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2.1� Mental illness and progress of diagnostic classification 

2.1.1� A brief history of mental illness 
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2.1.2� The era of ICD and DSM 
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2.1.3� Advantages and disadvantages of the current categorical diagnostic 
classifications 
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2.3� Psychiatric assessment interview and related interactional 
studies 

2.3.1� Psychiatric interview as clinically recommended 

�
��� ���������	��
	�� 	���
�	���������
� �
��
���� �,��
	��������� �������	���� 	���
����
�	��������
	�	�	��7���,��
�	������	����������
���������������
��	��	�	��������
�����
���
���	��������
����������������
��	��
��
���$�����	��������������
	������	

������
�
������� 
	�'� ����������� ���� ���� �	
����������� ��� ���� ��������
� C��
� �,���
���
������	�����
	�	����
�����	��
E��������
������������	���
�	���	�����	��

������
�	����
��� ��

���� �
	��
	�!������ �	������	�� �
���	�	���	��� C�#$D$&(E�� *����	���

���
����������������������������
�����
�	�	��	�
	��
��������
'������	���
�	���
�	������
�
�����������	�	������������
��	��	�	�������
����������
��	���	���
�����	���
���	���
�������������	���7������	�	���	��������������
���

>���
�	��� ���� 
������ ��	�	��� ��� ���� ������	���
� ��,����'� '�������� ��� ������
����
C&����'� ��� �
��� @ABIE�� ���� �����	��
	�� 	���
�	��� �
� ����������� �
������ 	��

����������� ��� �
��	��� �� ��
�	�	����	���
� ���� �	����������	�
� �
�����
'� ���
�����
� �	��
��
��� ��� ��

� ��� 	���
���	��� ��� ���� �
�����	�� ���� ��
���!����
���
�
���������
�����

���� �����
�� 
��	����� ���� �����
�� ����������� ���� ����
	���� ���� �
������ ����
�����	.�����������	���
�	�����������
	��	�
�������
��	��
�����������
	�	�	��7�����	�����
����
�� �������	���7�������
��
��
��������
	���	��� ��� ����������������
������ ����
	���
�	��	��� �����	.����� ���� �
	��	�
��� �
�� 
��	�	������ ��� ���� �����!����	�����
���	���!��
���
���!����
������
��������"�����
�����
���
�����������	�	�����
	���	����
	�� ��	�� �����,��� %�� ���� ���	��	��� ��� ���� 	���
�	���� ���� �
	�	�	��� ����
�� ���'� ����
���	���7����
������������
�	�	�����	�������
�������
���
�
�������������
��������	����
��
�	�	��������
����
	
���
�	���
����
	
��	��������������
��/�����������	��
�����
���
�



�

38�

�
��
��� �
	������ ����	����	�
	���� 
�������� ���� ����	��
��	��� �
��� �
�� ������	9����
����������
������
	�����������������	�����
�����������������
����������
����
���
��	���	�����	�������L�����
�1���������������.�����������������	�	�������������	��������
�������	���������������	�	��M�C&����'�����
���@ABI�����BPH�[	��
	��������\E���

%�� 	������
� �	�
���������	�	���� ������
���
	��	�
�� 	�� ����� �������	���5����	�	���

�
��	����	��	������	����	����������	����	������
	���	���
�������������
������
�����
��� �������� ��� ��
�������� ���� ����
������� 
���
���� ��
����� �����
� ����
�����	����
%
����������������������	������
���������
��	��
��
���������������
���	����
����
������	���� ���� ��� ������ ����
�
� �
	��	�
��� ��	

� ������ ���� 
�
�� ��� �����	���� �
�
�������	���� �
��������� ���� ���
�����	�� 
�
��	����	�� ����
�� ��� ��������� ���

�����	9	�������
�
�������
�����������������������
����������	��������������
����
���
����
�	�������������������	������
�������
�����
	�	�	�����������
�������
�����	�������
�����	��
��������	����������
��	����������
��
	���������������������	�
��
��������
	�������	��
�����	������
��������������
�����	�������������	���7�����������
	�	�	��7��
��������	���
��,��
	������ 	������
�������	����	����������������
	9��� ������������
�������	���������	����C%��
������V�/
��'��@AABF�-1��.�	�������
���@AABF�*����
�
����
���@AAIF�&����'�����
���@ABIF�(��0	���������
���@AB�E���

$���	��� ���� 
����������	���� ��
� ����
���	��� ��� �������� ������	����� ����
�
	�	��
����
���������� ������������	���� 	����
�� 
	�	��������������� �����������
�
���������
�����	��������	��������
�.���������
�	�	�����

���� ��
�� �
	��	�
�� ��� ���� 	���
�	��� 	�� ������2�����������,� ���� ���� ���� �
��	�	���
�
�	��
��
!����
�����������&����'�������

�������C@ABIE�
������������>������	��
���
��������
�
��������������	���
�	���	��������	.����,��
	�����������	����������
�	���
���	
���
����
���

�� 
	����	���
��������

� ��� �����
�������	����	��������
�	������	�
��
������
��	��
����	
	���
�������	�
��	��
D�����	����
	��
����(�
����
��	������	���
�	���
�	����	�������
�������������������
����������	��
���������	���������
��
	�����������
����	����
������
��������	���������	
������
���!����
����
���������
����

$�����	�����������
��������������
	���������������
�	

�����������
��������������
	�	�	�
������	��
	��	���
�	�����
��	��.����	����.��
	��������	����/��������������	���
�

	��
���
��� ������ �
������� �
�� ����
	���� 	�� ���
�� B� C%��
������ V� /
��'�� @AABF�
-1��.�	�������
���@AABF�*����
�����
���@AAIF�&����'�����
���@ABIE����������������
���
�
��� ���� 	���
�	��� 	��	����� ����� ���� �
	�	�	��� �
	������ ����
�� ���� ��������� ����
�	������	��������
	����������������	�������
���
�����
���	���	������	���
����J�������
��,	����� �������	��� ���� ����
� ����	�	����� ��	��� �	
���� ���� �
	�	�	��7�� �
	�����	���
����
�������
������	�	���
��	�	���
��	�����	����

���� 	�	�	�
��
	�	��
������	��
	�� 	���
�	��� 	�� �
��	�	���

������
����
����������	���
���� ��	.��� ����
�� ��� ���� ���	���7�� �����
� �
��
���� $�����	��� ��� ���� ���	���7��



�

3/�

���	��
� ���������	��
	������	�	���� 	���������
��� ���
�� 	�� ��������	�	
	��� �����������
����
�������������
���	����
�������	����	���
������
����
����	������	��	���
�	����
�
�
��	������
���	��������

��!������������������	�����(�
����
��
���
���
������������
���
�	���	�������������
��,�
��	�����������	��
	������������������������

���� ������	���
� 
	��
���
�� �
��� �	�������� ���� ������5��� ��� ���� �����.��"�� �	
��
���
�
�����
����� �����.�������� �
�� ����	����� ���� 
������������ ������ �
�� ����!������
.����	����� 
�	���
�������� 
��
���	���� �����
	9	���� ������	���� 
�����
������
�����
��������� ��'���
��������� ��� ����	���� �����
� ���� �	
������ (�
����
��
�4�
������ �����.�������� �
�� ����
	���� ��� �
�
	�	���	����� �����	��	����� 
���	���� �
��	����
�
���	�	��������
��	
���	����������	���
�	��������	.���������	�����	������
��
	����
�������������������
��
�������	���	�����
������	���
���	��������
	�����������
��
���	�	��
����������������
�����	��
�
��	����	���<������
������#�������.�������.���������
��
�
�������	���������������������
������
��
�����������	���
�	����������������
��	���
�	����������	���������� 	��
�����
���!������.����	����� 6���7�.����	�����  ��������
�
.����	���� �
� ������������ �
�����
�� ���	��� �
� 	���
�
����	���� ��� ������ 	�� ���
������	���
���,����'�C&����'�����
���@ABIE��

��
���
��
��� >���
� (��0	����� ���� ��

������� C@AB�E� �	�������� ���� �
	�	��
�
�����	��
	��	���
�	���	������	
��������
���������������	��	���	������������	������	��
���� ���
�����	�� 	���
�	���� 	�� �
�	�	�	�
��(�
����
�� ����� ������	9��� ���������� ����
	���
�	��� ��
�� ��
����� �	������	�� ���
���	���� ���� ���	����� ���� ���
� ����� ����� �
�� ��
L����	������������
���M���	����,�
�
����
��,��	��������
����	����	���������
���
�	��
��	��� ���	
� �����
� �
��
���� C(��0	����� ��� �
��� @AB�� ���� @HE�� ���� �����
��
���
������������������
� 	���
�	����
��������
�����	����
�����	�������������	����
����
�
�������������
�������
�����	�������������������	�	��������������	�����

W	�����	�&������

	�	� C@AA�E������
	�	�	���� ������	�����
��	��
��
��
������ ����
�����	��
	��	���
�	����"����	�����������������������
��������	������������������	���7��
��� ���	�����

��	������������	
��,��
	�������
������	
��!��
������
�����	����������
���� �
���� ��� ���	�� ��� ���	�	��� 
����� ��� ���� ���
���	���	��� ��� �� ���	�	��� 	��
�	������	��
� 	���
�
����	����(�
����
�� �����
�����	���
�������� 	���
�	���
���������
����� ���	����� ���� ���
�� �,�
���� ���	
� �
��
���� 	�� ��
���� �
������� ��	�� ���
�� ���
	�����
��������	��	�	���
����������	��
	��	���
�	����	���
���	���	�������
����
�������
�	
��!��
���� ��
�����	��� 	���� �,	��	��� ������
	��� 	�� ���� ��	
�!��
���� ��
�����	���
C�	��	��������	��
�����6���

�7��	�������
�����������E��
�.�	
	������
�����������������
���� 	���
�	���
� 	�� �� ��� ���	��� ��
���� ����� 
���
�
���� ��� ���	
� �,��
�	���� ���
��
�	�����
������ ���� �	�	���
�
��� ���� ���	���7�� ����	��� ���� ���� 
�
������� ��� ����
��

��	����?
�	����
�����������

	�
�������
�����
�������������	�������
��,��
	�����
	����	��	���
�	��	���	���
���	����&������

	�	�C@AA�E���������������������
�����	���
��



�

51�

��������������
����������	��������������������	������	���
������������'�����6����
��
�
��
�	�	����7�
�
����	�����������	���'	

��������
����
�����
�����	����������
���	�������
�����
��
��
������������
����
	������������	������
��	����

��� �����
	���� ������ ����
�
� �
	��	�
���� 
����������	���� ��
� ���� 	���
�	���
�
������ ���� �����	.���� �
�� ��
�!��	����
�� 	���
����� 	�� �����	��� ���� ����	�
	���
������	���� "�����
�� 	�� 
��
!
	��� �
	�	��
� �
���	���� 
���
�
���� ��� ���� ����� ���	��
�
'���
����� ���� ���	��
� ���	����� �
� �
	�����	���� ���� �	��� ��
	���� ��� 	���
���
��
	���
��
	��������
�����

	�
�����������	������
�
������	��	���
���	���	���	���
����������
�����
����������������������������������������	���
�	����

<�,�������	����
��
��	���������������	�����	������������
�����	��������,������	����
������	�����
���
�	������������	��
	����������
����������
����
����
���

�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�

�



�

5.�

Table 1. � Elements of the psychiatric interview 
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2.3.2� Studies on the patient’s perspective in psychiatry  

�
&���	��� ��� �����	��
	�� ����������� ���� ��
�� ����� 	�����	������ ���� ���	���7��
��
�����	�����������������
��
���	�����������
�
��
	��	�
��������
���!����
�������	��
���������	��
	����������
�����
����������������	�����������,������	����������	�����
�����
�	����������
�����	��
�
��	����	���
�������������������,�����������	�������
�	��
������
	�����	���������
�	�	������	�����������	��
	����������
���

��� &������� -�
�� "������� ���� ��

������� CBPPH�� �
��� / 1
'���� ��� �
��� BPPIE�
���
���������.��
	������	����	����C��G� TE�����������	����C��G�P�E������	��
	����
��
�
���������
�����	���������	�������	��������������	����	���
�	������������������
��	���
������������	��������
���
���
����
���������������	������,�����������
�����������	��
.��
	�	���	������������	����
������
	����	��������
�����	�����������	���
��������������
����	���������	9������� 	���
���������������
��7�
���������
��������,���!	��
����������
���
��
	����	���
���	����	�	����
����������	���7����
�����	�����

��
���
��
���	��������
�.��
	���	����������"^'���)�������������(����+'
����
C@AAHE� ��
��
���� ��� ����!������ 	�!������ 	���
�	��� �	��� ������ ���!���	����� ����
�	��� 	�!���	����� ���	��� ����
��������� �����
� �	��
��
��� ����� 
��	����� ����
�,��
	����������������	����������
�	��������	��
	����
��������������	������	������	
�

���
���
����
�����������������	���
����������
�	������6��
�	����

	����7����	�������
�
���	����	�	����������.��
	��������������
����������
���������	�����������
������

(�
����
�� 	�� ���	
� .��
	���	��� ������� %��� /	
��
���'� ���� ��

������� C@AB�E�
	�����	���������������	��
	�������������	���
�	���	�����	������	��������	�����	
	����
$������
�� �����
������ 	���
�	��	��� @T����	�����������
�	�	������ 	�� �� �����	��
	��
�	������	�� ����������� 	�� �������
�� ��
��� ���� ���	����� ������ ���� 	���
������ ���
�,�
�	�	������	
��
��
�������������������������.
�������
���������
����������	�������
�
	�	�	���� (�
����
�� ����� ������� ��� ��� 
	������� ��� ���� 	���
���� 	�� ���� �
	�	��
�
���	�	������������������������	�������
����������	�����
��������������
	�	�	��������
����
���	�����	�����	��C�	��
�
��	��
��
��
���
��

	�����
����
	��E��
	�	���������	���
�����

�������	�	���
����������������	����������������
��1�
�����
����������
���������
���� �	�����	��� �
�����	�� ���� �
��������� ���� ���� ������� ��� ��	����� ���� �����
��
����
����� ����� �
	�	�	���� ����
�� ��� ���
�� ��� ���� 
�����	9�� ���� �,��
	������ ���
���	����� �����
�	��� ���� �	������	�� ������������ �
����	��� ���� ���
�����	��

�
��	����	�����������������

�������
�� 
������������ ������
��������
���� �������	���5�
	�	�	���
�
��	����	�� 	��
������	��� �����
� ���
��� ������� >	���
�� -�����
��� ���� ��!�����
�� C@A@AE�
	�����	������ ���� ��	�	���� ���� �,������	���� ��� ���	����� C��G�BH@E� 
���
�	���



�

52�

���	���
��
�
����������	��
�
������
�����������	��
	������	�����.����	����	
���	�������
	������ ����� ������ ����� ���� ���	����� ��
���� ���	
� ������
�����8�� ��11����
��.�� �9����� 	��
������	������	���	��������
����
��
��������������������������
	���������

��
���
��
���#��	

��W�����������

�������C@ABHE��������
�������������	�����
C��G�BPE��	����� �
������
��	��
��
��	�������
��
	�	�����'��
��
�����
�����	���������
�	�
���������
��
���	����
�������

!'������
	�	�	���	�������

���������%
����������
��
	�����	�����
����
����
����������	����	

�	��	������������������	����	�����������
������
���

���.����	��������������
�����

���	��������
��	�	���
��	���������������
����
�����������

�+��� (������� ���� ��

������� C@AB�E� �
��� 	�����	������ ���� 
�
������� ��� ����
���	���5�
	�	�	���
�
��	����	��� 	���
�	��	������	������	����	��
�
��	��
��
�C��G�HIE�
���� %$"$� C��G�HAE� 
���
�	��� ���	
� �	��� ��� ���� ���������
	���	��� ��� ���	���!
����
�����
�������
���
��� 	��	������������	
��
��� �������	������,���������
	������	�����
�
��� �����
� ���
��� �
�����	���
��� ����	��� ����� ����� 
	����� �	������  ���������
&�����
����������	�������'���
�����������
����
��������	���	������
�
��	����	���	���
���� �
�����	���
�� ��	
�
��� ���� ���	����� �,����� ���� ���
��	��� ���� 
�������� ��� ����
�
���	9��	��� ��� �
�,	�
�� ��� ���	
� �����	��� ������ ���� ��� ���� �
������	��� ����
�� ���
�����
� �	��
��
��� ���
��
��� ���� ���	����� ������	9��� ����� �
�����	���
�� ����
��
����	��
����	
���
�����������������
�����	
����	�	��������	��
��
����	��

����
�������
�������	�����
������������,������
�����	���
��,��
�	����������,��������	
�����:�4�������6�
���������4������������������'�����
	���
����������	��
���	��	�	���

���

%� ���� �������� ����� 	�� �� 
���
'��
�� ��������	�� 
��	���� -�

�	��� <��
�� ����
��

�������C@AABE����	������������
��������	���7���4����
����������1���.�1����
�
�������
�����
�������������������������������
	������	�����

	�
���������	����
'�����
��
BPTA��%���
�BPTA�������� �
	����������@B�
��	���������	���	��	������������������	���7��
�,������	�������	��
����������
��
	�'�����������
	�	��
��������F��������
�����	������
������
�,�
�
��	����	���(�
����
�����������
���������������	������������������������
���������������	���7���,������	�������������
��	�����
��������	���
����	�����	�
����
����"���������
�������1����

