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Alliance Ruptures, Impasses, and Enactments. A Relational Perspective

Jeremy D. Safran and Jessica Kraus
New School for Social Research

Alliance ruptures, impasses, and transference—countertransference enactments are inevitable in therapy.
A growing body of evidence suggests that repairing rupturesin the alliance is related to positive outcome
(Safran, Muran, & Eubanks-Carter, 2011). Our research program has led to the development of training
methods to enhance therapists' abilities to detect and work constructively with alliance ruptures and
negative therapeutic process (Safran et a., 2014). This article outlines relevant theoretical underpinnings,

intervention principles, and empirical findings.
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Moments of interpersonal tension between patient and therapist
represent critical junctures for theoretical and clinical attention.
Although many terms have been used to describe these moments
including empathic failures, transference—countertransference en-
actments, and misunderstanding events, they are perhaps most
commonly referred to in the psychotherapy research field as rup-
turesin the therapeutic alliance (Safran, Muran, & Eubanks-Carter,
2011). Whether significant disturbances or barely discernible dis-
cord, ruptures are inevitable interpersonal events and are central to
our exploration of the therapeutic relationship and the process of
change (Safran et al., 2011; Safran, Muran, Samstag, & Stevens,
2002). For more than two decades, our research has focused on
identifying and working with ruptures—the strains, tensions, or
breakdowns that, when unaddressed, may interfere with the ongo-
ing collaboration between patient and therapist (Safran & Muran,
2000).

Our interests in consolidating, refining, and testing principles
related to resolving ruptures in the therapeutic aliance are mani-
fold. Ruptures are associated with the activation of dysfunctional
interpersonal patterns and therefore offer moments of potentially
productive in-session exploration (Safran & Segal, 1990). Unre-
solved ruptures are associated with deterioration in the alliance and
may lead to poor outcome or patient dropout (Henry, Schacht, &
Strupp, 1986; Safran, Muran, Samstag, & Winston, 2005). The
successful resolution or collaborative negotiation of moments of
tension within the treatment can foster growth and insight in both
patient and therapist (Safran & Muran, 2000). Moreover, because
alliance ruptures are trans-theoretical phenomena, their effective
management is relevant and significant to clinicians of all orien-
tations. Significantly, our ongoing study of ruptures has enabled us
to refine training protocols that enhance therapists abilities to
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detect and work constructively with alliance ruptures and negative
therapeutic process.

A Relational Approach

Conceptualizing Treatment and the Alliance

In the course of our research, we developed, manualized, and
evaluated the efficacy of an alliance-focused treatment known as
brief relational therapy (BRT; Muran, Safran, Samstag, & Win-
ston, 2005; Safran & Muran, 2000). Based primarily on principles
emerging from contemporary relational thinking (e.g., Aron, 1996;
Mitchell, 1997; Safran, 2012) as well as our own research pro-
gram, BRT strategies have been integrated into other therapeutic
modalities through alliance focused training (AFT; Safran et al.,
2014). Both the stand-alone treatment (BRT) and the training
protocol (AFT) share the same key principles: (a) the assumption
of a two-person approach in which therapist and patient are re-
garded as coparticipants engaging in a process of mutual influence;
(b) an intensive focus on the here-and-now of the therapeutic
relationship; (c) treatment conceptualized as an ongoing cycle of
enactments and collaborative exploration of patients' as well as
therapists' contributions to the interaction; (d) an emphasis on
in-depth exploration in the context of the unfolding therapeutic
interaction; (e) judicious use of therapist self-disclosure; (f) a
recognition of the subjectivity of the therapist’s perceptions; and
(g) an assumption that the relational meaning of interventions is
critical.

While psychotherapy research consistently demonstrates that
the quality of the therapeutic aliance is one of the better predictors
of outcome across a range of different treatments (Horvath, Del
Re, Fluckiger, & Symonds, 2011), our initiative is intended to
move beyond predictive findings toward clarifying the processes
that lead to alliance development, as well as the interventions
associated with repairing ruptures when they occur (Safran, Mu-
ran, Samstag, & Stevens, 2001). There have been a number of
competing definitions of the therapeutic aliance, within the psy-
chotherapy research community, however, Bordin's (1979) semi-
nal reformulation of the alliance in trans-theoretical terms has been
particularly influential (Safran & Muran, 2000, 2006). Bordin
proposed that the aliance is a function of the extent to which the
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patient and the therapist are able to maintain a strong affective
relational bond as they collaborate on the tasks and goals of
treatment.

