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ABSTRACT

A DESCRIPTIVE STUDY ON THE PHENOMENON OF
CLIENT-TO-THERAPIST GIFT GIVING
FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE PSYCHOTHERAPIST

By

Martha Jeanne Barry

In addition to gathering descriptive information from
psychotherapists about the phenomenon of client-to-therapist gift
giving, the purpose of this mail survey study was to explore responses
to client gifts and the factors that influence decisions on whether or
not to accept gifts. The interrelationships among response variables
and psychotherapist professional and demographic characteristics were
also investigated.

A sample size of five percent (N=243) was randomly drawn by
computer from the American Psychological Association's Division of
Psychotherapy (Division 29) membership list. The initial mailing was
followed by three follow-up mailings for a return rate of 62%.

Client-to-therapist gift giving tended to be described as a
personal event where a client offered a token gift (usually hand-made)
on a holiday or other special occasion. Psychoanalytic theorists have
suggested that the "ideal" response to client gift giving was to

recognize and interpret unconscious motivations behind a client's gift



Martha Jeanne Barry

and not accept the gift because this would interfere with the psycho-
therapeutic proces;. However, the psychotherapists in this study were
Just as likely to recognize and affirm the conscious motivations of a
client's gift (e.g., appreciation) and accept the gift which, from
their perspective, usually enhanced the psychotherapeutic
relationship.

It was hypothesized that specific psychotherapist professional
and demographic characteristics would be related to variables
associated with therapist response to client gifts: anxiety, worry,
and gift acceptance. A negative relationship was found between
anxiety and years of experience. No other statistically significant
relationships were found among these variables. No significant
differences were found between specific subgroups of psychotherapists
(e;g., gender, degree specialty).and the same response variables.
Although the negative findings may have been due to measurement
limitations, they may also have been due to the possibility that
demographic and professional characteristics (with the exception of
years of experience) may have little to do with how client gifts are
responded to and managed. By far, the factors that were rated as most
important in influencing decisions on acceptance or non-acceptance of

gifts were related to the therapeutic process or relationship.
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One

(Mauss, 1954; Munzert, 1983; Stein, 1965).
bring about and maintain human relationships for centuries, and, as a

universal form of human interchange, it should not be surprising that

CHAPTER 1

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

of the oldest of human rituals is that of giving gifts

gift giving can, and often does, occur in the context of

psychotherapy.

Freud was the first to mention receiving gifts from patients

during the course of psychoanalysis.

described a patient who

possessed a rich English library and [he] used to
bring me books from it. I owe to him an
acquaintance with such authors as Bennett and
Galsworthy, of whom till then I had read little

. only a few days before the occurrence I am
speaking of, he had brought me a fresh volume from
this series. (p. 49)

Likewise, while describing one of his dreams, he said

More

The seat . . . was an exact copy of a piece of
furniture which had been given to me as a present
by a grateful woman patient. It thus reminded me
of how much my patients honored me. (Cited in
Silber, 1969, p. 338)

recently, Stein (1965) stated that
We have a communion with the past in the

universality, symbolism, and archaism of gifts.
The patient too is a living link to a past. He

Gifts have been used to

For instance, Freud (1917)



[sic] has his history and his symbolism and his
development. And he [sic] may be the bearer of
gifts. (p. 483)

An examination of the relevant psychological literature reveals
an obvious gap; to date there has been no research identified that has
empirically investigated the phenomenon of client-to-therapist gift
giving despite evidence that psychotherapists are offered gifts and
have difficulty knowing how to respond to them (Glover, 1955; Lorand,
1946). Client-to-therapist gift giving is a complex phenomenon that
often requires therapeutic and/or ethical decision-making on the part

of the psychotherapist, yet such decisions are difficult to make

without the benefit of research or empirically-based guidelines.

Need
To date the only information available on the significance of

client-to-therapist gift giving and recommendations for how
psychotherapists should respond to the gift comes from a
psychoanalytic perspective. Stein's (1965) summary offers a good
example of how client gift giving (or "patient" gift giving) is
conceptualized in the psychoanalytic literature.

