Dr Peter Dale: Clients’ and therapists’ perceptions of the psychotherapeutic process: a study of adults abused as children. Abstract: ( P. Dale 1996


Clients’ and therapists’ perceptions of the psychotherapeutic process: a study of adults abused as children

PhD thesis, 1996

Dr Peter Dale

Abstract

Much clinical material has been published over the last decade advocating specific forms of therapy to help adults who were abused as children to recover from the consequences of abuse. In contrast, there is a dearth of research which has examined the effectiveness of such therapy. This study therefore explored perceptions of helpful and unhelpful factors in therapy with this category of clients. 

A total of fifty-three in-depth interviews were undertaken with a sample that included adults abused as children who had received therapy, therapists working with this client group, and therapists-who-were-abused-as-children. Data was analysed in accordance with grounded theory principles.

Findings indicate that there are many similarities in helpful and unhelpful factors in therapy between the experiences of abused clients and a general client population. However, certain aspects of therapeutic contexts and relationships appear to have specific impact and meaning for an abused client group, especially when they have little prior knowledge or experience of therapy. 

These include challenges in the development of trust in the working alliance, the influence of therapists as representations of significant others, dilemmas regarding talking about the abuse, and a strong tendency of many such clients not to communicate inner feelings of dissatisfaction with therapy. In addition, the task of working therapeutically with the impact of memories of abuse is unique to this client group. However, the analysis suggests that the current polarity in the ‘false memory’ controversy is unrepresentative of the breadth of clients’ experiencing in relation to memories.

The study suggests that it is simplistic for adults who were abused as children to be categorised as a unitary group. Nevertheless, there are certain aspects of therapy with such clients which do merit particular attention to increase the prospect of perceived helpful outcome, and to minimise the possibility of therapy being ineffective, unhelpful, or at worst, retraumatising.
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