Bordin’'s conceptualization of the alliance is at once mutual and
dynamic and, to our thinking, consonant with the relational per-
spective in which patient and therapist are regarded as interacting
ina*“relational matrix” (Mitchell, 1993) or relational pattern of self
and other that shapes the way people relate to both their inner and
outer worlds on an ongoing basis (Safran & Muran, 2000). Viewed
in thisway, the alliance, which is continually negotiated within the
dyad at both conscious and unconscious levels, is adways an
emergent property of the therapeutic relationship. Significantly,
this dynamic process between patient and therapist is an important
mechanism of change in and of itself in so far asit affords patients
the experience of constructively negotiating the competing needs
of self and other (Safran, 1993; Safran & Muran, 2006). Such
negotiation is regarded as a crucial developmental achievement as
well as an ongoing interpersonal challenge that continues through-
out life.

Parallels have been drawn between the affective coordination
seen in mother—infant dyads and those that occur within the
interpersonal therapist—patient exchange (Safran, 1993; Safran,
Crocker, McMain, & Murray, 1990). As research suggests, thereis
a constant oscillation between periods in which mother and infant
are affectively attuned and periods in which they are miscoordi-
nated (Tronick, 1989). In healthy mother—infant dyads, moments
of affective miscoordination are typically followed by repairs in
the interaction. As Tronick proposes, this process of misattun-
ement and repair serves an important developmental function.
Although the dyad may not always act in concert, the baby learns
to experience the mother as potentially available and to see the self
as capable of negotiating relatedness even in moments of misat-
tunement. Just as shifting states of affective miscoordination and
repair are hypothesized to play a role in helping the infant to
develop an adaptive relational schema, so too are negotiating
alliance ruptures seen as beneficial in helping patients to explore,
challenge, and change maladaptive interpersonal patterns. Through
the act of collaboratively addressing strains in the alliance, the
patient gradually develops more flexible and adaptive ways of
negotiating interpersona exchanges and learns that relationships
are possible even where thereis not always perfect accord (Safran,
1993).

Because many of the problems that people bring into treatment
are related to the tension between the conflicting needs for auton-
omy and relatedness, negotiation between self and other becomes
central to the therapeutic work. This process can have an important
impact on the patient’ s fundamental sense of the extent to which he
or she lives in a potentially negotiable world or needs to compro-
mise his or her own sense of integrity to hold onto relationships
(Mitchell, 1993). Consequently and in keeping with a relational
approach, the meaning of any intervention can only be understood
in the relational context in which it occurs (e.g., Aron, 1996;
Mitchell, 1998). Therefore, technical factors and relational factors
are always regarded as interdependent.

Ruptures and Initiation of Intervention

Alliance ruptures vary in intensity from relatively minor ten-
sions, of which one or both of the participants may be only vaguely
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aware, to a major rift in collaboration, understanding, or commu-
nication (Safran et al., 1990). We understand al ruptures to be a
function of both patient and therapist contributions, with the rel-
ative contribution varying from case to case. Ruptures are inevi-
table events and are regarded not as obstacles but as opportunities
for therapeutic change. Ruptures may occur at any time in treat-
ment: they may emerge as single events, over several sessions, or
as a repeated theme across treatment. Indeed, Aron (1996) sug-
gests that all of treatment can be regarded as one ongoing enact-
ment.

