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ABSTRACT _

) Becoming a,psychotherapist involves more than

acquiring skills and knowledge. It involves a change in the way the

psychotherapist trainee sees eimself. Proponents of most .

psychotherapeutic modalities Packnowledge that a clinician's o .

fundamental clinical tool is his self. The therapist's self is e

involved in the spontaneous proéess of psychotherapeutic interaction "%

and in the psychoanalytic concept of empathy. Trainees in B

psychotherapy must bring together their persgonal identity and, the

rols of psychotherapist and must resolve the struggle between -

personal self and therapist self by splitting or by integration. When
conceptu‘hizing the development of the psychothera ist'ﬁgidentity,

_six aspects of that ,idéntity may be considered: (1) the“unique
interaggtion betweenfthe psychotherapist's personal identity and the
profegsional role; (2) the feeling of being a psychotherapist as

t opposed to the feeling of playing the role of psychotherapist; (3)
being or feeling like a therapist in one's day—to-day life; (4)
identification with a particular psychotherapeutic figure,
theoretical model, or, institution; (5) the level of integration of
personal identity and the professionaf_role; and (6) the expectations
that the psychotherapist has of his work. A better understanding of
the ‘identity transformation of psychotherapitt trainees will ‘
facilitate both the teaching and the learning of psychotherapy.
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to sh0w how a notion of the development of a theraplst S

. own, ways, they also must use themselves to understhnd their -

-

A : ! L SR

Becoming a Psychotherapist: 7 - '

’ . “
. ; . Issues of Identity‘Transformation Sy o
3 )' -~

Becomlng a psychotheraplst 1nvolves more ‘than acquis1tlon
¥ skills and knowlédge. _It~1nvolves trans1tlon 1n~the~way . f
a person'learning to be a psychotherapist sees.him of herself.
In this presentation I would Iike to do two thinész }irst, -‘ . -l

£

1d8ntlty should be central in our conceptuallzatlon of

e e e
»

what is 1nvolved in the process of becomlng a psychotherapist
and, second to present six hspects of the concept of the - h i.

» . g R
psychotheraplst S identity which, when applled to the g ' \{
|

‘context of theraplsts tralnlng,or research, can help/to o
organize our observatlons. . ‘ . ' i ' ' - 3
Who a psychotherapist is as a person ls intimately ' AS
‘'related to who she or he 15 as a therap{st. Proponents of | .a.z
most psychotherapeutic modallties acknowledge that a,
‘clinician's fundamental cllnlcal tool 1s hls or her self.

i ] . | . . )
Not only must therapists enact their knowledge in-their \

¥

patlants and éo find ways of 1nterven1ng on, thelr behalf

[ .

There is no script for what haopens in ‘therapy. Theoretical
understandlng can guide the theraplst but 1t cannot creaté'.' ‘ A
the spontaneous, process of psychotherapeutlc 1nteraction; .1 . "
sthat comes from the_theraplst and the " patlent as people.
Another.example of the“importance of the therapist's ‘ '§5

self -is contained'in the psychoand!&tic concept of empathy.

e
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In order to be empathetic-—whioh is at the core .of dOing,
therapy —the therapist must 1dentify with the patient on
some level. The empathetlcﬁhe}:apl\st finds the patient in

parts of him or herself

Thus, in order to dé psychotherapy one cannot s1mply s R

act/as a psychotherapist One must become a psychotherapist
and bring the self into the therapeutic work. This transformation

into being a therapist- involVing bringing the self into
A .
the work is an essential feature of the- development of the

concept of the psychotherapist’s identity.

N

Given that the self 1is so intimately involved, the

L

trainee has the task of bringlng together his or her personal

3

identity and the role of psychotherapist Ideally, as the

trainee develops, psychotherapy moves from being seen as

)

"what I do" towards being perceived as "who I am"., In this

. . . ‘
process, who the trainee is as a person is profoundly

effected. There is often a struggle between personal self

and therapist self which may be resolved by splitting or,
preferably,by integratron.

‘Now I would like to elaborate on the concept of the

,psychotherapist's identity by describing six aSpects of this -

identity which I have, derived fromthemes in the literatuyre,

from personal experience, and' from interviews with-psychotherapy
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.traditional theoretlcal 1n81ghts anew and enact psycho-

— . )

& The fifst agpect of the psychotheranist'a identity |

\
refers, to the unique 1nteraction between the;psychotherap;st S

- personal identlty anﬁ _the profesa;onal role.. Psychotneraplsts

'take up the teachings of the field —the theoretical orientations

and clinical techniques —in their own unique ways and express

. ’ L) .
then with personal style. The teachings influence who the

Hpsychotherapists become as people in that they inform

theiry thoughts Hnd actlons. The psychotheraplsts themselves

-~
-

play a role in shaping what meaning the theories will have °

for them and how the technlques will be enacted.
Integratfbn of the personal 1dent1ty and the profe881onal

role is seen here as. a ¢ontinuous process of development | -
.-
rather than as a 81ngle termlnable task. Even in theoretical

modalities which are highly specifit and exhausgtive,

psychotheraplstS'must Tlnd their own Way to experlence
.

therapeutlc technlques so that they are an extension of the i

self rather than mere imitation. ! .