��
���
��
��� 
���

	��� ��� ������������� ����
#��
������ &�
��� W�	
�!-����� C@A@AE�

�����
��
��	���������	���
���	���
�
	��
���
������,��
	���������������
�	�����
��	����
�����������������	�������������������������	�	�����������	������	�������
���
��
�������! ��������
�
���������������

����������
��	��	������	�����	������	���
���	���
�	����
�����	���
���(�
����
��������	�������
���
����

���
��	����	����
�����	���
��
������
�� 	���
���	��������� ���	
� �
���������
��������������	����� ��������������
�	������
�����	���
��	��
����
���
�����������
�����	���
����������������.
���������
�������
��1���"�����1�
�������	��������
��������'����������������	
�
�����
����



�

53�

(�
����
��	������?�	����0	�������&����
�������������W	
	���$�����C@ABAE�
	�����	�������
���
�����������������	������
��	�	���	��BAH����	���5�����	��
	�����	
��
����
�����	
�������	���������
���	���������	�����	������������

�
��	���������������
�
���
����������������	��������������	��
	������
��	,�'�����������������������
�J�BE�
����� ������	���	��� ���� 
����
��� @E� ��
'	��� ������ ���� ���	���7�� ������� HE�
�.��
	9��	����������
����������
��	����������	���� ���������� 	���
������E���'	���
���������������
��������IE���
�	����������	���������������	���7�����	
���������
������
������������������	�����	�������E���
'	���������������
���
��	����	�������������	����
�
�����
���%���
�	������
���
�������
�������������	��	��

���	��	�	�������

�
��	�����
�
������������������	��	���	������������������������
���������
��������
�����������
�	�	�����*��

��� ������
� ������� +
	��� )������� ���� ��

������� C@AB�E� 	�����	������ ����
��
�����	��������
�����������	���	����������
	�	�	����C��G�I E��������	������	���
����
�� �����
� 	

������� C��G� @P�E� ��	��� .����	����	
��� ������ ��� ��
��� �	���
����
���	���	�������
	���������
	�	�	��������������������	����7����	���	����
�
���	�������
�
�������������
��
�����
��������������
���	������������	����������������
�����	��

�
��	����	���������������������������������������
	�	�	�����������	�����
���
�	����
��������
���	���	�����

(�
����
��-	���4����������

�������C@ABPE��,�
�
�����
�����	������������	��
	��
��
���
	�
	�	���������B@�	�!���	������	����������	������B@����
����
�����	���
��������
������������������	�����
��	��������	!��
����
���	���
�	�����	����

�������
�	�	�������
��	��	��	���������
��#��"�����������������.�����������
�������
�������������
�������
����
����
	���
�������������������������	�������
��������	����
���������	
����	�
���
�	��
	���	����
�	��
����������
�����������

�������	
��������
���
����

���
��	����
���������	��
��	���
��	
	���
	�����

%������
	������

	�
������������
	�������������������
��������
����

���
��	���
���	���!� �
� ��
���!����
��� ���
����
�F� �������
����� 	�� ���� (��	��

������ �����,���
#������	8��(�
�	��9!(�
�	��9�������

��������
��������������
��
	��	�����
��������
�����
����
����
�� C@A@AE��%���
�	��� ��� ���	
� ������ 	��&��	������	������	��������
�
�	��
��
���	

��,��
	���������1
��)
����,�1
���
�����,��.��1����
����,�
���
#���������"����
���
�
�����	���
���������
���������������������	������������������	��
����
�	�	�����	�����	
�
�
�����������	�	��������������
������
�����	���
�F����������
��	�������������
������
���
�����	��
�
��	����	��������
������������
������

��� �����
	���� ������ ����	��� �������
���� ���� ��
�����	����� �
���
������ ����
�,��
	��������������	��
	�������������������
�����������	�����	���
	�	��
������,����
���
����
���

	�����������	��	�	����������������
�����	��
�
��	����	����������
	��
��

����
������������
�����	��
�����	������	�����
���	��������������	�������������
	����



�

55�

�,������	��	���������	���������������	�����������������
�����	�����
��
	�
	�	������
���	����������
	�	�	�����

���������

��	�������	����������	���	�������	����
��
��	�����	�������	��
�������
�������������	���	���
�	���	���
�	����	��
���
	�������	�
����������
���	������
��	��	��
�
	�	��
���������
���

2.3.3� Communication research in psychiatry 
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2.5� Dialogical sequence analysis as a case formulation method 

2.5.1� Background of Dialogical sequence analysis 
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Figure 1. � The double positioning in utterances (Savander et al.,2019a) 
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2.5.2� Studies with Dialogical sequence analysis 
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4� MATERIALS AND METHODS 

4.1� Study design 
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4.2� Study population (I, II, III) 
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Table 2. � Differences between the professionals’ strategies (Savander et al.,2019a) 
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4.3.1� Assessment based on Dialogical sequence analysis - DSA group 
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4.3.2� Assessment as usual - AAU group 
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4.4.1� Clinical Outcomes in Routine Evaluation-Outcome Measure 
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4.4.2� Working Alliance Inventory  
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4.5� Quantitative methods and statistical analyses 
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4.6� Qualitative method  

4.6.1�  Background of Conversation analysis  
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4.6.2� The conversation analytical research process  
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4.8� Ethical considerations 
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5� RESULTS 

5.1� Differences in the CORE and WAI measurements (Study I) 
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Table 3. � Baseline CORE-OM scores in the DSA and AAU groups (Savander et al., 2019a) 
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Table 4. � WAI total and subscale scores (Savander et al., 2019a) 
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Table 5. � Characteristics of the assessment periods (Savander et al., 2019a) 
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Figure 2. � Correlations of patient and professional perspectives (Savander et al., 2019a) 
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5.2� Comparing styles of interviews (Study II) 
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5.2.1� Emergence of the patients’ descriptions of negative subjective 
experiences 
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5.2.2� Consequences of the patients’ descriptions of negative subjective 
experiences 
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5.2.3� Three-turn trajectories of interaction 
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Figure 3. � Experience descriptions and their sequential environment. (Savander et al., 2019b: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2019.02.021) 
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Figure 4. � Distribution of the four trajectories of interaction across the AAU and DSA groups. 
(Savander et al., 2019b: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2019.02.021) 
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5.3� The patients’ practices to disclose personal experiences 
(Study III) 
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Extract 1 (see also transcription symbols in: Savander et al., 2021)  
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5.3.1� Self-disclosure of personal experience after medical answer and its 
acknowledgement 
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5.3.2� Shift without prior acknowledgement of the answer  
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Extract 4 (see also transcription symbols in: Savander et al., 2021) 
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5.3.3� Shift to self-disclosure within the patients’ extended response 
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5.3.4� Shifts with the patient’s evasive response 
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5.3.5� Summary of the results of Study III 
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6� DISCUSSION 

6.1� Main findings 
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6.2� Discussion of the results 

�

6.2.1� DSA-based case formulation and patient-centredness in the 
psychiatric assessment 
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6.2.2� Patient-centred actions in naturally occurring psychiatric interviews 
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6.3� Discussion of methods 
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Background: We implemented a case formulation method, which is based on dialogical sequence
analysis (DSA) in a community mental health center. The aim was to achieve better congruence
and collaboration between the patient and professionals concerning the tasks and goals of the
assessments. Here we report a randomized clinical study in which we compare DSA-based and
standard psychiatric assessments. 

Methods: In this randomised clinical study, we compared DSA-based and standard psychiatric
assessments. There were 40 outpatients in both, the DSA and the assessment as usual (AAU)
groups. We recorded the lengths of individual assessment periods, the number and durations of
 visits, and the numbers of clinicians who were involved in the various phases of assessment. The
Working Alliance Inventory was completed by the patients (WAI-P) and the clinicians (WAI-T)
during the treatment planning (i.e. final) visit. 

Results: In our results, the total WAI-P and WAI-T scores and all WAI subscale scores correlated
significantly in the DSA group (Spearman’s rho = 0.562–.667, p < 0.01). In the AAU group, the
only significant – albeit weaker – correlation was found in the WAI Bond subscale (rho = 0.369,
p < 0.05). Compared to the AAU group, assessment periods were shorter and the number of visits
were fewer in the DSA group. 
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Conclusion: Our findings are clinically notable. They show that the patient-centred, DSA-based
case formulation complements psychiatric assessment in a collaborative way and results in a better
joint understanding regarding the patient’s problems and needs in a shorter time period than the
standard assessment. 

Keywords: working alliance, case formulation, dialogical sequence analysis, patient-centred
approach, psychiatric assessment, mental health

1. Background

In addition to causing suffering to patients and their families, mental disorders place
a burden on societies around the world. In the ageing West, they are the major cause
of work disability among both middle-aged and younger people (JÄRVISALO et al.
2005). There is an urgent need to develop appropriate, accurate, and pragmatic
methods of psychiatric assessment to enhance individualised and patient-focused
treatment. 

As is generally known, the aetiology and the pathophysiology of psychiatric ill-
nesses are still mostly unidentified; thus, the diagnostics of mental disorders are
mainly determined (e.g. ICD-11 and DSM-5) by symptoms and as syndromes (World
Health Organization 2018; American Psychiatric Association 2013). Interacting with
the social context and cultural background, the symptoms are manifested through the
patient’s problematic behavioural, emotional, and cognitive functions. As ANDREASEN

and BLACK (2001, 23) note, ‘Diagnosis helps to simplify our thinking and reduce the
complexity of the clinical phenomena in psychiatry’. Moreover, CRADDOCK and
MYNORS-WALLIS (2014) state that psychiatric diagnosis is necessary and important,
but the ‘diagnosis alone is insufficient in conceptualising psychopathology in any
individual patient. Diagnosis should be part of a formulation that brings together aeti-
ology, severity, and functioning and should lead to a management plan’ (93).
MEZZICH and SALLOUM (2007), MEZZICH and colleagues (2016) have constructed the
model of Person-centered Integrative Diagnosis (PID) to advance the patients’ psy-
chiatric evaluation comprehensively. In a quite recent editorial, MAJ (2018) suggested
that the current diagnostic classifications would be complemented systematically
with alternative approaches promoting the patients’ individual therapeutic manage-
ment and prediction of outcome.

As is known, the descriptive and symptom-oriented psychiatric diagnostics
have proven reliability, but their validity is much more uncertain (ANDREASEN &
BLACK 2001). One of the weaknesses of current psychiatric diagnostics is that they
do not provide a definitive direction for appropriate, individualised psychosocial
treatments or define the appropriate rehabilitation methods reliably, because they
permit a large variation in any diagnostic category. However, in the era of evi-
dence-based medicine, diagnosis provides the basis for treatment. The goal of usual
psychiatric assessment practices is a symptom-based descriptive diagnosis upon
which plans for treatment and rehabilitation and several other decisions are based.
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By searching the advantages and disadvantages of diagnostic assessment work,
a recent British study found that people who seek psychiatric assessment wish to
receive an explanation for their symptoms and problems (BILDERBECK et al. 2014).
They expect a good interpersonal relationship with their clinician(s), want to be
acknowledged and listened to, and seek to be involved in and informed about clin-
ical decisions. Furthermore, receiving a psychiatric diagnosis evokes both positive
and negative responses among patients relating to stigma, personal understanding
and responsibility, prognosis, and treatment. By presenting the individual needs of
patients, the researchers also negotiate the limitations of the diagnostic system
(BILDERBECK et al. 2014).

For a long time, medicine in general – and psychiatry, as a part of its tradition
– has been a paternalistic, physician-centred institution. In recent decades, health-
care has advanced gradually towards a patient-centred approach (LAINE & DAVIDOFF

1996; MEAD & BOWER 2000). CONSTAND and colleagues (2014) have detected three
common features of the patient-centred approach, namely communication, partner-
ship, and health promotion. Communication was the most consistently emphasised
phenomenon. Patient-centred approaches are based on the assumption that the
patients can care for their own health and social relationships through their actions,
choices, and decisions. These approaches take place in the interaction between the
patient and the clinician, during which the clinician tries to focus on the patient’s
experiences, needs, hopes, and expectations. Psychiatric assessment tools are more
limited compared to those in the somatic fields of medicine. One of the psych -
iatrist’s tools is the interaction with the patient, which is usually a dyadic, mutual,
and constantly changing process, and this interaction is challenging to conceptualise
and operationalise using scientific methodology. MEAD and BOWER (2000) have
considered and recommended some conceptual dimensions for the measurement of
patient-centeredness, including the therapeutic alliance. In psychotherapy research,
the working alliance has repeatedly been shown to be an effective part of a good
treatment outcome (NORCROSS & WAMPOLD 2011). The working alliance concept
incorporates three components: agreement on goals, agreement on tasks, and the
development of a therapeutic bond (BORDIN 1979). The working alliance is oper -
ationalised through a variety of measures, and these instruments can be used to
measure the important aspect of the quality of the clinician-patient relationship and
the degree of mutual understanding in terms of the goals and tasks of treatment in
the clinical condition (HORVATH & GREENBERG 1989). The degree of alliance con-
gruence indicates the level of convergence between the patient’s and the clinician’s
viewpoints of the three components of the working alliance (SINCLAIR 2013).
TRYON, BLACKWELL and HAMMEL (2007) have conducted a meta-analysis of the
studies on client and therapist congruence. They found a moderate positive mean
correlation (mean r = .36) between the therapists’ and the clients’ alliance ratings.
MARMAROSH and KIVLIGHAN (2012) have explored the working alliance agreement
between the client and the counsellor in two studies. They found that higher alliance
convergence was associated with the smoothness – but not with the depth – of the
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therapy session. Furthermore, more symptom change at the end of the treatment was
associated with higher alliance agreement at the beginning of the treatment.

1.1. Case formulation as patient-centred care

In psychotherapy research, PERSONS (1991) introduced the idea of an individually
conceptualised therapeutic case formulation to improve the therapeutic relationship.
In the 1990s, EELLS outlined a working definition for psychotherapy case formula-
tion: it is a ‘hypothesis about the causes, precipitants, and maintaining influences of
a person’s psychological, interpersonal, and behavioural problems’ (1997, 1). Since
then, various case formulation methods have been developed (EELLS 1997; JOHN-
STONE & DALLOS 2014). There is some evidence that when a psychotherapy assess-
ment is based on a case formulation, the treatment outcome is superior – or at least
equal – to standard treatment (SCHULTE et al. 1992; GHADERI 2006; ALLEN et al.
2016). Outside the field of psychotherapy, case formulation is a rare approach for
assessing patients within general psychiatry. For example, FERNANDO and colleagues
(2012) have suggested an individual psychiatric pattern-based formulation method-
ology, based on the renowned theoretical models of psychiatric psychopathology, for
the development of trainees’ and students’ skills to complement the diagnostic work
and advance the treatments more individually.

1.2. The current study

Based on our clinical experience with the usual psychiatric assessments together with
the above-mentioned considerations, we conducted a randomised clinical trial in
a community mental health centre in Finland. The Finnish mental health services are
stipulated by Mielenterveyslaki 1116/1990 [Mental Health Act] (1990). Prevention of
mental health disorders, early diagnosis, and treatment are organized by municipal
primary social and health services. The professionals are general practitioners, psy-
chiatric nurses (3rd degree education), psychologists, and they have possibilities to
provide a psychiatric consultation in the primary outpatient care. More severe and
problematic mental health disorders, assessments, and treatments are arranged via
specialised psychiatric outpatient clinics and hospital care. At this level, the profes-
sionals are also psychiatric nurses, psychologists, and physicians (psychiatrists or res-
idents). Our study was conducted in the environments of specialized psychiatric out-
patient clinics.

We implemented a case formulation method to complement the psychiatric
assessment process. Dialogical sequence analysis (DSA) is a microanalytical method
for analysing utterances (LEIMAN 1997; 2012). Its concept is based on Mikhail
BAKHTIN’s (1984) theory of utterance, which states that utterances, simultaneously,
convey the speaker’s position to the referential content and the recipient. DSA
focuses on this twofold dynamic of content and participant in any communicative sit-
uation (Figure 1).
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Figure 1
The double positioning in utterances

The unit of analysis is the stance to the referential object, bearing in mind that
the speaker’s stance is determined by the reciprocal relationship between the refer-
ential object and the recipient. As a simple illustration of analysis, a published excerpt
of a client utterance in a counselling session (COOPER 2004) will be presented here.
The referential object is in boldface and the stance in italics.

Counsellor: So you’re saying you hate that feeling of tiredness, but tell
me more about what goes on for you when you feel it.
Client: I just get this sense that everything is completely pointless. Like,
why should I bother getting up, why should I go to work, what’s the point
of it all. It’s just another pointless day: fixing printers, cleaning computer
screens, reading the news on the internet. . . It all seems totally futile. I may
just as well stay in bed. (COOPER 2004, 70)

The client describes vividly the personal meaning of ‘tiredness’ that the coun-
sellor referred to in his request. It is worth noticing that the counsellor’s turn also
contains an expression of stance, i.e., hating the feeling of tiredness. The client has
presumably introduced the topic before this excerpt.

The client continues his response by elaborating the hating of ‘felt tiredness’.