In our research program, we have identified two broad types of
alliance ruptures—withdrawal ruptures and confrontation rup-
tures—each with its own characteristic patterns and resolution
process (Safran et al., 1990; Safran & Muran, 1996, 2000; Safran,
Muran, & Samstag, 1994). In withdrawal ruptures, patients tend to
deal with difficulties or misunderstandings in the therapeutic re-
lationship by falling silent, offering minimal responses to ques-
tions, suddenly shifting topic to an unrelated matter, or becoming
overly compliant to the therapist’s recommendations. The resolu-
tion process may involve exploration of interpersona fears and
internalized criticisms that inhibit the expression of negative feel-
ings, as well as providing the patient the latitude to begin to
communicate their wishes and needs. By contrast, in a confronta-
tion rupture, the patient may directly express anger, resentment, or
dissatisfaction with the therapist or some aspect of the treatment,
often in a blaming or demanding fashion. The resolution often
involves the therapist’s empathic engagement with the patient in
order to facilitate the expression of disowned feelings of disap-
pointment, hurt, vulnerability, and the need for nurturance (Safran
& Muran, 1996, 2000). The therapist’s capacity to understand and
tolerate the patient’ s painful emotions during arupture can, in turn,
help patients discover that neither they nor their relationships will
necessarily be destroyed by painful, aggressive feelings.

Whether the behavior manifests as withdrawal or confrontation,
once the therapist becomes aware of the rupture, he or she can
begin to disembed from the relationa pattern playing out within
the dyad. We emphasize the need for therapists to cultivate a
stance of ongoing self-awareness of their subjective reactions as a
vital source of information and to remain affectively attuned to the
subtle interpersonal shifts that occur in the course of treatment.
Within relationships, specific interpersonal behaviors on the part
of one individual can “pull for” or evoke particular responses in
the other (Kiesler, 1996; Sullivan, 1956). Because of the subtlety
of nonverbal cues, people are often unaware to what they are
implicitly responding. In terms of the therapeutic relationship, the
therapist who experiences the characteristic “tug” or “pull” of the
patient must attempt to step outside of the interaction and, when
appropriate, communicate with the patient about the implicit trans-
action taking place between them in the moment.

Metacommunication, or the process of communicating with the
patient about the implicit transaction taking place in the therapeu-
tic relationship, plays an important role in our approach (Safran,
2002; Safran & Muran, 2000). Metacommunication is an attempt
to bring ongoing awareness to the emergent patient-therapist in-
teractive process. We conceptualize metacommunication as a type
of mindfulness in action (Safran & Muran, 2000; Safran & Read-
ing, 2008). As much as possible, metacommunication is grounded
in the therapist's immediate experience of some aspect of the
therapeutic relationship (either the therapist’s own feelings, or his
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or her experience of some aspect of the patient’ s actions or affect),
rather than higher level inferences. When metacommunicating the
therapist is attempting to articulate his or her implicit experience or
felt sense (Gendlin, 1998) to initiate an explicit exploration of
something that is being unconsciously enacted. A fuller explana-
tion of the specific principles associated with metacommunication
will be presented later in this article.

Empirical Evidence on Rupture Resolution Training

Beginning in the mid-1980s at the Clarke Institute of Psychiatry
of the University of Toronto, and continuing at Beth Israel Medical
Center in New York in 1990, Safran, Muran, and colleagues
undertook an intensive examination of the rupture resolution pro-
cess to extend earlier research that found that close attention to
alliance ruptures in the session could play an important role in
successful treatment. In an initial set of studies, we used the
task-analytic paradigm (Rice & Greenberg, 1984; Safran, Green-
berg, & Rice, 1988) to develop and refine a preliminary-stage
process model of rupture resolution (Safran et al., 1990; Safran,
Muran, & Samstag, 1994). The resolution model developed in the
course of this research consists of four stages. (a) therapist be-
comes aware of the behavior associated with the rupture; (b)
therapist initiates collaborative exploration of the rupture experi-
ence; (c) therapist helps patient to overcome avoidance of address-
ing feelings or response to rupture; (d) exploration of the emer-
gence of patient’s underlying wish or need reveaed in the course
of working through the rupture event (Safran & Muran, 2000). The
model is not meant to be rigidly imposed, but rather is intended to
guide clinicians, helping them to recognize common patterns and
strategies that may facilitate intervention. AFT draws on the res-
olution model research and was developed as a training method
specifically designed for negotiating and resolving ruptures in the
therapeutic alliance (Safran & Muran, 2000; Safran, Muran, Sam-
stag, & Winston, 2005).

