Abstract: This study proposes to examine the process of "adaptive regression" or "regression in the service of the ego" as expressed in the language of patient and analyst in a clinical setting. Adaptive regression is a state of altered consciousness selectively and temporarily used by an individual for the purpose of adapting to changing internal and external conditions. The concept of adaptive regression consists of two complementary mental processes: first, the selective breakdown of existing mental structures through a "disintegrative" process of regression. This disintegrative process is then followed by a synthesizing, "reintegrative" process in which thoughts, feelings and beliefs become reorganized. It is through this process of alternating disintegration and reintegration that new ideas and understandings are formed, and that previously unknown feelings become known. Adaptive regression plays a fundamental part in all psychological development, in learning, creativity and adaptation. In the language of psychoanalysis, adaptive regression is a method employed by the mind to create psychic structure. In this study, patterns of regression and subsequent integration are examined through a computerized textual analysis of the language used by one patient and her analyst over the course of a complete psychoanalytic treatment.

Regression occuring in the process of "adaptive regression" is operationally defined as a psychological process that is two-pronged: it is fundamentally both narcissistic and disintegrative, it is "self-conservative" even while undertaking "self revision." It is proposed that the psychological process of regression can be observed through qualities of a corresponding narcissism and disintegration occuring in language.. The language associated with schizophrenia, autism, aphasia, and dementia, as well as the language used by individuals under conditions of fatigue or stress, all reveals common properties that together are used to form a measure of psychological regression.

In this study psychological integration of emotion and thought is operationally defined as a measure of Bucci's (1997) Referential Activity that assesses the degree to which language is specific, concrete, and evocative. Referential Activity measures the potential for words to call up pictures in the mind of a listener, to be feelingful and evocative. Typically appearing in narrative, language possessing high Referential Activity is very descriptive and tells an emotionally compelling story.

Employing a method of computerized textual analysis, patterns of regression and integration reflected in the language spoken by patient and analyst will be studied to test the following hypotheses:

1. The psychological state of regression is reflected in a kind of speech which is both narcissistic and disintegrative.

2. There are qualitatively different kinds of regressions appearing within the process of adaptive regression.

3. The analyst's cycle of regression/integration mirror the patient's.

4. Qualities of the analyst's regression match qualities of the patient's regressions.
PART ONE: INTRODUCTION AND RATIONALE

    
This study will examine whether a process of "adaptive regression"-a two phase process of "regression" followed by "integration"--can be observed in a patient and therapist in a clinical setting. Psychoanalysis postulates that psychological regression in a patient followed by a form of psychological integration (often experienced in the transference), is a central aspect of treatment and cure. Psychoanalysts are trained to control or influence these regressive and integrative processes in the patient to optimize the therapeutic effect of treatment. Furthermore, as a natural part of the therapeutic process, psychoanalysis proposes that this regressive/integrative process affects both participants: both patient and analyst engage in regression and integration throughout the course of treatment. This study will examine whether the processes of regression and integration are engaged in mutually by the patient and analyst.

   An empirical clinical study of "adaptive regression," or the psychoanalytic concept of "regression in the service of the ego," is useful for several reasons. First of all, an empirical study of an alternating process of regression and integration is valuable because this psychological process is so fundamental, so central to growth, to learning, to creativity, and to therapeutic change. It is within this elusive process that feelings and thoughts combine, that desires become known, that ideas are first shaped and then reformed, that beliefs develop. It's here that understanding occurs and creativity is born. It's through this process that patients change. A study of this basic psychological process fits naturally into the growing body of psychoanalytic process research

Secondly, there is value to this research study that derives simply from its methodology. Empirical research of the psychoanalytic process is inherently valuable because it examines what actually occurs in the consultation room. This is where psychoanalytic theory encounters clinical reality. The methodology proposed in this study, relying as it does upon computerized textual analysis, has a distinct advantage over a traditional form of psychoanalytic research depending upon process notes made by the analyst. By employing a form of computerized analysis of audio-recorded and transcribed sessions, this research project has two potential advantages: it offers enhanced validity and a new perspective on psychoanalytic process. The use of audio-recorded and transcribed sessions avoids the selection bias inherent in process notes. In addition, by employing a computerized system of textual analysis of data, this methodology avoids errors made by judges whose opinions vary with attention, fatigue and subjective bias. For these two reasons this form of research should possess increased realism and validity

