Ending Therapy With A Borderline Client

Stage 5 Termination

Termination stage characterized by

» Summarizing salient points of therapy
» Wrapping up unfinished business
» Saying goodbye

Therapist helps client
* Prepare for ending (timing)
Make transition into larger social context
Explore loss and accompanying feelings
Address unfinished business

Ending therapy with a borderline client is a significant and often complex
process that requires sensitivity, understanding, and careful planning.
Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is characterized by intense emotions,
unstable relationships, and a pervasive fear of abandonment. As therapists
navigate the conclusion of therapy with clients diagnosed with BPD, it is
essential to be aware of the unique challenges and emotional responses that
may arise during this transition. This article will explore the key
considerations involved in ending therapy with borderline clients, strategies
for a smooth transition, and the potential emotional responses from both the
therapist and the client.

Understanding Borderline Personality Disorder

Before discussing the process of ending therapy, it is essential to have a
foundational understanding of Borderline Personality Disorder. BPD is a
complex mental health condition that can manifest in various ways.
Understanding its characteristics can help therapists navigate the
termination phase effectively.

Key Characteristics of BPD

1. Emotional Instability: Individuals with BPD often experience intense
emotional swings that can change rapidly. This emotional volatility can
complicate the termination process.

2. Fear of Abandonment: A primary feature of BPD is an intense fear of
abandonment, which can lead clients to react strongly during the ending of



therapy.

3. Interpersonal Difficulties: Clients may struggle with relationships, often
swinging between idealization and devaluation of others, including their
therapist.

4. Identity Issues: Individuals with BPD often have an unstable sense of
self, which can be exacerbated by the ending of therapy.

5. Impulsivity and Risky Behaviors: Some clients may engage in impulsive or
self-destructive behaviors, particularly during times of emotional distress.

The Importance of a Structured Termination
Process

Ending therapy should ideally be a structured process that recognizes the
unique needs of clients with BPD. A well-defined termination plan can
mitigate feelings of abandonment and help clients process their emotions
effectively.

Steps in the Termination Process

1. Prepare for Termination Early: Begin discussions about the end of therapy
well in advance. This preparation can help clients adjust to the idea of
ending therapy and reduce anxiety.

2. Set a Timeline: Develop a clear timeline for the termination process,
including specific dates for the last few sessions. Having a schedule can
help clients anticipate the end and prepare emotionally.

3. Review Progress: In the final sessions, review the progress made during
therapy. Highlighting achievements can instill a sense of accomplishment and
closure.

4. Address Emotions: Encourage clients to express their feelings about ending
therapy. Allow space for discussion around fears of abandonment or feelings
of loss.

5. Discuss Future Resources: Prepare clients for life after therapy by
discussing future support options, such as support groups or other
therapeutic resources.

6. Create a Relapse Prevention Plan: Help clients develop a plan to manage
potential crises or emotional difficulties after therapy ends.

Handling Emotional Responses during Termination

The termination phase can evoke intense emotional responses from clients with
BPD. Understanding these responses can help therapists navigate the process
more effectively.



Common Emotional Reactions

1. Anxiety: Clients may feel anxious about the end of therapy and the
uncertainty of their future without the therapist's support.

2. Anger: Feelings of anger may arise, particularly if the client perceives
the therapist as abandoning them. This anger can be directed toward the
therapist or themselves.

3. Sadness and Grief: The ending of a therapeutic relationship can bring
about feelings of loss, leading to sadness and grief.

4. Relief: Some clients may also experience relief, especially if they have
been struggling with the therapeutic process.

5. Ambivalence: Clients may feel torn between wanting to end therapy and
wanting to continue, reflecting their fear of abandonment alongside a desire
for independence.

Therapist Considerations during Termination

Therapists must also be aware of their emotional responses during the
termination process. It is vital to manage these feelings to provide the best
support for the client.

Self-Reflection and Supervision

1. Acknowledge Your Emotions: Recognize and process your feelings about the
termination of therapy. This self-awareness is crucial for maintaining a
professional demeanor.

