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Reflective piece ðwhat burdens me and supports 
me in my therapeutic work?

Qualitative research with Irish 
psychologists practising psychotherapy

Brief look at the literature

Review and discussion



¾Reflexive journals completed while on 

psychodynamic psychotherapy training 

workshops 2010

¾28 Irish psychologists ðwho are they?
ÅMajority clinical (23)

ÅMajority female (26)

ÅVariety of services around Ireland, 50% HSE

ÅSpread of experience:

¶one-third < 5yrs, one -third 6 -10yrs, one-third >11yrs

ÅNearly all (24) have engaged in personal therapy



¾25 of the 28 left journals with me

¾IPA (Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis) with 7 journals:
ÅAll clinical psychologists

ÅFull set of journal entries for all 4 workshops

ÅIndividual òmeaning-makingó explored

ÅDescriptive, linguistic & conceptual analysis

ÅEmergent themes and super -ordinate themes 

identified



¾Thematic analysis with remaining 18 

journals to look for further evidence of 

themes identified in IPA

¾Independent researcher validated the 

qualitative analysis as thorough, credible 

and representative of the data



ÅAll 7; all 25Interpersonal 
challenge                    

ÅAll 7; 23 (of 25)Impact on energy                               

ÅAll 7; 22 (of 25) Emotional impact

ÅAll 7; 15 (of 25)Self-doubt

Å5 (of 7);  

9 (of 25)

Stress of service 
demands                



ÅAll 7; all 25Need to develop/affirm 
therapeutic understanding & skills                   

ÅAll 7; 19 (of 25)Personal awareness & development 
needs                               

ÅAll 7; 19 (of 25) Need for reflective space

ÅAll 7; 16 (of 25)Need for validation

ÅAll 7;         

12 (of 25)

Self-care needs                



¾ I feel privileged to work in a job where I can meet 
people at a very personal level. (P19)

¾ I feel helpless in relation to this client, and am 
thinking that I am using a great deal of energy and 
going nowhere, like a hamster in a wheel. (P2)

¾ I feel like a child with a distant, softly dismissive 
mother....At some level the client feels cold and aloof 
and I feel weak in the presence of that. (P9) 

¾I was thinking of how I can tolerate being the òbad 
motheró and her anger and potential hatred of me. 
(P23)



¾ Overall I feel a sense of energy and excitement with my 

work. (P14)

¾...Iõm quite exhausted and clawing my way towards the 

weekend! (P5)

¾ I feel quite energetic at present although I find that when 

a client is having particular difficulties or is having a 

crisis that can pull me down and drain me for at least a 

few days. (P6)

¾ Feeling tired coming near the holidays and looking 

forward to a complete break from client work... The work 

I do is very challenging and emotionally exhausting . 

(P10)



¾ With clients, I have on occasion òteared upó in sessions and 

seem to empathise hugely with their felt sense of sadness ð

makes me feel vulnerable as therapist ðbut also v. v. 

genuine and human. (P1)

¾ She gives me the feeling that people describe against 

people who deliberately self harm for the sake of getting 

attention. So I suppose I feel angry, impotent, drained, 

resentful, irritated, scared sometimes.  BUT there are times 

when I feel enormous compassion for this woman. (P5) 

¾ Trying to breathe and ground myself and relax and be 

open to what is coming up...Wondering how much 

anger/anxiety/ avoidance gets in the way of working 

effectively. (P13)



¾...I put myself under pressure to ômoveõ and ôfixõ 
things. It inevitably leads to me feeling drained and 
like a fraud. (P5)

¾ I wonder will I ever be discovered for faking it.  
Perhaps I donõt really believe in what I am doing? 
(P9) 

¾ In client work, biggest fear often fear of not knowing 
where this is going, will I get found out?  (P16)

¾The bit I find most challenging is when the client and 
myself are feeling a lack of movement ðI then feel so 
responsible and pressured ðam I up to this??!  (P21)



¾ I am tired and just feel drained ðlike there are just 
too many demands at the moment.  And I think in 
that there is a threat of just getting through the 
session so that I can say the person was seen... (P5)

¾ I really love working therapeutically with people 
but it can get in on me at times.  Particularly when 
it comes to the broader dynamics and emotions of 
working within a team and a system. (P11)

¾Also conscious of increased stress at work ð
struggling to keep up my client load ðsomewhat 
overwhelmed ðno space for reflection/learning. 
(P13)



¾Iõm excited at the start of todayõs workshop, because 

I think today is going to provide an opportunity for 

some learning and reflection... (P3)

¾Some anticipatory anxiety about the day but also a 

sense of expectation of learning and discovery.... 

Aware of perhaps unrealistic wish for òall the 

answersó after today ðhave to remind myself that 

this is an ongoing process! (P17)

¾ Looking forward to the learning aspect ðalways feel 

invigorated and keen to go back to engage with 

clients after this (P7)



¾ I think that the hook for me regarding therapy (i.e., being a 

therapist) is that I need to feel helpful.  This is because Iõm 

terrified of feeling a failure... I need to work on this area 

personally as Iõm surprised by the force of my vulnerability 

but a very useful and profound insight for me. (P2)

¾ [Today] has opened up a lot within me as a person... I realised 

that it is difficult for me to be a òcontaineró for some of my 

clients, I have my limits and I am more aware of them now. (P8)

¾ Is one client with a similar history stuck because of my blocks?  