This aspect of the definition of the psychotheraplst S

1dent1ty 1mp11es a not%on of 1nteraction between the ,person -

and the profess1qn and a unlqueneéi_of that 1nteractlon.

- The secondAaepect f the therdapist's identity refers
] ist's ‘

'te the feeling of being a psychotherapist as~apbosedvto the .

feeling of*playing the role of a psychotherapist. This can. .
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" be on a conscious level in the form of feellng natural or,‘
authentlc when do%ng therapy or._ belng able to confidently
present oneself to’ others as a psychotheraplst Or it can
be on an.unaonsclous level in the form of an ajr of confldenee
rather than falsehess about one's work as a therapist or the
approaohing'bf life from a psychologically—minded.perspective
both in’ therapy and out. ‘ | . Y g ’

‘At later stages of peychotheraplsts development this o

aspect of their identity may involve a transformation

14

from psyohotherapy as “what I do"'to psychotheraplst as "who
I am". Again, I wan't to empha31ze the developmental
nature of thie_as;ect of identity. What it means to "be
~a therapist"” can change over time.for the individual. : Z

Thus, whether or'not;tne individoal feels as if she or he
is playing a‘role or not can also change over time.

Some therapists feél as'if they are nlayingfa role : ]
in therapy to the extent thgt‘there is a split békween.how |
they act in therapy and how they act outside*of-it.l,other
theraplste base thelr feeling of authenticity as theraplsts
on how successful their work is w1th patlents.

-

a2
A third notlon’of tH psyohotheraplst d 1dent1ty

involves beingﬁ‘% feeling like a therap;st 1n one's day-to-dgy

i [ . ! . .,
life. This refers to a continuity oﬁjfeellngs, conscious

and unconscilous, of being a psychotherapist=6that is, one

v L3 b : : 4 e . P R




- : - ¢ ., 7 )
: fwho helps others throug% interperson;l‘contact, oﬁe Qho
sees beneath the surfaceé of tﬂgughts and actfons of the S ..
. self and others, one~who is responsible for others) at ,
“all timesr—not'just when doingitherapy; This oafriex*witﬁ |
it.botﬁ positive and negative connotations.‘ T can be -
represented by steredtypical rigidity, lack of spontanelty or
(__ * an analytic pseudo~ob3ect1vity in settings where thls is ' '\
oppressive. It can hinder creat1v1ty, make others uncomfortab%e
. or lntlmidated and make the,psychotheraplst him or herself .‘ C s
feel locked in to a stilted and draihing way of seeing the ‘
world., In a more positivé sense it can make others feel |

more, at ease, provide far more intense, facilitative
4

. relationships with others and priovige for a richer experience

+

-

., of life.’ - "
 The way that the psychotherapist‘s identity is integfated
into his or .her life seems 1mportant in dlctatlng the _ .
types of proélems or beneflts that arlse. Some may find .g o

it easier than othgfs to act dlfferently when outslde the

N

context of therapy from the ways they aot as theraplsts,
while stlll feellng gatural about themselves. leferent ' .
types of psychotherapeﬁtlc 1dent1ties ‘may 1nvolve dlfferlng
\\ ."Q degrees of flexlbllﬁty in terms of how t® therapist is
able to think and act both,in and out of'psycho%herapy'

sessions. Feeling like a therapist all of .the time seems
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- A fourth aSpeCt of the‘psychotheraplsts 1dent1ty ' —
% ¥ Y-

consists of ldentificaxlon w&th a«Dartlcular pschothepgpeutic-

s’ >

figure, theoretical model or 1nst1tut1d§r Thls can involve Coe L
t N -

taking on a persona, bellefs or feellngs of.thd@ figuré,_

~
-

4 model or institution on conscious or unconscious levels. .

