaction than non–MCO providers;
and 2) changes in practice nature (such as
decreased opportunities for performing psy-
chotherapy) and economic changes (such as
lower income) would be observed as corre-
lates for differences in satisfaction rating. In
other words, changed levels of satisfaction
would be linked to MCO-related changes in
what practitioners do and what they get paid
for doing it.

M E T H O D S

Using the alphabetical faculty directory of the
Department of Psychiatry of Cornell Univer-
sity Medical College, Payne Whitney (Man-
hattan) campus, we selected every third
nonsalaried (voluntary faculty) psychiatrist
who had been out of residency for at least
3 years and was engaged in full-time private
psychiatric practice in Manhattan. If a selected
individual did not meet these criteria, the next
name in sequence was chosen. This procedure
was followed to reach the desired N of 100
(representing a balance of feasibility and sta-
tistical adequacy). The total pool of eligible
individuals was approximately 300 from a fac-
ulty roster of nearly 500.

A mailing was sent in early 1996 to this
group of 100 asking that they anonymously
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complete a two-page questionnaire about
private psychiatric practice. A stamped, pre-
addressed envelope was included together
with a cover letter that explained the purpose
of the study and assured the addressees that
their responses would be kept confidential. A
follow-up telephone call was made 1 month
after the mailing in an attempt to maximize
returns.

The questionnaire, designed by the inves-
tigators, contained 24 items, some of which
had multiple components. Areas of inquiry
included general aspects of practice (such as
duration, participation in managed care and
Medicare, numbers of patients in treatment,
and prescribing activity for non-MD thera-
pists), economic factors (including gross prac-
tice revenues for 1993–1995, referral activity,
and fee schedules), satisfaction with aspects of
practice, and attitudes about managed care
and other issues. Some questionnaire items
related to the practice of providing medication
backup to nonmedical therapists were drawn
from a previously published validating
study.20 Overall professional satisfaction rat-
ings for two times periods, “currently” and “in
the past,” were reported via a Likert scale,
ranging from 1 = very dissatisfied to 5 = very
satisfied.

Statistical analysis (t-tests for independent
and paired samples) of responses was per-
formed by using the Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL).

R E S U L T S

Forty recipients returned completed or par-
tially completed questionnaires. An additional
7 were returned to the investigators undeliv-
ered, yielding an overall response rate of 43%
(40/93).

General Characteristics of
Respondents’ Practices

Forty-six percent of respondents identi-
fied themselves as participants in one or more
managed care programs. Eighty-seven and a

half percent reported that in the past year they
had been asked by a prospective new patient
whether they belonged to a managed care
panel. Seventy-five percent of respondents
stated that they treat Medicare patients.
Twenty-five respondents (62.5%) identified
themselves as providing psychopharma-
cologic treatment for patients treated by a
nonmedical psychotherapist, with 28% report-
ing that they were doing more medication
backup than they had 3 years earlier. General
characteristics of the respondents are listed in
Table 1.

Economics

Mean annual gross revenues of all respon-
dents from patient care showed minimal
changes during the interval surveyed:
$195,724, $203,800, and $201,267 for 1993,
1994, and 1995, respectively (a 4% increase
followed by a 1% decrease).

Differentiating respondent revenue data
according to years in practice revealed a sig-
nificant diminution in the revenue difference
between older, more veteran psychiatrists
(those in practice longer than 15 years) and
their younger colleagues. Analysis of mean
annual revenues by years in practice appears
in Table 2.

There was no statistically significant dif-
ference in the age distribution of MCO partici-
pants relative to nonparticipants.

Annual average patient care revenues dif-
fered considerably according to respondents’
managed care participation status (Table 3).

Medication Backup

Nearly two-thirds of the respondents pro-
vide medication backup for nonmedical psy-
chotherapists. Seventy-six percent of those
providing medication backup believed that
this activity involves greater liability exposure
than if they were the sole providers of care
(providing both psychotherapy and medica-
tion). Thirty-six of 37 respondents agreed with
the statement: “Medication backup could im-
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plicate the psychiatrist as legally responsible
for the patient’s treatment by the nonmedical
therapist.” Almost half of respondents who
provide medication backup (48%) feared a
decline in income should they cease to provide
such services. One hundred percent of respon-
dents (n = 40) reported that prescribing for
patients in psychotherapy with someone else
is less gratifying than providing both compo-
nents of care.