Brings forward again the pull to return to personal therapy.  

However, there is resistance to going again to that powerful 

place.  Do you have to go and be òperfectó or can a wounded 

aware therapist be good enough for clients? I am struggling 

with this (P4).



¾ It feels good to have time away from the surrounding 
and routine of my job to stand back and reflect on my 
work and my clients. (P3)

¾ Very stimulating, interesting ðconfirms the need for 
space to think, reflect, process, discuss, share re theory, 
processes, practice, roles, politics, dynamics.  NB for 
space for reflection+++ - how to do this in session, in 
self, in organisation.  (P13)

¾ Found a place to put some particularly strong images 
and reactions to client I had been having ðnew 
insights into both my own reactions and also what 
might be going on for the client ðimportance of my 
own space ++(P22)



¾Iõm feeling positive after todayõs exercise as it has 
reinforced confidence in my work, that I am 
containing difficulties for clients and that I am in 
the struggle with them.  (P6)

¾Encouraged in going back to my work again and 
working with òstuckó clients.  Also learning to trust 
my intuition more. (P7)

¾As a therapist feel need for validation, that Iõm 
doing an okay job & not damaging for client. (P11 )

¾Although feeling somewhat fatigued I feel fulfilled 
from todayõs experience.  I feel Iõve reflected, 
questioned myself, been reassured (P20) 



¾As a therapist, I am very aware that I need to be 
grounded myself and emotionally in tune.  I am 
aware that my own self care and attention to 
relationship needs some nurturance. (P1)

¾What struck me today is that you really need to 
take care of yourself in order to be able to bring 
yourself into therapy. (P5)

¾Rather than today being about ògoing somewhereó 
I see it now that Iõve taken a break, òtime outó from 
my extremely busy demanding few weeks to stop, 
reflect, breather, recharge, nourish myself and be 
nourished. (P18)



¾Challenges

ÅInterpersonal 

ÅEmotional

ÅEnergetic

ÅSelf-doubt 

(confidence)

ÅStress of service 

demands

¾Needs

ÅDevelop/affirm 

knowledge & skills

ÅPersonal 

development

ÅReflective space

ÅValidation

ÅSelf-care



¾When some of these identified needs were 
met on the workshop days ðe.g.,  for 
validation, for theory or skills development, 
for reflective space, the psychologists 
frequently reported:
Åmarked increase in energy & increased enthusiasm 

for therapeutic work

Åimproved confidence in self and skills

Åmore creative thought about clients and the 
interpersonal challenges of the work

Åcommitment to protect self  & clients from service 
pressures



¾ ò Feeling emotionally tired today...overwhelmed and overloadedó  

üòFeeling much more energised about clients...ó

¾ òI have an increasing sense of anxiety in our therapeutic relationship...I feel 

caught...I feel ðdragged in all directions...ó 

üòI feel exhausted yet energised.  I have really honed in on what I now 

recognise as strengths that I have and also areas I need to work on.ó

¾ òFeeling more anxious than usual...Aware anxiety takes up space.ó

üòKnow anxiety gets in the way but realising how this state of 

anxiety/confusion is my own resistance, my fear of showing myself, my 

ideas, my thoughts, instincts for fear of ôbeing wrongõ...seeing that when I 

do share itõs okó

¾ òIõm hoping to explore challenging and overwhelming emotions...fear and 

shame...self-doubt is a response to these emotions...I tend to battle through 

to something therapeutic...ó 

üòI learned a lot about how to be strong while being vulnerable...ó



¾Smith & Moss (2009) ðoccupational hazards:
ÅNegative client behaviours (e.g. suicidality )
ÅProfessional & emotional isolation
ÅLack of therapeutic success

ÅDemanding paperwork & admin duties

¾Professional self -doubt ðlargest source of stress 
(Cushway & Tyler, 1994; Mehta, 2006) - continues 
throughout career  -òdo I have what it takes?ó 
(Thierault & Gazzola, 2005)

¾Emotional exhaustion & fatigue ðmost common 
(Mahoney, 1997; OõConnor, 2001; Rupert & Morgan, 
2005)



¾òdo as we say but not as we doó -òthough they teach 

self-care skills, clinical psychologists fail to practice 

themó (Walsh & Cormack, 1994)

¾òStrong case for extensive personal and professional 

support as well as good supervisionó (Cushway & Tyler, 

1994)

¾ Self-care to be integrated into òvery fiber of our 

professional identities...simply leaving it at the office is 

not a realistic solutionó (Barnett & Cooper, 2009)

¾ Personal therapy and supervision protective against 

burnout (Linley & Joseph, 2007)

¾ BPS (2003, 2006) ðó all clinical psychologists, at all 

stages of their careers...will engage in regular 

supervision of their workó



¾Intrinsic rewards of therapeutic work ð
stress but also stimulation & satisfaction 
(Orlinsky et al, 1999)

¾Sources of satisfaction:
ÅPromoting growth in clients/helping others

ÅSatisfaction in professional autonomy

ÅIntellectual stimulation ( Stevanovic & Rupert, 
2004)

¾Therapeutic work brings òjoy, meaning, 
growth, vitality, excitement and genuine 
engagement both for our patients and for 
usó (Norcross, 2000)