Asearlier noted, AFT has been effectively incorporated into the
training protocols of therapists practicing in other modalities. A
study funded by the National Institute of Mental Health is under
way to investigate whether integrating AFT, with its rupture-
resolution focus, improves therapy process and outcome. In the
study, therapists who already received training to conduct CBT
and have completed one short-term case while adhering to the
CBT protocol are subsequently introduced to AFT while treating a
second CBT case (Safran et al., 2014).

Therapists are taught to monitor what is taking place in the
therapeutic relationship on an ongoing basis by attending to their
own feelings as an important source of information. In cases where
patients appeared to be benefiting from the use of cognitive—
behavioral interventions, therapists are encouraged to continue
using these, while at the same time becoming more mindful of
distinctive relational patterns or subtle ruptures that might be
playing out between them and their patients in session. In other
cases, where the use of cognitive interventions appeared to be
problematic, therapists are encouraged to modify their approach
more dramatically—in some cases actually abandoning the use of
cognitive-behavioral interventions to focus more intensively on
the use of relational interventions (e.g., metacommunication, ther-
apists exploration of their own contributions to enactments, in-
depth exploration of patients' emerging feelings in the context of

383

the therapeutic relationship). Preliminary findings suggests that
after therapists receive eight sessions of AFT while treating an
ongoing cognitive therapy case, there is less evidence of negative
interpersonal process (defined as patient hostility) than there is
prior to receiving AFT. In recent years, a number of other research
teams have also found evidence regarding the positive impact of
augmenting cognitive therapy and other treatment modalities with
alliance-focused treatment principles derived from our research
program (e.g., Constantino et al., 2008; Crits-Christoph et al.,
2006; Harmon et a., 2007; Newman, Castonguay, Borkovec,
Fisher, & Nordberg, 2008).

Training and Clinical Applications

M etacommunication

As noted earlier, metacommunication encompasses a series of
principles for negotiating ruptures in the therapeutic alliance and
constructively working through transference—countertransference
enactments. Attempting to address a rupture often involves thera-
pist self-disclosure, but it can aso involve sharing observations,
asking questions, or speculating about the patient’s experience.
The objectiveisto initiate an explicit exploration of something that
isbeing unconsciously enacted. Below are some basic principles of
metacommunication (for a more detailed description of these prin-
ciples, see Safran & Muran, 2000):

1. Explore with skillful tentativeness and emphasize one's
own subjectivity. Therapists should communicate obser-
vations in a tentative and exploratory fashion. The mes-
sage at both explicit and implicit levels should be one of
inviting patients to engage in a collaborative attempt to
understand what is taking place. For example, if a pa-
tient’s response to atherapist’s question is muted or there
are signs of anxiety or tension (e.g., a heavy sigh, sudden
change of posture), the therapist might metacommunicate
in the following way: “I noticed that you sighed and then
abruptly changed the topic just now and | wonder if my
question about your wife caused you discomfort, or,
perhaps some anger. | realize | may be off the mark, but
| wonder if this at all relates to what you may be feeling
right now.”

2. Do not assume a parallel with other relationships. A
therapist should be wary of prematurely attempting to
establish a link between the configuration that is being
enacted in the therapeutic relationship and other relation-
ships in the patient’s life. In addition to being inconsis-
tent with a two-person psychology, interpretations of this
type can be experienced by patients as blaming. Instead,
the focus should be on exploring patients internal expe-
rience and actions in a nuanced fashion, as they emerge
in the moment.

3. Accept responsibility. Ground al formulations in aware-
ness of one's own feelings and accept responsibility for
one's own contributions in an open and nondefensive
manner. Because each participant is contributing to the
interaction in ways of which they are unaware, it is
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essential to continually attempt to clarify the nature of the
contribution. This process can help patients become more
aware of feelings that they have but are unable to artic-
ulate clearly, in part because they fear the therapist’'s
response. For example, if the therapist becomes aware of
sounding critical or blaming, the therapist might say:
“I'm aware that | may have sounded harsh or impatient
just now. | wonder if that was your experience as well.”
Such an acknowledgment on the part of the therapist has
the potential of freeing patientsto express feelings of hurt
or resentment; validating their experience of the interac-
tion; and teaching them that they can trust their judgment.
Increasing patients confidence in their judgment may
also help to decrease their need for defensiveness, in turn
facilitating their exploration and acknowledgment of
their own contribution to the interaction.

