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Sexual feelings are clearly ubiquitous feelings that can arise whenever two humans interact
(as well as when they do not). The intensity of the emotional relationships that can arise in
the psychotherapeutic process frequently brings on sexual feelings on the part of both the
therapist and the client. In Sex in Psychotherapy: Sexuality, Passion, Love, and Desire in the
Therapeutic Encounter, Lawrence E. Hedges tries to examine these issues within the context
of intense psychoanalytic long-term therapy, with an emphasis on the role of these feelings
in understanding the client (and the therapist) and in furthering the goals of therapy. The
book’s entertaining introduction suggests that such factors as neuropsychological function
might be included in the discussion, but this does not occur in the main section of the book.

Hedges does discuss the role of transference and countertransference in creating both
opposite-sex and same-sex feelings, some of which border on the edge of what is regarded as
appropriate or allowed. He illustrates his points with case studies that attempt to show how
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therapists can use their own sexual reactions and those of the client to provide insight into
the client’s needs and the therapeutic process. He examines complex issues that are often
uncomfortable and rarely discussed.

As much as the text illuminates some of these issues, there are many topics within the
current practice of psychology that are left out that would strengthen the book’s usefulness.
A major problem is that the book is written primarily for those who do some form of
psychoanalysis, seeing clients once or more per week for extended periods of time. It is not
surprising that such intense experiences generate intense feelings, both sexual and
emotional.

The reality of the field, however, is that there are numerous therapeutic choices
(Fromme, 2011). Therapy has become more likely to be shorter and less intense in nature,
partially due to the influence of third-party payers and partially due to psychology’s
increased reliance on evidence-based procedures and manualized approaches that substitute
well-practiced actions for insight.

Whereas these procedures include relationship building, the degree and intensity of
those relationships are necessarily less passionate and the procedures are less likely to
directly examine the issues that Hedges emphasizes. Although the same issues that Hedges
addresses will continue to exist, his insights are not readily applied to these therapeutic
techniques. A discussion of how these issues would relate to the shorter term evidence-based
techniques would greatly expand the meaning and usefulness of the book.

Although Hedges’s emphasis is clearly on sexual feelings, it is also evident that all
feelings of the therapist and the diagnostician play a similar role in understanding the client.
Not only is it important to recognize sexual feelings toward and from a client, but all levels
of emotional reactions and patterns of interaction should be recognized. In my own
experience, I have learned that I react to different personality types, disorders, and problems
very differently, even before I have consciously recognized why I am reacting that way.

Such reactions can be invaluable in focusing both therapy and assessment on more of
a “gut” level and improve insight into a client’s presentation. While sexual feelings cannot
be ignored, they are part of a much larger gamut of reactions to a client, all of which deserve
consideration and understanding.

By placing the focus on sexual reactions, we may miss equally or more important
reactions that better illuminate the client. Reactions such as boredom, anxiety, frustration,
pity, and fascination may illustrate the client’s disorder and needs better than do sexual
reactions and may be more evident earlier in contacts with the client. The reactions of the
psychologist open to one’s own feelings can act as a useful barometer in accurately
perceiving what the client really is rather than what he or she wishes us to see.

Hedges’s focus appears to be on excessive reactions by the client or the therapist.
Although such reactions occur and may very well make better storytelling, they are not
necessarily characteristic of therapeutic interactions in general and may overemphasize
factors that do not play such a large role in most psychologist–client interactions. In some of
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the cases, the therapists appear to go too far, failing to acknowledge warning signs that they
may have entered into a situation that they cannot handle. A discussion of alternative
approaches to these cases would have been informative and thought provoking. While I
understand his points, I think that more consideration of less extreme reactions would be of
greater benefit to most readers in day-to-day practice.

As evidenced by Hedges’s case studies, the book becomes clear on the emphasis of
psychotherapy as art rather than science in the sense being promoted today by professional
psychology. In our emphasis on science and attempts to emulate the medical model of
evidence-based techniques, we may be shortchanging students in learning the art of
psychotherapy. Too often I see cases in which techniques have replaced an ability to
understand the client, causing the therapist to miss important clues that therapy has focused
on the wrong issue despite generating pretty graphs and impressive data. The importance of
the art must always be remembered if we are to produce the most effective psychologists.

Overall, this is a volume that gives one much to consider, especially in examining
one’s own performance in interacting with clients. It is unfortunate that it is not presented in
a way that would make it accessible to a wider population of psychologists. It is also
disappointing that the author does not elaborate upon his suggestion of the integration of his
approach with modern neuropsychological understandings of the brain and individual
physiological stress reactions (Williams, Smith, Gunn, & Uchino, 2011). Despite these
concerns, this is an important and useful book for those who practice or wish to learn
intensive therapeutic techniques.

References

Fromme, D. K. (2011). Systems of psychotherapy: Dialectical tensions and integration. New
York, NY: Springer Science + Business Media.

Williams, P. G., Smith, T. W., Gunn, H. E., & Uchino, B. N. (2011). Personality and stress:
Individual differences in exposure, recovery, and restoration. In J. Contrada & A. Baum
(Eds.), The handbook of stress science: Biology, psychology, and health (pp. 231–246).
New York, NY: Springer Publishing Company.

March 2, 2011, Vol. 56, Release 9, Article 3

© 2011, American Psychological Association

http://www.apa.org/about/copyright.html