Satisfaction With Practice

The satisfaction ratings of the respondents
are listed and compared in Table 4; as noted
above, 5 is the highest level of satisfaction and
1 is the lowest.

The data indicate a significant difference
between current and past (3 years earlier)
mean levels of professional satisfaction (3.9 vs.
4.4). But when respondents’ satisfaction scores
are broken down according to managed care
participation, the decline in satisfaction from
3 years earlier appears attributable to the sub-
group of respondents who are managed care
providers (3.4 [current] vs. 4.4 [past]). In con-
trast, non–managed care participants’ satisfac-
tion scores remained steady (4.2 [current] vs.
4.4 [past]). Managed care participants and
nonparticipants did not significantly differ in
past levels of satisfaction (4.4 vs. 4.4), but did
differ significantly with respect to current sat-
isfaction (3.5 vs. 4.2; t = 2.28, P < 0.03). Half
of the respondents who were managed care
participants reported participation in greater
managed clinical activity than 3 years ago,
further suggesting that managed care partici-
pation is associated with declining profes-
sional satisfaction with practice.

Among non–managed care providers (n =
22), the most common reasons cited for non-
participation were eroded confidentiality
(73%), inadequate fees (55%), and comfort in
the solvency and security of their practices
(50%).

Thirty-three of 40 respondents (83%)
found practice more difficult now than 3 years
ago; 70% were happier in practice 3 years
ago than currently; and 70% of respondents
reported that they would not recommend a
career in private practice to a graduating psy-
chiatry resident. Seventy percent of respon-
dents felt that psychiatry as a specialty is worse

TABLE 1. General characteristics

Characteristic n %

Years in practice
 < 15 17 47.5
 > 15 23 57.5
Number of active patients
 < 25 11 27.5
 25–40 19 47.5
 > 40 10 25.0
MCO panelist
 Yes 18 45.0
 No 22 55.0
Treat Medicare patients
 Yes 30 75.0
 No 10 25.0
Medication backup
 Yes 25 62.5
 No 15 37.5

2Note: MCO = managed care organization.

TABLE 2. Mean annual revenues by years in practice

Category 1993 1994 1995

Practicing < 15 yrs
 (n = 12, 13, 13) $135,417 $157,308 $158,308
Practicing > 15 yrs
 (n = 17, 17, 17) $238,294 $239,353 $234,118
Difference $102,877  $82,045  $75,810
t-test of difference t = 3.18, P < 0.004 t = 2.34, P = 0.027 t = 2.00, P = 0.055
All respondents
 (n = 29, 30, 30) $195,724 $203,800 $201,267
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off in the current economic climate than other
medical specialties.

As shown in Table 5, where revenue data
are combined with satisfaction scores, the in-
creasing income disparity between MCO par-
ticipants and nonparticipants parallels an
increasing satisfaction rating disparity.

D I S C U S S I O N

This study was undertaken to provide more
information about the current state of New
York City private psychiatric practice in the
context of the growth of managed care
through the mid-1990s. The investigators
hoped to discover whether data support per-
vasive subjective impressions of pessimism
and disillusionment that informal discussions
with colleagues and the aforementioned anec-
dotal literature suggest. Unfortunately, the re-
sults appear to support many of the common
perceptions.

Although satisfaction scores seem accept-
able (mean satisfaction score for all respon-
dents was 3.9 of a possible 5), they may
actually constitute a disappointing result when
one considers that private practice represents
the chosen career activity of these highly
trained professionals affiliated with a promi-
nent medical college.

Examining satisfaction ratings according
to managed care provider status lent support
to the hypothesis that the changes wrought by
managed care are indeed affecting the satisfac-
tion of practitioners. Respondents participat-
ing in managed care were significantly less
satisfied than counterparts who were not
MCO-affiliated. Further support for the notion
that managed care participation negatively af-

fects professional satisfaction comes from the
significant decline in satisfaction ratings of
managed care providers compared with their
ratings 3 years earlier. This decrease suggests
that exposure to managed care takes its toll
over time on the satisfaction of practitioners.
Again, non-MCO providers reported no sig-
nificant change in professional satisfaction
over the three-year interval.

