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Psychoanalytic Concepts
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A two-page overview of the foundational and modern concepts of psychoanalytic and psychodynamic psychology

Psychoanalysis began with Sigmund Freud in the 1890s and has grown into a broad family of psychodynamic approaches. At its heart: much

of mental life happens outside awareness, and early relationships shape patterns we can come to understand and change.

Models of the Mind Freud's two classic maps

C O N S C I O U S
aware of now

P R E C O N S C I O U S
can be recalled when needed

UNCONSC IOUS
outside awareness, yet influential

EGO SUPEREGO ID

T O P O G R A P H I C A L  &  S T R U C T U R A L  M O D E L S

Levels of Awareness and Parts of the Self
Freud first described the mind in terms of conscious, preconscious and unconscious

levels, later adding a structural model of three interacting agencies.

I D Basic drives and wishes, seeking immediate satisfaction — "I want."

E G O Balances wishes, conscience and reality; uses defences to manage

anxiety — "Let's find a way."

S U P E R E G O Internalised values, ideals and conscience — "You should."

The ego and superego span all levels of awareness; the id is wholly unconscious. These

are metaphors rather than brain regions. Modern research broadly supports extensive

unconscious mental processing, though not every detail of Freud's account.

Core Clinical Concepts Ideas central to psychodynamic therapy today

The unconscious
Thoughts, feelings and memories

that influence us without awareness.

Why do I keep reacting this way?

Transference
Feelings from earlier relationships

re-experienced with new people,

including the therapist.

Feeling judged, as with a critical
parent.

Countertransference
The therapist's own emotional

responses, used thoughtfully as

information.

Noticing an urge to rescue.

Resistance
Ways we protect ourselves from

painful material, even while seeking

help.

Changing the subject when it matters.

Repetition compulsion

A tendency to recreate familiar

patterns, even painful ones.

Choosing similar partners again.

Free association

Saying whatever comes to mind,

without censoring.

Following a thread wherever it goes.

Interpretation

Offering possible links between

feelings, patterns and history.

"Perhaps this echoes…"

Working through

Gradually revisiting insights until

change becomes lasting.

Understanding, then living differently.

Five Core Assumptions What contemporary psychodynamic thinking holds (Westen, 1998)

1
Much of mental life —

thoughts, feelings and

motives — is unconscious.

2
We can hold conflicting

feelings and motives at the

same time.

3
Stable patterns of

personality begin forming in

childhood.

4
Inner representations of self

and others guide how we

relate.

5
Development moves from

dependence toward mature

interdependence.

Freud's Psychosexual Stages Historically influential — now viewed critically

Oral
0–1 YEARS

Focus on feeding and early

dependency.

Anal
1–3 YEARS

Control, autonomy and toilet

training.

Phallic
3–6 YEARS

Identity and the Oedipal

conflict.

Latency
6 – PUBERTY

Energy directed toward

learning and friendships.

Genital
ADOLESCENCE ON

Mature intimacy and

relationships.

This stage theory has little empirical support in its original form. Contemporary psychodynamic thinking focuses more on relationships, attachment and emotional development.

Relational & Defensive Processes How we take in, push out and replay experience

Introjection
Taking qualities, attitudes or voices of

others into the self. The internalised

figure is called an introject.

A parent's criticism becoming a harsh

inner critic.

Projection
Attributing one's own unwanted

feelings or traits to someone else.

Feeling angry, but experiencing a

partner as hostile.

Projective identification
Projecting feelings in a way that leads

another person to actually feel or act

them out.

Unspoken despair leaving a friend

feeling hopeless.

Identification
Becoming like someone important,

often to feel close or safe.

Adopting a mentor's mannerisms and

values.

Splitting
Experiencing self or others as all good

or all bad.

A friend is "perfect" until one letdown.

Idealisation & devaluation
Seeing someone as ideal, then as

worthless when they disappoint.

A new therapist is "the best" — until a
break.

Re-enactment
Repeating aspects of past

relationships or trauma in the

present, often outside awareness.

Being drawn to relationships that echo
early hurt.

Enactment
When client and therapist

unknowingly act out a pattern

together — which can then be

understood.

A therapist becoming rescuer to a client

who feels helpless.
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How Psychoanalytic Thinking Evolved Key figures and the concepts they introduced

What Makes Therapy Psychodynamic? Seven distinctive features identified in process research

1

Focus on emotion
and its expression

2

Exploring avoidance
of difficult feelings

3

Identifying recurring
themes and patterns

4

Discussing past
experience

5

Focus on
relationships

6

Using the therapy
relationship

7

Exploring wishes,

dreams and

fantasies

The Evidence & a Balanced View What research suggests today

R E S E A R C H  F I N D I N G S

An Evidence-Informed Tradition

H O L D I N G  I T  C R I T I C A L L Y

Limits and Debates

Further Key Terms A short glossary

Containment
Bion: a caregiver or therapist taking

in and making bearable overwhelming

feelings.

Internal working model
Bowlby: inner expectations of self and

others formed through early

attachment.

The therapeutic frame
Consistent boundaries — time, place,

role — that create safety for

exploration.

Mentalizing
Understanding ourselves and others

in terms of thoughts, feelings and

intentions.

What we cannot yet put into words, we often live out in our relationships.

Reflection For personal reflection or to explore in therapy

01
W H I C H  R E L A T I O N S H I P  P A T T E R N S  D O  I  N O T I C E
R E P E A T I N G ?

02
W H A T  F E E L I N G S  D O  I  T E N D  T O  A V O I D  O R
P U S H  A W A Y ?

03
H O W  M I G H T  M Y  E A R L Y  E X P E R I E N C E S  E C H O  I N
T H E  P R E S E N T ?
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Sigmund Freud
1856–1939

D R I V E  T H E O R Y
The unconscious, dreams as a route into it, the id–ego–superego model, transference and the "talking cure".

Anna Freud
1895–1982

E G O  P S Y C H O L O G Y
Systematised defence mechanisms and pioneered psychoanalytic work with children.

Melanie Klein
1882–1960

O B J E C T  R E L A T I O N S
Inner worlds of relationships; splitting, projective identification, and the paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions.

Donald Winnicott
1896–1971

O B J E C T  R E L A T I O N S
Good-enough care, the holding environment, the True and False Self, and play.

John Bowlby
1907–1990

A T T A C H M E N T  T H E O R Y
Trained in psychoanalysis; emphasised real early bonds and security — later a major field in its own right.

Heinz Kohut
1913–1981

S E L F  P S Y C H O L O G Y
Empathy and "selfobject" needs — mirroring, idealising and twinship — for a cohesive sense of self.

Otto Kernberg
B. 1928

P E R S O N A L I T Y  O R G A N I S A T I O N
Levels of personality organisation; Transference-Focused Psychotherapy for personality difficulties.

Stephen Mitchell
1946–2000

R E L A T I O N A L  P S Y C H O A N A L Y S I S
The mind as shaped in relationships; therapy as a mutual, two-person process.

Peter Fonagy &

Anthony Bateman
CONTEMPORARY

M E N T A L I Z A T I O N
The capacity to understand behaviour in terms of mental states; Mentalization-Based Treatment (MBT).

Comparable effects: reviews suggest psychodynamic therapy has effect sizes

similar to other evidence-based therapies

Lasting benefits: gains may be maintained, and sometimes grow, after

therapy ends

Specific models: MBT and TFP have trial support for personality difficulties

Some classic ideas are hard to test, and the psychosexual stages lack support

The evidence base is smaller than for CBT for some conditions

Modern practice differs greatly from early psychoanalysis — shorter, more

relational


