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THERE-AND-THEN APPROACH

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Psychotherapy, Psychodynamic Theory,

Psychoanalysis

1. Core Definition and Theoretical Basis

The There-and-Then Approach constitutes a fundamental orientation within psychotherapy that

prioritizes the exploration and reconstruction of a patient's historical life experiences, positing that

current psychological distress and maladaptive patterns are rooted in unresolved conflicts and

formative events of the past. This approach asserts that true therapeutic change necessitates an

understanding of the genesis of the symptoms, often tracing back to childhood experiences, past

relationships, or significant traumatic events. Unlike methodologies focusing solely on present

behavior or immediate emotional reactions, the There-and-Then model treats the past not merely

as context, but as the active, causal determinant of the patient's present reality.

This perspective is deeply aligned with classical psychodynamic theory, particularly the concepts

pioneered by Sigmund Freud and subsequent psychoanalytic traditions. The underlying

assumption is that psychological material--including defense mechanisms, character structure, and

symptomatic behaviors--is a manifestation of unconscious processes developed early in life. By

bringing these buried experiences and associated emotions into conscious awareness through

therapeutic work, the patient can achieve insight, leading to the resolution of historical conflicts and

subsequently alleviating contemporary suffering. The emphasis is placed squarely on memory

retrieval, interpretation, and the meticulous charting of developmental milestones and failures that

shaped the adult psyche.

The crucial mechanism employed in the There-and-Then framework is the analysis of

transference, though not exclusively restricted to the immediate therapeutic relationship (as in the

Here-and-Now model). Transference, in this context, involves the patient reenacting historical

relationship patterns--often those established with primary caregivers--onto the therapist. However,

the analytic focus is on interpreting how these historical patterns developed in the "there-and-then"

of the patient's early life, rather than merely analyzing the emotional intensity within the current

session. The therapist serves as an investigative historian, guiding the patient through a detailed

psychological archeology to uncover the roots of entrenched psychological structures.

Furthermore, the approach is predicated on the belief that symptoms are rarely random; rather,

they serve as coded messages or compromises necessitated by the limitations and emotional

environments of the past. For instance, anxiety or depression may be understood not just as

current affective states, but as historical reactions to perceived threat or loss that have become

generalized over time. Effective intervention, therefore, requires dismantling the historical context

in which these symptoms were adaptive, enabling the patient to integrate the past into a
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comprehensive, coherent self-narrative. This process is often time-intensive, reflecting the

complexity of revising deeply established internal working models derived from long-ago

experiences.

2. Historical Roots in Psychodynamic Theory

The philosophical and clinical origins of the There-and-Then Approach are synonymous with the

emergence of psychoanalysis in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Sigmund Freud's early

work, particularly his development of the concepts of psychic determinism and the unconscious,

fundamentally established the therapeutic necessity of examining the past. Freud's emphasis on

the Oedipus complex, psychosexual stages of development, and the enduring impact of childhood

trauma laid the foundation for a clinical orientation that viewed adult pathology as an inevitable

consequence of unresolved conflicts from the "there-and-then."

Early psychoanalytic technique, which heavily relied on techniques such as free association and

dream analysis, was explicitly designed to bypass conscious resistance and access repressed

memories. The goal was to reconstruct the narrative of the patient's past--the events, fantasies,

and emotional responses that shaped their internal world. Analysts spent significant time piecing

together historical data, correlating adult symptoms with specific childhood incidents or

relationships. This commitment to historical reconstruction solidified the There-and-Then model as

the prevailing paradigm for deep, intensive psychological treatment for decades.

Following Freud, various psychodynamic schools continued to refine but uphold the core principle

of historical causality. For example, theorists like Melanie Klein focused on the developmental

impact of early object relations, emphasizing how internal representations of early figures (the

objects) formed in infancy (the "there-and-then") dictate adult interpersonal dynamics. Similarly,

attachment theory, though more contemporary, uses the concept of internal working models to

describe how early relational experiences establish enduring blueprints for emotional regulation

and relationship patterns. These subsequent developments consistently reinforce the view that the

locus of pathology resides in the historical formation of the self.