Start where you are. Metacommunication should be
based on the therapist's feelings and intuitions that
emerge in the moment. What was true in one session may
not be true in the next, and what was true at the beginning
of a session may not be true later in that same session.
For example, the therapist may provide specific feedback
related their immediate experience of the patient: “Right
now, | sense that you seem very wary of me.” Or, “As
you're speaking, I'm aware of feeling excluded by you
now, like you're pushing me away. Do you have any
sense of that?’ Such metacommunications may facilitate
the here-and-now exploration of thoughts or feelings that
the patient regards are unacceptable or frightening.

Focus on the concrete and specific. Whenever possible,
questions, observations, and comments should focus on
concrete instances in the moment rather than on gener-
alizations. This promotes experiential awareness rather
than abstract, intellectualized speculation. For example,
“1 am experiencing you as pulling away from me right
now. Do you have any awareness of doing this?” When
providing therapeutic feedback, rather than saying, “You
tend to speak in a very abstract way,” the therapist can
say, “What you're saying right now seems kind of ab-
stract to me.” This type of concreteness and specificity
helps patients to cultivate greater self-awareness.

Evaluate and explore patients’ responses to interventions.
Therapists should monitor the quality of patients' respon-
siveness to interventions on an ongoing basis. If an
intervention leads to a decrease in relatedness then the
therapist needs to explore the patient’s experience of the
intervention. Close attention to responses to interventions
may alert the therapist to the patient’s entrenched and
disabling interpersonal patterns. It may also lead to a
progressive refinement in therapists understanding of
their own contribution to the interaction.

Clarify or reflect on the relational meaning of the thera-
pist’s intervention for both the patient and therapist. It is
important to always bear in mind that the impact of any
intervention is always mediated by itsrelational meaning.

The same intervention can be experienced as facilitative
or hindering, depending on the patient’ s unique history as
well as the therapist’s state of mind at the time he or she
intervenes. For example, a patient whose mother was
overly intrusive may experience any attempt made by the
therapist to explore her experience as intrusive. A ther-
apist who is feeling frustrated with his patient, may make
an interpretation that is accurate at one level, but is
nevertheless experienced by the patient as critical.

8. Establish a sense of collaboration and we-ness. Patients
often feel alone during a rupture. It can be helpful for
therapists to frame the impasse as a shared dilemma that
patient and therapist will explore collaboratively; ac-
knowledge that “we are stuck together.” For instance a
therapist might say, “It feelslike the two of us are playing
chess.” Or, “It feels like we're both being very tentative
right now.” Or, “It feels like I'm constantly intruding,
and you're trying to politely keep me out. What do you
make of that?’ In thisway, instead of being yet one more
in an endless succession of figures who do not understand
the patient, the therapist can become an ally who joinsthe
patient in his or her struggle.

9. Judiciously disclose and explore your own experience.
Therapists feelings of being stuck or paralyzed often
reflect their difficulty in acknowledging and articulating
to themselves what they are currently experiencing. The
process of articulating one's feelings to patients can free
the therapist to intervene more effectively. Another valu-
able intervention that is related to self-disclosure is in-
viting patients to suggest waysin which the therapist may
be contributing to the interaction, or to speculate about
what the therapist is experiencing internally. For exam-
ple, a therapist might ask, “I wonder if you have any
thoughts about what may be going on for me right now?’
Thisinvitation can help to clarify the patient’ s experience
of the therapist and may lead to further elaboration of the
patient’s interpersonal schemas. It can aso provide new
insight into the therapist’s contributions to the impasse.

10. Expect resolution attempts to lead to more ruptures, and
expect to revisit ruptures. Even the most thoughtfully
and sensitively delivered metacommunication can exac-
erbate a rupture or lead to a new one. In addition,
therapists often find that the same impasse is revisited
many times. Therapists should try to appreciate the
ways in which each occurrence is unique, and respond
in the immediacy of the moment.