And I just hate feeling like that, because it’s so bloody stupid and it’s such
a bloody luxury to be able to say that. . . what about all those people with
one arm or who have got Aids in Africa who are so much worse off than
me. It’s so self-indulgent. (COOPER 2004, 70)
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The client addresses the negative, dismissing stance to his everyday life, which
he introduced in the first part. He now adopts a highly judgmental and critical attitude
to the sense of complete futility by which he characterized his days. Both feeling it
and saying it are condemned and labelled as self-indulgent. 

The second part of the utterance may be regarded as a response to the first part.
Clients hear what they are saying, and when answering the counsellor’s request, the
client adopts a conscious stance to what he has just expressed. This is an illustration
of how the recipient may shape the content of the utterance, remembering that in clin-
ical interaction, the client is one of the recipients. The stance to a referential object is
affected by the anticipated response of the recipient. In this illustration, the client
adopts a judgmental attitude to his personal experience, but this attitude may partly
be affected by the client’s assumption that the counsellor, too, will adopt a moral
position toward his ‘self-indulgence’. 

BAKHTIN (1984) termed this double positioning semantic position. This implies
that the stance toward an object involves networks of personal meanings and values
that are manifested in the words used, the prosodic aspects of speech, the ways by
which the sentences are compiled, and the nonverbal signs accompanying their
utterances. 

In DSA, identifying recurring semantic positions in the sequence of utterances
helps generate hypotheses about habitual action patterns and their relationships
within multiple domains, such as in intimate relationships or in one’s relationship
with oneself. By identifying a person’s individual configuration of semantic pos -
itions, DSA is a useful tool in clinical case formulation. It allows the clinician to iden-
tify regularities in the patient’s freely flowing talk and provides immediate feedback
to assist the patient’s self-observation. Appropriate and well-timed feedback has
a powerfully validating effect on the patient, who experiences a sense of being heard. 

More recently, DSA has also been applied in psychotherapy research. DSA, as
a microanalytic method, has been used to detect clients’ recurring problematic pos -
itions in early sessions (LEIMAN & STILES 2001); in-session development using the
assimilation model (STILES et al. 2006; TIKKANEN et al. 2013; ZONZI et al. 2014), as
well as alliance ruptures, and their repair in brief psychotherapy (GERSH et al. 2018).

1.3. Objectives

In this study, our aims were: 1) to determine how the DSA-based case formulation
and the standard approach differed in terms of collaboration, especially in terms of
patient and professional congruence concerning the goals and tasks of assessment;
and 2) to examine whether there were any differences in the time and resources
needed between the individualised and patient-focused assessment and the standard
psychiatric assessment processes.
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2. Methods

2.1. Study registration

The study was conducted between January 2015 and March 2017 at the Unit for Psy-
chiatric Assessments at the Community Mental Health Centre, which is a part of
 Päijät-Häme Central Hospital in Lahti, Finland. The trial was registered retrospec-
tively at the Clinical Trials Registry with the International Standard Randomised
Controlled Trials Number (ISRCTN15831929) in June 2018. 

2.2. Study population

There were 138 eligible patients who came in with a referral to our unit for a psych -
iatric assessment (Figure 2). The referrals were sent from primary, occupational, or
student healthcare units, or from private practice. The study’s inclusion criteria were
as follows. First, the patient had to be 18–65 years of age. Second, the patient had to
be able to understand the study’s purpose and give written, informed consent.

We excluded subjects whose referral suggested any psychotic or neuropsychi-
atric disorders, such as attention deficit disorders and autism, or any cognitive dis-
abilities. Secondly, patients were excluded if they had a referral for an emergency or
urgent assessment (i.e. within seven days). Thirdly, the patient’s native language had
to be Finnish. 

All randomised patients were diverse in terms of background, mental symp-
toms, severity of distress, limits of functioning, socioeconomic status, occupation,
education, and marital status. Of the 138 recruited patients, 40 (35%) declined to
participate. Six (13%) subjects in the DSA group and 12 (23%) in the AAU group
discontinued the study, and in this respect, there is no significant difference between
the groups (p = 0.20). No difference was found in the discontinuation rate between
men (5/28, 18%) and women (13/70, 19%; p = 0.93). The mean age of those who
participated in the study was 37.9 (SD = 12.6) years; the average age of those who
discontinued was 33.1 (SD = 12.1) years (p = 0.14). There were 26/40 (65%)
women in the DSA group and 32/40 (80%) women in the AAU group (p = 0.13).
The mean ages of the study subjects were 37.4 (SD = 12.0) years and 38.2 (13.2)
years, respectively (p = 0.80).
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Figure 2
Patient flow in the randomised controlled trial

Note: DSA: Assessment based on dialogical sequence analysis; AAU: Assessment as usual

2.3. Study interventions

2.3.1. Assessments based on Dialogical Sequence Analysis (DSA group)

In the DSA group, the assessments were performed by three psychiatrists and three
psychologists who participated in a two-year DSA training programme between Sep-
tember 2013 and May 2015. The DSA training was not yet completed when the pro -
ject began in January 2015.

In the DSA group, the patient’s first visit was conducted by a psychiatrist-psych -
ologist pair. The visit was divided into two parts. In the first part, the clinicians
focused on the patient’s presenting problem. The conceptual tools of DSA-based case
formulation were used when conducting the clinical interview and the evaluation of
the patient’s current problem.
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After the initial interview, there was a 10–15-minute break, during which the
clinicians discussed and formulated a working hypothesis about the patient’s repeti-
tive problematic action patterns that possibly maintained the patient’s predicament
and symptoms. 

In the second part of the first visit, the clinicians estimated the patient’s risk
behaviour, possible self-harm, and psychotic symptoms. Similarly, they evaluated the
patient’s need for other necessary clinical interventions, such as laboratory tests or
medications, and wrote statements to allow the patient to receive social security bene -
fits. At the end of the first visit, the clinicians offered the patient a tentative formula-
tion of the current problem, which the patient could then reflect on in order to collab-
orate in shaping the treatment plan. The clinicians and the patient then discussed the
content of the following assessment visits and the preliminary diagnosis. 

Depending on the patient’s needs, the psychologist, the psychiatrist, or both con-
ducted the following assessment visits. The purpose was to understand accurately the
patients’ important life events, problems, symptoms, and relationships with signifi-
cant others through their accounts and reports. Additionally, by paying close attention
to their gestures, facial expressions, speech prosody, postures, and behaviours, the
clinicians observed the patient’s stance on the addressed topic.

In the final assessment visit, which was the treatment-planning session, the clin -
icians and the patient aimed at clarifying the repetitive external and internal activity
patterns that seemed to provoke and maintain the patient’s presenting problems.
Based on this joint formulation, they outlined the treatment targets and tasks. Add -
itionally, the intent was to specify a diagnosis and identify the immediate and long-
term objectives as well as the relevant patient-specific outcome indicators. The treat-
ment plan, along with case formulation, was written in the patient’s records. After the
assessment phase, one of the clinicians continued the treatment according to the treat-
ment plan and schedule.

2.3.2. Assessments as usual (AAU group)

In the AAU group, the assessment team was chosen from a group of seven doctors
(psychiatrists and residents), nine psychiatric nurses, and five psychologists who
worked and rotated irregularly at the Evaluation Team of the Community Mental
Health Care Centre, Lahti. In the AAU group, the patient’s clinical assessment and need
for treatment were based on the current symptom-oriented and descriptive diagnostic
evaluation guidelines of public mental healthcare. The number of assessment visits was
not specified. A doctor with a nurse or a psychologist conducted the first visit. During
the following assessment visits, one of the clinicians continued the evaluation of the
patient’s clinical condition based on the usual symptom-oriented guidelines. In the
treatment-planning visit, both clinicians presented and shaped the treatment tasks and
targets, and agreed on the subsequent treatment placement with the patient. If the dur -
ation of the treatment was estimated to last longer than six months, the patient’s treat-
ment was transferred to another Care Team within the same Mental Health Care Centre. 
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The clinicians’ interview strategies were methodologically different in the AAU
and DSA group. These different aspects are summarised in Table 1.

Table 1
Differences between the professionals’ strategies in AAU and the DSA-based assessment

Note: DSA: DSA-based case formulation assessment; AAU: Assessment as usual 

Here, we present a few examples of DSA-based case formulation from the
patients’ records (the text has been modified to not identify the patients). Three diag-
noses with the DSA-based case formulations: 

F32.1 Moderate Depressive Episode (prolonged). 
The patient is seeking psychiatric help for the first time in her life. Her trau-
matic background has shaped her attitude toward herself and to others. She
sacrifices herself, she would like to repair issues, and she tries to avoid
unbearable feelings from her past. On the other hand, she can be very
demanding and critical, then her tone may become quite offensive to others,
getting her into trouble at work. She recognizes that her feelings may stem
from her traumatic past, but she is not able to change or control them. She
has difficulties in limiting what she can give to others and she feels unable
to ask for help.
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AAU DSA

1. Focus
Mainly focusing on the patient’s symptoms as

categorized by psychiatric knowledge

Mainly focusing on the patient’s internal and
interpersonal subjective experiences, events, 

and attitudes 

2. Observation
Observing signs and behaviors that selectively

confirm the set of symptoms
Observing signs and behaviors that refer to

subjective experiences

3. Communication practices
Using more closed questions, alongside structured

scales and questionnaires
Using more open questions, follow-up questions,

and reflections

4. Inference Mainly deductive thinking 
Mainly inductive thinking in the first part 

of interview

5. Attitude
Professional’s attitude is interested and neutral.

Spontaneous, yet restricted empathy may facilitate
the gathering of diagnostic information.

The professional is purposefully trying to empathize
with the patient’s perspective to gather individually

meaningful information and increase awareness 
of the patient’s problem.

6. Objective
Intention to form an explanation of problems based

on diagnostic categories

Intention to form an individual formulation 
of the patient’s problems, their psychosocial causes,

and action patterns associated with them, thereby
complementing the diagnostic process



F33.1 Recurrent depressive disorder, current episode moderate. 
The patient’s central problem is a mood decline associated with anxiety.
This combination seems to be related to strong and paralyzing feelings of
guilt and shame, to which she responds with a lack of initiative and avoid-
ance. This pattern of behaviour may protect the patient from intolerable
failure, because he is very self-critical and a perfectionist, having a ten-
dency to compete with others.

F33.1 Recurrent depressive disorder, current episode moderate; F40.1 Social phobia.
In addition to symptoms of depression and anxiety, the patient suffers
from social phobia. It seems that behind these is a complex of excessive
demandingness, self-criticism, and judgmental stance toward self. The
patient easily feels guilty and in such situations, she thinks that she does
not deserve help. Her basic assumption is that she will fail and, hence,
she does not dare to try, which strengthens her assumption of failure. She
has begun to avoid social situations and at times she tends isolate her-
self.

2.4. Measures

The Working Alliance Inventory (WAI) was originally developed for the self-assess-
ment of the therapeutic alliance in psychotherapy (HORVATH & GREENBERG 1989).
Both patient (WAI-P) and therapist (WAI-T) scales consist of 36 items measuring
three domains of alliance, namely agreement on the goals of therapy (Goal Scale),
consensus on the efficacy of the tasks undertaken in treatment (Task Scale), and the
therapeutic bond (Bond scale), as originally postulated by BORDIN (1979). WAI has
been widely used to assess therapeutic collaboration and patient-therapist congruence
in counselling and psychotherapy (HORVATH et al. 2011; TRYON & WINOGRAD 2011;
MARMAROSH & KIVLIGHAN 2012). In this study, we applied the Finnish version of the
Long Form WAI, which was used in the Helsinki Psychotherapy Project (HEINONEN

et al. 2014). The 36-item is scored with a 7-point Likert scale as follows: 1 = Never;
2 = Rarely; 3 = Occasionally; 4 = Sometimes; 5 = Often; 6 = Very Often; 7 = Always.
The higher score means better alliance. Next, we present some examples from both
inventories (http://wai.profhorvath.com). From the WAI-P (WAI-C, in English ver-
sion) inventory, questions in the Task scale are: ‘4. What I was doing in therapy gave
me new ways of looking at my problem’; or in the Bond scale: ‘28. My relationship
with ‘my clinician’ was very important to me’; or in the Goal scale: ‘25. As a result
of the therapy I became clearer as to how I might be able to change’. Furthermore,
from the WAI-T inventory, the analogue questions in the Task scale are: ‘4. My client
and I both feel confident about the usefulness of our current activity in therapy’; or
in the Bond scale: ‘28. Our relationship is important to “my patient” ’ and in the
Goal scale: ‘25. As a result of these sessions, “my patient” is clearer as to how she/he
might be able to change’. The internal consistency of WAI-P and WAI-T subscales
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together was measured by calculating Cronbach’s alphas (a). They were 0.911 in the
Task subscales, 0.633 in the Bond subscales and 0.915 in the Goal subscales.

The Clinical Outcomes in Routine Evaluation-Outcome Measure (CORE-OM)
was used as the baseline (EVANS et al. 2002) which was completed during the first
visit. This 34-item self-report instrument was developed to evaluate four domains:
subjective well-being (CORE-W, 4 items), psychic symptoms (CORE-P, 12 items),
life functioning (CORE-F, 12 items), and risk behaviour (CORE-R, 6 items). The
Finnish version of the CORE-OM was approved by the Core System Trust in 2011.
A validation study of the Finnish version has been conducted at the University of
Eastern Finland (JUNTUNEN et al. 2015). The 34-item is scored with a 5-point scale as
follows: 0 = Not at all; 1 = Only occasionally; 2 = Sometimes; 3 = Often; 4 = Most
or all the time (http://www.coreims.co.uk). Next, we show the following examples of
each subscale domain, hereby from CORE-W: ‘17 I have felt overwhelmed by my
problems’ or from CORE-P: ‘11 Tension and anxiety have prevented me doing im -
port ant things’ or from CORE-F: ‘10 Talking to people has felt too much for me’ and
from CORE-R: ‘24 I have thought it would be better if I were dead’. The higher
scores mean the patient’s worse condition. The scale reliability of the CORE-OM
subscales was estimated in Cronbach’s alpha (a) coefficient, as they were 0.748 in
the CORE-W domain, 0.906 in the CORE-P domain, 0.854 in the CORE-F domain,
0.667 in the CORE-R domain and 0.944 in the CORE-Total.

In addition, we recorded the lengths of individual assessment periods, the num-
ber and durations of visits, and the numbers of clinicians who were involved in the
various phases of assessment. 

2.5. Procedure

An evaluation of the ethical standards and permission to conduct the study was
obtained from the Ethics Committee of Tampere University Hospital.

This was a single-blind randomised controlled trial. The patients were ran-
domised into two groups. We calculated that to get a 10–15 percent increase in the
total WAI score to be statistically significant (a = 0.05, power 80%), we would need
40 study subjects in both groups. Thus, the aim was to obtain 40 participating sub-
jects for both groups. The randomisation was carried out immediately when the
patient’s referral was accepted and the assessment phase started. The study protocol
was similar in both groups. At the first visit, the clinicians informed the patient about
the research protocol, provided a written statement, and requested the patient’s con-
sent to participate in the study. In addition, five randomly selected patients in the
AAU group gave their written consent for the first visit to be audiotaped. In the DSA
group, every first visit was audiotaped with the patient’s consent. If the patient
agreed, some later visits were also recorded. 

During the first visit, every patient in both study groups was asked to complete
the CORE-OM form. Furthermore, in the treatment-planning (i.e. final) visit, patients
in both groups were asked to complete a WAI-P scale and to put it in an envelope,
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making the results of this assessment unknown to the clinicians. After the patient’s
departure, the clinicians completed a WAI-T scale together. The clinicians in both
groups completed an assessment form after every assessment visit.

2.6. Statistical analyses

Depending on the distribution, we used Student’s t-test or the Mann-Whitney U test
to compare continuous variables between the groups. To compare the WAI scores
between the groups, Spearman’s rank-order correlation coefficients (rho) were cal-
culated because of the skewed distributions. The correlation coefficients were com-
pared by first transforming rho values into Z scores and then Z statistics was used to
evaluate the statistical significance of differences in correlation coefficients. A p
value < 0.05 was used to indicate statistical significance.

3. Results

3.1. Differences in the CORE and WAI measurements

No differences were found in total and subscale CORE-OM scores between the DSA
and AAU groups at study entry (Table 2). No significant differences were found in the
patients’ and assessors’ total and subscale WAI scores between the DSA and AAU
groups at the end of the assessment periods. However, the DSA group score was
slightly and consistently higher (Table 3). The total score and all subscale WAI scores
separately rated by clinicians and patients correlated significantly in the DSA group,
whereas in the AAU group the only significant – albeit weaker – correlation was found
in the WAI Bond subscale (Figure 3). In addition, the assessment periods were shorter
and the visits were fewer in the DSA group compared to the AAU group (Table 4).

