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FOSTERING CLIENT INSIGHT
Mark J. Miller
Louisiana Tech Universitv
Hillary arrived pretfy much on time, as usual, for our ten o'clock session. But this time, the
session began differently. Hillary was not motivated nor inclined ("I'm not in the mood") to
converse about her still-unresolved conflict. I did not interpret such a disinclination as a form
ofresistance, denial, or even as a possible indication oftherapeutic progress. I simply honored
her request and allowed her to talk about anything she so desired. Hillary skidded from topic to
topic, llom weather forecasts to Super Bowl forecasts, television to theology, clothes to cats. As
I sat there listening intensely, responding as best I could (I hope empathically), and attending
fully to her, it dawned on me afterward that Hillary was, in a real sense, free associating.
Free association is one ofthe primary methods psychoanalysts use to promote the recovery
ofunconscious conflicts. Freud often used an open-ended, gentle guided discovery technique
called free association. The important goal of free association is to make the unconscious
material conscious and thereby promote understanding and insight (Arlow, 1979). Using free
association, clients ar€ encouraged to express thoughts and feelings without editing or censoring;
that is, to say whatever comes to their minds regardless of how embarrassing, painful or
seemingly trivial (Atkinson, Atkinson, Smith, & Ben, 1993; Crooks & Stein, l99l). To
maximize the therapeutic effectiveness offlee association, clients are often asked to lie down on
a "comfortable" couch and encouraged to "relax" within the presence of a non-judgmental
therapist. Although I-lillary was not lying down, she nonetheless felt comfortable, relaxed and,
as she later stated, accepted by me without conditions.

After nearly 45 minutes of free association, something quite unanticipated happened.
Hillary paused, glanced up at me, eyes aglow, and in an audible exhale said, "Hey, I think I
finally know why I get so anxious overthe holiday season. lt all has to do with some things that
happened to me a few years back involving two very inrportant people, especially my...!" Itwas
only during our terminating session a month later that Hillary helped me make sense of this
"turning-point" session (her words)
A believer in the psychologically powerful benefits of meditation/relaxation, Hillary said to
me, "The tuming point came for me during that one session when I didn't feel like talking aboul
my situation and you let me talk about anything I wanted to without analyzing it or rejecting me.
The more I talked the more relaxed I got and it sort ofput me into a meditative state like the kind
I get into when I do my relaxation thing." In classic psychoanalysis, interpretation could have
been applied to Hillary's rnaterial to facilitate her understanding ofthe influence ofunconscious
rnotives ofher present behavior. Ultimately believing in the philosophy that it istheclientwho
is the therapist ( c-i Bohart & Tallman, 1996 ). I did not oyerly analyze nor interpret Hillary's
disclosures.
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Free association as a way to induce meditation and possible insight! Perhaps. For example,
Del-rnonte ( 1989, 1990) suggests that mindfulness meditation is similar to free association in that

it enhances insight, and promotes the integration of the perceptual, cognitive, and behavioral
aspects of human functioning. Mindfulness meditation, being opposite of the mechanism of
repression, facilitates the em€rg€nc€ of unconscious (subverbal) material and allows for its
integration at a higher (more cognitive) level ofawareness.

Meditation, on the other hand, is defined as a family of mental exercises in which a
conscious attempt is made to attend in a "nonanalytical" way (Weiten, 1992). A state of
meditation/relaxation can often be induced by sitting in a comfortable position, being relatively
free ofworry, and maintaining a passive attitude. By permitting relaxation to occur at its own
pace, "other thoughts" are expected to emerge (Benson, Kotch, Crassweller, & Greenwood,
1977\.

Perhaps as Hillary rambled in an apparently nondirectional carefree manner, "other
thoughts" (i.e., hidden material) were indeed dislodged from within and emerged into her
awareness. Perhaps the suddenness and newness of Hillary's self-actualizing insight might have
been stalled had she felt pressured to talk about her presenting problem during that pivotal
session or had some fype ofpsychoanalytic interpretation been attempted.

As always, I seem to leam most about the intricacies of the counseling process l?om my
clients; they are the experts. By respecting my clients' requests, nev€r forcing an issue,
maintaining an open, honest, caring, and accepting position, I have leamed, through Hillary, that
perhaps sometimes when clients'Just go on and on" (e.g., free associate in a sense), they do
become more relaxed which may, in tum, promote insight. Clearly, therapy is self-help; that is,
it is the client who uses the experience with the counselor and/or other resources (i.e. meditation)
as material to be a counselor for selfthereby actively engaging in self-exploration (Bohart &
Tallman, 1996). Finally, for a review of the lit€rature on the use of meditation in therapy,
interested readers are encouraged to read Bogart (1991).
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