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Abstract

The present study evaluated the effectiveness of the Interperson-
al Therapeutic Relationship (ITR) approach in addiction rehabilita-
tion. This approach, executed by social workers, includes empathy,
emotional containment, and empowerment of the patient. The study
was conducted among 75 patients treated for eight months in Treat-
ment Communities (TC) for addicts in Israel. The findings, based
on quantitative and qualitative methods, show that this approach
has a positive effect on the patients’ persistence in drug abstinence,
pattern of attachment, and mental well-being. The study found that
ITR helped these patients persist in these positive patterns over 8
months. The study sees ITR as a dynamic built-in method based on
the therapeutic interpersonal relationship of caregivers as a way of
emotional and behavioral change in people with an addiction disor-
der. It is proposed to conduct further studies that will examine the
effectiveness of this method.
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Introduction

The activity of social workers is designed to change the patients’
patterns of thinking, emotion, and behavior that may be persistently
manifested in drug and alcohol abstinence [1]. The existence of an
Interpersonal Therapeutic Relationship (ITR) between the therapist
and the patient can predict positive outcomes both in the emotional
realm and in the cognitive-behavioral aspect, which may be consis-
tently manifested in drug abstinence [2]. The foundations of ITR are
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attached to humanistic theory [3,4], which aimed to find solutions that
helped people give meaning to their lives, realize their abilities, and
develop self-efficacy. The humanistic approach has only been par-
tially implemented in the therapeutic field as a stand-alone approach
in assisting patients in achieving their goals. Interestingly, although
therapists and researchers agree that humanistic approach has many
advantages in therapeutic work with disadvantaged populations, this
approach is neither defined nor committed when performing thera-
peutic interventions [2,5]. The present study sought to address this
issue while analyzing ITR implementation in a Therapeutic Commu-
nity (TC) and evaluating the effectiveness of this intervention.

The humanistic approach: Perspective and implementa-
tion in ITR

The need to treat crises, disorders, and distress experienced by
humans has led to the birth of a variety of clinical, developmental,
and social interventions, one of which is the humanistic approach.
The uniqueness of the approach, which is one of the oldest thera-
peutic approaches, is in emphasizing the importance of therapeutic
human touch as a platform for giving meaning to patients’ lives [6].
The humanistic approach includes the ability to produce a positive
therapeutic atmosphere and honest dialog through empathy and emo-
tional containment, which may be the first steps in building an ITR
[7-9]. This requires perseverance and intensity. What are the features
required of therapist in running an ITR on the basis of the humanistic
approach? According to studies, these features include the initiation
of activities leading to closeness with patient with addiction, willing-
ness to help, and an understanding of human needs [9]. Building a
secure attachment pattern with the patients is another key concept in
ITR [10]. Three main aspects of ITR are discussed below: empathy,
empowerment and containment.

Therapeutic empathy as a psychological mechanism driv-
ing change

Therapeutic empathy is widely agreed upon as one of the signifi-
cant therapeutic tools available to therapists to enable self-regulation
and building secure attachment in the patient. Although there is no
universal definition of the term, there is a consensus that empathy
includes an “action” and “ability” by therapists to experience anoth-
er person’s feelings [11,12]. Therapeutic empathy is aimed to give
meaning to the patient’s feelings by listening to the patient’s explicit
and implicit messages [13]. In light of the above, the following ques-
tions are asked: How should therapists deal with the patient’s barri-
ers? What should the therapists do in a situation where therapeutic
empathy does not grow naturally? The answer to these two questions
lies in the existence of a continuous physical presence of the thera-
pists in the patient’s life [14], as expressed in a setting of a Thera-
peutic Community (TC). A wide range of studies validate the power
of therapeutic empathy in promoting emotional change, awareness,
discovery of latent powers in people, and achieving good therapeutic
outcomes [15,16]. In general, it can be said that effective empathy
will also include processes for validating the patient’s identity, guid-
ance, containment, and empowerment [14].
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Accepting the patient’s feelings: Therapeutic containment

The definition of containment includes the assumption that this
emotional therapeutic action allows the therapists to accept the pa-
tient’s feelings as they are without rejecting them, denying their ex-
istence, or throwing them back at the patient inappropriately [2]. It
should be emphasized that performing uniform patterns of contain-
ment without addressing the patient’s specific emotional characteris-
tics may be ineffective. Containment that is tailored to the needs of the
patient may assist in the development of a therapeutic alliance, and
the patient’s sense of security [17,18]. The treatment process should
include a discussion of the interpretation offered by the therapists to
enable accurate and proactive feedback [14]. Therapeutic change is a
complex process, which can be initiated by a combination of empathy
and containment in addition to a therapeutic presence and may allow
the patient to move beyond the boundaries of the self.

