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Background: Therapeutic relationship is one of the most important aspects of psychotherapy, and
quantitative methods have been the most popular approach for conducting research in this field.
However, during the recent decade, qualitative research has opened new ways of understanding
client-therapist relationships. Among the qualitative methods, the phenomenological perspective has
turned the clients’ experience of the therapeutic relationship into an opportunity to enrich researchers'
views on the therapeutic process where literature on Iranian samples suffers a noticeable gap.

Aims: This study seeks the answer to the question of how the therapeutic relationship is experienced
by clients. The current study aims at an immediate and phenomenological account of the therapeutic
relationship essence from the client’s point of view.

Methods: This study is carried out with the qualitative approach and uses descriptive
phenomenology as its method. The participants were 6 former psychotherapy clients, selected
purposefully from volunteers based on the predetermined inclusion criteria as representatives of the
former psychotherapy clients population. The data was provided by in-depth semi-structured
interviews and was analyzed using Giorgi’s four-phased procedure (2003).

Results: The meaning constituents are illustrated in main 5 domains: centrality of relationship and
alliance vs intervention, metaphorical understanding of therapy as a facilitator of the experience,
active participation of the client in narration-experience dialogue, genuineness, empathy, and positive
unconditional regard: the essence of the therapeutic relationship, importance of the person of therapist
and contribution of her relational-interpersonal effects to the interactional field of therapy.
Conclusion: According to the findings, the therapeutic experience can be contextualized in the
mutual and responsive relationship between the client and therapist. The findings may be useful for
psychotherapy supervisors and trainees as a guide in enhancing the therapeutic relationship and
alliance.
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Introduction

Therapists’ and  clients’ interactions  and
collaborations during the therapy serve a pivotal role
in the establishment of alliance and therapeutic
relationship helping the therapeutic couple in
reaching positive outcomes. The importance of
therapeutic relationships also highlights the benefits
of personalization in psychotherapy. therapeutic
relationship comprising the affections, actions, and
thoughts of therapist and client is the general context
in which therapy works and from this point of view,
therapeutic  methods and relationship  are
indistinguishable. The therapeutic relationship is one
of the most important aspects of psychotherapy, and
quantitative methods have been the most popular
approach for conducting research in this field.
However, the field of psychotherapy research has
undergone important developments during the recent
decade and one of the most important changes in this
field is an increased tendency toward qualitative
research. It seems that having a qualitative narrative
of the therapeutic process, therapeutic relationship,
and significant events in the therapy, in a combination
with quantitative findings of the mainstream
literature, can enhance the researchers’ understanding
of the psychotherapy realities and its different
dimensions. Among the various strategies and
subjects pursued through a qualitative scope, maybe
one of the most valuable and high-yielding research
lines has contributed to the exploration of clients’
experience of psychotherapy, the process of change,
and also good versus bad outcomes from clients’
view. Qualitative research in the field of
psychotherapy is in its early phase of development
and various futures can be imagined for it. In this way,
keeping the importance of the component of
therapeutic relationship/ alliance when talking about
psychotherapy, it should not be neglected that in
addition to the therapist and manuals of empirically
supported therapies, the person of the client, her
phenomenal world and her lived experiences are one
of the moscrucialal parts of this relationship and as it
Is accented in the non-directive approaches to the
psychotherapy as the most essential component of the
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psychotherapy phenomenon. This study seeks the
answer to the question of how the therapeutic
relationship is experienced by clients. The current
study aims at an immediate and phenomenological
account of the therapeutic relationship essence from
the client’s point of view.

Method

This qualitative study wuses the descriptive
phenomenological framework that is inspired by
hermeneutics. This framework helps the researcher to
extract essential meanings of a lived experience
through a description and interpretation of the
participants’ utterances. The method used for the
analysis of the qualitative data in this study is first
introduced by Giorgi (2003) in a four-phased
procedure comprising of reading the transcripts,
identifying the meaning units, integrating the
meaning units, and eventually a synthesis of them into
a unified meaning structure. This procedure is an
applied form of Husserlian phenomenology. The
participants of this study were 6 former clients of
psychotherapy (4 females and 2 males; aged the
minimum of 22 and the maximum of
39; M=30.50, SD=7.55) who were recruited
purposefully from volunteers who had been informed
by the research announcement in social media.
Participants were selected based on 3 main inclusion
criteria: (1) participation in at least 15 sessions of
psychotherapy, (2) a lapse of 6 to 12 months after the
termination of the therapy sessions, and (3) not being
professional or educated in the relevant fields of
helping professions. All of the interviews were held
in the form of online video calls with a minimum
length of 45 and a maximum length of 70 minutes.
The minimum duration of psychotherapy experience
reported by the participants was 12 months and the
maximum duration was 48 months (M=32.66, SD=
16.52). The reliability criteria of the qualitative
research were evaluated and discussed based on the
truth value, neutrality, and applicability according to
Noble and Smith (2015) suggestion.