Gifts presented during therapy are a special form

of communication, having roots in unconscious

fantasy. The patient symbolically gives the

therapist a gift on an oral, anal, phallic, or

genital level and wishes to bind the therapist to a

gift in return. Gifts serve as a defense against

both hostile and erotic impulses. They are a form

of "magic action," intermediate between dreaming

and acting out. They may also conceal a repressed

traumatic memory. (p. 486)

Additionally, from a psychoanalytic perspective, the therapeutic

response to client gifts is to refuse them (there are a few exceptions



outlined in the literature, however). The "ground rule" is that
analysts should not accept gifts from patients because it interferes
with the therapeutic process. According to Langs (1973),
. the accepted gift is a shared corruption

(patient and therapist deny the appropriate

enforcement of superego sanctions). It is also a

shared defense which usually includes a denial of

rage, a denial of an appropriate degree of

separateness and a denial of the appropriate

therapeutic relationship, including the agreed-

upon fee. (p. 159)
Langs further states that refusing a patient's gift can provide
crucial models of self-control, appropriate distance, self-worth, and
frustration tolerance.

The problem with the above perspective is that interpreting and
responding to client gifts is based solely on the principles of
psychoanalysis while professional psychotherapy currently encompasses
a broader range of professional groups, training centers, work
settings, value systems, and orientations in addition to
psychoanalysis (Garfield, 1977). In fact, a decline in the number of
psychotherapists choosing psychoanalytic and neo-Freudian orientations
has been reported, with an increase in those favoring an eclectic
point of view (Garfield & Kurtz, 1976). Given that such professional
variability exists in the field of psychotherapy, it can be expected
that a psychoanalytic theoretical interpretation of client-to-
therapist gift giving is necessarily of limited applicability.

To date, no empirical investigation has been found regarding how

present-day psychotherapists (analytic and non-analytic) actually

respond to client gifts in their day-to-day clinical practice, nor has



there been empirical research examining current factors that may
influence psychotherapists' responses to client gifts.

Given the above described limitations of the research and
literature on client-to-therapist gift giving, there is a need for
research designed to understand (a) client-to-therapist gift giving
beyond the psychoanalytic perspective and (b) the factors that may
influence psychotherapists' responses to client gifts. The proposed

study is designed to meet that need.

Purpose

The purpose of the present study is twofold. The first is to
establish the status of the phenomenon of client-to-therapist gift
giving in present-day psychotherapy and describe its characteristics
from the perspective of the psychotherapist. The literature suggests
that gift characteristics such as type, timing, and value of the gift
are important variables in the gift giving situation between client
and psychotherapist and these variables will be explored in this
study. Other variables of interest include psychotherapists'
responses to client gifts and important factors that may influence
their response.

The second purpose of this study is to explore interrelationships
that may exist among psychotherapist demographic and professional
characteristics and reported response to client gifts. There is some
evidence that psychotherapists vary widely in their behavioral and
emotional response to client gifts. Behaviorally, they may differ in
terms of accepting or not accepting gifts when offered to them by

clients. Emotionally, they may differ in the amount of anxiety they



experience when offered a client gift or on how much they worry about
the appropriateness of their behavioral response to the gift. One
approach to understanding these differences is to analyze how
psychotherapist demographic and professional characteristics may
influence acceptance of gifts, psychotherapist anxiety, and worry
regarding acceptance or nonacceptance.

The literature further suggests that the following variables may
be iﬁportant in helping to explain the differences in behavioral and
emotional responses as outlined above: reported years of post-
graduate experience, reported amount of graduate training on
responding to client gifts, and reported primary theoretical
orientation. Specific hypotheses will be tested using these variables
in addition to analyzing other demographic and professional variables
of interest.

Survey research was chosen as the appropriate methodology for
this study because it has been recommended as the method of choice
when it is important to establish the status of a given phenomenon and
the possible relationships among variables (Mouley, 1970). This is
usually done by asking a specific population of individuals what they
know, believe, or value about a given phenomenon. This information is
collected through one of three methods of survey administration face-
to-face interview, telephone interview, and mail questionnaire
(Babbie, 1973). The latter method, mail questionnaire, will be
employed in this study to investigate the phenomenon of client-to-

therapist gift giving from the perspective of the psychotherapist.






It has also been pointed out that survey research, at its best,
offers both immediate and long-range clarification of a problem
(Mouley, 1970). Thus, it is believed that a descriptive study of this
nature will address a current gap in the literature as well as help to
establish client-to-therapist gift giving as an important clinical
phenomenon worthy of further investigation. An assumption of this
study is that psychotherapists need better training on how to respond
to client gifts; however, before better training can be provided,
individuals who are responsible for training psychotherapists need to
understand the phenomenon of client-to-therapist gift giving as it
currently exists.

