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EMPIRICAL PAPER

Immersion and distancing during assimilation of problematic
experiences in a good-outcome case of emotion-focused therapy

EUNICE BARBOSA1 , ANA BELA COUTO2,3, ISABEL BASTO1, WILLIAM B. STILES4,5,
JOSÉ PINTO-GOUVEIA1, & JOÃO SALGADO2,3

1CINEICC—Cognitive and Behavioural Center for Research and Intervention, Faculty of Psychology and Educational
Sciences, University of Coimbra, Coimbra, Portugal; 2Laboratory of Psychotherapy Research, ISMAI University Institute of
Maia, Maia, Portugal; 3Center of Psychology at University of Porto, Porto, Portugal; 4Department of Psychology, Miami
University, Oxford, OH, USA & 5Department of Psychology, Appalachian State University, Boone, NC, USA

(Received 13 February 2016; revised 28 June 2016; accepted 30 June 2016)

Abstract
Objective: Some studies have suggested that a decrease in immersion (egocentric perspective on personal experiences)
and an increase in distancing (observer perspective on personal experiences) are associated with the resolution of
clinical problems and positive outcome in psychotherapy for depression. To help clarify how this change in perspectives
relates to clinical change, the present study compared changes in immersion and distancing across therapy with
progress in one client’s assimilation of her problematic experiences. Method: We analyzed all passages referring to the
central problematic experience in a good-outcome case of emotion-focused therapy for depression using the Measure of
Immersion and Distancing Speech and the Assimilation of Problematic Experiences Scale. Results: Results showed
that immersion and distancing were associated with different stages of assimilation. Immersion was associated with
stages of emerging awareness and clarification of the problem and in the application of new understandings to daily life.
Distancing was associated with problem-solving and attaining insight. Conclusion: The decrease of immersion and
increase of distancing associated with therapeutic improvement should not be taken as a recommendation to avoid
immersion and encourage distancing. Immersion and distancing may work as coordinated aspects of the processes of
psychotherapeutic change.
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Immersion and distancing are contrasting perspec-
tives on one’s own emotional experiences. Immer-
sion refers to viewing experience from an
egocentric stance, whereas distancing refers to
viewing it from an observer stance (Nigro &
Neisser, 1983; Robinson & Swanson, 1993). In
experimental work immersion in negative emotional
content has been seen as representing a risk to
psychological health (Kross & Ayduk, 2008; Kross,
Gard, Deldin, Clifton, & Ayduk, 2012), whereas a
distancing perspective on such content has been
seen as promoting health benefits (e.g., Ayduk &
Kross, 2010b; Kross & Ayduk, 2008, 2009, 2011;
Kross et al., 2012).

The assimilation model of psychological change
offers a different, more dynamic interpretation of
these observations, suggesting that immersion in pro-
blematic experiences may be a necessary step in the
psychotherapeutic process and distancing may rep-
resent, at different points in the change process,
either avoidance of problems or a process of under-
standing and mastering problems (Stiles, 2011; Stiles
et al., 1991). We investigated the quantitative and
qualitative relation of immersion and distancing to
stages of assimilation by tracking them across sessions
in a good-outcome case of emotion-focused therapy
(EFT; Elliott, Watson, Goldman, & Greenberg,
2004; Greenberg & Watson, 2006).
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