A major short-term cost-cutting (though
not necessarily long-term cost-effective) strat-
egy of managed care involves selectively refer-
ring patients for psychotherapy to nonmedical
professionals whose rates of remuneration are
significantly lower than those of psychiatrists.
Thus, MCO psychiatrists are decreasingly
providing psychotherapy to managed care pa-
tients, their role being often limited to brief
“med-check” visits. Increased competition for
psychotherapy patients has compelled many
psychiatrists to take on more medication backup
cases to maintain their incomes. This constella-
tion of circumstances (psychiatrists economi-
cally bound to continue providing a service that
is less gratifying yet involves greater liability
exposure) would seem to yield a climate antago-
nistic to professional satisfaction.

A study by Simon and Born20 of physi-
cians’ 1994 incomes across all specialties re-
vealed a 4% decrease from the previous year.
In our study, respondents’ incomes increased
by 4% during the 1993–1994 interval and
subsequently fell by 1% for 1994–1995. Be-
cause Manhattan has lagged behind the rest of
the country in managed care penetration, a
delayed income decline among Manhattan
psychiatrists is not surprising. The authors of
the national survey suggest that physicians’
incomes are a useful barometer for tracking

TABLE 3. Mean revenues, in dollars, by managed care provider status

Variable 1993 1994 1995

MCO participant 177,571 183,933 179,286
MCO nonparticipant 212,667 223,667 220,500
Difference   35,096   39,734   41,214

2Note: MCO = managed care organization.
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changes in the economic climate in which
medicine is practiced; specifically, they sug-
gest that income statistics are valid as a tool for
tracking the impact of managed care.20 In our
study, even though the finding did not achieve
statistical significance, it is striking that non–
managed care psychiatrists achieved gross in-
comes that were 20% to 23% greater than the
mean incomes for managed care participants
during the 3 years surveyed.

As noted, the increasing income disparity
between MCO participants and nonparticipants
paralleled an increasing satisfaction rating

disparity (Table 5). But those results also show
that money alone cannot explain declining
satisfaction scores among managed care par-
ticipants. A revenue disparity existed in 1993,
when satisfaction scores were approximately
equal, suggesting that other aspects of man-
aged care participation (more clinical over-
sight, for example) may contribute to
declining professional satisfaction.

The implications of our findings for pa-
tient care are collectively ominous. Dimin-
ished professional satisfaction and economic
compensation may lead current practitioners

TABLE 5. Mean annual revenues, in dollars, and satisfaction ratings according to managed care partici-
pation

Variable 1993 1994 1995

Mean revenues
 MCO participant 177,600 184,000 179,300
 MCO nonparticipant 212,700 224,000 220,500
 Difference  35,100  40,000  41,200
 Percent difference 20% 22% 23%
Satisfaction scores
 MCO participant 4.41 3.50
 MCO nonparticipant 4.41 4.23
Comparison No significant difference t = 2.28, P = 0.028

2Note: MCO = managed care organization. Satisfaction scores are ratings on the questionnaire of past versus 
current satisfaction.

TABLE 4. Mean satisfaction scores by subgroup

Satisfaction
Comparison Score n t P

All respondents, current 3.9
All respondents, past 4.4
 t-test 39 2.88 0.006
MCO participants, current 3.5
MCO nonparticipants, current 4.2
 t-test 18,22 2.28 0.028
MCO participants, past 4.4
MCO nonparticipants, past 4.4
 t-test NS
MCO nonparticipants, current 4.2
MCO nonparticipants, past 4.4
 t-test NS
MCO participants, current 3.4
MCO participants, past 4.4
 t-test 17 3.52 < 0.003

2Note: MCO = managed care organization; NS = not significant.
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away from patient care and deter promising
potential clinicians from establishing practices
as they choose less embattled career paths.
Over time psychiatric practitioners of psycho-
therapy may diminish in number, leaving this
work to the nonmedically trained and jeopard-
izing the welfare of patients whose care would
lack the relevant and often mandatory medical
perspective and expertise. At the very least,
declining professional satisfaction can yield a
dangerously fertile environment for negative
countertransference.

As with most questionnaire surveys, nu-
merous caveats apply to interpretation of these
data. The questionnaire, an original construc-
tion, appears to meet the requirements of face
validity (for instance, individual items mani-
festly address issues that relate to an assess-
ment of satisfaction with practice),21 but it lacks
replication or control through other uses or
studies. Especially vulnerable to criticism is the
retrospective assay of past satisfaction. However,
prior to its distribution the questionnaire was
reviewed by experienced researchers, resulting
in revisions that achieved consensus accept-
ability. Another concern involves the response
rate and hence the representativeness of the
respondents. For mailed surveys, a response rate
of 50% is generally considered adequate for data
analysis and reporting;21 the current work, with
a rate of 43%, falls below that level.