For the purposes of this study, a sample of psychotherapists will
be mailed a survey and asked general questions about client-to-
therapist gift giving and how they respond to client gifts. Since no
study to date has addressed this topic empirically, it is hoped that
this study will provide answers to the following broad research
questions:

1. What are the current characteristics
describing the phenomenon of the client-to-
therapist gift giving from the perspective of
the psychotherapist?

2. What relationships exist between (a)
psychotherapist professional and demographic
characteristics and (b) psychotherapist

response to client gifts, as reported by
psychotherapists?

Definition of Terms

To provide a basis for common understanding, the following key

terms are defined for the purposes of this study.



Client gift: a tangible or concrete object given
as a present from the client to the psychotherapist
during the course of psychotherapy (up to and
including termination).

Psychotherapy: in its broadest terms,

psychotherapy encompasses a person (the client) who
recognizes that he or she needs help and an expert
(the psychotherapist) who agrees to provide that
help and a series of human interactions designed to
bring about beneficial changes in the client's
feelings and behavior that the participants and
society at large will view as therapeutic (Strupp,
1977).

a professional psychotherapist is

someone who (a) has completed a formal training

program that leads to a relevant and accepted

graduate degree (e.g., MD, PhD, EdD, MSW, MA); (b)

has had both didactic and supervised clinical

experiences requiring a substantial degree of

comprehension in the basics of personality theory,

human development, psychopathology, and individual,

group, and systems behavior change principles and

strategies; and (c) specializes in the practice of

psychotherapy (Garfield, 1977).

w a t
The relevant literature is reviewed in Chapter II. The focus is
on the following: Gift giving in general from a social science,
interdisciplinary perspective (which includes anthropology, sociology
and psychology); a presentation of the available literature on the
theoretical significance of client-to- therapist gift giving; and a
review of the research and theory on psychotherapist response to
client gifts.
The methodology of the study is presented in Chapter III.

Specifically, this includes a description of the sample,

instrumentation, procedures, research questions, and the statistical

procedures used in answering the research questions.



A detailed analysis and discussion of the results is given in
Chapter IV. 1In Chapter V, a summary of the study, the major findings
and their interpretation, and the conclusions and implications of the

study are presented.



CHAPTER 1II
LITERATURE REVIEW

Social science data on gift giving behavior is scant; perhaps
because the complexity of the behavior does not lend itself well to
study by experimental techniques. Consequently, the bulk of the
literature available for ;his review is descriptive in nature.

For the purposes of the present study, an interdisciplinary
approach to the literature will be taken, and the chapter is divided
into three sections, with a summary following each section. In the
first section, the anthropological, sociological, and psychological
literature on gift giving are reviewed in order to provide a framework
for understanding the socio-cultural and individual context from which
client gift giving emerges. In the second section, the available
literature on client-to-therapist gift giving are reviewed, and the
major focus is necessarily on the meaning and significance of client
gifts from the psychoanalytic perspective. This is followed by a
review, in the third section, of the research and theory on

psychotherapist response to client gifts.

Gift Giving from an Interdisciplinary Perspective

In his seminal essay on gift giving in archaic societies, Mauss
(1924) described the gift as a "total social phenomenon." By studying

the function of gift giving rituals such as the potlatch system of the
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American Pacific Northwest Indians or the kula ring structures of the
Pacific Trobriand Islanders, Mauss observed that gift giving was a
phenomenon that included aesthetic, economic, legal, moral, religious,
and mythological components. He further concluded that there were
three types of obligations in the gift exchange process: the
obligation to give, the obligation to receive, and the obligation to
repay (or reciprocate). According to Belk (1976),

The obligation to give may be based on moral or

religious imperatives, the need to recognize and

maintain a status hierarchy, the need to establish

or maintain peaceful relations, or simply the

expectation of reciprocal giving. These motives,

which do not admit purely selfless giving, become

institutionalized in a society so that under

appropriate conditions an individual is socially

obligated to give. Receiving is seen as similarly

obligatory, and avoiding or refusing gifts is

construed as an unfriendly or even hostile act.

Mauss noted, however, that there is a certain

tension created in receiving a gift since

acceptance is an implicit recognition of dependence

on the giver. This tension may then be reduced by

fulfilling the third obligation, the obligation to

repay. (p. 155)

The potlatch system of the Kwakiutl is a.good example of the
social obligations and motivations of influence, power, and prestige
involved in gift exchange. Under their system, tribal chiefs would
gather and store goods until they had amassed an impressive amount.
They would then invite neighboring chiefs to a potlatch feast in which
the host would distribute his wealth to the guests. The more he gave
away, the greater was his glory and strength. Taking their gifts, the
guests would then return home planning to outdo their host at a

potlatch of their own (Poe, 1977). Similar to the potlatch, the kula

ring (a kind of shell armband or necklace) of the Trobriand Islanders
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allowed the donor to hold temporary social advantage over the
recipient. When the gift was repaid, the tables turned and the donor
was in the debt of the recipient. Although the system was generally a
dyadic encounter, the kula ring included many villages and thereby
established important tribal links and trade contacts (Mauss, 1924;
Poe, 1977).