Development of self-efficacy: Therapeutic empowerment

Giving meaning to a person’s life is an essential idea that exists ac-
cording to the humanistic approach. The definition of patient empow-
erment emphasizes promoting the patients’ ability to gain greater con-
trol over their life [19]. The patient empowerment processes include
additional moves like procedure of motivating the patients to change
their lives, increasing their awareness of their condition, and taking
the patient out of the ‘in’ to the ‘self” boundary [20]. Examining the
difficulties in assimilating the patient’s empowerment reveals that so-
cial and cultural barriers may complicate the patient’s empowerment
process [21,22]. As a rule, motivating the patient from a passive to an
active state may promote a sense of meaning and ability.

Attachment patterns

The study examined changes in patients’ attachment patterns. At-
tachment patterns refer to people’s ability to establish inter-personal
relationship with other people [23,24]. Insecure attachment is charac-
terized by anxiety and avoidance of people, whereas secure attachment
is characterized by the ability to make safe connections with people
[10]. Children with insecure attachment patterns tend to be avoid-
ant and self-isolated during childhood and adulthood. These children
could experience loneliness and even develop extreme behaviors such
as violent behavior and addiction [24]. On the other hand, children
and adults with good social adaptability typically develop a secure
attachment pattern that enables them to restore emotional balance and
self-efficacy upon adversity [24,25]. Studies that addressed the ques-
tion of whether people’s attachment patterns can be changed, have
shown that the transition from an insecure attachment pattern to a
secure attachment pattern is indeed possible [24,26]. The factors that
can contribute to the transition of a person to a secure attachment are
therapeutic factors which include support, a safe patient environment,
empathy and containment [25,26]. It was therefore hypothesized in
the present study that ITR would have a beneficial effect on changing
the attachment pattern of research participants which would lead to
persistence in drug and alcohol abstinence.

Mental well-being

The changes in mental well-being of the patients were also exam-
ined in a study. Mental well-being includes two aspects: high (good)
mental well-being and low mental well-being (bad). Positive mental
well-being includes a positive state of mind, such as life satisfaction
[27,28]. Low mental well-being includes a negative state of mind and
low expectations of the future. In the context of drug abuse, mental

well-being involves a vicious cycle that is sometimes difficult to break.
On the one hand, a low sense of well-being resulting from personal
distress and negative effects of the environment may in itself con-
tribute to addiction, and on the other hand, addiction to psychoactive
substances may contribute to low mental well-being, which makes it
difficult for people to cope with their problems. Positive factors that
can contribute to high mental well-being include an objective change
in one’s condition, such as integration into employment, dealing with
the problem of addiction, and developing new social relationships.
These changes may occur under the influence of therapeutic factors
such as therapeutic empathy and empowerment of the person [27,29].
In the present study, it was hypothesized that ITR would have a par-
allel positive effect on both the improvement of mental well-being.

The present study

The study examined the effectiveness of the psychological mech-
anisms implemented in ITR that includes empathy, containment, and
empowerment throughout 8 months of social worker intervention
with patient with a Substance Use Disorder (SUD) in TC. The study
assessed the effectiveness of the program in terms of attachment pat-
tern, mental well-being, and persistence in abstinence from drugs and
alcohol.