Tracking Emerging Relational Processes

A final point important to emphasize is that it is important not
to confuse the technique of metacommunication with the essence
of the skill of resolving aliance ruptures. Although metacommu-
nication can be a useful and powerful tool, it is not unusua for
some patients to find any attempts to explore what is going on in
the therapeutic relationship as intrusive or irrelevant to their prob-
lems. Moreover, even for those patients who do experience the
explicit exploration of the therapeutic relationship as useful, a
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relentless effort on the therapist’s part to explore the here-and-now
can be experienced by the patient as invasive or persecuting.
During training, the process of experimenting with metacommu-
nication in role playing can help therapists to develop these skills,
but it isimportant for therapists not to become overly reliant on the
use of metacommunication when they are actually working with
patients. From our perspective, the most important skill for ther-
apists to hone and the essence of the approach involves developing
the capacity to internally track what is emerging in the therapeutic
relationship on amoment-by-moment basis, to be able to reflect on
what may be playing out in the treatment.

Case Illustration®

The following case illustrates how an ongoing enactment be-
tween patient and therapist is collaboratively explored across the
course of treatment. Ruth contracted to receive 30 sessions of BRT
as part of an ongoing psychotherapy research program. She was an
attractive, young-looking 52-year-old woman who years earlier
divorced a man who she described as controlling, emotionally
abusive, and generally unable or unwilling to be responsive to her
emotional needs. At the beginning of treatment, she admitted that
as she grew older she desperately wanted to be in a“real relation-
ship” but felt hopeless about the possibility.

Although the therapist initialy felt empathy for her, a pattern
rapidly developed in which Ruth told long and detailed stories in
an unemotional and droning fashion that |eft the therapist feeling
distant and unengaged. He found that she seldom paused to wel-
come his input or reflections and often found himself biding time
until the sessions ended. In an attempt to understand what was
being enacted between them, the therapist began to metacommu-
nicate about his emotional disengagement. Ruth was able to artic-
ulate an underlying fear of abandonment that led her to defend
against vulnerable feelings by controlling her style of presentation.
Although the therapist felt encouraged by her openness to explor-
ing what was going on between them, he had an intuition that
something did not feel quite right—perhaps an element of com-
pliance in her response or a vague sense of himself beginning to
play the sadistic role in a sadomasochistic enactment.

During Session 16, after listening to an extended and rather
difficult to follow monologue about a conflict Ruth was having
with her neighbors over the custody of a stray dog, the therapist
finally interrupted and metacommunicated with her by saying:

T: | find myself poised to start talking with you about it . . . but
sort of waiting for an opening.

R Oh...Okay. ..

T: | also find myself wondering a little bit about the extent to
which you're really wanting or inviting my input.

R: | really do.

T: You do?

R Well . . .| want it to whatever extent you feel comfortable
getting involved.

T: Yeah?

R 1 mean. .. | guess. .. that'swhy there's a hesitancy . . . |
guess there’s an assumption on my part . . . that you don’t want to
beinvolved . . . that you're throwing it back to me.

T: So it sounds like you're reluctant to directly ask me for my
help, because you assume | won’'t respond.

R: Yeah.

385

The therapist’s metacommunication to Ruth about her impact on
him (i.e., his feelings of uncertainty about whether she wanted his
input) seemed to facilitate Ruth’s capacity to express her desire for
help more directly. In subsequent sessions, rather than withdraw or
behave in a compliant manner, Ruth began to acknowledge her
dissatisfaction and directly expressed what she felt she was not
getting from the therapist in treatment. With the therapist’s en-
couragement, she was eventually able to tell him that she needed
more emotional engagement from him and that she did not want to
try to be a more interesting person in order to keep his interest.
Witnessing the emergence of these feelings led to a subtle, but
irrevocable, shift in the therapist’s perception of her.

