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Introduction

After birth, the preverbal baby brain develops an 
understanding of self as a being, and other as 
separate, eventually wrapping language around 
this, followed by capacity for narrative memory.We 
are not born with this understanding. Healthy 
relationship leads to healthy relating.

Psychodynamic therapy understands and uses 
these developmental concepts in a deliberate, 
verbal relationship geared towards altering 
maladaptive assumptions and behavior learned in 
an unhealthy preverbal relational environment.  
This requires an attachment and willingness to work 
with a protective resistance in the transference. 

Trust is 
Prerequisite 
Psychodynamic therapy is, 
fundamentally, an iterative process 
of being available and trustworthy 
in relationship, without this no work 
can be done…

… in a population which learned 
early not to trust, to dismiss, distort, 
defend against true feelings and 
vulnerability as fatally dangerous.

Resistance to engaging can be 
fierce, at times, overwhelming.
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Overview

Tenets of an object relations theoretical 
framework are increasingly borne out by a 
contemporary and growing understanding 
of the neurobiology of:

Attachment

The  development of self 

Sense of self and other in early relating

The unconscious or implicit memory

And negotiation of intense affect including 
anxiety, in this case as related to substance 
use disorders and treatment. 

Psychodynamic 
Psychotherapy 
& Object 
Relations

 Umbrella concept representing multiple 
perspectives evolving over time

 Non-uniformity of vocabulary, what it means 
depends on who you are reading, can make 
this perspective seem unwieldy and confusing

 A brief review of SUD concepts & treatment, 
description of case studies

 Core concepts theoretical framework

 Application to individual, group, couples
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Addiction & 
Substance 

Use  
Disorders 

 Correlation between early relational trauma and 
substance use disorders, self medication hypothesis 

 Turning to substance as a reliable, comforting other

 To negotiate untenable intensity of emotion, a 
reflection of an inability to self-soothe or regulate 
emotion

 Leads to cycle of increasing use to chase the high, 
a reflection of tolerance

 Ongoing use despite chronic misery, a reflection of 
underlying neurobiology of addiction in the central 
nervous system

 Leaving those addicted in an unsustainable cycle 
of misery & destruction leading to death unless  
intervention leads to growth, self-worth, and 
meaning in recovery

Guide-Posts 
for SUD 

Treatment

 Link stages of change to underlying 
pathophysiology (disruption of neural connection, 
deregulation of neurotransmitter function) rebuilt in 
relationship

 Precontemplation- robust defenses, impaired ego 
strength 

 Contemplation- denial lifting, better ability to 
consider reality of circumstances 

 Determination/Preparation- facing destruction in 
lifestyle, increased ability to accept responsibility 
and grace, “I want this”

 Action- working actively towards change and 
maintenance of a hard-won alternate lifestyle

 Lapse/Relapse/Ongoing growth
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Lapse & Relapse

 Points of vulnerability, common and idiosyncratic 

 During stress

 Transitioning from controlled environments 

 With exposure to environmental triggers

 In context of client’s relational organization 

 Feelings of failure, fear of disappointing, fear of 
implications (ability to maintain sobriety)

 Process lapses/relapses with clinician

 Recognizing gains and using these for continuing 
efforts; identify specifically that this is not a return to 
square one

Case Study 

Elizabeth is a 54 yo married, retired 
accountant, mother of 3 adult sons, with a 
h/o MVA admitted through ED as a full 
trauma activation, pelvic fx, multiple rib fx, 
ruptured spleen found positive for etoh 
marijuana and methamphetamines. After 
multiple surgical procedures she is now in a 
SNF w SUD tx program engaged in group 
and  individual therapy.

Elizabeth is initially angry and hostile, asserts 
that she has no need for SUD tx, she can stop 
using any time and you the group facilitator 
are only there to make her out to be a 
monster; the director is just there to make $$$ 
and is forcing people into tx for that reason. 
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Case Study

JR is a 62 yo divorced, retired construction 
worker, father of one adult son, with chronic 
back pain admitted for rehab after falling from 
a ladder. He has a history of chronic marijuana 
and alcohol use as well as narcotics 
dependence. He self describes as an alcoholic 
and laments the loss of his important 
relationships. He describes the mother of his 
children as a jerk but also as a good friend. JR 
states his goals are to stop using but that he 
probably won’t be able to resist that old devil on 
his shoulder. He is in individual & group therapy. 

