
UCLA Psychotherapy 
Orientation

July 25 and August 1, 2020

Joshua Pretsky, MD



What is Psychodynamic Psychotherapy

● Contemporary Model and Assumptions
○ Mental life involves ongoing conflict and compromise. Behavior is multiply determined.

○ Mental processes operate in parallel: affect, cognition and drives.

○ Behavior is determined by thoughts and feelings and, in turn, shapes thoughts and feelings.

○ Traumatic experiences in the past prefigure later perceptions and experience. Traumatic scenarios are repeated.

○ Dynamic factors interweave with biological, psychological and social factors in wellness and psychopathology.

○ Change occurs in the therapeutic relationship with 

■ emotional reexperiencing, 

■ empathic attunement between patient and therapist, 

■ increase in self awareness and insight, 

■ development of alternative perceptions and new behaviors. 

(Psychodynamic Psychotherapy: A Guide to Evidence-Based Practice, Summers and Barber, 2010, p24)



What is Psychodynamic Psychotherapy

● Focus on affect and expression of emotion
● Exploration of attempts to avoid distressing thoughts and feelings
● Identification of recurring themes and patterns
● Discussion of past experience
● Focus on interpersonal relations
● Focus on the therapy relationship
● Exploration of fantasy life

(Shedler, Efficacy of Psychodynamic Psychotherapy, American Psychologist, 65:2 (98-109), 2010)
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What is Psychodynamic Psychotherapy

● Core Psychodynamic Problems

○ Depression

○ Obsessionality

○ Fear of abandonment

○ Low self-esteem

○ Panic anxiety

○ Trauma

(Psychodynamic Psychotherapy: A Guide to Evidence-Based Practice, Summers and Barber, 2010)
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● Change occurs in the therapeutic relationship with 

○ emotional reexperiencing, 

○ empathic attunement between patient and therapist, 

○ increase in self awareness and insight, 

○ development of alternative perceptions and new behaviors. 



What is Psychodynamic Formulation

1. Summarizing Statement

2. Description of Non-dynamic Factors

3. Psychodynamic Explanation of Central Conflicts

4. Predicting Responses to the Therapeutic Situation

(Psychodynamic Psychotherapy: A Guide to Evidence-Based Practice, Summers and Barber, 2010)



What is Psychodynamic Formulation
1. Don't try to be all inclusive. Focus on one or two crucial themes that seem to be at the core of the 

patient's problems

2. The way a patient conceptualizes their life history and problems will tell you a great deal about who 

they are.

3. Look for stressors that may trigger symptoms or unpleasant emotional states that have led the patient 

to seek help. 

4. Pay attention to the nonverbal information. Our patient talks to you not just what they say.

5. Draw on your here and now experience of the patient to help understand the patients characteristic 

difficulties.

6. Predict how the patient's relationship patterns may emerge in psychotherapy and influence its course.

7. Remember that the formulation is only a hypothesis or set of hypotheses. It must be revised 

continually as new data appear and you gain greater understanding of the patient. 

Gabbard, Long Term 
Psychodynamic Psychotherapy, 
2017
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