For this purpose, the following hypotheses were tested:

» Following ITR intervention, study participants with an insecure
attachment pattern will develop a secure attachment pattern. Study
participants with a secure attachment pattern at the time of entry
to TC will maintain this secure attachment pattern following the
treatment

» ITR intervention will have a positive effect on the participants’ lev-
el of well-being, increasing the level of well-being among patients
with initial low mental well-being and maintaining well-being lev-
els among patients with initial high mental well-being

* ITR intervention will have a positive effect on the participants’
persistence in abstinence from drugs and alcohol

Methodology
Participants

The study was conducted in 2019among 75 patients with a Sub-
stance Use Disorder (SUD) in Israel [30]. Study participants were
selected from an existing group of patients who stayed for eight
months in one of seven TC located all over Israel. A TC is an inpa-
tient comprehensive facility which provides the patients therapeutic,
medical, occupational, social, educational and community responses
[31,32]. Joining the TC, which is funded by the Israeli government,
is done voluntarily. TC patients are between the ages of 18-55. The
average age of the participants was 40. The demographic characteris-
tics show that 90.7% of the patients were men, and most of them had
participated in outpatient treatment programs in the past but were un-
able to persist in drug abstinence. Near half (45%) of the participants
had previously been in prison for committing criminal offenses and
drug trafficking (N = 33). Most of the participants used the following
psychoactive substances: cannabis (65%), heroin (34%), and alcohol
(61%) [30]. It should be noted that among the 75 patients recruited in
this study, 39 patients dropped out of TC during the first two months
of their stay due to difficulties adapting to the community and per-
sonal difficulties, and 36 patients completed the treatment. The data
presented represent the patients who completed the program.
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Measures

The research was conducted as a longitudinal study which exam-
ined patients’ attachment pattern, mental well-being, and addiction
status at two time points: upon arrival at the TC and eight months
later, upon completion of the program. In Israel there is no additional
TC. As a result, it was not possible to conduct a study with a control
group. The following questionnaires were used: The Participants’ At-
tachment Pattern Questionnaire that examine whether the study par-
ticipants have the ability to form social connections [33]. The ques-
tionnaire included 36 items on a 7-point Likert scale between strongly
agreeing (1) and strongly disagreeing (8). This questionnaire has been
used in many studies and showed high validity in the present study (a
=0.89). The Mental Well-being questionnaire [34], examine the level
of optimism and life satisfaction of the study participants included
14 items on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from negative (1) to pos-
itive (6). This questionnaire has been used in many studies as well,
with high validity in the present study (a =0.91). The questionnaire:
“characteristics and roles of social workers” includes the variables
empathy, containment and empowerment also filled in by the study
participants. These variables were presented as defined in the human-
istic and the emotion-focused theories [4,14].

In this questionnaire, the study participants reported about the in-
fluence of the variables on emotional changes experienced during the
TIP. The questionnaire was delivered after 4 and 8 months of par-
ticipants in TIP. Additional questionnaire was used in the study that
examined the status of drug abuse among the participants, the ASI
questionnaire [35]. In the second phase of the study, interviews with
the study participants were conducted based on the Activation of the
Characteristics: Therapeutic-empathy, Empowerment, and Contain-
ing and the Roles of Social Workers. The interviews were conducted
individually, in a designated place in the therapeutic community un-
der the guidance of a research assistant.

Ethical considerations

The patients in the TC who participated in the study did so volun-
tarily. During the research process, the research assistants answered
the questions of the participants before the beginning of the research
and distributed to them a document defining the research aims. The
research participants subsequently signed an informed consent form.
The research process was constantly examined by the research assis-
tants who verified that the participants understood the research ques-
tions.

Results

The quantitative and qualitative research findings included emo-
tional and behavioral information about the patients in the drug and
alcohol addiction phase and information regarding the rehabilitation
process they underwent through the ITR. The information about the
patients’ condition in the period prior to joining TC revealed that pa-
tients described complex difficulties and coping with addiction and

difficulty in establishing secure attachment to their social environ-
ment. As D., patient with addiction to cocaine, noted, “I have a com-
plete lack of trust in people. I do not trust anyone and do not want
to make new connections. Every time I tried to make contact, I was
disappointed.” B., addicted to heroin, similarly noted, “I usually met
people who did not understand me, did not address my problems, and
did not hear what I had to say, so I felt blocked from being able to
contact the social worker and hear what she had to say to me. I did not
want to be disappointed again.”

Patients presented the meaning of the psychoactive substance for
them as helping them cope with the complexities of life. As M., pa-
tient with addiction to alcohol for many years, noted, “I did not know
how to take care of myself, I had a lot of emotional barriers, I was
alone. Later I found a “friend,” the alcohol. The substance helped me
at some point overcome these barriers, reduce unhelpful thoughts, and
most of all, overcome my loneliness. But it was all for a short time,
then I started to get tangled up with my feelings and the feeling of
loneliness came back.”