Psychotherapists become in par%, as do all persons; the

¢ - ‘. ’

people that they haVé known_(eug;i supervisors, famous 3 o . _
theorists, teaéhers,-training analysts, parents), the |
theoretical -models that -fhey have been exposed to (e.g., - -
psychodynamic, humanistic, behavioral) or tﬁe.institutions
with wﬁich they héve-been affiliated.(e g., graduate
training pregram, psychotherapy clinic, psychoanalytlc ‘ ' il‘ o
institute). Often these aré overlapplhg. ‘ -
! Such identifications can be seen as<aﬁalbgous.to o .,
parental identification of early. chlldhoodlbut occunrlng -t |
1atef in llfe and not leylng as perva81ve a role in defining’ B
'(completely who the person will Db¥e, since the personal 1dent1ty N
is laréély formed by that time., The ways in Which'the parental 

identifications have occurred in the past may'be said to

S
J | dictate the ways in which the future identifications will . e
i ) . . - o o Y
"( emerge. For example, if as a child a personfs'identificatggn ' SN
with his parents tovk the form of ? complete and rigid // .
H . I \_‘~ .. . . " .. ’ \ N e:
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- ‘sdlvBs’ as theraplsts. Thls 1nvolves the moving towards
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adoption of the beliefs and behaviors of the parentsz/wé L

might expect that!@erson -as a therapist to take on a t eoretical
fmodes and therapeutic technique in a similarly complete. and
rlgid manner. Conversely, if a personlgjidentlficatlons

with her-parents took the‘form of selectiVe'inxegrationYof
Qarious aspests of the parents with parts of herself

we could expect that her theoretical orlentatlon and therapeut&c
‘work would .be equally 1ntegrated and individually creatlve.
’ThlS aspect of the psychotheraplst s identity is important

for cons1deratlons of training experlences in which. tra}nees
develop such 1dent1f1cations w1th those whom they °

céme irr contact with. . v N

The fifth aspect of the therapist\s Ldentlty is .the

'leyel of integratior of personal 1dent1ty and the profess1onal

>
'.ro£§. This aspett suggests the contlnuous procesg of psycho-

therapists"'’ learnlng-to be themselwes and learnlngrto be

~prychotherap1sts‘_pq.of f ding satlsfactory coexistence ,

(or,_perhaps, unity) between their personal selves and thelr

N

belng able to bring the personal self into the psycho-
.
therapeutic setting. It also 1mp11es that the therapist self
does not compromise the therapist's personhoqd.. Ideally,* .
]

outside of the therapy context th%Ltherapist becomes more

able to act in the full range of normal expressions N\

. _ . 7
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including snger, sexuality, childishness and humor as the

. . . ) .
- ' - !\ ‘
’ . . ~»
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.therapeutic identity becomes more secure. -I must stress that
’” o - . b

this increasing integration of the personal self and the "
therapist*self'need-not‘lmplx a rigidifidafionloutside of

therapytor a'oasnalness in the'therapy context. Rather, it

'_lmplies a notlon of‘eaoh self informing and hopefully, ', ’

enriching the ofher. ' f ) AN s
A gixth and final ‘aspect of the psycHoﬂﬁerapist's

identity to which I want to refer is the expectatlons that

the;psyohothergplst has of his or "her work Psycnptheraplsts

have expectations on conscious and uncons¢ious- levelsg of
. L : ‘ (evels
having certain types of effects on either. all patients or- .’

-

/ . . o
particu%ﬂj sybgroups of patlents. The scope‘ofsucj felf- 4 - o
o é ) *

) L ’ . .
expectatlons can be highly varlable. A general casé ‘wonld

be- that of pSychotheraplsts who have a basic oénfldence in
their work.“ Similarly, some psychotheraplsts might have

serious reservatlons about whether or not they can db much

good for anyone. Such doubts can be focussed on the . y .

entire enterprlse of psychotherapy or solely on the partlcular~
1nd1v1dual s feelings of competenceml_Mdre specific types of

self—expectatlon can take the form of confldenee or apprehensions
, l )
about cerjtain types of clients (e.g., therapiﬂts who claim,

[

"I work better with w‘men," or "Aotlng—out adolescents are
. i

my specialty," or "Depressed patients are the hardest-to

-

empathize-wi}n.").
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A therapist can have a readily spec1fiable rationale —

17

defens;Ve or facilltatlve-for self- expectation or ‘it can

v taketthe form of a less artlculated feeling that.the tﬁerapist :
/.V / . : : ) [
« ,has about'%he_work(i : .

I : ' ' . |
T ‘ﬂ " I .want to poin% out that these—aSpects of a defini}ion BN
N .

are intended as-a atartlng p01nt for conceptuallzlng the
}

v

-~

1
///development of the psychotheraplst S identlty They are

o

~

" by no means mutually exclu81ve and perhaps they are not "

equally salient to - the experlence_of the tralnae.

Ta conclude, becohing a psychotherapist involves a
process of 1dent1ty transformation in whlcg\ﬁralnees
bring together. who they are as people with- the role of.
psycﬁotherapist. The more'complete our uﬁdératanding of
this developmental process can - be, the better: p081tlon we

«

will be 1n to fac1lltate the teaching and learnlng of -

3 ' : -~

psychotherapy. ; - ' : ‘ o
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