Table 2
Baseline CORE-OM scores in the DSA and AAU groups
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DSA group
(n = 40)

AAU group
(n = 40)

Mann–Whitney 
U test

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) p-value

CORE-W 2.04 (0.79) 2.30 (0.80) 0.127

CORE-P 2.15 (0.89) 2.30 (0.76) 0.616

CORE-F 1.66 (0.78) 1.89 (0.57) 0.155

CORE-R 0.30 (0.44) 0.39 (0.43) 0.245

CORE-TOTAL 1.64 (0.69) 1.82 (0.57) 0.234

CORE-TOTAL WITHOUT R 1.92 (0.79) 2.12 (0.64) 0.264



Notes: DSA = Assessment based on dialogical sequence analysis; AAU = Assessment as usual; CORE-OM = Clinical
Outcomes in Routine Evaluation-Outcome Measure; CORE-W: subscale of subjective well-being; CORE-P = sub-
scale of psychic symptoms; CORE-F = subscale of life functioning; CORE-R = subscale of risk behavior

Table 3
WAI total and subscale scores compiled by professionals (WAI-T) and patients (WAI-P) 

at the end of the assessment period in the DSA and AAU groups

Notes: WAI-T = Working Alliance Inventory form for Therapist; WAI-P = Working Alliance Inventory form for
Patient; DSA = Assessment based on dialogical sequence analysis; AAU = Assessment as usual

Table 4
Characteristics of the assessment periods in the DSA and AAU groups

Notes: DSA = Assessment based on dialogical sequence analysis; AAU = Assessment as usual
*: df = 79
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DSA group AAU group Mann–Whitney U test

Scales Mean (SD) Mean (SD) p-value

WAI-T total 209.1 (27.6) 200.9 (32.9) 0.90

WAI-T Task 67.6 (6.8) 65.3 (12.0) 0.90

WAI-T Bond 75.4 (18.8) 71.1 (9.0) 0.92

WAI-T Goal 66.1 (7.9) 64.1 (13.7) 0.94

WAI-P total 199.1 (27.0) 195.0 (29.9) 0.43

WAI-P Task 65.9 (9.0) 64.6 (10.1) 0.46

WAI-P Bond 67.6 (10.3) 65.0 (11.5) 0.28

WAI-P Goal 66.1 (9.3) 65.3 (9.8) 0.62

DSA AAU Student’s t-test*

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) t p-value

Duration of assessment period (days) 58.9 (39.2) 90.1 (35.2) 3.74 <0.001

Number of visits (n) 4.3 (2.0) 5.9 (2.4) 3.24 0.002

Total duration of visits (minutes) 290.1 (121.1) 355.7 (253.8) 1.48 0.14

Total time used by professionals (minutes) 448.5 (155.6) 460.0 (254.5) 0.24 0.81



Figure 3
Correlations of patient and professional perspectives in this study

*: p < 0.05 **: p<.01; DSA: DSA-based case formulation assessment group; AAU: Assessment as Usual group

The correlation coefficients differed between the DSA and AAU groups statis-
tically significantly in treatment goal (p = 0.03) and task (p = 0.03) subscales and
borderlined significantly in the Total Working Alliance score (p = 0.05). No differ-
ence was found in the therapeutic bond subscale (p = 0.13).

4. Discussion

In this study, we compared the usual psychiatric assessment with the new assessment
method of using a DSA-based case formulation. We wanted to determine how each
method addresses the patient’s needs and expectations concerning his/her treatment.
To assess the joint understanding of goals and tasks, we used the correlation of the
patient and clinician WAI scores as our main indicator. 

We found no previous studies that examined the congruence of the working
alliance between the patient and the clinician(s) in the psychiatric assessment phase. 

Our comparison showed that there was a remarkable convergence between
patients’ and clinicians’ appraisals of the alliance when psychiatric assessments were
conducted using the DSA-based case formulation. By contrast, the findings from the
AAU group indicate a moderate mutual understanding of tasks and goals, cor res -
pond ing with the congruence estimations in the research literature. Moreover, the
assessment periods were shorter and the visits were fewer in the DSA group than in
the AAU group, suggesting that the DSA-based assessments were more convenient
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for the patients. The evaluations of the working alliance by both the patients and clin -
icians were slightly – but consistently – better in the DSA group than in the AAU
group. Nevertheless, no statistically significant differences were found due to the
weak statistical power of our study (Table 3).

TRYON and colleagues (2007) examined the congruence of client and counsellor
alliance ratings in their meta-analysis of 53 studies representing different modes of
counselling and psychotherapy. They found that client and therapist working alliance
ratings were only moderately correlated (mean r = 0.36). The congruence of the AAU
group lies in the lower range of the findings of TRYON and colleagues (2007). By con-
trast, in our study, the correlation between client and therapist ratings in the DSA
group (rho = 0.63) was exceptionally high compared to the meta-analysis. This find-
ing suggests that the psychiatrists and psychologists in the DSA group could generate
a formulation of the patients’ predicament that was accessible to both themselves and
the patient, and it could be shared. 

In the DSA-based case formulation assessment, the clinicians derived the treat-
ment plan from a use of a coherent set of high-level concepts that guided their per-
ception of the patient’s important interpersonal experiences, attitudes, behaviour, and
personal meanings of life events. This permitted a flexible method of accommodating
the patients’ unique way of making sense of their problems and personal attitudes.
This interview strategy invited the patient to collaborate in recognising repetitive pat-
terns of thoughts and actions and to find alternative ways of relating to these issues.
An individualised case formulation strategy is diametrically opposed to the standard
diagnostic approach that aims at subsuming the patient’s personal action patterns and
attitudes under a general descriptive label (Table 1). A possible explanation for the
variance in congruence between the DSA and AAU groups may lie in this difference:
it is difficult to derive individualised treatment plans based on generalised diagnostic
categories. 

The working alliance concept makes the therapeutic relationship measurable
(NORCROSS & WAMPLOD 2011); it can also be used to address the quality of the clin -
ician-patient relationship in the diagnostic assessment phase. While the therapeutic
relationship and the assessment cooperation serve different purposes, both forms of
institutional interactions can be therapeutic from the beginning of the very first con-
tact. Based on our results of the first research goal, we found that the DSA-based case
formulation resulted in a greater joint understanding of the patient’s problems and
needs compared to the standard assessment process. 

Our second goal was to determine whether there were any differences in the
time and/or employee resources used between the DSA-based and usual assessment
processes. Using the DSA method, the assessment phase was shorter and fewer visits
were required, making it likely more patient-friendly than the standard approach.
Nevertheless, there were no statistically significant differences in the total duration
of visits and total time used by professionals. Both assessment protocols demanded
the same amount of employee resources. In the DSA group, the clinicians worked
deliberately in pairs more often, and they took a break for discussion during the first

E. É. SAVANDER, M. PÄNKÄLÄINEN, M. LEIMAN & J. HINTIKKA224

EJMH 14:2, December 2019



visit so that they could both contribute their expert views to the case formulation.
Thus, the assessment with the DSA-based case formulation could complement and
modify the usual assessment accurately and address the patients’ needs and expect -
ations in a shorter period than the standard assessment. Essentially, we can improve
the quality while using the same resources. 

As mentioned above, healthcare has been advancing gradually toward the
patient-centred approach (LAINE & DAVIDOFF 1996; MEAD & BOWER 2000). Our find-
ings confirm the value of such a patient-centred orientation in the psychiatric assess-
ment phase.

4.1. Limitations and strengths

Our intention was to build a naturalistic setting, which may entail many uncontrolled
variables that could affect the outcome. Correlation is an indication of common vari-
ability in one outcome variables, but it is not in itself sufficient evidence for causality.
The sample size was small and the statistical power for showing differences between
the groups was limited. 

In addition, we used the Working Alliance Inventory, which has been validated
for the evaluation of the psychotherapy context and dyadic processes. We used this
scale in psychiatric assessment situations that sometimes involved more than two par-
ticipants, and the setting was sometimes more varied than in standard psychothera-
peutic contexts. 

The WAI scales were completed during the treatment-planning visit, which was
the final assessment visit. Our findings showed shorter assessment periods and fewer
visits in the DSA group than in the AAU group. Consequently, the working alliance
was measured at different time points. This may have affected the working alliance
ratings. In psychotherapy research, most studies evaluated working alliance and con-
vergence in the early phase of psychotherapy or counselling, between sessions one
and five (HORVATH & BEDI 2002; FLÜCKIGER et al. 2012; MARMAROSH & KIVLIGHAN

2012). The mean numbers of visits in our study groups are comparable with those
studies. However, our study’s comparability with those studies is limited concerning
our different diagnostic assessment context.

There were some differences in the educational backgrounds of the clinicians
between the groups. All clinicians in the DSA group were psychiatrists and psycholo -
gists. In the AAU group, there were also residents and nurses. Nevertheless, all of
them had several years of clinical experience. During the study project, the AAU
group received supervision ten times a year while the DSA was supervised 16 times
a year. The effects of these differences on the results cannot be ruled out. 

The clinical skill of conducting the dialogue with the DSA method demands two
years of training and supervision. When the study began, the members of the DSA
group were still learning the new interview strategy, while the members of the AAU
group continued their ordinary work. It may be the case that the differences in out-
come were partly affected by this Hawthorne Effect (CHIESA & HOBBS 2008), but it
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was not possible to estimate whether it had any effect on the results. In the future,
more studies should be done with bigger sample sizes in order to determine the
results in the larger clinical field. The two-year DSA training is taught by the author
of the concept and theory, Emeritus Professor Mikael Leiman. However, while he
teaches the new trainers all the time, the clinical implementation of the DSA case for-
mulation is still limited.

Notwithstanding these limitations, our study has some unique strengths. It pos-
sesses ecological validity; it was a clinical trial located in a public mental health care
clinic. We tried to maintain the natural context and keep the inclusion criteria as wide
as possible. We chose the samples randomly from public healthcare patients who
sought help and treatment. Both groups were recruited from the same socio-demo-
graphically heterogeneous population. However, possible socio-economic differences
between the groups were not analysed. No differences were found in total and sub-
scale CORE-OM scores between the DSA and AAU groups at study entry. Therefore,
the groups seem to be clinically comparable. 

4.2. Conclusion

The present clinical pilot study was the first to apply the DSA-based case formulation
in psychiatric assessment. Our findings of a higher mean level of convergence
between the patient’s and professional’s viewpoints of the working alliance suggests
that the DSA-based case formulation can help to improve psychiatric assessment and
move towards an individual- and patient-centred approach within a shorter period of
time. A shared view of the problem and the treatment plan may strengthen the
patient’s vulnerable agency and influence the efficacy of the treatment. This novel
method may also improve the patient-centeredness and the validity of the psychiatric
assessment for the individual patient.
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A B S T R A C T

Objective: With the intention of understanding the dynamics of psychiatric interviews, we investigated
the usual (DSM/ICD-based) psychiatric assessment process and an alternative assessment process based
on a case formulation method. We compared the two different approaches in terms of the clinicians’
practices for offering patients opportunities to reveal their subjective experiences.
Methods: Using qualitative and quantitative applications of conversation analysis, we compared patient–
clinician interaction in five usual psychiatric assessments (AAU) with five assessment interviews based
on dialogical sequence analysis (DSA).
Results: The frequency of conversational sequences where the patient described his/her problematic
experiences was higher in the DSA interviews than in the AAU interviews. In DSA, the clinicians typically
facilitated the patient’s subjective experience talk by experience-focused questions and formulations,
whereas in AAU, such talk typically occurred in environments where the clinicians’ questions and
formulations focused on non-experiential, medical matters.
Conclusion: Interaction in DSA was organized to provide for the patient’s experience-focused talk,
whereas in AAU, the patient needed to go against the conversational grain to produce such talk.
Practice implications: By facilitating patients’ opportunities to uncover subjective experiences, it is
possible to promote their individualized care planning in psychiatry.

© 2019 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

In psychiatry, a clinician’s biomedical understanding of a
patient’s condition can be incongruent with the patient’s subjec-
tive experience. Mishler [1] distinguished between ‘the voice of
medicine’ and ‘the voice of the lifeworld’ in the medical encounter,
representing respectively, the technical-scientific assumptions of
medicine and the natural attitude of everyday life. He pointed out a
conflict between these voices, as the voice of medicine silences and

regulates the voice of the lifeworld through, for instance, question
and answer sequences.

Despite the general understanding regarding the importance of
the patient’s subjective experience and lifeworld, there is little
empirical research on the ways in which clinicians accommodate –

or fail to accommodate – the patient’s experience in psychiatric
consultations. McCabe et al. [2] investigated the ways in which
psychiatrists responded to psychotic patients’ accounts of de-
lusional thoughts. Clinicians’ counter-questions, smiles, and
laughter conveyed their reluctance to address these topics.
Recently, McCabe et al. [3] investigated the ways in which patients’
possible suicidal thoughts are addressed in psychiatric consulta-
tions, showing that the predominant grammatical structure of
questions about suicide ideation discouraged patients from
admitting such thoughts. On a more positive note, Thompson
et al. [4,5], suggested that a particular design in psychiatrists’
questions – so-prefaced declarative questions, such as ‘so, you feel a
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bit anxious’ – serves as a display of empathy and a close attendance
to the patient’s experience. Furthermore, Thompson et al. [4] found
that the more frequent use of declarative questions was positively
correlated with the clinician–patient alliance and treatment
adherence.

In sum, earlier research suggests that the clinician’s interac-
tional practices can either facilitate or restrain the clients’ talk
about subjective experiences. Research has revealed the interac-
tional functions of specific practices (such as the grammatical
structure of questions) in this. On the other hand, studies have yet
to offer more global views of the clinician’s conduct in facilitating
or curbing the clients’ talk about their subjective experience. This is
what we aim to do in the study at hand.

We compared two psychiatric interview protocols regarding
the ways in which clinicians offer opportunities for patients to
reveal their subjective experiences. The two interview protocols
are the usual psychiatric assessment process (AUU; assessment
as usual) and an alternative assessment process based on the
case formulation method (DSA; dialogical sequence analysis).
The usual psychiatric assessment process is organized around
eliciting information about the patient’s symptoms and illness
history with the aim of defining a diagnosis according to the
DSM/ICD categories [6,7]. Assessment based on case formula-
tion, by contrast, is not driven by diagnostic categories alone.
Case formulation is a ‘hypothesis about the causes, precipitants,
and maintaining influences of a person’s psychological, inter-
personal, and behavioural problems’ [8]. We studied a particular
variant of case formulation called Dialogical Sequence Analysis,
the aim of which is to produce an individualized evaluation of
recurring action patterns maintaining the patient’s problems
and deficiencies of agency; this complements the diagnostic
work [9–16]. These two approaches were investigated in a
clinical randomized controlled trial at a community mental
health centre in Finland [17].

1.1. Objectives

We compared patient–clinician interaction in AAU consulta-
tions and DSA consultations, focusing on sequences where the
patients talk about their subjective problematic experiences. We
examined how the patients are provided with or obtain the
opportunity to direct their talk to subjective problematic
experiences, and how the clinicians respond to and deal with
these descriptions. We sought to discover whether the organisa-
tion of interaction is different between the two assessment
methods when it comes to talk about problematic subjective
experiences.

2. Methods

2.1. Participants and data

The data were selected from a dataset that was collected in a
randomized clinical study at a community mental health centre in
Finland. The Ethics Committee of Tampere University Hospital
accepted the study. In this larger study, 80 patients were
randomized into two equal groups. Patients with psychotic or
neuropsychiatric disorders and patients who needed urgent
evaluation within seven days were excluded [17]. In the DSA
group, all the participants’ first visits were audio-recorded; in the
AAU group, five randomly selected patients’ first visits were
recorded.

The data for the study reported here were obtained by matching
the five randomly selected AAU cases from the larger study, with
five corresponding DSA cases. These ten interviews were
transcribed using conversation analysis (CA) notation [18] (see

Appendix A). In total, the AAU interviews lasted 280 min and the
DSA interviews lasted 283 min. Each interview involved two
clinicians (a physician with a psychologist or a nurse) and the
patient. Overall, the data include ten patients, three psychiatrists,
three psychiatric residents, three psychologists and three nurses.
The clinicians working on the DSA cases received special training
for the method.

The patients’ symptoms and diagnoses varied. The patients
included four female and six male adults.

2.2. Interview strategy with the DSA case formulation

According to clinical theories and instructions, in the DSA
approach the clinician should follow and validate individual and
interpersonal experiences, events, and attitudes. Questions and
reflections are used to access the patient’s perspective and derive
individually meaningful information to promote the patient’s
awareness of his/her problems [9,11,12]. Towards the end of the
session, the clinician clarifies the symptoms and complements the
preliminary diagnosis with an individual case formulation.

2.3. Interview strategy as usual (AAU)

In the standard psychiatric interview, the clinicians focus on the
patient’s communication and behaviours that indicate symptoms
of mental disorders encapsulated in the DSM/ICD categories
[6,7,19]. Questions and structured questionnaires are used to
identify symptoms. The intention is to provide an account of the
patient’s problems based on diagnostic categories.

2.4. Procedure

In order to match patients in the two assessment conditions,
the first author described a set of 45 patients (5 random AAU cases
and 40 DSA cases) according to seven clinical criteria, using the
patients’ medical records and the audio-recorded interviews as the
source of information. The criteria included (1) gender, (2) age, (3)
educational level, (4) psychiatric treatment history, (5) substance
abuse history, (6) ability to self-reflect, and (7) ability to verbalize
experiences. Thereafter, two authors (Savander, who is an
experienced psychiatrist, and Leiman, who is a professor of clinical
psychology) chose five pairs of AAU and DSA cases that matched in
terms of these criteria through consensus negotiation.