Furthermore, this research project will attempt to provide a linguistic window through which to observe the psychological states of regression and integration occurring in a patient and her analyst over the course of a complete psychoanalytic treatment. Language is, after all, the most tangible artifact of the psychoanalytic process.. Though an analyst might develop understanding based upon a gesture, a sigh, a grimace or a raised eyebrow, in psychoanalytic treatment patients are taught to put all their feelings and thoughts into words. Words become the medium of exchange between patient and therapist, and it is primarily through language that we infer internal mental states. Making inferences about something as complex and multifaceted as shifting mental states is hazardous at best. Yet a central assumption of this paper is that there is a correspondence

between language use and state of mind: that language in which emotion and thought are highly integrated is spoken in a state of relative psychological integration, while language which is both highly narcissistic and disintegrated is spoken in a state of relative regression. This assumption underscores another potential benefit of this research project: the creation of a language-based measure of the psychological state of regression. While the study of insight and integration within field of psychoanalytic process research has benefited substantially from Bucci's (1997) development of a linguistic measure of the integration of emotion and thought present in speech, a corresponding language-based measure of regression occuring in the process of adaptive regression does not exist. Based upon research from the fields of psychiatry, neurology and psycholinguistics, this research study proposes the development and application of such a measure of psychological regression.

In this research project, words used by the patient and analyst will be analyzed both microscopically and macroscopically to identify universal properties of shifting mental states. To identify universal properties of the psychological states of regression and integration, this study will examine in microscopic detail two attributes of language: it will look at how the patient and analyst speak, instead of focusing on what they speak about; furthermore this study will take an exaggerated look at individuals' use of the most commonly used parts of speech-called "particles" as opposed to more uncommon, content-filled words. For example, to study a regressive state of mind, language will be analyzed to discover properties such as sentence length, frequency of pauses and amount of silence; frequency of the use of articles, prepositional phrases, and first-person pronouns; frequency of words expressing negation; presence of spatial and temporal words; presence of words expressing uncertainty; or the presence of ambivalent or equivocal speech (frequencies of pairs of opposite words occurring within a text). It is a second assumption of this paper that to understand universal properties of psychological regression occuring in a psychoanalytic setting one must study how one speaks while regressed: In a regressed state it's not the subject that the person talks about, but rather how the person talks about any subject, that characterizes a regressive state of mind. Furthermore, it is hypothesized that regression is a disintegrative process which will be most obviously reflected in language through the use of words called "particles." "Particles" are innocuous connector words such as articles, prepositions and conjunctions which are the glue holding together meaning-filled verbs and nouns. In English there are about 160 particle words which together make up about 50 % of spoken and written language. If regression is accurately conceptualized as disintegrative, then it will be in this category of language that this disintegrative process will be observed. If particles are the glue which hold content-laden words together, then in a disintegrative process we should expect to see this glue dissolve.

Finally, in addition to this formal examination of minute linguistic features of the psychological states of regression and integration, this research project will also examine broad patterns or cycles of regression and integration occurring within sessions and over the course of a whole psychoanalytic treatment. This study will question whether cycles of regression and integration observed in the language of both the patient and analyst are interrelated (e.g., whether the patient and analyst mutually regress in treatment), and whether there are qualitatively different kinds of regressions which lead to different sorts of integrations.

Finally, the use of a computerized system of textual analysis offers a new way of "seeing" the psychoanalytic process which derives simply from its technology. The methodology employed in this study will rely on the kind of analysis that computers do best: the systematic application of a logical pattern to a large volume of data. The use of computer-assisted analysis of the language used by a patient and her analyst allows the researcher to observe in graphical form broad patterns of regression and integration over a large number of sessions. This reverses the way psychoanalysts typically receive information from patients, which is incremental, "word-by-word," "moment-by​-moment." By analogy, this new way of observing psychoanalytic data is akin to the difference between hearing the sounds of someone breathing while feeling for a pulse, and seeing the shape and pattern of a heartbeat displayed on an oscilloscope and printed on a continuous strip of paper. This different, technologically enhanced perspective offers a new way of understanding and studying a beating heart. It permits one to observe an individual heartbeat in greater detail while also allowing observation of a pattern of heartbeats over time. In like manner, the application of textual analysis software to transcribed sessions offers a similarly new and unique perspective of the psychoanalytic process: it allows one to observe minute details in the shifting use of language while also displaying broad patterns of language use within sessions and across a whole treatment.

In summary, this proposed study has several advantages:

1. The use of a computer-based text analysis system has two principle advantages: it avoids the reliability issues which accompany the use of individual judges, and by examining formal linguistic properties of speech, it looks for universal psychological properties present in speech distinct from specific semantic content. It focuses on "how" people talk when regressed or in a state of emotional integration, rather than focusing on "what" they talk about.
2. The use of a computer text analysis system gives the researcher the opportunity to assess large amounts of data to reveal broad underlying patterns such as "therapeutic cycles." This is a unique macroscopic perspective for the psychoanalyst who is typically attending to momentary, minute, subtle shifts in meaning.
3. The study of patterns of regressive and integrative processes in both analyst and patient during sessions is relatively novel and could constitute an original contribution to the research literature.

4. The development of a linguistic measure of regression that permits this psychological state to be studied in greater detail will be a contribution to the clinical literature.