2. Seek Supervision or Consultation: Engage in supervision or consultation
with colleagues to discuss any challenges faced during the termination

process. This can provide valuable support and insight.

3. Maintain Boundaries: It is essential to maintain professional boundaries
during the termination process to avoid enmeshment or emotional distress.

4. Practice Self-Care: Engage in self-care practices to manage stress and
maintain emotional well-being throughout the termination process.

Final Sessions: Creating Closure

The last few sessions of therapy are critical for creating a sense of closure
for both the therapist and the client. These sessions should be intentionally
structured to facilitate discussion and reflection.

Activities for the Final Sessions



1. Reflective Dialogue: Engage in a reflective dialogue about the therapeutic
journey, discussing key moments and lessons learned.

2. Gratitude and Acknowledgment: Encourage clients to express gratitude and
acknowledgment for the work done in therapy. This can foster a sense of
closure.

3. Future Goals: Discuss future goals and aspirations, helping clients
envision a life beyond therapy.

4. Farewell Ritual: Consider creating a farewell ritual or activity that
symbolizes the end of therapy. This can help solidify the transition.

Post-Therapy Follow-Up

Even after the official end of therapy, it may be beneficial for therapists
to follow up with clients. This can reinforce the support provided and help
clients in their adjustment process.

Suggestions for Follow-Up

1. Check-In Calls or Emails: A brief check-in after a few weeks can show
clients that they are still supported.

2. Resource Sharing: Provide clients with resources or information about
support groups or workshops that align with their needs.

3. Encourage Continued Growth: Remind clients about the skills and strategies
they developed in therapy and encourage them to continue utilizing these
tools.

Conclusion

Ending therapy with a borderline client is a nuanced process that requires
careful planning and consideration. By understanding the characteristics of
BPD, employing a structured termination process, acknowledging emotional
responses, and creating a supportive environment for closure, therapists can
facilitate a positive transition for their clients. Ultimately, the goal is
to empower clients to move forward with confidence, armed with the skills and
insights gained during therapy, while ensuring they feel supported even as
the therapeutic relationship concludes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key signs that indicate a borderline
client is ready to end therapy?

Key signs include improved emotional regulation, increased self-awareness,
consistent coping strategies, and a stable support system outside of therapy.



How should a therapist approach the conversation
about ending therapy with a borderline client?

The therapist should approach the conversation with sensitivity, validating
the client's feelings while discussing their progress and the reasons for
ending therapy.

What are potential emotional reactions a borderline
client may have when therapy is ending?

A borderline client may experience feelings of abandonment, anxiety, anger,
or sadness. It's crucial for the therapist to acknowledge and process these
emotions.

What strategies can be implemented to help a
borderline client transition out of therapy?

Strategies include creating a personalized termination plan, scheduling
follow-up sessions, and providing resources for ongoing support, such as
support groups or self-help materials.

How can therapists help borderline clients maintain
their progress after therapy ends?

Therapists can equip clients with relapse prevention tools, encourage regular
check—-ins with supportive individuals, and promote engagement in self-care
practices and coping strategies.

Are there specific therapeutic techniques to use
during the termination phase with a borderline
client?

Techniques such as reflective listening, cognitive restructuring, and role-
playing can help address concerns and reinforce the skills learned during
therapy.

What role does the therapeutic alliance play in the
termination process for borderline clients?

A strong therapeutic alliance can facilitate open discussions about
termination, reduce feelings of abandonment, and strengthen the client's
ability to cope with the transition.

How can therapists manage their own feelings about
ending therapy with a borderline client?

Therapists should engage in supervision or peer support, reflect on their own
feelings, and maintain professional boundaries to ensure they provide the
best support possible.

What follow-up options should be considered for a
borderline client after therapy ends?

Options may include periodic check-ins, referrals to support groups, or
suggesting continued engagement in therapeutic activities like journaling or



mindfulness practices.
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delicate process with empathy and professionalism.
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