Core 
Concepts

 Relationship from a psychodynamic 
perspective and how it is engaged in the 
treatment of substance use disorders:

 Utilizes what is known about developmental 
processes in a parallel process 

 Utilizes this to glean impact on current 
circumstances 

 Supporting and developing ego strength

 Untangling implicit assumptions

 Bringing these into consciousness

 Comfort with ambiguity and not knowing

 Relational problem, relational solution
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Attachment Minding the relationship

 Attachment styles(anxious avoidant 
disorganized); consider origins

 Recognizing ruptures (and activation of the 
attachment system)

 Initiating repair

 Recognizing expectations and providing a 
deliberate, different experience (altering the 
attachment system, underlying neurobiology)

 Deepening understanding for client, and 
client’s understanding for self, towards altered 
style

Psychodynamic 
Focuses

 Explores transgenerational history and early 
experiences relating to current circumstances 

 Focus on feelings and emotion

 Deliberate exploration of thoughts and 
feelings which are typically avoided

 Identify recurring themes and patterns

 Explore intrapersonal and interpersonal 
relationships, and the therapy relationship

 Open-ended exploration of fantasy (dreams, 
daydreams, desires, fears)
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Interventions Supportive therapy aims to increase ego 
strength – affirm, empathize, attune, validate

 Containment of strong feelings/emotions 
(shame anxiety grief sadness anger rage)

 Identifying, naming, exploring those feelings

 Interpretation begins a process of bringing the 
unconscious/implicit into awareness

 Connecting past experiences to current-
identify patterns, assumption, expectations

On to the  
Nitty Gritty…

 Implicit Memory

 Object & Object Relations

 Resistance 

 Defenses- denial, splitting, projection, 
projective identification, introjection, 
internalization, identification 

 Transference, countertransference 

 Ego strength/connection

 As applied to group, individual, & couples 
therapy
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Implicit Memory: The First Few Years

 Preverbal understanding of the world, relationships, safety, danger, 
trust, mistrust, is developed in relationship;

 Is unconscious or IMPLICIT

 Evolutionarily adaptive and favors recognizing danger

 Has room for growth and change within a therapeutic alliance

 Implicit assumptions or client object relations identified

 Brought into awareness or consciousness

 And impact on relationships is explored

 Some history…

Melanie Klein: Mother of Object 
Relations (1882-1960)

 Observed infants and theorized internal development

 Kept Freud’s (1856-1939) term Object, object-cathexis, object of 
sexual desire, or that suffused with life giving energy

 That which allows the drive to achieve its aim

 Freud- sex and aggression, Klein- life and death

 First the breast is experienced in awareness, then the mother

 When dissatisfied, uncomfortable: Bad Breast/Mother

 When satiated, comfortable: Good Breast/Mother

 Good Object Bad Object projected split is eventually integrated 
into Whole Object in healthy development. 
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Mahler: Stages of Development
(1897-1985)

 Separation-individuation, an outward observation of underlying 
neurological development

 Sense of self and other grows out of symbiotic fusion

 What is internalized in that early relationship described as Object 
Relations (split good/bad objects developing into recognition of a 
whole)

 From infancy, no sense of distinct and separate self, to childhood 
the world revolves around me, to adult, boundaried relating with 
fully developed sense of autonomous self

 Autistic, Symbiotic, Hatching, Practicing, Rapprochement

 Individuality and Object Permanence

Object Relations

 Object relations describes an internalized world, self and other 
structured in neurobiological pathways, having developed within 
and as result of that primary relationship

 Interpersonal in infancy becomes intrapsychic because the brain is 
not born fully formed, physical birth allows a process to begin in 
interaction with caregivers which develops into the infant’s sense of 
being separate and distinct, with separate and distinct others

 Internalization of the good caretaker as part of self enables ability to 
negotiate intense emotion and calm oneself down independently. 

 Introject, internalization, identification.
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Introjection, Internalization, 
Identification 

 Introjection is internalizing the voice/values of the object 
indiscriminately because

 This is prior to a learned ability to examine and question or draw 
one’s own thoughtful conclusion 

 For example: good girls don’t get in fights, or, boys don’t cry

 The message is internalized as something that is taken for granted

 “Everyone knows that! Duh!”