While the selection of the data (the matching of the AAU and
DSA interviews) was based on clinical judgement, the actual data
analysis was mostly based on conversation analysis (CA). CA is a
method for the investigation of sequential actions in social
encounters [20,21]. As has been increasingly done in recent
studies [22], we used conversation analysis as a resource for coding
interactions, and hence, our key results are quantitative as well as
qualitative. While CA helped us to identify the three-part
sequences that the study focussed on, we also considered the
“content” of the talk in differentiating turns focussing on medical
or experiential domain.

The focus of our data analysis was on sequences with turns in
which the patient described his/her negative subjective experi-
ences using ‘the voice of lifeworld’ (below, abbreviation E). In such
turns, the patient describes in negative terms a personal feeling,
attitude, experience, or life event. Our way of understanding
‘subjective experience’ was thus based on the content of the talk
(what the participants referred to). We were more inclusive than,
for example, Hayano [23] or Wiggins and Potter [24], who
differentiated subjective and objective linguistic constructions
on the basis of grammatical form. Furthermore, we wanted to focus
on negative experiences only because they – rather than positive
experiences – are primarily relevant for help seeking behaviour.
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We wanted to see how these utterances emerge and where they
lead.

Our analysis focuses on the information elicitation phases of the
interview, and we excluded the discussions on treatment and the
clinicians’ advice or educative statements. This means that we
focused exclusively on descriptions of subjective experience that
emerged as answers to the clinicians’ questions. Questions have a
strong constraining function regarding the topic and action of the
next turn [25], and hence, they potentially show the ways in which
the clinicians facilitate – or do not facilitate –the patients’ talk
about their negative subjective experiences. Thus, there were
medically oriented questions (MQ); these were interrogative turns
about factual knowledge or symptoms, or inferential statements
(making relevant the patient’s confirmation or elaboration)
regarding what had transpired in the interview thus far, without
reference to the patient’s own experience, feelings, or meanings.
By contrast, an experience-oriented question (EQ) was an
interrogative or an inferential statement related to the patient’s
negative experience, life events, feelings, attitudes or meanings.

As for the uptake of the patients’ descriptions of their
experiences, we distinguished between medically oriented next
turns (MT) – responses related to psychiatric factual knowledge or
symptoms – and experience oriented next turns (ET) – responses
that refer to the patient’s experience. In coding these responsive
turns, we did not include minimal response tokens [26] in either
category.

Thus, we ended up having sequences of talk where the
participants’ focus of attention oscillated between the ‘medical’
and ‘experiential’ domains. In the ‘middle’ of these sequences,
there is the patient’s description of his/her problematic subjective
experience. That experience description is preceded and followed
by the clinician’s turns that focus either on subjective experience
or on medical matters. Fig. 1 depicts the focal sequences.

In the ten interviews, we found 124 segments where, preceded
by the clinician’s questions, the patient’s turns referred to negative
subjective experiences. These sequences were initially identified
and coded by the first author, who is an experienced clinician with
a knowledge of CA. The reliability of the coding was assessed by
introducing another coder. The second coder (the fifth author, who
is knowledgeable of CA and also psychiatric interviewing) first read
the coding instructions devised by the first author and then coded
a randomly selected 20% of these segments and discussed the
rationale behind the coding with the first author. Following this
discussion, five extracts were excluded because the clinician asked
opening questions, the clinician’s turn was an educative statement,
or the patient’s turn was factual and not experiential. Additionally,
the two coders disagreed about six other extracts. Agreement
about these cases was achieved through negotiation, whereby a
shared coding culture was developed. After this training period,
the second coder investigated the remaining 80% of the extracts
independently, coding each of them into one of the four categories
as shown in Fig. 1 above. Agreement on 93 of the 119 extracts was
achieved. For the remaining 26 cases, the codes were applied based
on a consensus negotiation.

Below, we first present examples of each trajectory, and
thereafter, present the statistical results regarding their distribu-
tion in the two assessment interview approaches. The chi-squared
test was used for the statistical analysis.

3. Results

In the five DSA interviews, the patients responded to clinicians
questions with descriptions of their negative subjective experience
altogether 71 times, while in the five AAU interviews, such
sequences occurred 48 times. The distribution of such turns across
individual interviews is presented in Table 1 below. The average
number of experience turns was 14.2 (SD 2.8) in the DSA interviews
and 9.6 (SD 2.3) in the AAU interviews. This means there was a
significant difference (p = 0.016) between the two groups.

3.1. Emergence of patients’ descriptions of negative subjective
experiences

The patient’s description of negative subjective experiences is
prompted either by an experience-oriented question (EQ) or a
medically oriented question (MQ). In the former case, the question
prepares the ground for the patient’s description of subjective
experiences, whereas in the latter case, the patient departs from
the topical domain of the question. We will first show an example
of the description of a subjective experience emerging from the
clinician’s experience-oriented questions (EQ). Such questions
may take up something that the patient has told in the previous
turn, or the clinician may open a new topic.

In Extract 1 below, the patient (PA) is a 34-year-old woman
with anxiety, depressive symptoms, and aggressive behaviour. It
transpires in the interview that she has for a long time struggled
with non-adaptive efforts to control her behaviour. In the history-
taking phase of the interview, the psychologist (PS) asks a question
about a period in her childhood (lines 1–2).

Asking an unspecified question about a life phase and focusing
on the patient’s standpoint (‘from yo- your perspective’; lines 1–2)
involves an invitation to talk about subjective experience. In line
with this, the patient reveals her adverse experiences in her peer
group (lines 3–23) and her inability to seek help (lines 24–26).

While a clinician’s experience-oriented questions create a
favourable environment for the patient’s description of his/her
subjective experience, medically oriented questions are different.
Such questions, by and large, make medically oriented answers
relevant. It is possible, however, for the patient to depart from the
question’s topical relevancies. In a number of cases, the patients
produced their descriptions of subjective experiences as responses
to medically oriented questions. Typically, the patient responded
briefly to the factual medical question, and thereafter continued
with a narrative of experience that was relevant to the question.
Extract 2 illustrates this mode of response to a medically oriented
question. The patient (PA) is a 33-year-old woman with an affective
disorder. Prior to the extract, she had been telling about her
difficulties during a depressive episode in her past.

The doctor’s (DO) medically oriented question is a polar
interrogative, inviting a yes/no response, regarding the time of the
end of the patient’s depressive episode (lines 1–2). The question is
part of the standard medical agenda, as the tracking of mood
episodes is a key task in diagnosing bipolar disorder. In lines 3–4,
the patient responds with factual information, correcting the
clinician’s suggestion. The doctor receives the information in line 5.
However, the patient continues her factual answer in line 6,
offering further specification for the time of the end of the
depression (‘towards the end of it’ [i.e. May]). This incremental
continuation is further expanded without any gap, by the patient
who begins a narrative description of the circumstances thatFig. 1. Experience descriptions and their sequential environment.
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prompted her depression (line 6 onwards). Here, the patient goes
beyond the topical agenda of the doctor’s question. She suggests
that her depression was prompted by the bad supervisor (lines 11–
13), and characterizes her own and other people’s responses to the
supervisor with an animated voice (lines 19–20). The lengthy
narrative keeps the patient in the experiential realm; the doctor
aligns as the recipient of the narrative (see lines 9, 14, and 17).

Extracts 1 and Extracts 2 above illustrate the two sequential
paths that can lead to the patient’s description of negative
subjective experiences: such a description can emerge either after
an experience-oriented question (EQ) or after a medically oriented
question (MQ). We can now compare the two types of interviews
regarding these sequential routes leading to the patient’s
description of a problematic subjective experience (Table 2).

The quantitative results show a significant difference (p< 0.001)
between the two types of assessment process. In the DSA-based
assessments, the patient’s description of the subjective experience
in most (71.8%) cases arises from the clinician’s experience-
oriented question, whereas in AAU, the patient describes his/her
subjective experience more often than not (in 52.1% of cases) after
a question where the clinician has elicited medical and/or factual
information. We might say that in the DSA-based assessment, the
patient’s talk about subjective experience takes place in an
environment that the clinician has prepared for such talk, whereas
in AAU, the patient in most cases must make an effort to create the
environment for such talk.

3.2. Consequences of the patients’ descriptions of negative subjective
experiences

The patient’s description of a negative subjective experience is
eventually followed by the clinician’s response to that description.
This next turn can focus on the experiential domain that was

attended to by the patient in his/her turn, or it can switch to the
medical domain. Usually, the focus on the experiential domain is
done by a follow-up question; focusing on the medical domain can
take place either through a question that changes the topic or
through a follow-up question that focuses on the medical aspects
or implications of the patient’s prior description of the experience.
Below, we will show examples of both trajectories.

In Extract 3 , the patient’s description of her subjective
experience is taken up by the clinician in her next turn by an
experience-oriented response (ET).

In line 27, the clinician takes up the patient’s account of not telling
about the bullying to her mother, with a generalizing formulation
[27,28]. After the patient’s confirmation (line 28), the clinician in line
29 extends her formulation further. These formulations stay in the
realm of the patient’s experience, as they maintain the topical focus
on the patient’s ways of dealing with the bullying. The clinician’s
formulations facilitate the patient’s further reflection on her choice
not to tell others (see lines 30–31).

In the Extract 4 , the clinician’s response switches the focus to
the medical domain. The extract is a continuation of Extract 2
above. In lines 18–21, the patient is talking about her bad
supervisor, whom she considers to be the cause of her depression.

Like in the previous extract, here the patient also seems to make
relevant some kind of affiliating response to her complaint, as her
description of the circumstances is emotionally dense (reported
speech, extreme case formulations and an animated voice in lines
19–20). Furthermore, the reference to the end of the employment
(lines 20–21) is like a gloss that makes unpacking [29] relevant, i.e.
finding out how and why the employment was terminated. In lines
22–24, the clinician’s turn is designed to be a follow-up question
(the connection to the prior talk is established by the particle ‘sit’ /
‘then’). However, the clinician does not focus on the experiential
and affective contents of the patient’s prior turn, nor does he seek

Table 1
Distribution of subjective experience sequences across the interviews.

Case ID DSA 02 DSA 84 DSA 98 DSA 121 DSA 128 DSA mean per interview AAU 05 AAU 71 AAU 108 AAU 111 AAU 126 AAU mean per interview

E 18 13 11 15 14 14.2 11 9 6 12 10 9.6

ID, observation ID of cases; DSA, Dialogical sequence analysis-based assessment; AAU, Assessment as usual; E, Subjective experience description.

Extract 1. .

E.E. Savander et al. / Patient Education and Counseling 102 (2019) 1296–1303 1299



to unpack the gloss. Rather, he asks when the patient’s last
psychiatric consultation that the patient had for this depressive
episode was. Thereby, the question accomplishes a topic shift,
moving the focus back to the timing of medically relevant facts
pertaining to the past depressive episode. Thereafter, the talk
continues about medications (data not shown).

The quantitative results concerning the clinicians’ next turns
after the patients’ subjective experience descriptions are presented
in Table 3 below.

The clinicians’ next turns are significantly different (p<0.001) in
the two types of assessment process. After the patients’ descriptions
of their subjective experience, in the DSA-based assessments, the
clinicians continue to focus on experience in most (90.1%) cases,
whereas in assessment as usual (AAU), the clinicians stay in the

patients’ experiential mode in only 39.5% of the cases; they tend to
transfer the topic towards medical and factual investigation (60.5%).

3.3. Three-turn trajectories of interaction

Above, we investigated the relation between the medical
domain and the experiential domain by two sequential transitions.
We can now compare the AAU and DSA consultations regarding a
longer trajectory of interaction that was outlined in Fig.1 above, i.e.
comprising both transitions. The comparison is presented in Fig. 2
below. We found significant differences (p<0.001) between the
DSA and AAU cases in all four subgroups.

EQ, Experience-oriented question; ET, Experiential next turn; E,
Subjective experience description; MQ, Medical question; MT,
Medical next turn; DSA, Dialogical sequence analysis-based
assessment; AAU, Assessment as usual

Fig. 2 shows the distribution of four conversational trajectories
of oscillation between the medical and experiential domains for
the two groups. In the DSA-based interviews, the patient’s
description of subjective experience was most frequently (in
67.6% of cases) enveloped by the clinician’s turns (preceding
question and subsequent turn) that were also experience-oriented.
In contrast to this, in the AAU interviews, the patient’s description
of subjective experience was most commonly preceded and
followed by the clinician’s medically oriented turns (in 37.5% of

Extract 2. .

Table 2
The emergence of patients’ negative subjective experience descriptions from the
clinicians’ questions in two different type of diagnostic assessment interviews.

DSA AAU

EQ - E 51 (71.8%) 23 (47.9%)
MQ - E 20 (28.2%) 25 (52.1%)
TOTAL 71 (100%) 48 (100%)

DSA, Dialogical sequence analysis-based assessment; AAU, Assessment as usual; EQ,
Experience-oriented question; MQ, Medical question; E, Subjective experience
description.
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cases). The pattern that was most frequent in the DSA sample (EQ-
E-ET) was found only in a quarter of the AAU interviews, while the
dominant pattern (MQ-E-MT) in the AAU sample was found only in
4.2% of the DSA cases.

The differences between the two types of consultation suggest
that the DSA approach creates a favourable environment for the
patient’s talk about their subjective experiences. While the AAU
approach clearly does not prevent such talk, the conversation is
often organized so that the patient needs to do the interactional
work, as it were, against the grain in talking about his or her
subjective experience.

4. Discussion and conclusion

4.1. Discussion

Using qualitative and quantitative applications of conversa-
tion analysis, we investigated psychiatric assessment

interviews, especially the sequential environments of the
patients’ turns of talk focusing on subjective problematic
experiences. The patient’s opportunity to reveal his/her
experiences is shaped by the clinician’s previous turn. An
experience-oriented question, regardless of whether it emerges
from the previous topic or constitutes a topic change, offers the
patient an opportunity to reveal his/her subjective experience.
An account of subjective experience can also be produced after
the clinician’s medically oriented question. In such cases, the
patient typically first provided the factual information invited
by the question. After the clinician’s acknowledgement of this
information, the patients expanded his/her answers, thereby
moving towards descriptions of negative subjective experiences

Extract 3. .

Extract 4. .

Table 3
Consequences of the patients’ descriptions of negative subjective experiences in
two different types of diagnostic assessment interview.

DSA AAU

E - ET 64 (90.1%) 19 (39.5%)
E - MT 7 (9.9%) 29 (60.5%)
TOTAL 71 (100%) 48 (100%)

DSA, Dialogical sequence analysis; AAU, Assessment as usual; ET, Experience-
oriented next turn; MT, Medical next turn; E, Subjective experience description.

Fig. 2. Distribution of the four trajectories of interaction across the AAU and DSA
groups.
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that were linked to the topic of the question, but arose from a
different, subjective perspective.

The clinician’s turns after the patient’s descriptions of experi-
ence were typically formatted as questions or formulations. The
medically oriented questions involved a new medical or factual
topic, or an ancillary topic [30] that was associated with a medical
aspect of the patient’s preceding experience oriented account.
When the clinician preserved the experiential focus in his/her next
turn, he/she produced formulations of the patient’s prior talk or
follow-up questions [27,28,31]. Such turns gave the patient a
further opportunity elaborate on his/her subjective experience.

In this study, we have implicitly regarded the patients’
opportunities to talk about their subjective experience as a
positive thing. Earlier research indeed suggests that such
opportunities may be positively correlated with a working alliance
and adherence to treatment [4]. However, not necessarily all
patients want to talk about or not able to verbalise their subjective
experiences. The patients’ opportunities to talk about subjective
experience may be important clinically in psychiatry, because an
unwillingness or inability to use these opportunities may be
informative for the assessment of their problems and the planning
of the treatment.

The interactional differences that we have found between the
AAU and DSA approaches suggest that the course of the psychiatric
consultation is not rigidly fixed by its institutional (medical) frame
[32]. There is leeway in the ways in which the interaction between
the patient and the clinician can be organized. In Mishler’s [1] terms,
the dialogue between the voices of the life-world and medicine can
be transformed: theycanco-exist and both be partof the assessment.

There were some limitations to this study. Our dataset included
only ten recorded psychiatric interviews. Despite the statistical
significance of our findings and the careful matching of the cases
along several relevant patient characteristics, unknown features of
both the patient and the study design may have biased the results.
Additionally, inspired by Mishler [1], we have applied a binary
distinction between medical and experiential domain, because it
has enabled us to quantify our observations. However, we are
aware that the binary distinction is a simplification: in any
moment of talk, the two realms may also be intertwined, and
references to them can be incorporated into quite different actions
and interactional projects. It will be the task of future work to
investigate the articulation of these realms in a more qualitative
way in CA.

4.2. Conclusion

In our data, DSA- and AAU-based assessments are different in the
ways in which they offer patients opportunities to reveal their
subjective experiences. Interaction in DSA is more organized to
provide for the patient’s experience-focused talk, whereas in AAU, the
patient more often needed to go against the grain to produce such talk.