The ubiquity of the There-and-Then model in clinical practice persisted strongly until the mid-20th

century when challenges arose from humanistic, existential, and behavioral therapies, which began

to advocate for a greater focus on current experience and observable behavior. Nevertheless, the

influence of the historical approach remains profound. Modern psychodynamic therapies, even

those focused on shorter-term interventions, still rely fundamentally on the principle that

understanding the "there-and-then" offers the most durable and comprehensive form of

psychological insight, differentiating them from treatments that merely address surface symptoms.
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3. Mechanisms of Therapeutic Reconstruction

Achieving therapeutic change within the There-and-Then Approach relies on several

interconnected mechanisms designed to bring historical material into living awareness. The

primary mechanism is the achievement of insight, defined as the conscious understanding of the

causal link between past experiences and present psychological or relational difficulties. This

insight is not merely intellectual recognition but must be accompanied by emotional processing

(affective insight) to be transformative. The therapist facilitates this by interpreting recurring

patterns and connecting them directly to the patient's developmental history, often through careful

interpretation of biographical details.

A second critical mechanism is working through, a process described by Freud that involves

repeatedly examining and integrating historical material and interpretations across different

contexts and emotional states. Since resistance often prevents immediate acceptance of painful

past realities, the patient and therapist must continuously revisit the formative experiences,

allowing the patient to tolerate the associated distress and revise their understanding of the events.

This repeated engagement ensures that the historical material is not just remembered, but truly

assimilated, leading to structural changes in the psyche rather than temporary symptom relief.

Furthermore, the use of narrative techniques is central to reconstruction. Many patients enter

therapy with a fragmented or inconsistent understanding of their own past, often due to repression

or dissociation, particularly in cases of trauma. The therapeutic process in the There-and-Then

model involves helping the patient co-construct a coherent narrative, linking disparate memories

and feelings into a meaningful life story. By placing the "there-and-then" events into chronological

and psychological order, the patient moves from being a victim of an unknown past to an agent

capable of understanding and integrating their history, thereby reducing the power the past holds

over the present.

4. Key Techniques and Clinical Application

Clinical practice within the There-and-Then Approach employs specific techniques aimed at

uncovering and analyzing historical data. The primary methods are designed to minimize

conscious control and facilitate access to unconscious material. Free association is perhaps the

most iconic technique, where the patient is encouraged to express every thought, feeling, and

image that comes to mind without censorship. The assumption is that this stream of consciousness

will eventually lead back toward historically repressed conflicts or memories that drive current

behavior.

Another vital technique is the interpretation of historical patterns. The therapist listens not only

for overt content but for recurring themes, relationship templates, and defensive styles. When a

patient describes a current difficulty with an authority figure, the therapist, guided by the historical
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approach, will interpret this through the lens of the patient's early relationship with a parent or

caregiver. For example, chronic feelings of inadequacy in the workplace might be interpreted as

the reactivation of emotional experiences from a highly critical childhood environment--the "there-

and-then" intruding upon the present.

The There-and-Then approach is particularly effective in treating conditions where pathology is

deeply characterological or rooted in early developmental failures, such as many forms of

personality disorders, chronic depression resistant to cognitive treatments, and complex trauma. In

these cases, superficial changes in behavior (Here-and-Now fixes) often fail because the

underlying psychic structure remains untouched. By focusing on historical causality, the therapy

aims for profound, systemic changes in the patient's personality organization, ensuring that the

historical wound is truly healed, not merely bandaged.

5. Contrast with the Here-and-Now Approach

The There-and-Then Approach is most clearly understood in direct contrast to the Here-and-

Now Approach, which emphasizes immediate experience, current feelings, and interaction within

the therapeutic session itself. While the There-and-Then model looks backward for causality, the

Here-and-Now model (prominent in Gestalt therapy, existential therapy, and certain interpersonal

and group therapies) looks forward or focuses entirely on the present moment, viewing the past

only as a context, not a mandate.

In the Here-and-Now framework, the focus is on the patient's immediate feelings and behaviors as

they manifest in the room. If a patient becomes anxious or resentful towards the therapist, the

Here-and-Now therapist analyzes this immediate interpersonal process as a representation of

their current difficulty in relationships generally. The aim is to achieve experiential learning and

immediate emotional contact with reality. Conversely, the There-and-Then therapist would analyze

the anxiety as a historical defense mechanism, asking: "When and where did this pattern of anxiety

originate?"

The treatment goals also differ significantly. The There-and-Then model seeks historical insight

and structural change, requiring the patient to understand *why* they are the way they are. The

Here-and-Now model seeks experiential awareness and behavioral modification, requiring the

patient to recognize *how* they are currently limiting themselves and to experiment with new ways

of being in the present moment. For example, a Here-and-Now approach might focus on

confronting immediate resistance, whereas a There-and-Then approach would analyze the

historical factors that created the need for that defense.