More recently it has been noted that Mauss' early observations of
archaic gift giving rituals apply to modern day gift giving as well
(Dillon, 1968; Hyde, 1983; Poe, 1977; Shurmer, 1971). Whether on an
international or interpersonal level, gift exchange obligations and
motivations remain very similar.

On an international and political level, Dillon (1968)
investigated the effects of foreign aid given to other nations by the
United States and found that the three basic obligations of gift
exchange (as described by Mauss) held true in modern industrial
societies. On a corporate level, Deal and Kennedy (1982) indicated
that gifts are used for purposes of conflict resolution, alliance
formation, and socialization.

On a community level, public status is often maintained and
augmented by the conspicuous presentation of gifts. Schwartz (1967)
pointed out that generous contributions to charity have always been a
source of prestige in the United States. It has also been observed
that gift exchange between associations is an important community
event. Warner (cited in Caplow, 1982) noted that gifts between two

associations are visible emblems in social solidarity and that the act
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of giving evokes latent feelings of solidarity, unity, and
interdependence.

Elements of control and status also exist on a family level,
especially in middle- and upper-class families. For instance, gifts
are often given to individuals perceived as status subordinates such
as news carriers, waitresses, postal carriers, delivery people, and
other persons who perform routine services for the givers throughout
the year (Caplow, 1982; Sherry, 1983). A husband can also maintain
his social status by being publicly seen as the "bestower of gifts"
and the source of gratification to his family (Schwartz, 1967).
Schwartz further noted that the wife is a "ceremonial consumer of
goods" in that she is "required by decency to consume goods
conspicuously for the reputability of the household and its head" (p.
3).

Whether it is because of her role as "conspicuous consumer” or
for other reasons not presently found in the literature, several
authors have noted that women give the majority of gifts in society
(Caplow, 1982; Evans, 1978; Schudson, 1986; Shurmer, 1971). In a
sociological study on American Christmas gift giving (Caplow, 1981),
it was found that women were the "chief performers" in the Christmas
gift giving ritual in that they did most of the decorating, most of
the shopping, and most of the gift wrapping. In a sample of 110
respondents and their family networks,

Alone or jointly, they [women] gave 87% of all the
gifts recorded and received only 61%. Male givers
without female collaborators accounted for only 16%
of the total and most of their gifts were given to

females. Gifts from males to males were few (four
percent of the total) compared to gifts from
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females to females (17%). Females divided their

gifts evenly between male and female receivers

while male givers concentrated their gifts on

female receivers. (p. 387)
Along these lines, Hyde (1983) observed that the "rules of etiquette"
that accompany modern-day wedding rituals reinforce giving as a
"female commerce" and gifts as "female property." He went on to say
that "only the bride is able to affirm her gender, her social
sexuality, by concerning herself with gift exchange" (p. 103).
Furthermore, by "attending to relationship and muting her
individualism, she is supposed to become the active link that will
unify the two families™ (p. 103).

Control and status through gift giving can also be seen on a
parent-child level. Schwartz (1968) indicated that control is
. perhaps nowhere better seen than through the

character of Santa Claus, the greatest of all

givers, whose powers of surveillance and ability to

grant and withhold benefits are annually exploited

by parents as instruments of control over their

children. (p. 4)
According to Schwartz, children pay the "cost of inferiority" when
they accept gifts from their parents and fail to reciprocate.
Consequently, the only way for a child to pay his or her debt is to
accept the orders of the giver. Hyde (1983) also pointed out that the
bonds established by a gift can maintain an old identity and limit
freedom of motion in children. As an example of this, he suggested
that as soon as an adolescent truly wants to leave his or her parents,

he or she should stop accepting gifts from them since such gifts only

serve to maintain the parent-child bond.
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The role of gift giving in the formation of identity or
self-concept is addressed in the sociological and social psychology
literature. Several authors agree that by presenting a gift to
children or adults, the giver is imposing an identity on the receiver
(Banks, 1979; Sherry, 1983; Schwartz, 1967). With regard to child
socialization, Banks (1979) indicated that parents, other family
members and friends influence the socialization of children with
gifts. He further noted that "these gifts affect the child's
developmental processes, interests, knowledge acquisition, view of the
world and basic values" (p. 320).