 To identify with someone is to take on more global characteristics of 
that individual 

Projection & Projective 
Identification 

 Projection, developmental and defensive, takes place outside of 
awareness

 A part of oneself that is unacceptable is (perceived) or projected 
onto others

 Pulling another to behave in a way consistent with the projection 
then becomes projective identification (self and other fulfilling 
prophecy)

 A mother who grows up with feelings of inadequacy might project 
that onto her offspring defensively ridding herself of those feelings: 
“You are incapable, incompetent!” 

 The message is internalized
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Object Relations in Therapy

 Affect and impulse are developed and laid down in neural networks 
reflective of the earliest environment 

 Other/object is the representation of the early child’s mind carried in 
a durable form into adulthood as expectation of others and 
circumstances, particularly in close relationship 

 Psychodynamic therapy uses those principles, in close relationship, 
to identify and understand those underlying expectations, and holds 
them up for the client to see- “it seems like you believe boys don’t 
cry”

 The psychodynamic alliance provides alternative experiences in 
close relationship, modifying those expectations over time. 

Goals of the Therapeutic 
Relationship 

 An ability to tolerate and reflect on intense emotion 

 A deeper understanding of internal (object) relationships 
(intrapersonal)

 How they color external relationships (interpersonal)

 Recognize maladaptive cycles of relating

 Ability to explore cycles, to make decisions based on reflection 
instead of reaction

 Some challenges to this process…
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Resistance 

 Predictable, expected variable of therapy

 Resistance to change, we are not malleable

 Also a reflection of defense

 Helping clients move through resistance by 
providing the necessary environment 

 Safety and containment

 Accept, identify, reflect for client to see

 When they are ready

Defenses

 Observed as protective mechanisms

 Protect self-esteem, protect against feelings 

 Distortions reducing anxiety

 Tend to be outside of awareness

 Reflective of internal value system

 Ranging from primitive to mature

 A goal of therapy is self-awareness, healthier 
defenses
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Defenses 

 Strategies developed in a child’s egocentric 
perspective, adaptive then

 If my caretaking other is rejecting it is because I 
am bad

 In abusive relationship this perception remains 
unrepaired

 Early abusive dynamics related to some of the 
defenses seen in SUD

 Splitting, denial, projection

 Compare more mature defenses to negotiate 
every day anxieties: humor, sublimation

Defenses & Addiction

 Defenses protect us from anxiety provoking or 
unbearable realities. In early relational 
trauma:

 Our caretaker was unattuned

 Chose someone else over us

 Controlled who we were allowed to be

 Didn’t protect us

 Chose to hurt us

 Substances as reliable, comforting, available 
compared to the relationship learned early 
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Denial

Denying reality is as it is-

 Believing that one has control 
over substance use despite 
ample evidence to the contrary

 That one grew up in a normal 
environment despite overt, 
chronic abuse

Splitting: Good Object Bad Object
EXPERIENCING OTHERS AS ALL GOOD OR ALL BAD RATHER THAN AS NUANCED 
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Projection & 
Projective 
Identification 

 Parts of our self that we cannot face are 
projected onto others

 The pull to behave in a way inconsistent with 
usual experience of self may reflect projective 
identification

 Always alert for this as a therapist because this 
can reflect a core of the client’s dilemma

 Identify projections and PI and gradually 
interpret these for client

 Gradual recognition of the protective function 
and what client faces in understanding these 
(the person who was supposed to love and 
protect me hurt me instead)

 Developing a mature, accepting, adult 
perspective 

The Cost 

 Defenses interpret reality in a distorted fashion

 Everyone is the enemy, in extreme  

 Life is chronically contentious, dangerous

 Hypervigilance, inability to trust

 Relationship with a whole object (clinician) 
towards gradually altered expectations 

 In order to reconcile childhood overwhelm, 
must face intense adult feelings
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Towards Healthier 
Perspective 

 Insight into origins of assumption 
(connecting past/present)  

 Tools of the therapist include the self, 
what we are feeling as therapists in 
experiencing a client and their world, 
what they are projecting 

 Use of transference and 
countertransference in deliberately 
cultivated attachment relationship 

 In group and couples work how clients 
interact with each other 

Transference & 
Countertransference 

 Transference: our relational expectations 
coming to the foreground in an attuned 
therapeutic alliance

 Identify client expectations through the 
transference 

 Can be highly emotionally charged

 Not understanding transference and reacting 
to client- can cause harm to the client