Further reasons for caution in interpreting
the generalizability of the results are that this
study canvassed a particular geographic re-
gion (New York City) and a particular eco-
nomic market (the upper east side of
Manhattan). However, the service delivery re-
gion we looked at may represent, for reasons
already mentioned, one of the final frontiers
of managed care’s impact on psychiatry,
thereby providing a fertile substrate for assess-
ing managed care’s current influence on pri-
vate practice. Offsetting this shortcoming is
the likely representativeness of the respon-
dents. Since the questionnaire was mailed to a
randomly selected subgroup drawn from a
homogeneous population (voluntary faculty,
full-time private practitioners), there is little

reason to suspect significant variation among
respondents, nonrespondents, and those who
were not included in the mailing.

Yet despite these caveats, the dilemma
seems clear: without managed care participa-
tion, a practitioner may lack an adequate flow
of new patients, so the future may mandate a
reconciliation to lower earnings and adminis-
trative oversight. MCOs have not had diffi-
culty filling their provider panels, suggesting
that the fear of declining patient flow with
nonparticipation in managed care has so far
outweighed the decreased compensation for
working in such settings.

Perhaps the greatest irony in this still-
evolving saga is that the upheaval may be
unwarranted: outpatient psychiatric practice
may never have contributed to the runaway
expenditures that so alarmed third-party pay-
ers.22 As reforms aimed at inpatient abuses
spread, the private psychiatrist became caught
up in the juggernaut of cost-control mecha-
nisms and oversight. Hymowitz remarked in
a Wall Street Journal article:

What’s really sad is that outpatient ther-
apy was never part of the rising-cost prob-
lem. Even when therapy benefits were
very generous, every study showed that
85% of patients ended treatment before
the 25th visit on their own. . . . In addi-
tion, utilization rates have been steady for
15 or 20 years. There really is no reason
to manage outpatient therapy, and the
management of it costs almost as much as
the therapy itself. . . . The big cost prob-
lem was inpatient care. . . . The average
number of outpatient therapy visits has been
six to eight (per patient) for decades . . . so
trying to clamp down on outpatient services
to control costs doesn’t make sense.8

Q U E S T I O N S  A N D  A N S W E R S

A B O U T  M A N A G E D  C A R E

T R E N D S

Q: What can we as psychiatrists do about the
trends you report?

A: Well, on the provider side, if psychiatrists
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refused to join MCOs, that would have an
impactbut there’s no sign of that being
remotely possible. There is no shortage of
psychiatrists willing to join MCO provider
panels.

Q: You have focused on provider-side satis-
faction. Is there any good information re-
garding satisfaction on the consumer side?

A: Not much. One reason for this, especially
in psychotherapy delivery, is that as quality
assessment becomes more data-driven, the
issue of patient confidentiality remains a large
and unresolved problem. But large numbers
of anecdotal reports of dissatisfaction with
quality are showing signs of producing ef-
fectsfor instance, in the form of possible
federal legislation leading to better MCO
quality assessments (such as HMO report
cards) and guaranteeing patient rights.

Q: Satisfaction is a complex concept. Are
you sure your survey elicited all the impor-
tant determinants that affect professional

satisfaction for your study sample?
A: No. In fact, we’re sure that it didn’t. More

detailed demographic data, better measure-
ment of putative MCO-related practice ef-
fects, and consideration of factors related to
the overall medical economic environment
are crucial additional points that future
studies should incorporate.

Q: Given that we will never go back to the
old ways and that cracks are appearing in
the managed care system, do you see any
signs of going to a single-payer system?

A: It may be on the horizon, but relatively
far off. When President Clinton’s federal
health care initiative was defeated, insur-
ance companies were empowered to create
their own product. So given the relatively
recent political defeat of a national health
plan, and the economic power of health
insurance companies, it’s unlikely that a
federally based single-payer system will
arise in the near future.
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The Symptom-Context Method:
Symptoms as Opportunities in
Psychotherapy

By Lester Luborsky
Washington, DC, American Psychological
Association, 1996, 422 pages, ISBN
1-55798-354-2, $39.95

Reviewed by Myron F. Weiner, M.D.