The experience of challenging the therapist and seeing that the
relationship was able to survive enabled Ruth subsequently to bring
her sense of despair and underlying vulnerable and dependent feglings
into the relationship. Asthey entered the final phase of the 30-session
treatment, they explored how difficult it was for Ruth to acknowledg-
ing her deep desire to be nurtured and cared for.

T: In the back of my mind I'm thinking that we only have six or
seven more sessions, and so |’ m wondering about this whole issue
of opening up and being abandoned in this context.

R: Well, it does make me sort of scared when | start thinking
about the ending. And | guess that’s true of me in general. | guess
I’'m reluctant to really involve myself deeply in relationships . . .
but the desire is still there.

T: Uh-huh . . . | have a sense of a real yearning inside of you.
[Ruth begins to cry and then stops herself.] What’s happening for
you?

R: Well, it starts to hurt, and then | think, intellectually, “ It's so
inappropriate for me to be upset about therapy ending.”

T: It doesn’t seem inappropriate to me. We' ve worked together
for a while now and really started to develop a relationship, and
my sense is that you’ re beginning to open up and trust. And we're
ending soon . . . and that’s got to be painful.

Ruth was able to express her anger toward him and she spon-
taneously drew a parallel between the asymmetry of their invest-
ment in the relationship and ageneral tendency for the men she felt
deeply about to not reciprocate the depth of her feelings. The
therapist by acknowledging and validating her feelings enabled her
to put her yearning to be cared for by him into words. Ruth began
Session 28 by talking about her difficulty trusting that men are
interested in her or care about her.

T: It sounds as though normally there’s a real lack of faith that
relationships will work out.

R: Yeah [appears touched by this comment]. That really cap-
tures something important. Normally | tend to devalue relation-
ships when | don’t get much active reassurance from people. And
| guess there's a risk of my doing that to some extent with our
relationship, because you're not proposing that we extend our
meetings.

T: What I'm thinking is that you really need and deserve
somebody to be there for you on an ongoing basis, and I'm
wondering if you can still find anything of valuein our relationship

1 This case was first described in Safran and Muran (2000). The name,
age, and other identifying details of the patient have been changed. Tran-
scribed material from the sessions is presented verbatim.
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despite the fact that I’m not going to be there for you in the future
in the way you deserve.

Ruth begins to cry and expresses a sense of sadness as she con-
siders that her lack of faith in people and fear of abandonment have
been obstacles to intimacy. She describes how she tends to experi-
ences fedlings of connection or closeness as potentialy suffocating.

T: Can you say anymore about this feeling of suffocation?

R: | guess it's something about the welling up of all these
emotions. There's some part of me that always wants to push it
down. | don’t know what would happen if | didn’t. | don’t know if
it's about being exposed or being out of control. | don’t know. But
| want to contain it. It's bigger than the both of us [laughing, then
pauseg]. | don't know what love really is. | think | have it with my
daughter . .. but eventhat . . . it'snot direct. The direct expression
of feelings is very hard.

T: Uh-huh. | was wondering when you said, “ It's bigger than the
both of us.” | know you were laughing, but it sounded interesting.

R Well, when you ask what am | afraid of . . . I'm afraid that
fedings. . . they're consuming . . . | think I’ ve been in an environment
where fedlings were so measured . . . It's almost like a family image
that comesto me . . . where things aren’t stopped, where they're not
repressed . . . where they're bountiful. | think my natural exuberance
asa child was prohibited. But it' s just that letting things tumble out of
you in an unrestrained way and letting yourself be doesn’t mean that
horrible things are going to tumble out.

T: But it sounds as if the fear isthat it's all consuming and that
you don’t really know where it's going to lead, in a way.

R: Yes.

T: And maybe that’s what you mean when you say, “ It's bigger
than the both of us.”

R Yes.

T: Because there's a kind of uncharted territory in a way.

R: Yeah.

T: For me as well. | feel a sense of contact with you right now
... asense of connection and intimacy, and there's a sense that the
feelings are not something | have control of.

R: Yeah. | think that’sit. You' ve got to keep the reins on. But the
idea of it is such a wonderful image for me.

T: Well | was struck by your words before, “ A family image.”
“Bountiful.” There's a real sense of richness there.”