4.3. Practice implications

By facilitating the patient’s opportunities to reveal his/her
subjective experiences, there is a chance to build a shared
understanding of the patient’s unique problem and improve
individualized care planning in the psychiatric assessment process.
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A

T: Speaker identification: therapist (T), occupationalthera-
pist (OT), client (C)

→ Line containing phenomenon discussed in text
[] Overlapping talk
= No space between turns
(.) A pause of less than 0.2 s
(0.0) Pause: silence measured in seconds and tenths of a

second
�word� Talk lower volume than the surrounding talk
WORD Talk louder volume than the surrounding talk
hh An in breath
hh An out breath
mt,krhm vocal noises
£word£ Spoken in a smiley voice
@word@ Spoken in an animated voice
#word# Spoken in a creaky voice
wo(h)rd Laugh particle inserted within a word
((word)) Transcriber’s comments
() Transcriber could not hear what was said
word Accented sound or syllable
- Abrupt cut-off of preceding sound
: Lengthening of a sound
>word< Talk faster than the surrounding talk
<word> Talk slower than the surrounding talk
"# Rise or fall in pitch
? Final rise intonation
, Final level intonation
. Final falling intonation
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In psychiatric diagnostic interviews, a clinician’s question designed to elicit a specific

symptom description is sometimes met with the patient’s self-disclosure of their

subjective experience. In shifting the topical focus to their subjective experiences, the

patients do something more or something other than just answering the question.

Using conversation analysis, we examined such sequences in diagnostic interviews in

an outpatient clinic in Finland. From 10 audio-recorded diagnostic interviews, we found

45 segments where medical questions were met with patients’ self-disclosures. We

show four sequential trajectories that enable this shift of topic and action. There are

four possible trajectories: (1) the patient first answers the medical question and the

clinician acknowledges this answer, whereupon the patient shifts to a self-disclosure of

their subjective experience; (2) the patient first gives the medical answer but shifts to

self-disclosure without the clinician’s acknowledgement of that answer; (3) the patient

produces an extensive answer to the medical question and, in the course of producing

this, shifts into the self-disclosure; (4) the patient does not offer a medical answer but

designs the self-disclosure as if it were the answer to the medical question. We argue that

in the shifts to the self-disclosure of their subjective negative experience, the patients take

local control of the interaction. These shifts also embody a clash between the interactional

projects of the participants. At the end of the paper, we discuss the clinical relevance of

our results regarding the patient’s agency and the goals of the psychiatric assessment.

Keywords: psychiatric assessment interview, mental disorder, subjective experience, conversation analysis,

self-disclosure

INTRODUCTION

In contemporary psychiatry, patient assessment is guided by the classification of mental disorders.
In psychiatric interviews, the clinician’s goal is to evaluate the patient’s problems and provide an
evidence-based treatment grounded on symptom-oriented diagnostic ICD-10/DSM-5 categories
(1, 2). Since the 1980s—after the emergence of the DSM-III—many researchers have pointed out
that the patient’s subjective experience is overlooked in the contemporary descriptive classifications.
It has been argued that by attempting to define objective signs and symptoms as in the other
fields of medicine, psychiatry de-contextualises, simplifies, and reifies mental phenomena. While
the symptom-oriented diagnostic categories may have provided for better reliability of diagnoses
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[however, see Vanheule (3), who clearly argues against it], the
validity of psychiatric diagnoses—something that requires the
understanding of the individual psychopathology—has been
neglected in clinical work and research (4–11).

Clinician–patient communication is important in psychiatry
because social interaction with the patient is the clinician’s
primary means for understanding, evaluating and eventually
diagnosing the patient’s mental suffering. Communicative
practises in psychiatry have been taken up in studies on
shared decision-making, mutual understanding, and patients’
expectations (12–17). For example, researchers showed a
considerable interactional tension in routine psychiatric
consultation with psychotic patients as the patients repeatedly
attempt to talk about their psychotic experiences, and the
clinicians reject the topic (18). Other studies have demonstrated
how minute practises in clinical communication are associated
with better understanding and patient adherence. The frequency
of patients’ requests to psychiatrists to clarify what they say
is associated with better treatment adherence (16). Training
emphasising the importance of understanding the patients’
psychotic experiences, on the other hand, is associated with
psychiatrists’ increased use of self-initiated clarification as “self
-repair” (19) in their talk.

Clinicians’ questions are important in all medical interviews
(20–22). By asking questions, the clinicians gather information
about the patients’ history, experiences, and symptoms, yielding
diagnoses and treatment recommendations. In psychiatric
assessment interviews, the role of questions is particularly
significant because the psychiatrist does not have the support of
other data gathering instruments such as physical tests.

Ziółkowska (23) analysed the doctor’s questions in the
psychiatric diagnostic interviews. Through linguistic analysis, she
showed that the doctors objectified the patients’ experiences,
focusing on measurable symptoms or behaviours. This was
achieved by the use of “nominal phrases” (such as “will to act” or
“thoughts about death”) that presented the patient’s experiences
without agency and context. The nominal phrases were derived
from standard diagnostic manual language.

Consequently, in their responses, the patients represent their
own actions and subjective experiences in the same objectified
way, losing their agency and meaning of the context. Another
study focused on questioning practises that acknowledge the
patient’s subjective experience. Thompson et al. (24) argued that
a particular question design—“so prefaced declarative questions,”
for example “So you feel a bit anxious”—conveys empathy, and
they showed that their frequent use is positively correlated to
therapeutic alliance and adherence.

In his now classical study The Discourse of Medicine, Elliot
G. Mishler (20) investigated a routine medical interview as an
interplay of two “voices.” He stated that the “voice of medicine”
has a technical focus, providing the meaning of events without
personal and social context. The “voice of the lifeworld” involves
a reference to the contextual, personal meaning of events and
experiences. Mishler pointed out that the standard sequential
structure of the interview, consisting of the doctor’s question,
the patient’s answer, and the doctor’s assessment, maintains the
doctor’s control of the interview and its topical content. When

the patient adds to their answer’s surplus content arising from
the “voice of the lifeworld,” the routine sequential organisation
is interrupted, causing troubles such as hesitation, gaps, or self-
repair in the doctor’s next turn. In the participants’ attempts to
achieve coherent and shared meanings, the “voice of medicine”
dominates and regulates the “voice of the lifeworld.”

Barry et al. (25) elaborated onMishler’s conception of “voices”
and showedmultiple relationships between them.When both the
patient and the doctor operated within the voice of medicine
(for example, in dealing with a broken leg), and when both
of them used the “voice of the lifeworld” (for example when
discussing the patient’s psychosocial problem), the outcome of
the general practise consultation (as measured by indicators
of the patient-centred perspective) was better. The outcome
was worse, however, when the doctor met the patient’s “voice
of the lifeworld” by transferring the topic toward the “voice
of medicine.”

Some studies have explored contextual differences in how
clinicians respond to patients’ descriptions of their subjective
experiences. Comparing general practitioners’ and psychiatrists’
responses to the patients’ emotional disclosures of depression,
Davidsen and Fosgerau (26) suggested that general practitioners
dealt with the patients’ emotions emphatically and took a
contextual approach to their problems, while the psychiatrists
treated their emotional descriptions as symptoms, using their
own biomedical interpretations and explanations. Hak and
Boer (27) investigated how professionals receive the patients’
accounts in three clinical contexts. They found an “interrogative
style” in a medical interview, in which the clinician regularly
proceeded to the next question without rephrasing (formulating)
the patient’s answer. In a psychiatric interview with a psychotic
patient, there was an “exploratively oriented style,” as the
professional used formulations to check and clarify the
patient’s fragmented lifeworld talk, thereby transforming into
the diagnostic assessment. In psychotherapy, in contrast, the
clinicians formulated the gist of the patient’s talk collaboratively
with the patient.

In psychotherapy, the therapists’ responsiveness to the
patients’ accounts of their experiences is at the heart of
the clinical task (28–31). By analysing cognitive–constructivist
psychotherapy, Voutilainen et al. (29) showed that the therapist
combined recognition and interpretation to access the patient’s
experiences. Through recognition, the therapist validated the
patient’s emotions, thereby preparing the interpretation of their
experiences. Furthermore, by analysing cognitive psychotherapy
and psychoanalysis, Weiste and Peräkylä (31) demonstrated
that therapists use four types of responsive formulations to
gain access into the patients’ experiences. They found that
rephrasing and highlighting formulations were common in both
therapeutic approaches.

Nonetheless, they were relocating formulations only in
psychoanalysis and exaggerating formulations only in cognitive
psychotherapy. According to this study, it can be said that
different therapeutic approaches apply only partially different
formulations in therapeutic responses.

Thereafter, Weiste et al. (32) took up what they call
the “epistemic relation” between the psychotherapist and
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patient, showing how the psychotherapist attempts to
maintain the patient’s primary right to know about and
define their inner experiences. All in all, interactional studies on
psychotherapy document how clinicians attend to the patients’
subjective experience. Such attentiveness is something that is
largely lacking in psychiatric interviews, as the studies cited
earlier suggested.

While earlier research has covered some of the ways in which
clinicians respond to the clients’ accounts of their experiences,
as far as we know, no interactional research has been made on
how clients manage (or fail to manage) to insert their experience-
oriented tellings in the psychiatric interview. This will be the task
of the paper at hand. To understand how clients bring forth their
experience in the interview, the concept of “self-disclosure” as
social action is illuminating.

The idea of self-disclosure was introduced in the work of
Canadian psychologist Sidney M. Jourard [(33), p. 19], who
presented that “self-disclosure is the act of making yourself
manifest, showing yourself so others can perceive you.” He also
stated that self-disclosure is a sign of growing toward a healthy
personality and healthy relationships and viewed its function in
the treatment process of psychotherapy and psychiatry. Antaki et
al. (34), reviewing it from the interactional perspective, argued
that “self-disclosure is a social performance which must be
brought off in interaction, and has its interactional context
and its interactional consequences” [(34), p. 181]. In data of
naturally occurring therapeutic conversations, they pointed out
three specific features of this interactional performance. First,
it is manifested voluntarily when the speaker discloses some
topic initiatively by themselves. Second, it is significant because
it indicates that the telling is newsworthy, highly emphasised, or
coloured, for example by means of “extreme case formulations”
(35). Third, the self-disclosure reports personal information
of intimate experiences being possibly a “bonus,” thus over
and above the momentary expectations of the co-interactant.
Recently, Logren et al. (36) investigated self-disclosures in
group counselling.

Recently, attempting to develop the participants’ collaboration
and advance patient-centred or individual evaluation in the
psychiatric assessment interview, Savander et al. (37) compared
two kinds of psychiatric assessment interviews: one supported
by psychological case formulation (38, 39) and one following
the standard medical approach (40). Clinicians who had received
training in psychological case formulation asked questions
about the patient’s subjective experiences more frequently and
topicalized such accounts more actively in the subsequent talk
compared to clinicians whose interview style was based on
the standard DSM/ICD orientation. Based on a quantitative
analysis, this study also suggested that the patients frequently “go
against the grain” in telling the clinicians about their subjective
experiences. The patients offer their subjective experience
accounts despite the fact that the clinicians do not invite or
topicalize them.

In the work at hand, we will qualitatively examine one key
environment where the patients go against the grain in reporting
their subjective experiences. We focus on the patients’ answers to
clinicians’ questions. In the cases that we examine, the clinicians’

questions concern medical matters, while the patients include
self-disclosures of their subjective experience in their answers.

Objectives
We investigate the patients’ possibilities and practises to
disclose their negative subjective experiences in response to the
clinicians’ medical or factual questions. We aim to explicate
the interactional practises that the patients use in doing self-
disclosures of their negative subjective experiences in this
conversational environment.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Data
Our data were initially collected for a randomised clinical study in
a community mental health centre in Finland (37, 41). The study
was accepted by the Ethics Committee of Tampere University
Hospital. For that study, we audio-recorded 45 psychiatric intake
interviews with patients who were referred to the mental health
centre by their primary care or occupational health doctors.
For the study at hand, we used 10 intake interviews (altogether
563min). Five interviews represent the usual standard psychiatric
interview (ICD/DSM) practise (Assessment as Usual, AAU
group) (40), while the other five involve psychological case
formulation based on dialogical sequence analysis (DSA group)
(38, 39). While the interviews were not guided by a ready-made
question list, the clinicians, especially in the AAU group, asked
questions that routinely belong to the psychiatric diagnostic
evaluation. The sequences that we examined came from two
(often overlapping) phases of the interview: patient history and
exploration of their present condition. During the interviews,
some of the clinicians made notes on paper. They worked with
a computer only at the end of the encounter, for example, when
writing prescriptions or other formal statements. As the study
at hand focuses on patients’ interactional practises (rather than
the clinicians’ interview style), we did not separate between these
two types of interviews but used all the data as one pool. We
excluded patients with neuropsychiatric disorders and psychotic
disorders and also those who needed acute assessment within
7 days. In each interview, the participants were two clinicians
(a physician with a nurse or a psychologist) and the patient.
The data from 10 interviews involved three psychiatric residents,
three psychiatrists, three psychologists, three nurses, and ten
adult patients (four female and six male adults) with various
symptoms and diagnoses.

We audio-recorded 40 first visits in the DSA group and five
randomly selected first visits from the AAU group. The five
AAU interviews lasted 280min, and the five DSA interviews
lasted 283min. Using the matching method, we chose five
DSA interviews that corresponded with the five randomly
selected AAU interviews. The matching was based on patient
characteristics including (1) gender, (2) age, (3) educational level,
(4) psychiatric treatment history, (5) substance abuse history, (6)
ability to self-reflect, and (7) ability to verbalise experiences [for
more details, see (37)].

For an earlier quantitative study (37), from the recorded
interviews (N = 10), we collected all patients’ utterances in
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which they described their negative subjective experience in
non-medical terms (N = 119). Sometimes, these utterances
were preceded by the clinician’s questions which focused on
experiential (nonmedical) matters and sometimes by questions
that focused on medical matters. In this study, we qualitatively
examine the sequences where the patient’s subjective experience-
oriented utterance was preceded by the clinician’s medically
oriented question. There were 45 such sequences.

Procedure
The data were analysed using conversation analysis (CA). CA is
a qualitative method for examining action sequences in social
interaction (42). As mentioned above, the actual question–
answer sequences that we analysed came from our previous
study (37), where they were examined quantitatively. The
sequences involved the clinician’s medically oriented questions
followed by the patient’s response focusing on their negative
subjective experiences.

The point of departure in our previous and current work
has to do with the topical focus of utterances: we differentiated
between medical and experiential domains. This distinction
corresponds grossly to Mishler’s (20) binarity between the “voice
of medicine” and “voice of the lifeworld.”

The complexities pertaining to the binarity between medical
and experiential domains should be acknowledged. In one
sense, everything the patient tells about their symptoms
and psychological problems involves subjective experience;
otherwise, the patient could either not tell about psychological
problems involving subjective experience or would not be able
to talk about it. Likewise, all clinicians’ questions have to be
linked to some aspect of the patient’s experience in order for the
patient to be able to answer at all. On the other hand, anything
that the patient tells about himself/herself can ultimately be
understood as medically relevant. Our distinction between
medical and experiential domains, however, is more specific.
We assume that the clinician’s questions are often informed by
the standard agenda of psychiatric interview, their aim being
to collect information for the diagnosis. Even if such agenda
questions have to do with subjectively experienced things such
as appetite, sleeping problems, or feeling high, we consider them
as questions that belong to the medical domain. On the other
hand, the patients can provide the information that was asked
for and thereby remain in the medical domain—or alternatively,
they can tell something else about their lives, thereby shifting
to an experiential realm. Our focus was particularly on the
patients’ tellings about their negative subjective experiences. In
the earlier study where the coding was initially done, we defined
the experiential answers as ones that “the patient describes in
negative terms a personal feeling, attitude, experience, or life
event” [(37), p. 1297].

Thus, in our corpus, medically oriented questions involved
interrogatives or inferential statements about symptoms or
behaviours characterising the patient’s condition or functioning.
Such questions did not seek to elucidate the meanings,
which the patient attributes to symptoms or behaviours. The
patients’ responses focusing on subjective experiences involved
negatively valenced voluntary descriptions—doing more than

just answering the question—of personal experiences, feelings,
attitudes, or life events. In terms of action, these answers were
understood as self-disclosures. In the qualitative data analysis
presented in this paper, self-disclosure as action proved to be the
key concept.

The preliminary analysis of the interviews was done by the
first author. She identified 45 question–answer sequences that
were analysed for this paper. The sequences started with the
clinician’s question with a medical focus, which was followed
by the patient’s response which included an account of negative
subjective experience. Examining these sequences, the first and
fourth authors found four trajectories in and through which
the shift from medical to experiential focus could take place.
Of the 45 question–answer sequences, 40 could be grouped in
one of the four trajectories. The remaining five did not fit in
any of the trajectories, and they are not analysed in this paper.
In these cases, for example, either the nurse’s question was not
heard by the patient or the patient’s experience was positively
and not negatively valued. After the grouping of the sequences,
the first author analysed all instances in each group. Based on
this analysis, the first and fourth authors selected the clearest
and most representative sequences from each group. These
were subjected to in-depth conversation analysis performed by
the first author and followed by elaboration by the first and
fourth authors.

Most of these sequences are presented in this paper.

RESULTS

In all examples, the indirectly identifiable data have been
presented without gender and age, and all personal information
has been anonymized in the extracts. In our collection, we found
four different trajectories in which the focus of the participants’
talk shifts from the clinician’s medical question to the patient’s
disclosure of their subjective experience in the following turn.
Out of the 45 cases, 40 represented one or the other of these
four trajectories. Before we present the trajectories, we will show
an example of where the patient does not shift the focus of the
talk after a medical question, but instead produces an answer
that remains in the medical domain. This is the “baseline”
trajectory, from which the cases differ from those to be shown
later. Consider Extract 1.