 Countertransference: our own expectations 
triggered by client material triggering 
unresolved issues

 Recognize this as our own to be worked 
on/through, and not the clients 

 Can use to deepen understanding and 
empathy
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Working with  the transference & 
countertransference 

 Identifying one’s own stirrings and using these to more deeply 
understand what the client might be feeling

 Fine attunement to own feelings, emotions, defensiveness

 Immersion in client world with an ear in one’s own world

 Hear and feel hopelessness, helplessness, cynicism, 

 Point out discrepancy- here there is hope, you do have agency, the 
world is not lost

 Requires ego strength to hear, always balancing support vs 
interpretation, a continuum

 Affirming experiences while suggesting an alternative view

Putting it 
all 
together 

 Supportive, building ego strength, interpretive, 
developing new understanding using the self as 
the primary tool

 One’s experiences in relationship, one’s 
feelings/emotions, imaginings, one’s own implicit 
world

 Attuning  & validating- this is the environment in 
which the work occurs

 Containing feeling/emotion (shame, guilt, 
anxiety, grief, rage)

 Containing evolving understanding of events 
until client can see for themselves

 Continually checking in with client regarding 
evolving theory

 Modeling the acceptance of difficult realities
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Let’s Look at Elizabeth & JR

Elizabeth’s distorted thinking includes denial, splitting, and projection 
which is recognized by the therapist who’s goals include helping her to 
accept her challenges with substance use; recognize her assumptions, 
and learn to perceive a more realistic whole object relationship with 
those around her including those in authority. 

The facilitator observes her interactions with others in the group and 
uses opportunities to point out her distortions, models whole object 
relations, attunes and validates where appropriate.

JR identifies that he has a problem with alcohol and is concerned with 
strategies to stay sober; his object relations appear to be less split, his 
ex is a jerk but he also appreciates her friendship, and the facilitator is 
readily accepted as a helping force.

Continued…

Early object relations are hypothesized and guide treatment interaction 
towards healthier self esteem, relationships, sobriety/harm reduction, and 
goal achievement. 

Individual therapy allows for more deliberate exploration of object 
relations via transference arising in the therapeutic relationship 

Family and couples therapy aims to identify client triggers for use with 
underlying relational assumptions in mind to be highlighted as appropriate. 

Contain and hold thoughts and feelings for the client until they can; 
metabolize intense emotion and return to the client in digestible form for 
ongoing processing; help client see their maladaptive assumptions that 
were at one time life saving. Develop ability to self reflect rather than 
react, be with others less defensively, see a nuanced rather than black 
and white world. 
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Interactions Look Like

 I am a loser, a failure- sounds like you are really disappointed in 
yourself

 You’re just in this for the $$$- sounds like you can’t imagine someone 
being invested in your well being

 I am a perfectionist, always worried about the one thing not going 
right- I wonder where that might have come from, if you think 
back…

 I am embarrassed for you- I wonder where that feeling comes from, I 
am not embarrassed. 

 That nurse is out to get me, she hurts me deliberately- I wonder if she 
feels pushed away by your anger like others in here do.

Summary: 
Advantages 
of Approach

 Addresses our confusion with denial (neurobiology & 
defenses)

 Addresses strong feelings associated with being a bad 
object & identifies approach to challenges of splitting

 Using transference (and countertransference) to 
understand and guide (make the unconscious 
conscious; implicit memory) 

 Improves stamina working with a challenging 
population (it isn’t personal) and containing powerful 
feelings, eg. Shame

 Identifies more explicitly why the recovery process is 
unique to each individual 

 Motivates and guides ongoing efforts at connection 
with an often deeply wounded population 
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Group Work

 Building community

 Learning trust, reliability, altering expectation, 
deepening understanding for self and other

 Framework has to be reliable and therefore safe

 Start on time, be present, reflect feelings, identify the 
likely experience of others to an identified pattern

 Address rather than avoid difficult feelings and topics 
as they arise

 Opportunities for psychoeducation- origins and 
neurobiological maintenance of addiction, 
underlying neurobiological change associated with 
decrease in cravings, improved decision making

Individual Work

 Attunement

 Reflection

 Interpretation

 Modify expectation 

 Identify defenses then 

 Bring these into awareness

 Modify defenses

 Psychoeducation
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Couples Work

 Transgenerational information 
applied towards identifying 
detrimental cycle of interaction

 Identify feelings

 Facilitate attunement to each 
other

 With addictions include 
psychoeducation 

Thank You for Listening

“A relationship is a physiologic process, as real and as potent as any pill 
or surgical procedure. … Total self-sufficiency turns out to be a 
daydream whose bubble is burst by the sharp edge of the limbic brain. 
Stability means finding people who regulate you well and staying near 
them.”