Results
When the therapy experience of clients is explored,

we enter a world of countless, first-person ideas and
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memories. Clients provide reach and exclusive
narratives of the wvarious dimensions of the
psychotherapy experience some of them suggest the
explicit, declarative events and some of them denote
the procedural, gradual, and implicit processes. Based
on the finding of this research, the differential and
changing component of the therapy experience goes
back to the more objective and explicit events in
therapy that are differed from one experience to the
other; these experiences consist of the application of
particular techniques of the therapist approaches. On
contrary, it was the common aspect of the
psychotherapy experiences that represents the
importance of the features and works of the
therapeutic relationship and alliance, because every
therapeutic intervention by therapists is embedded in
the context of the therapeutic relationship. In addition
to the direct remarks of the participants to the healing
potential of the therapeutic relationship on its own,
findings reflect how the being and personal
characteristics of the therapist contribute to the
therapeutic relationship that forms a certain pattern of
interactions between clients and therapists. This
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collaboration was also a prominent theme in the
clients’ experiences of the
psychotherapy process, thetherapist’s openness to
clients’ feelings, thoughts, and actions, and her
patience in active listening to clients is vitally
important and provide the clients with some kind of
mirroring to be regarded and heard unconditionally.
Furthermore, in the interaction of clients and
therapists the moments of rest, reflection, and a pause
in the rushed space of ordinary modernized life and
the relief emerging from that, are one of the
noteworthy experiences communicated to researchers
from clients. finally, there are plenty of metaphors
structuring the perceptions and conceptions of
psychotherapy in clients’ experiences conveying the
deepest and most engaging meanings constructed in
the therapy: “she walked with me in those painful
moments of hard feelings and ambiguity... she
accompanied me with a lantern... illuminated the way

sessions. In the

and didn’t leave me alone... showed me the up and
downs and in the end, | took that light and carried on

myself”

Table 1. Common Meaning Constituents of Participants’ Experience Structure (Summarized)

Meaning Constituents (Descriptive)

Selected Instants (First-Person View)

If | want to put it in words, one of the most helpful things that helped me get better was a

Centrality of Relationship and Alliance
Vs Intervention

relationship that actually was a right humane one | had with my therapist and | think it is a very
important factor. .. she just established a healthy humanistic relationship and that was it... it

caused the healing (p. 2)

It is similar to the situation in which you have a broken car and you bring your car for repairs
since you cannot repair it yourself and the repairman must get the job done... he does and during

Metaphorical Understanding of
Therapy as A Facilitator of The
Experience

that time you are standing there beside him and ask him about the thing are going and in this
way, you come to learn what is it about and how you can fix it.. . therapist fixes you and teaches
you how to fix yourself... it is illusory to think that there would be perfection in this work... you

need him... you really needed help so he helped and you became better, but there are some

cardinal screws and gears which you can’t fix by yourself.. when you face trauma for example
you need to return to your therapist... it is not all about learning (p. 1)
All the client does is limited to life and experience... he has to not inhibit himself in

Active Participation of The Client in
Narration-Experience Dialogue

experiencing... because there will be new insights as long as one has new experiences... and so
there will be content for the therapy session to discuss based on the experiences. .. your therapist
cannot go for a date instead of you! You have to meet a girl yourself! You have to live your life

nobody is going to do this for you therapy can’t help with that (p. 6)
In my opinion, one of the most important things in therapy was that | was heard and seen

Empathy And Positive Unconditional

with all of the aspects of my life... I was accepted entirely with all of my good and bad
characteristics and no judgments were made... and this helped me progress (p. 1)

Regard: The Essence of The
Therapeutic Relationship

One of the rare things I find in ordinary life, but I could feel in my therapy that | missed it
now, is the unique empathy my therapist provided me with... it was secure and allowed me
to talk about and feel everything (p. 3)
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Meaning Constituents (Descriptive)

Selected Instants (First-Person View)

I had an incredible experience with my therapist and he was daring... this made him a
person to comfortably share whatever you want with... I could see a huge amount of
patience in him a very exclusive comprehension he presented me with.. he had an

Importance of the Person of Therapist
and Contribution of Her Relational-
Interpersonal Effects to The
Interactional Field of Therapy

interesting character and | unconsciously grew with him... | can say that it was his
personality that was healing... I can’t even remember what did particularly he do in the

session but his personality (p. 4)

There was equality in her view... [ didn’t feel like she was a different human than me..who

is higher than me.. we were equal and It felt great... | think the therapist's own therapy is
very important.. first of all, she should be at peace so that she can help me.. when | know
that my therapist has had her own therapy session it assures me about our session too (p. 5)

Conclusion

According to the findings, the therapeutic experience
can be contextualized in the mutual and responsive
relationship between the client and therapist. Clients’
efforts during the sessions are a prominent part of the
psychotherapy experience which only becomes
meaningful when it is embraced by the empathetic,
collaborative, non-judgmental stance of an authentic
therapist. This experience is also narratable through
metaphoric conceptions of psychotherapy. Regarding
the finding of this study, it is suggested that the
modification of therapists’ attitudes toward clients
and considering them as important and valuable
sources of information and insights about the therapy
can help clinicians and researchers enhance their view
of the psychotherapeutic processes. This research also
calls attention to the importance of the therapeutic
relationship among other therapeutic factors since as
it is evident in the clients’ narratives, the quality of
the relationship has deep connotations in comparison
to the approach-specific techniques or therapists'
theoretical backgrounds. to achieve a therapeutic
relationship that works, respecting the client’s values
is necessary. The findings of this study also can
corroborate the quantitative literature on the topic and
act as a complementary source for the enrichment of
our understanding of psychotherapy. This research is
limited by its phenomenological scope and lack of
proper funding for a small sample and the aim of the
study was not approach-specific. limitation The of
using different interviewers and interpreters of the
qualitative data was also a shortcoming. Further, like
any other qualitative research, the interpretation of
the data is deeply impacted by the worldview of the
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researcher which is an advantage and simultaneously
a disadvantage of qualitative research.
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