Lester Luborsky has been a psychotherapy
researcher for 50 years. In this compli-

cated and data-filled volume, which contains
much work published earlier, he summarizes
his work on examining events in individual
psychotherapy through contemporaneous re-
cordings. His technique, the symptom-context
method, analyzes by the Core Conflictual Re-
lationships Theme (CCRT) method the con-
text in which symptoms occur or are reported
in psychotherapy.

After describing the origins of his method
and his techniques of data collection and
analysis, Luborsky presents material on the
results of the CCRT method for determining
the context of both psychological and psycho-
physiological phenomena. Psychological phe-
nomena include momentary forgetting and
depressive mood shifts occurring within psy-
chotherapy sessions and the reporting of
phobic symptoms occurring outside the thera-
peutic situation. Psychophysiologic phenom-
ena include abdominal pain, migraine-like
headache (subjective perceived phenomena),
and petit mal seizures and premature ventricu-
lar contractions of the heart (physiologic
events). He contrasts symptomatic behaviors
(a symptom defined as something that impairs
function) with nonsymptomatic behaviors
that occur in psychotherapylaughing, self-
touching, crying (in a family therapy)and
he also includes touching of treasured objects
by young children in day care. The book
concludes with application of the symptom-
context technique to psychotherapy.

In Luborsky’s intraindividual method,

each person serves as his or her own control.
Multiple raters blinded to the symptomatic
behavior or physiologic event determine the
predominant context in which it occurs during
psychotherapeutic sessions by sampling a seg-
ment of 50 to 500 words from process notes or
tape recordings before and after the behavior
or physiologic event occurs or is reported.

From these samples, raters formulate
themes, which are then contrasted with themes
from portions of sessions in which no symp-
tom emerges or was reported. Sessions as a
whole are rated by the CCRT method to
ascertain the central relationship patterns that
emerge from the narratives (what the patient
wanted from the other person, how the other
person responded, and how the patient re-
sponded in turn).

By this method, Luborsky reports, for exam-
ple, that momentary forgetting during psycho-
therapy was associated with Involvement with
Therapist, Rejection, Helplessness, Hopeless-
ness, and Hostility to Therapist. He suggests that
an individually specific theme precedes a
symptom that arises in psychotherapy.

With regard to depressive mood shifts
during treatment, he finds support for the dy-
namic theories of depression and for a depres-
sive cognitive style. Luborsky holds that his
method will be a valid basis for testing theories
of symptom formation. He predicts that future
researchers will learn more about the biology
of symptom formation, but that they will al-
ways continue to find that psychological issues
are contributing factors.

With regard to the technique of psycho-
therapy, in Luborsky’s view his work shows
that for treatment to be effective, it is important
to interpret the main symptom-context theme
while not alienating the patient and while
maintaining the therapeutic alliance. The
symptom-context theme (usually Hopeless-
ness, Lack of Control, Anxiety, Feeling
Blocked, or Helplessness) parallels the CCRT,
whose resolution is held to be associated with
positive outcome of therapy. Thus, dynamic
therapists may need to attend more directly to
the origin of symptoms, and behavior thera-
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pists may need to increase their attention to
the context in which symptoms occur.

The strength of Luborsky’s method is its
capacity to detect the psychological determi-
nants of symptom formation that occurs dur-
ing and outside of psychotherapeutic sessions.
A weakness of his method is that it equates
therapy outcome with CCRT resolution. One
cannot argue that a good therapeutic result is
prima facie evidence of having achieved a
thorough CCRT resolution. The result may be
unrelated to CCRT resolution. Another weak-
ness in terms of outcome is the absence of a
control condition in which CCRT resolution
was not used, or even a placebo condition.
Who can say that CCRT resolution is any
better than placebo or medication?

The strength of this book is the rigorous
application of a specific technique to a variety
of psychological and physiologic events. Go-

ing through the data is tedious, but the exten-
sive data presented make it clear that Lubor-
sky’s conclusions are externally validated
rather than based on the clinical impressions
that may often be misleading.1 Not for the
average clinician, this book is for those inter-
ested in the process of scientific psychotherapy
research.

Dr. Weiner is professor and vice-chairman for clini-
cal services in the Department of Psychiatry, Uni-
versity of Texas Southwestern Medical Center,
Dallas, TX.
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