Furthermore, the therapeutic relationship is utilized differently. In the There-and-Then framework,

the relationship is a vehicle for the patient to eventually gain historical insight; it is primarily used to

analyze transference as a throwback to earlier relationships. In the Here-and-Now framework, the
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relationship is viewed as a living laboratory where current relational difficulties can be immediately

experienced, highlighted, and resolved in real time. The immediacy of the current session holds

more therapeutic power than the historical interpretation.

While often presented as antithetical, many contemporary integrated therapeutic models recognize

the value of both orientations. Short-term psychodynamic therapies, for instance, often focus

heavily on the Here-and-Now manifestation of transference (how the past impacts the current

session) but utilize that immediate interaction as a stepping stone to interpret the deeper, historical

roots of the pattern (the There-and-Then cause). Nonetheless, for classical psychoanalysis and

deep psychodynamic work, the primacy of the There-and-Then Approach remains the defining

feature.

6. Specific Applications in Trauma and Deeply Rooted Issues

The There-and-Then Approach is particularly well-suited for treating patients suffering from

chronic psychological issues, especially those stemming from early life trauma or complex

developmental issues. When patients experience lasting symptoms of trauma from childhood, past

relationships, or neglect, the historical approach provides a structured means of processing events

that were too overwhelming to integrate at the time they occurred. The process allows the adult

self to safely revisit and re-process the emotional intensity and cognitive meaning of the original

traumatic event--the "there-and-then" of the trauma.

In the treatment of Complex Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (C-PTSD), the historical focus is

indispensable. C-PTSD often involves relational trauma sustained over long periods, leading to

profound disruptions in attachment, identity, and emotional regulation. Merely addressing current

symptoms (as a Here-and-Now approach might) often fails to address the underlying fragmentation

of the self caused by the historical abuse. The There-and-Then methodology enables the patient to

systematically identify the source of their fragmented states and integrate the disparate parts of

their personality that were developed as defensive reactions to the past environment.

Moreover, personality disorders, such as Borderline Personality Disorder, are inherently

characterological, meaning the psychological structures themselves were formed in response to

early, persistent relational failures. Treatment utilizing the There-and-Then framework focuses on

analyzing the patient's early object relations--the historical blueprint of how they internalized

significant others--and understanding how these internalized historical relationships drive their

current instability, fear of abandonment, and identity diffusion. By dissecting the "there-and-then"

causes, therapy can aim to modify the core defensive structures rather than simply managing

acute crises.
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7. Criticisms Regarding Efficacy and Duration

Despite its theoretical depth and utility in structural change, the There-and-Then Approach faces

several significant criticisms, primarily concerning its duration, cost, and immediate efficacy.

Because the process necessitates extensive historical investigation and the slow process of

working through deeply entrenched material, it is often a long-term commitment, sometimes

spanning several years. This length makes it inaccessible to many patients due to financial

constraints and the intensity of the time commitment required, leading some critics to label it as

elitist or impractical for widespread mental health needs.

A second major criticism relates to the perceived lack of focus on immediate, practical problem-

solving. While the historical insight gained is profound, patients suffering from acute distress--such

as severe phobias, active substance abuse, or panic attacks--often require rapid behavioral

stabilization. Critics argue that spending extensive time investigating the past delays necessary

functional changes in the present. Modern, brief therapies, like Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

(CBT), often prioritize symptom reduction in the here-and-now, demonstrating higher measurable

efficacy rates in short-term studies, leading many practitioners and insurance providers to favor

approaches with faster, more defined outcomes.

Finally, the methodology can sometimes be criticized for fostering intellectualization and

resistance. Focusing too heavily on the "there-and-then" can allow a patient to use historical

interpretation as a defense against immediate emotional engagement. A patient may discuss the

history of their mother's relationship difficulties in great detail (intellectual insight) while avoiding the

powerful, often difficult emotions that arise in the current session (here-and-now affect). Effective

practice requires the therapist to skillfully integrate historical interpretation with the patient's

present emotional state, preventing the historical focus from becoming a mechanism of avoidance.

Further Reading

American Psychological Association (APA) - Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

Mayo Clinic - Personality Disorders

Verywell Mind - The Oedipus Complex

Wikipedia - Psychodynamic Psychotherapy

Wikipedia - Transference
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