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During the past 2 decades, psychiatry has benefited from an increasingly
evidence-based perspective and a proliferation of safer, more tolerable, and
perhaps more effective treatments. Despite these advances, however, treatment
outcomes are not substantially better than they were a quarter of a century ago.1

Treatment resistance remains a serious problem across psychiatric diagnoses.2
One likely reason that outcomes have not improved substantially is that as the
pendulum has swung from a psychodynamic framework to a biological one, the
impact of meaning (ie, the role of psychosocial factors in treatment-refractory
illness) has been relatively neglected, and psychiatrists have lost some potent
tools for working with the most troubled patients.

Psychodynamic psychopharmacology explicitly acknowledges and addresses the
central role of meaning and interpersonal factors in pharmacological treatment.  This approach3

recognizes that many of the core discoveries of psychoanalysis (the unconscious, conflict, resistance,
transference, defense) are powerful factors in the complex relationships between the patient, the illness,
the doctor, and the medications. In many cases, these factors are largely concordant with treatment and
do not need to be addressed in order for treatment to be effective. However, in patients who are
treatment-resistant, it is likely that psychodynamic factors (that may well be unconscious) are deeply at
odds with therapeutic goals.

Dynamic factors in psychopharmacology

There is currently a small but impressive evidence base that shows that psychological and interpersonal
factors play a pivotal role in pharmacological treatment responsiveness.

An analysis of the data from a large, NIMH-funded, multicenter, placebo-controlled trial of the
treatment of depression found a provocative treater x medication effect.  While the most effective4

prescribers who provided active drug (antidepressant) had the best results, it was also true that the most
effective one-third of prescribers had better outcomes with placebos than the least effective one-third of
prescribers had with active drug. This suggests that how the doctor prescribes is actually more important
than what the doctor prescribes!
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