Extract 1 is a typical instance of a medically oriented
psychiatric interview. In lines 1–2, the doctor (DO) asks a
yes–no question about appetite. This is a paradigmatic agenda
question, as lack of appetite can be a symptom of depression.
The patient (PA) describes the symptoms with some pauses in
lines 4–10. During PA’s turn, DO offers a minimal response
token, “yeah?” (line 6), thus encouraging PA to continue and
extend the response. In lines 11–12, DO acknowledgement and
a long pause (4.0) close this sequence and the topic of appetite.
Maintaining medical orientation, DO asks another symptom-
oriented question in line 13. PA’s answer (lines 4–9) involvesmore
than a mere “yes” or “no,” which would grammatically be the
minimal adequate answer to the question. Yet in her extensions
of the answer, PA remains on the topic (appetite) and indeed
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gives further information related to it, which hearably serves
the question’s agenda (information gathering about appetite).
The patient does not make self-disclosures of their subjective
experience. Contrary to our subsequent cases, here it is mainly
the clinician who controls the interview by asking medically
oriented questions.

While the question–answer structure generally allocates
control of the topic and action to the questioner (20–22), in
the trajectories we analysed, the patient takes some control
by steering the talk. In some trajectories, the patient’s “grasp”
of control is more pervasive than in others. Below, we will
present the four trajectories in an order related to the patient’s
control, starting from the weakest control andmoving toward the
stronger control.

Self-Disclosure of Personal Experience

After Medical Answer and Its

Acknowledgement
In the first type of trajectory, the clinician’s medical question is
followed by the patient’s answer, which focuses on the medical
realm. Thereafter, the doctor acknowledges the patient’s answer,
and after this acknowledgement, the patient moves on to self-
disclosing personal experience. The patient takes topical and
action-related control as they make the self-disclosure. The grasp
of control is not drastic, however, as the patient first cooperates
fully with the clinician’s question, offering a topically adequate
answer and waiting for the clinician to acknowledge it.

We discovered 15 sequences following this pattern, of which
we will introduce two cases. Extract 2 below is from an interview
with a young adult patient whose main symptoms are anxiety
and unspecified stomach pain. In the past, PA has suffered
from a malignant disease, but the control has been normal for
several years. In lines 1–4, DO explicates their plan for the rest

of the interview: DO still wants to cover some things before
moving on to discussion of treatment (lines 3–4: “what you might
benefit from”).

In lines 4–6, DO asks about suicidal thoughts. PA gives an
answer in the negative (line 8), which DO acknowledges in line
8. After the acknowledgement, PA moves on to self-disclose a
negative personal experience (lines 10–14).

A yes–no question about suicide ideation, like the one that DO
asks in lines 4–6, is part of the standard and even required agenda
in a psychiatric assessment interview (40). DO’s orientation to the
agenda is indeed manifested in their preface to the question: DO
needs to go through a few things before moving on to discuss
treatments (lines 1–3). DO’s voice quality during the question
also appears to convey an orientation to a standard agenda: a
matter-of-fact and neutral tone of voice conveys an impression of
reading from a questionnaire. Yet, the question is simultaneously
one that potentially touches upon a most personal experience
in the patient. A “no” answer could project the closing of the
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topic, while “yes” would project further questions about suicidal
thoughts. This dual characteristic of the question (part of the
medical agenda, yet also a touching experience) may prompt how
PA answers it. PA gives a simple (yet a bit delayed) answer in the
negative in line 8. DO acknowledges this answer in line 9. The
interactional work that the token in line does is ambiguous: it
could close the sequence, but with its rising intonation, it could
also be heard as a “continuer” (43) displaying an expectation of
further talk to come. Immediately after the acknowledgement,
however, PA moves on to talk about their tiredness with physical
illnesses (lines 10–14). Thus, PA expands their initial answer
with a self-disclosure of their subjective experience. By their
self-disclosure, PA steps away from the possible projection of
the question (closing topic after “no,” further talk after “yes”)
and momentarily takes some control of the topic and action.
However, PA’s self-disclosure (lines 10–12, 14) is linked to DO’s
question and PA’s initial answer: it implicitly conveys a kind
of hopelessness that the question was about, even though PA
explicitly denied having suicidal thoughts. In their question, DO
has left the door half-open in this direction, as it were. The
linkage to the question is preserved by PA’s word choice: in line
10, PA recycles the word “tuntuu”/“feels” that was in the doctor’s
question (line 5). DO receives PA’s answer with a continuer in
line 13, whereafter PA reiterates their account once more in line
14. DO receives PA’s self-disclosure with a normalising evaluation
(line 15), whereby they decline the possibility of further talk about
it. The evaluation is seamlessly followed by a question where
DO returns to the question of suicide ideation (lines 15–17). PA
once again answers in the negative (line 18), and DO receives the
answer in line 19 with a token similar to the one by which she
received PA’s initial answer in line 9. Now the token is treated by
both participants unequivocally as a “sequence closing third” (42)
and DO moves on to new topic and activity (line 21).

PA’s self-disclosure is designed to convey a strong negative
affect. This form of a rhetorical question (44) conveys the action
of complaint. The pitch contour at the beginning of the account,
especially the rising pitch at the word “just” (line 10) is typical for
complaints. Emphasising the words “sometimes” (line 10), “when”
(line 11), and “enough” (line 12) also maintains the complaining
tone (45). While the creaky voice at the end of line 12 can be
associated with a turn transition (46), it also seems to convey
sadness in this context. In reiterating their complaint in line 14,
PA emphasises the amount or frequency of their illnesses by an
“extreme case formulation” (35), “so much.” By all these means
of affective expression, the patient’s self-disclosure is designed to
convey the importance and emotional weight of what is being
said. PA portrays the reports as a matter of concern and personal
importance, thereby legitimising the move to self-disclosure.

For another example of the patient’s self-disclosure following
a medical answer and the clinician’s acknowledgement, consider
Extract 3. PA has a mood disorder. In the history-taking phase
of the psychiatric interview, DO has just explored PA’s manic
symptoms in their adolescence and recent past. In lines 1–3, DO
offers PA a medical (and uncertain) view about the severity of
their recent symptoms. Following this, in lines 3–5, DO asks
whether PA has had other manic episodes in their life—using
the conventional Finnish euphemism “racy” for manic. Mapping

past occurrences of manic episodes is part of history-taking in
mood disorders. Grammatically, the question projects a “yes”
or “no” answer. Yet, in the context of diagnostic interview, the
possible trajectories after different answers would be different: a
“yes” would call for further elaboration of the other racy episodes,
while a “no” could warrant a move to the next agenda item.

Here (as in Extract 1) PA’s initial answer (line 6) orients to the
yes–no polarity; in this case, the answer is in the negative, with
some qualification. DO acknowledges the answer by repeating
the negation word “no” in line 8, thereby opening up the
possibility for an extension of the answer and giving the space for
PA to continue. PA indeed elaborates the answer in lines 9–16,
displaying something of her grounds to think that there have not
been other “racy” episodes. Through the expansion, the patient
orients herself to the medical diagnostic agenda: she provides
information about possible specific symptoms in her past. DO
receives the patient’s elaboration by a string of acknowledgements
(lines 15, 17, 19); the final one (“okay” in line 19), through its
placement (after a gap following the acknowledgement in line
17) and design (rising intonation), not only closes the prior
sequence but also projects a move to the next question or action
(47). At this point, PA hurriedly cuts in (line 20) and moves
on to extend their account with a self-disclosure of negative
personal experience.

PA’s answer in lines 6–16 conveyed that in their past, there
have not been manic episodes other than those already discussed;
however, PA now offers another view of the past, characterising it
as one filled with anxiety. The change of direction in PA’s account
is embodied in the turn beginning “tai että,” best translated
“or like” (line 20): PA seems to point out that, despite the
fact that there were no more manic episodes, there still were
mental problems. PA’s self-disclosure is expressive, emphasising
the key descriptor of the subjective experience, “<anxiety>,”
by stressing two syllables and slow delivery. PA highlights the
effort to endure anxiety by using the word “fighting” (lines 21–
22). PA first points out that this fighting against anxiety took
place during their student years, but thereafter, they upgrade
the temporal characterisation with an extreme case formulation,
“probably throughout my life” (line 23). PA continues their
expressive emphasised account with a storey about a scene
from their childhood; here, the repeated key descriptor, “I was
raging” (lines 25, 31, and 32), depicts a particularly intensive
negative experience. The louder volume at the final delivery of
this descriptor (line 32) seems to embody PA’s forceful emotions.

In sum, after the clinician acknowledged the patient’s answer
to the clinician’s factual and medical question, the patient
in Extract 3 self-disclosed a negative subjective experience on
their own initiative. The self-disclosure was designed as a self-
corrective expansion of the patient’s medical answer.

With expressive delivery, verbs depicting intense emotions,
extreme case formulation, and storytelling, the patient’s self-
disclosure conveys the importance and emotional weight of being
said. Here, as in Extract 2, such practises seem to legitimise the
patient’s shift to self-disclosure.

In Extracts 2, 3, the patients’ self-disclosures occurred
after the clinicians’ medical questions, the patients’ answers,
and the clinicians’ acknowledgements of the answers. In
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these environments, the patients’ shift to self-disclosure of
their subjective experience is relatively fluent and direct.
Nonetheless, the patients intensify the meanings of their telling,

thereby seemingly legitimising their self-initiatory accounts of
subjective experience.

Shifts Without Prior Acknowledgement of

the Answer
In the cases shown above, the patients shifted to self-disclosure
of personal experiences after the clinicians had acknowledged
their medical answers. Sometimes, however, the patient gives
the medical or factual answer but then moves onto their
self-disclosure without the clinician’s acknowledgement of that
answer. Thereby, the patients take somewhat more control of the
course of the interaction than they do in the cases shown thus far.
In our data, there were 11 sequences in this group; below, we will
show one of them.

In Extract 4, PA has a mood disorder and aggression
management problems. Two clinicians are present: DO and a
psychologist (PS). Before PS’s question, PA complained about
some physical symptoms associated with his anger (not shown
here). Thereafter, in line 1 of the extract, PS asks a follow-up
question on the topic of anger.

PS’s question (lines 1–2) seeks to clarify whether PA’s anger
or propensity for it has increased. Here the anger is a medical
symptom expressed as a noun without context, and the clinician
asked about its magnitude. The polar question projects a “yes”
or “no” answer; a “yes” could particularly make relevant further
inquiries or elaboration about the anger. The patient gives an
answer in the positive and moves on to extend their turn with
a self-disclosure of problematic personal experience (lines 3–22).

PA’s turn initiation (line 3) overlaps with the end of PS’s
question. The overlap may imply that the answer is designed
as one that arises from PA’s own perspective (48–50). PA first
answers with minimal confirmation, “it ha:s,” whereafter PA
redoes and specifies the confirmation in the same prosodic unit
by a sentence where PA recycles the verb from the question,
“it has now recently increased especially that it has been so
that.” This two-fold turn-design (minimal confirmation plus
elaboration that recycles the key term from the question) may
adumbrate an independently articulated and expanded account
where PA would break away from the terms of the question
(51–53). However, the specification of the confirmation is left
incomplete, as PA aborts their sentence construction, breathes
in, pauses (line 4), and restarts with a new sentence in line 5.
Here, PA self-discloses a personal experience, bringing in a new
but related topic—problems with their uncle. Naming a problem
(lines 5–6) projects its further unpacking and elaboration (54).
PA indicates the intensity of the problem by extreme case
formulation: “actually a re:ally big problem in my life h.” DO
aligns themselves as a recipient of such elaboration by the
minimal response particle “mm” in line 8.

PA extends the self-disclosure by elaborating the complaints
regarding their uncle in lines 9–22. The emotional intensity
of their account is encapsulated, for example in the idiomatic
depiction of the uncle’s unreasonable reactions, ‘ottaa herneen
nenään,” which could possibly be translated as “goes bananas,”
and in characterisation with an extreme case formulation: “he is
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totally (0.2) insane.” DO remains in the recipient’s position, as
indicated by the response particles in line 14.

In Extract 4, the patient first answers minimally to the
clinician’s medically oriented question. Thereafter, in two “steps,”
the patient shifts to a self-disclosure of their problematic personal
experience. The first step involves redoing (lines 3–4) the initial
answer so that it adumbrates the self-directed talk. The second
step involves self-interruption and restarting, leading to the self-
disclosure where they complain about the uncle. In describing
their problems with the uncle, the patient employed expressive
and emphasising language, which seemingly legitimised themove
into self-disclosure.

By shifting to their self-disclosure of personal experience
without waiting for the clinician’s confirmation of their
initial answer, the patient took more of the local control of
interaction than the patients in Extracts 2, 3. Common to all
the above extracts, however, were the expressions of intensity
of concern that legitimised the shift to a self-disclosure of
personal experience.

Shifts to Self-Disclosure Within the

Patients’ Extended Response
In the extracts shown thus far, the clinicians’ medical questions
were followed first by a medical answer, whereafter the patient
shifted to a self-disclosure of personal experience. The clinician’s
acknowledgement preceded such a shift in the second and third
extracts, whereas in the fourth one, the patient made the move
without the intervening acknowledgement. We discovered nine
sequences following more complex patterns, of which we will
introduce one case. In Extract 5, shown below, the patient
produced an extended answer to the medical question, and here,
the medical and experiential realms were intertwined throughout
the answer.

The patient concluded by self-disclosing a problematic
experience, yet there was not a definite point where the medical
answer ended and the self-disclosure began. Rather, the shift
toward a self-disclosure of personal experience involves what has
been called “stepwise transition” (55).

Extract 5 highlights a middle-aged PA with a recurrent mood
disorder and features of personality pathology. The extract
is from the history-taking phase of the interview. Prior to
the extract, PA had been telling about their tiredness and
nervousness. The end of this telling is shown in lines 1–2. DO
receives this with a softly uttered “mm” (line 3). After a long gap
in line 4, DO asks the next question about sleeping difficulties.

DO’s question in lines 5–6 seems to have a double function in
this context: on the one hand, it shifts to a new standard agenda
item (sleeping); on the other hand, it is tied to the previous
discussion about tiredness and nervousness, which might lead
to sleeping difficulties. This double function is reflected by the
structure of the turn, which consists of two parts. The first part
involves idiomatic sentence structure combining “yes–no” and
“Wh” question features (translated here as “how do you sleep?”).
With this question, DO invites an evaluation of PA’s sleep; this
evaluation might be tied to the prior talk about tiredness and
nervousness. DO, however, continues with another interrogative
sentence, which is more specific and oriented to standard
medical agenda: a polar question about “sleeping problems” in the
present time.

In the extended answer beginning on line 8, PA moves
gradually from the factual, medically oriented answer through
stepwise topical transitions to self-disclosures of personal
experience; they end up with complaints about not having
received psychotherapy.

After a 1.0-s gap, PA starts the response in line 8, targeting
the latter part of DO’s question by hesitantly stating, “well no:o,”
whereafter PA continues with the qualification, “I don’t have any
major ones.” This is followed by beginning a further elaboration,
“so I” (line 8), which then, after a pause, leads into a narrative in
lines 9–14 about having prior sleeping difficulties. In and through
the answer, PA moves from the initial answer in the negative,
“well no:o:,” toward an assertion of problems having been there,
and from focus on the present to focus on the past. Furthermore,
PA moves from the categorical answer (“no”) to a self-initiatory
characterisation of the sleeping difficulties that PA has had (in
lines 9–14). PA emphasises the severity of their sleeping problems
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by characterising them as “quite big” (lines 9–10) and pointing
out that PA stayed awake “until the small hours” (line 13). In
this self-initiatory elaboration of their answer, the patient still
orients themselves to the agenda of the question, providing
information about the sleeping problems. Yet, by describing the
details of the problems (thinking about things until the small
hours), the patient also makes a move toward the self-disclosure
of personal experience.

In line 14, PA’s turn seemingly trails off. PA ends the utterance
with the connector “but” which might also project further talk,
possibly disjunctive talk. DO seems to be alive for the possibility
of further talk and remains silent, and after a gap, PA resumes
their account in line 16. Now PA tells about ear acupuncture
therapy in a private clinic, which helped with the sleeplessness
“a bit” (lines 19–20).

While acknowledging this help, however, PA points out
that the acupuncture did not help “otherwise” (line 21). DO
acknowledges PA’s telling by minimal “mm” tokens in lines 23
and 24. After a silence of 3.0 s (line 25), PA produces yet another
extension of the account, moving hesitantly on to something that
is hearable as a complaint for not having received “therapy” at this
other private clinic (lines 26–30). (Elsewhere in the interview, it
becomes clear that PA complains persistently about not having
been offered psychotherapy.) In lines 29–30, PA talks about
asking for therapy. PA’s report trails off at the end of line 30 with
the final conjunction, “että. / so.,” which may leave some tacit
meaning of the previous topic in the air, while still completing
the turn (56). In line 31, DO acknowledges PA’s account by
“mm,” and after a gap, DO continues the medical agenda about
another medical symptom without taking up or topicalizing PA’s
extended account.