The fina two sessions were devoted to summing up and con-
solidation. By the end of treatment, Ruth’s feeling was that the
seed of anew way of being in relationships was beginning to grow
in her. She was able to acknowledge her sadness about separating
from the therapist and her anxiety about the future, as well as a
growing optimism and belief that things could be different in her
life and in intimate relationships.

Clinical Discussion

There will inevitably be both subtle and not-so-subtle levels at
which we, as therapists, fail to accept our patients. Only by
becoming aware of and acknowledging the ways in which we are
not being fully accepting can we become more so. This process
involves an ongoing internal examination of our contributions to
the shifting dynamic and an active engagement in ongoing dia-
logue with the patient, in which the therapist judiciously shares
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aspects of his or her subjective experience in an attempt to facil-
itate an exploration of what is being enacted in the relationship.

The therapist’s process of metacommunicating about his diffi-
culty staying engaged with Ruth helped him to make explicit that
which was already implicit—that is, his difficulty being there for
her in a present and attuned fashion on a consistent basis. By
acknowledging to himself and Ruth an aspect of his experience
that made it difficult for him to be more accepting, a process was
initiated that ultimately allowed him to become more present and
emotionally available. There were timeswithin their sessionswhen
the therapist felt strongly chastised, pressured, and momentarily at
aloss as to how to respond to Ruth’s pressure. At the same time,
Ruth’s ahility to express her need for more emotional engagement
helped the therapist to empathize more fully with Ruth’s experi-
ence of not feeling accepted and validated by him.

By encouraging Ruth to tell him about the impact of his meta-
communication on her, and by being receptive to her feedback, the
therapist was able to develop an affective appreciation of her
dilemma, in part, as aresult of hisincreased experiential appreci-
ation of the way he had become a perpetrator in a victim—abuser
cycle. Rather than acquiesce or comply, Ruth's experience of
challenging the therapist and seeing that their relationship was able
to survive this challenge enabled Ruth subsequently to bring her
feelings of despair, as well as her vulnerability and dependency,
more fully into the relationship.

A pivotal moment in treatment arrived as Ruth and her therapist
collaboratively explored the “uncharted territory” within their re-
lationship, an experience of expansiveness that was at once “boun-
tiful” and frightening: “It's bigger than the both of us.” One way
of understanding the experience that Ruth is describing here is that
the process of working through the alliance rupture, expressing her
wishes and needs to the therapist, and collaboratively negotiating
a new type of relatedness with the therapist afforded her intima-
tions of afuller and more “bountiful” sense of arelational encoun-
ter. This type of encounter is referred to by Benjamin (2004) as a
cocreated intersubjective space in which both partners surrender to
a process, rather than actively trying to shape it.

Conclusion

Relationa psychoanalysis situates relations with others at the cen-
ter of psychic life and places the patient—therapist relationship at the
center of treatment. Therapy—regardless of the modality—inevitably
takes place within the context of the unique relationship between
patient and therapist. Keeping afocus on the strategies for maintaining
the aliance has been the paramount am of both our research and
training initiatives. When things are running smoothly, the therapidt,
of course, spends less time explicitly addressing the therapeutic rela-
tionship. At such times, other therapeutic tasks (which depend on the
therapist’s orientation) may come to the fore. However, the underly-
ing principle of attempting to understand what is being enacted
relationally between therapist and patient on an ongoing basisremains
essential, even when not always explicitly addressed.

Ruptures in the therapeutic alliance take place more commonly
than many therapists realize. Our research indicates that it is rare
to have more than a session or two without some minor strain in
the aliance. Moreover, therapists often fail to detect the ruptures
experienced by their patients (Safran & Muran, 2000). Given that
agrowing body of evidence suggests that repairing ruptures in the
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alliance is related to positive outcome, therapist of all orientations
would be well-served to turn their attention to rupture events when
they occur (Safran et al., 2011). Although every strain may not
warrant an intervention, a therapist’'s awareness of ongoing fluc-
tuations in the quality of relatedness can present valuable oppor-
tunities for exploration that may initiate an important shift in the
treatment and mobilize the process of change.
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