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Psychotherapy for Patients with Physical Illnesses :

A Case Study of Terminal Cancer Patients

Toshiyuki WATANABE

Watanabe Clinic

Takasaki Nishiguchi Psychotherapy training room

The author introduces a case of a female patient with terminal cancer, whom we had pre-
viously treated, in relation to psychotherapy for patients with physical illnesses. Self-disclo-
sure transformed the patient—doctor relationship into one between individuals, deepening the
therapeutic relationship and enabling the patient to speak her mind. The change in the relation-
ship allowed the patient to express her feelings and talk about her memories. Although she was
treated for a short time before her death, we were able to effectively use the time we had with
her. Interviews with terminal cancer patients have made it clear how important it is to be aware
of the psychological “contact surface” between the patient and the doctor.

In the second half of the paper, I introduce the use of two lenses : the lens of systems the-
ory, and the lens of dynamic psychiatry. It is important for therapists of patients with physical
illnesses to use systems theory to gain an overview of the treatment system, and then to choose
the system that should be prioritized for intervention purposes.

The following items were listed as criteria for evaluating patients with physical illnesses
using the lens of dynamic psychiatry : (1) reality testing, (2) ability to verbalize emotions,

(3) memories, (4) defenses, (5) internal objects, and (6) countertransference.

Author’s abstract

Keywords physical illness, psychodynamic psychotherapy, systems theory, self-disclosure,
psychological contact surface
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