The findings of the study with respect to the effect of the TIP ex-
pressed from the questionnaire summary: “characteristics and roles of
social workers” which included the variables empathy, containment
and empowerment, which filled in by the study participants and in-
formation from the qualitative interview [30]. The findings show that
47.2% of the patients who persisted for 8 months in the TC, had a
secure attachment pattern when joining the Therapeutic Communi-
ty (TO). Following the ITR process, 70% of them were with secure
attachment pattern (T1) and 30% of them were left with an insecure
attachment pattern [30] (Figure 1).

Figure 1: The effect of TIP on attachment patterns of the research partic-
ipants.

N

In light of the findings, achieving a secure attachment pattern re-
sulted from the interpersonal bonding processes performed by the
social workers throughout 8 months of intervention. F., patient with
addiction to alcohol, stated, “I experienced confidence in the relation-
ship with the social worker. She gave me support, constant attention,
understood my difficulties and made me feel equal.” K., patients with
a Substance Use Disorder (SUD) to heroin, noted, “I felt in touch
with the social worker [and] that it was the safest place for me. I felt
was capable. She taught me how to connect with others [and] I felt no
longer alone. She helped me survive in the community and conveyed
her deep trust in me.”

The study also found a positive relationship between ITR process-
es and high mental well-being after 8 months of intervention. The data

J Addict Addictv Disord ISSN: 2578-7276, Open Access Journal

DOI: 10.24966/AAD-7276/100085

Volume 9 e Issue 2 « 100085


https://doi.org/10.24966/AAD-7276/100085

Citation: Aharon S (2022) Social Worker Interpersonal Therapeutic Relationships with Clients (ITR): The Impact of Psychological Mechanisms on Addiction. ]

Addict Addictv Disord 9: 085.

e Page4 of 6 ¢

that referring to patients who persisted for § months in TC showed
that most of the study participants (75%) who persisted in treatment
(N =27) reported a high sense of mental well-being, while 25% of the
participants reported low mental well-being during their integration
into the therapeutic community [30]. Eight months after the thera-
peutic intervention process (T,), 88% of the participants who perse-
vered in the study persisted in high mental well-being or their mental
well-being pattern changed from low to high. The remainder (12%) of
the participants were left with low mental well-being [30] (Figure 2).

Figure 2: The effect of TIP on mental well-being of the research partici-
pants.

The positive change that shown in the data with respect to the
pattern of attachment and mental well-being is significant. The ability
to both, persevere and positively change these patterns is not self-ev-
ident, and to a large extent is a result of the ITR activities. According
to the findings, therapeutic relationships that had a positive effect on
perseverance in good mental well-being included the assistance of
the social worker in removing emotional barriers, the support and ac-
ceptance of patients, and processing patients’ hidden emotions. M.,
patients with a Substance Use Disorder (SUD) to cannabis, noted that
“The social worker listened to me all the time, helped me talk about
my fears, and taught me how to cope with my inner world. Follow-
ing the relationship with her, I became much more optimistic about
myself.” B., addicted to alcohol and cocaine, noted, “I finally found
someone who understood me. The social worker was not judgmental
at all. [She] understood my difficulties and why I was depressed many
times, talked to me about things I repressed, and taught me how to
cope with my helplessness. I believe my future will be better.”

Importantly, 100% of the study participants (N = 36) persisted in
abstaining from drugs and alcohol [30]. Persistence of participants
in abstinence from drug use over 8 months was ascribed by the par-
ticipants to the assistance of social workers, allowing them to regain
control over their lives and develop awareness of the source of their
problems. C., patient with addiction to amphetamines, noted, “The
social worker introduced me to a new line of thought, allowed me to
work on myself, helped me feel meaningful, and most of all, let me
decide about the rest of my life. She presented me with different ways
of progressing. It helped me a lot in the process of persevering in the
abstinence from drugs to which I have been addicted for many years.”
B., patient with addiction, to alcohol and heroin, stated, “With the
help of the contact with the social worker, I received practical help,
I learned how to solve problems, [and] my whole line of thinking
changed. She discovered powers in me that allow me to cope dif-
ferently with the addiction problem. I am aware of my difficulties
and have control over my drug [abuse] problem that I did not have
before.”