Schwartz (1967) made the point that if gift giving socializes
and serves as a generator of identity, it is important to acknowledge
the existence of gifts which facilitate or impede maturation. For
example parents may cause anxiety in their children by offering gifts
for which they are not yet ready or gifts they have already outgrown.
Identity conflict may also arise when gifts are expressing
dissatisfaction with the way the receiver is perceived. The following
example of identity conflict was offered by Bursten (1959).

To the young scholar we give a book, while we
choose a baseball glove for the young athlete.
These gifts will be received with delight showing
that the donor has been aware of the role of the
recipient and that receiver accepts this role.
However, if we give a book to the athlete he [sic]
is likely to be disappointed or even angry at being
forced into a role he [sic] does not wish to
assume. (p. 444)

Gifts also transmit a set of social values and, not

surprisingly, some gender role stereotyping is bound to occur simply

because the "correct" gender role gift is given (Banks, 1979;
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Schwartz, 1967). Belk (cited in Banks, 1979) examined the possession
and perception of various gender role related toys by a small sample
of 22 preschool children and their parents. He arrived at the
following conclusions with regard to the significance of gifts in the
socialization of children: (a) children own more same-gender toys
than cross-gender toys (however, this pattern is weaker for toys given
by the child's parents); and (b) toy ownership plays a significant
role in the development of gender role preference.

A glance through popular adult magazines reveals that gifts for
men and women are also gender role specific. Suggestions for
"masculine" gifts for men have to do with computers, sports,
recreational hobbies such as huﬁting or fishing, and tools for
repairing or building. Suggestions for "feminine" gifts for women are
luxury gifts such as perfume, negligees, silk, furs, and jewelry, as
well as domestic gifts such as food processors or vacuum cleaners. It
is obvious, therefore, that gender role stereotyping through gifts is
not limited to children.

With regard to the timing of gifts, society dictates the
occasions for which gift giving is expected.

On many occasions we are expected to signify our
good wishes to others by giving them presents.
Thus, gifts are exchanged as Christmastime;
birthdays are not complete without presents; even
Easter baskets and Valentine candy have become
popular. Likewise, on Mothers' Day and Fathers'
Day, it is not sufficient to remember and honor our
parents; custom requires that we show our feelings
in a material, tangible form. The list for
socially encouraged occasions for giving is indeed
a large one; and, when the list of socially
encouraged occasions for gift giving is exhausted,

there still remain certain occasions where,
although custom does not demand a gift, many people
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bring or send a present as a means of expressing
their sentiments. (Bursten, 1959, p. 437)

According to Sherry (1983), gift giving occasions can be férmal.
structural events such as rites of passage, marked by ceremony and
ritual, or gift giving occasions may be emergent, transient events.
Gennep (1960) divided rites of passage into three groups: rites of
separation, rites of transition, and rites of incorporation. Hyde
(1983) observed that "threshold" gifts, or gifts that accompany rites
of transition, are the most common form of gift.

They attend times of passage or moments of great

change. They are with us at every station of life,

from the shower for the coming baby to the birthday

parties of youth, from graduation gifts (and the

social puberty rites of earlier times) to marriage

gifts, from the food offered newcomers and the sick

to the flowers placed on the coffin. (p. 41)
The tokens received at times of change, then, are not mere
compensation for what is lost, but the promise of what lies ahead.
"They guide us toward new life, assuring our passage away from what is
dying" (p. 45). Indeed, threshold gifts mark the time of individual
transformation (Hyde, 1983).

In addition to their socio-cultural significance, gifts are an
important form of communication. In an attempt to better understand
the communicative properties of the gift, Bursten (1959) cited
Sterba's conceptualization of speech and language and applied them to
gift giving. According to Sterba, there is a three-fold aspect of
language: (a) it expresses the conscious contents which the ego wants
to communicate (i.e., what the person wants to say); (b) it expresses

unconscious contents through the conscious expression as a mediator;

and (c) peculiarities in the pronunciation of language and mannerisms
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of speech serve as manifestations of unconscious contents apart from
the verbal expressions in their obvious and in their hidden meanings.

Conscious reasons for gift giving are usually a positive
expression between giver and recipient. However, Schwartz (1967)
pointed out that sincere affection is not a necessary correlate of
gift presentation. There can be an unfriendly or hostile component to
gift giving as seen in some of the anthropological literature.<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>