In Extract 5, the clinician’s complex question opened up
a space for both factual, agenda-oriented information about
sleeping problems, and for more contextual talk about them. The
patient starts their response with a factual, medically oriented
answer (line 8). Then, the patient gradually transfers the topic
from the sleeping difficulties toward the last theme about the
therapy in three moves, which together constituted a stepwise
topical transition (55). In terms of action, PA gradually shifts
from answering to self-disclosing a personal experience. During
the patient’s telling, the clinician positioned themselves as a
passive recipient by producing quiet “mm” tokens (57) and
remaining silent at transition relevance places. The clinician’s
passivity facilitates the patient’s moves toward self-disclosure.

In the first transition (lines 8–10), the patient moved from
claiming that they have no “major” sleep problems to accounting
for their past difficulties with sleep.

In the second transition (lines 17–19), the patient moved
on to talk about the ear acupuncture treatment, characterising
it as having helped only “a bit” with the sleeping problems.
Finally, in the third topical transition (lines 25–30), the patient
leaves behind issues directly linked to sleep and delivers a
complaining self-disclosure about not having received “therapy,”
which is coached by the report of having asked for it at the other
private clinic. Thus, the patient has moved from the medical
question step by step into the self-disclosure of their negative
personal experience.
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In Extract 5, shown above, and in the others of this group
of trajectories, the patients produced extended answers to the
medical questions, and in these answers, the medical and
experiential topics were usually intertwined. Likewise, two
actions—answering and self-disclosure—were overlapping. In
most of these cases (as in Extract 5), the clinicians’ questions
had two facets, as it were: while they made relevant medical
and factual answers, they also left the door open to descriptions
of the patients’ experiences. The patients then could respond
to both facets of the questions. In most cases, the clinicians
remained passive and receptive, which facilitated the patients’
moves toward self-disclosures of problematic experiences. In
their self-disclosures, the patients highlighted by turn design the
emotional intensity of the matters that they spoke about. They
also took control of the conversational space more than in the
extracts shown earlier.

Shifts With the Patient’s Evasive Response
In all cases shown thus far, the patients first responded to the
clinicians’ medical question with a medical answer, and then,
in one way or another, they moved onto a self-disclosure of
a personal experience. There were, however, a relatively small
number of cases—only five—in which the patient did not offer a
medical answer at the beginning of their turn but instead started
straightaway with a self-disclosure. Only later on during their
utterances, the patients may have provided a factual or medical
answer. Extract 6 below is one case from this group. Through
an initial question reflecting the psychiatric interview agenda, the
clinician seeks information about the patient’s free-time activities.
The patient responded with a complaint storey about their uncle,
linking that to the question but without producing a recognisable
proper answer.

PA is the same adult as in Extract 4. This sequence is taken
from a later moment in the interview. Before the extract below,
the participants were talking about the patient’s work-related
stress. In lines 1–8, PS and PA talk about how many hours per
day PA is able to work. In the omitted data (lines 9–16), PA tells
about the compulsive nature of the work.

After having dealt with PA’s work situation, PS asks a question
in line 17 about PA’s free time. Mapping out the patient’s global
functioning, the question about free time is a standard agenda
item in the evaluation of the clinical significance of mental
problems (40). Here, the question is also anchored in its local
context. It follows the discussion about PA’s reduced working
hours (due to their health): PS now invites PA to tell increased
free time. Grammatically, this question is different from the ones
shown in the prior extract; as a “Wh” question (and not a yes–
no question), it leaves it up to PA to decide the direction of the
answer. Yet the design of the question (“How has your free time
been going?”) invites an evaluative answer, conveying that the free
time has been going well, or not so well.

Rather than offering a general evaluation of their free time,
however, PA responds by telling a complaining storey about
their uncle, whom PA depicts as somebody that spoils Saturdays.
The storey about the uncle spoiling the Saturdays conveys
an evaluative perspective of free time (made relevant by the
question): Saturdays spoiled by the uncle are part of the free

time. Yet, action-wise, the storey involves the self-disclosure of
a subjective experience. PA starts the turn with a “no / well”
preface, which may implicate the indirectness of the response to
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come and a need to negotiate the topic of the question, implying
the speaker’s own perspective (58, 59). After the preface and a
1.0-s pause, PA frames the answer with a particular phrase, “so
let’s say in this way,” adumbrating an answer that is not a direct
response to the question but is nevertheless tied to it. After this,
PA moves directly onto a self-disclosure of a personal experience,
a complaint storey about the uncle who disturbs and irritates the
patient with phone calls. In line 19, PA depicts the irritation by
using the colloquial expression, “alkaa vituttaa / I get pissed off,”
and characterises the consequences of the phone call using the
self-pitying expression, “my day is ruined.”

PS aligns themselves as a recipient with a follow-up question
about PA’s behaviour in response to the uncle’s disruptive phone
call (line 22). Somewhat hesitantly, PA tells about trying to calm
themselves down (line 24). In line 26, PS acknowledges PA’s
answer and begins something that appears as a further question
about the matter. PA, however, continues the answer (describing
their response to the phone calls) in lines 27–28. In line 28, PA
returns the focus on the uncle and his inappropriate behaviour.
The emotional tenor of the account is intensified in line 24, as PA
depicts the uncle’s talk as “paskaa / bullshit.”

In line 34, PS starts a question once more but again aborts it
as PA continues telling about the uncle’s bad behaviour toward
PA, completing it with an extreme case formulation (“all the
time.”). Only after two acknowledgement tokens in lines 37–38,
PS returns to the aborted question (line 34) and asks to specify
a means of calming themselves down. PA names the sauna and
beer as the means for that.

In Extract 6, shown above, the patient answers the clinician’s
question with a self-disclosure in the form of a complaint storey.
With a particular preface (line 18), the patient framed the self-
disclosure as an answer to the clinician’s question. The clinician
was an active recipient asking follow-up questions, yet the patient
ignored the psychologist’s efforts to ask questions twice (lines
27 and 35), instead continuing the storey. In this storey, the
patient portrayed the emotional weight and urgency of what they
were saying in many ways: by colloquial expressions of extreme
negative feelings, extreme case formulation, complaining tone,
and also by overriding some of the clinician’s efforts to ask
follow-up questions.

DISCUSSION

Using conversation analysis, we investigated 10 psychiatric
assessment interviews, zooming on sequences where the
clinician’s medically oriented question was met by the patient’s
self-disclosure of a problematic personal experience.We analysed
the patient’s means for redirecting the talk toward the self-
disclosure. We found four different trajectories leading from
the medical question to the self-disclosure of a problematic
experience. In the first trajectory, the patient answers the medical
question first, and then the clinician gives an acknowledgement,
after which the patient moves on to self-disclose a problematic
experience. In this trajectory, the shift to self-disclosure was
relatively fluent and collaborative. In the second trajectory,
the patient first gives a medical answer, and immediately after

that, without the clinician’s acknowledgement, she/he moves
on to the self-disclosure. In the third trajectory, the patient
responds to the medical question with an extensive telling in
which the medical and the experiential worlds were intertwined
without a single boundary between them and between the action
of answering and the action of self-disclosure. In the fourth
trajectory (with the smallest number of cases), the patient’s turn
after the medical question started off as a self-disclosure of a
problematic experience, which also served as the answer.

Earlier conversation analytical research suggests that control
is an indispensable aspect of social interaction: each speaker,
through their turn at talking, defines and restricts the relevancies
of the next turn (60, 61). In institutional contexts, the dynamics
of control may be asymmetric so that one participant has more
rights to control than the other (62, 63). Yet, for there to be
interaction, the control can never be fully one-sided. While
much of the interaction in a psychiatric interview is controlled
by the clinician, in the cases presented above, the patients
themselves took some control of the topic and action. In the first
trajectory, the shift toward self-disclosure was relatively fluent
and collaborative as the patient moved to self-disclosure only
after the clinician had closed the prior action. In the second
trajectory, the patient exerted somewhat more interactional
control than in the first one, but the patient’s move was more
unilateral. In the third and fourth trajectories, the patient gained
even more control; patient control was strongest when they
bypassed the relevancies of the question (fourth trajectory).

It is a “default” pattern in our data that the patient responds
to medical questions with medical answers (like in Extract 1). So,
the presented cases are special: in these cases, the patients indeed
shifted from answering the medical question to self-disclosing
their subjective experience. In several of these cases, there was
certain ambiguity in the clinician’s question; being designed for
the collection of diagnostically relevant factual information, it
nevertheless left the door partially open for patients’ broader
accounts of their lives and experiences. This was the case in
different ways, especially in Extracts 2, 5, 6. Yet, in all cases,
the patients needed to do particular interactional work for
the self-disclosures.

In their interactional work for the self-disclosure, the patients
emphasised and intensified their descriptions of the negative
subjective experiences and justified it by highlighting the
intensity of their concern. The telling was thereby framed as
a matter of urgency. The means for depicting the intensity
of the experience and the urgency of telling included extreme
case formulations, expressive (and sometimes rude) words and
idioms, a loud voice, complaining tone, dramatisation through
storeys, rhetorical questions, and overriding the clinicians’ efforts
to take a turn.

In our data, we found Extreme Case Formulations (ECFs)
in almost all cases where the patients responded to medical
questions with their self-disclosure of subjective experience
tellings. As described by Pomerantz (35), the ECFs took diverse
grammatical forms, all of which contributed semantically to
extreme meanings. For Pomerantz (35), complaining was one
of the key action environments of ECF [see also (64, 65)]. The
patients’ actions in our data—broadly, reporting their negative

Frontiers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org 11 May 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 605760



Savander et al. Disclosing Subjective Experiences

subjective experiences—were indeed reminiscent of complaining.
The clinicians’ medical questions give relevancy to a description
of a patient’s life and circumstances in terms of specific symptoms
or other indicators of the client’s medical status (22, 23, 47).
In their answers, the patients might “push back” with self-
disclosures justified by extreme case formulations (34) and with
other practises of emphasising the matters under discussion as
their “investment” (66, 67).

In all our extracts, we observed something we could call a
“clash of interactional projects.” Schegloff (42) points out that in
interactions, there are orientations that persist over sequences.

Elaborating on Schegloff ’s idea, Levinson [(68), p. 127]
characterised such orientations: “actions often form a part of
a larger project inheriting part of their import from the larger
whole.” Now, the clinicians’ questions in the sequences that
we investigated can be understood as part of a project of
gathering information for diagnosis. These questions, and how
the clinicians deal with the patients’ answers, serve to delineate
the patient’s symptoms and behaviours that may be indicative of
their (assumed) underlying mental illness. The patients’ project
in our sequences is observably different: it is to share, and
in most cases, to complain about adverse experiences. In the
very sequences that we have shown, the two divergent projects
meet, and the participants negotiate them. Importantly, Levinson
(68) suggests that the projects often remain incomplete, and
participants may also remain relatively unaware of each other’s
projects. As we have shown, the patients pursue their projects of
complaining, despite their divergence from the clinicians’ project
of diagnosing; to do so, they need to resort to the interactional
practises that we have shown in this paper.

In light of the idea of interactional projects, we can further
ask what the patients might be seeking and possibly achieving
by giving self-disclosures of subjective problematic experiences
in a psychiatric interview. If the patients’ project is to share
or complain about adverse experiences, the response that they
seek is affiliation and empathetic understanding (29, 30, 32, 69–
71). Yet, in some cases, a patient’s self-disclosure can also be
potentially functional for the clinician’s project of gathering
information for diagnosis. The self-disclosure can bring out
relevant additional details of the patient’s mental problems.
For example, in Extract 3, the patient highlighted their lifelong
anxiety rather than just naming another period of manic
symptoms (which would have been relevant to the question);
this suggests that the clinician’s project of diagnosing a possibly
bipolar disorder might not actually match with the patient’s
clinical condition.

In this paper, we have shown the various and variable ways
in which patients take partial and momentary control of the
conversation in presenting their accounts on negative subjective
experiences. Now, in light of what is known about psychiatric
disorders, it is possible that patients with different mental
disorders have different abilities in exerting control in social
interaction. In some cases, personality disorders can be associated
with tendencies to control interaction (1, 2, 72). We assume
that patients in (hypo)manic states would be equally prone to
control the interaction. In contrast, patients with depression

might be much less prone to exert interactional control, at least
in terms of manifest and active control. The patient in Extract 2,
who was diagnosed with a mood disorder, gave their account
of a subjective experience less forcefully than how the patient
in Extracts 4, 6 (who has features of personality pathology)
tells about the uncle; that patient first waits for the clinician’s
acknowledgement of the factual answer and only thereafter
proceeds with the telling. In our study, these patients found
certain means for disclosing their subjective experiences; they
were able to do it. However, patients who are vulnerable, anxious,
shy, and helpless are possibly less able to reveal their inner
subjective experiences. As recognised frequently in clinical work,
patients with depression or, for example, with social anxiety may
feel shame and fear about stigmatisation. They have difficulties
expressing themselves and telling about inner experiences, and
therefore, the clinicians should seek ways to encourage them
to speak.

In future studies, the possible associations between the type of
mental disorder and the ability to control interaction should be
examined systematically.

One should bear in mind that in our data, there are numerous
cases where the patients do not go against the grain by inserting
their self-disclosure of subjective experience descriptions in
utterances that follow medical questions. It would be a topic
of further study to find out what kinds of disorders—possibly
severe depression and anxiety disorders—are associated with
such passivity of the patients.

In this study, we focused on the patients’ way of finding
conversational space for the self-disclosure of negative subjective
experience accounts. We made only passing observations of
another equally important topic: how the doctors in the “third
position” take up these accounts. In our earlier study (37), we
quantitatively compared two kinds of psychiatric assessment
interviews: those supported by a psychological case formulation
and the standard symptom-oriented interview. The study showed
that the clinician using a case formulation-supported interview
took up the patient’s account of a negative subjective experience
with follow-up questions about the “experiential” topic in 90%
of the cases; however, the clinician using standard symptom-
oriented interviews took the experience up only in 40% of the
cases. Earlier qualitative studies in psychiatry suggest a similar
pattern where the clinician’s response to the patient’s subjective or
emotional account tends to be poor, neutral or medically oriented
(26, 27, 73).

If the clinician takes up the patient’s self-disclosure with
follow-up questions, there is a possibility to understand
(and display the understanding) the patient’s experience. The
definition of mental disorders in the ICD-10 is a “clinically
recognisable set of symptoms or behaviour associated in most
cases with distress and with interference with personal functions”
(2). Self-disclosures offer the clinician an opportunity to
recognise and understand the patient’s symptoms and behaviour
associated with distress, searching the clinically significant border
between mental health and disorder. With empathetic and
understanding responses after the self-disclosures, clinicians
might avoid the unnecessary medicalization of the patient’s
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mental condition. Therefore, a critical task of future studies is to
qualitatively investigate the clinicians’ responses to the patients’
self-disclosure in detail using CA.

Limitations
In our study, the number of patient interviews and the variety of
mental disorders affect and limit the significance of our results
to some extent. By applying Misher’s (20) binary distinction
between medical and experiential orientations of the action
sequences of interviews, we simplified the process of the
assessment interviews. However, in that way we have been able
to advance the analyzability of the data in this institutional
context. We recognise that the medical and experiential realm of
the interviews are more intertwined than the binary distinction
represents and than the medical or diagnostic realm generated
from the larger experiential realm. Furthermore, these analysed
micro-sequences do not cover all details of the whole assessment
interviews. However, as recently mentioned, it will be a task to
investigate the clinicians’ responses to the patients’ disclosure
of experience-oriented or medical tellings in detail using CA in
the future.

CONCLUSION

The patient’s narrative always involves the cultural and social
background as well as the actual context. The patients are seeking
acceptance and understanding for their subjective experiences.
In this study, we showed that after the clinicians’ symptom-
oriented medical questions in the psychiatric interviews, the
patients actively “go against the grain” to uncover and justify their
self-disclosure of subjective experiences with their social and
personal context. Patients in our data found themeans to disclose
their subjective problematic or distressing experiences, yet they
needed to work interactionally, for example by extreme case
formulations, to legitimise the topical shift toward self-disclosure
of subjective experiences. By being aware of and recognising the
patients’ relevant needs to disclose their subjective problematic
experiences, the clinicians may promote and clarify the patients’
diagnostic psychiatric assessment process in a patient-centred
way, advancing to find the clinical border between mental
health and disorder and collaboratively improving the individual
treatment plan.
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APPENDIX

Transcription symbols—adapted from Jefferson (74)

AB: Speaker identification: doctor (DO), patient (PA), psychologist (PS)

→ Line containing phenomenon discussed in text

[ ] Overlapping talk or anonymization

= No space between turns

(.) A pause of <0.2 s

(1.0) Pause: silence measured in seconds and tenths of a second

◦word ◦ Talk lower volume than the surrounding talk

WORD Talk louder volume than the surrounding talk

.hh An in breath

hh An out breath

mt, tch, krhm Vocal noises

£word£ Spoken in a smiley voice

@word@ Spoken in an animated voice

#word# Spoken in a creaky voice

wo(h)rd Laugh particle inserted within a word

((word)) Transcriber’s comments

( ) Transcriber could not hear what was said

Word Accented sound or syllable

- Abrupt cut-off of preceding sound

: Lengthening of a sound

>word< Talk faster than the surrounding talk

<word> Talk slower than the surrounding talk

word< Sharp tone at the end of a word

↑↓ Rise or fall in pitch

? Final rise intonation

, Final level intonation

. Final falling intonation
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