The findings of the study as emerged from the questionnaires and
interviews [30], regarding the effectiveness of ITR and the responses
given by the social workers to the many difficulties of the participants
supported the research hypotheses and were reflected in all aspects
examined: secure attachment pattern, improved mental well-being,
and persistent abstinence from substances of abuse.

Discussion

The present study sought to evaluate the effectiveness of the ITR
program in TC in the rehabilitation of patients with a Substance Use
Disorder (SUD). The main insight derived from the research findings
is that the behavioral and emotional change of patient with addic-
tion was not random [30]. The findings were consistent with studies
regarding the effect of ITR on the emotional change of the patients,
who benefited from the treatment by using it as an engine for gaining
control over their lives [20]. The therapeutic relationship in this study
enabled a secure relationship between the social worker and the par-
ticipants and influenced the achievement of behavioral and emotional
changes by shaping a supportive emotional climate and building good
intimacy [25,30,36,37]. The ITR process helped many patients in
coping with difficult conflicts with the rules in the community about
the background of their addiction problem and allowed them to devel-
op social capacity, which was new to many of them [38]. Increasing
participants’ control over their lives in the TC and developing partic-
ipants’ awareness of the source of their problems led to practical pos-
itive outcomes that include, among other things, persistence in drug
abstinence [32].

The present study presented the beneficial effect of intensive in-
terpersonal therapy in treatment settings [31,39-41]. To a large extent,
during the intervention process, the social workers demonstrated psy-
chological mechanisms that enabled self-regulation and motivation of
study participants, driving them from a passive to an active state, as
expressed in changing patients’ attachment patterns [42,43]. Approxi-
mately 42% of participants were with a secure attachment at the time
of joining the TC. It is assumed that ITR contributed to this group
persisting in a secure attachment pattern and allowed other patients
with an insecure attachment to experience a secure attachment pat-
tern [30]. According to the findings, not all participants experienced
a change in attachment patterns and mental well-being [24,27,28]. A
possible explanation is that ITR did not develop in some patients due
to issues related to patients’ personal barriers and social and environ-
mental barriers [40]. The solution to these gaps may lie in locating
fractures in treatment, locating patients’ hidden internal resources,
and strengthening emotional abilities. Regarding the group of study
participants who dropped out of the research during the first two
months of their stay in TC, it can be said that this group experienced
ITR only initially, and due to the short intervention time it was not
possible to establish effective therapeutic relationship.

An analysis of the study findings leads to the conclusion that ITR
may be considered as one of the powerful therapeutic tool for de-
veloping self-awareness, self-efficacy, and secure attachment among
people coping with the illness of addiction.

Conclusion

The findings make it clear therapeutic relationship in itself may
influence the development of significant emotional changes in people
coping with addiction that could lead to personal development and
practical changes. The lesson to be learned from the present study is
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that ITR may be relevant for treating a variety of distressed popula-
tions. The study provides a better understanding of the characteristics
of ITR and the factors underlying the effectiveness of this interper-
sonal therapeutic method.

Limitations

The first limitation is related to the fact that the present study is a
longitudinal study with a small group of participants. The study does
not allow the use of a control group that could identify more specif-
ic factors of emotional changes which may be achieved within the
framework of ITR. Another possible limitation is related to the sub-
ject of change in the attachment pattern of patients who were with an
insecure attachment pattern while joining TC [26]. It should be noted
that this finding may contradict studies which indicate that a pattern
of attachment formed in childhood will not change during adult life
[24]. Since the dropout rate of the participants was 52%, there may be
a limit to understanding the quality of impact of the ITR with respect
to the dropout group. In addition, the study did not examine the per-
sistence in drug abstinence after the end of treatment, therefore could
not comment on the long-term effects of ITR.

Future Studies

Future studies should examine the effectiveness of the ITR meth-
od among additional populations in distress. In addition, conducting
qualitative studies may give us more in-depth information about
the impact of ITR components on emotional and behavioral change
among at-risk populations. It is recommended to conduct studies that
would compare the effectiveness of ITR to other therapeutic methods
among different populations coping with difficulties in their lives.
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