Lewis, T.,  Amini, F.,  Lannon, R. (2001). A general theory of love. 
Vintage Books. 
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Eating Disorders as a Growing 
Phenomenon of Cross-Addiction
By: Martin Lerner, PhD
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Advances in Technology in the Addiction Profession

Wellness and Recovery in the Addiction Profession

Ethics in Practice

Clinical Supervision in the Addiction Profession

Addiction Treatment in Military & Veteran Culture

Specific addiction treatment-related education!

Members and non-members can access 
trainings!

Earn CEs for each training!

Certificate of Completion available for attending 
all trainings in the series! 

www.naadac.org/specialty-online-trainings

Adolescent Treatment and Recovery 
Specialty Online Training Series

Upon completion of the six-part training series, individuals may apply for the 
Adolescent Treatment and Recovery Certificate. The certificate is free for 

NAADAC members.

Part 1: Framing the Conversation: Preventing Youth Substance Use in the Wake of COVID-19

Part 3: Working with LGBTQ Youth: Suicide and Substance Use Disorder

Part 4: Navigating Self and Other Regulation in Adolescent Co-Occurring Treatment

Part 5: The Healing Power of Belonging

Part 6: Pitfalls on the Road to Excellence in Counseling Adolescents

www.naadac.org/adolescent-online-training-series

Earn 1.5 CEs for $25 per session!

Part 2 (rescheduled): Respecting My Privacy, Ethically. A Minor’s Rights to Confidentiality
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www.naadac.org/women-in-recovery-online-training-series

Women in Recovery
Specialty Online Training Series

Upon completion of this six-part series, individuals may apply for the
Women in Recovery Certificate. This certificate is free for NAADAC members.

Part One: Substance Use Disorder (SUD) in 
Women with a Focus on Pregnant and 
Parenting Persons - Earn 1.5 CEs for $25

Part Two: Engaging Women of Color in 
Addiction Treatment - Earn 1.5 CEs for $25

Part Three: Adapting and Addressing 
Tobacco Use with Telehealth for the 
Pregnant Population - Earn 1.5 CEs for 
$25

Part Four: Substance Use Disorders 
(SUD) and Mood Disorders in 
Postpartum Women - Earn 1.5 CEs for 
$25
Part Five: The Lost Wisdom of Women: 
Reclaiming Our Recovery - Earn 
1.5 CEs for $25
Part Six: Come On Get Happy: Women, 
Recovery, and Happiness - Earn 1.5 CEs for 
$25

Join NAADAC! 

Over 320 CEs of free educational webinars are 

available. Education credits are FREE for NAADAC 

members. 

Webinar Series

In each issue of Advances in Addiction & Recovery, 

NAADAC’s magazine, one article is eligible for CEs. 

Magazine Articles

Earn CEs at home and at your own pace 

(includes study guide and online 

examination).

Independent Study Courses

Demonstrate advanced education in diverse 

topics with the NAADAC Certificate 

Programs: 

• Certificate of Achievement for Addiction 

Treatment in Military & Veteran Culture

• Certificate of Achievement for Clinical 

Supervision in Addiction Treatment

• Conflict Resolution in Recovery

• National Certificate in Tobacco 

Treatment Practice

Certificate Programs

NAADAC Annual Conference, October 7th – 12th, 2022 

Indianapolis, Indiana

www.naadac.org/annualconference

Second Annual Engagement in the Black Community: A 

Virtual NAADAC Summit

www.naadac.org/engagement-in-the-black-community-

webinars

Conferences and Events
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NAADACorg 

Naadac 

NAADAC

Thank You
NAADAC, the Association for Addiction Professionals

703.741.7686 / 800.548.0497 

naadac@naadac.org

www.naadac.org

Instructions for Social Workers Certificate

www.naadac.org/webinars N A A D A C ,  t h e  A s s o c i a t i o n  f o r  A d d i c t i o n  P r o f e s s i o n a l s
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