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Conference Announcement 

 

 

Interpersonal Foundations of Adjustment, Health, and Change  

 

Current Perspectives on Lorna S. Benjamin’s Structural Analysis of Social Behavior 

and Interpersonal Reconstructive Therapy 

 

May 30
th

, 2013 

Marriott Hotel 

1895 Sidewinder Drive 

Park City, Utah 

 

9am – 5pm 
 

In her long and distinguished career, Prof. Lorna S. Benjamin has made seminal contributions to 

understanding the interpersonal bases of normal and pathological development, and the 

psychological treatment of related problems. In this day-long conference, six presenters will 

provide an overview of Dr. Benjamin’s conceptual and empirical work, and discuss its application 

in their own work. Each of the presentations will be followed by a question and answer period, and 

Prof. Benjamin will be in attendance for further discussion opportunities. 
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MORNING SESSION (9am) 

 

Welcome and Opening Remarks  

Timothy W. Smith, PhD 

 

Presentation 1: Lorna Smith Benjamin’s Contributions to Interpersonal Theory 

 

Aaron L. Pincus, Ph.D. 

Pennsylvania State University 

 

Contemporary interpersonal theory has emerged as an integrative meta-theory for psychological science 

(Pincus & Ansell, 2013). This ascension could not have happened without the life’s work of Lorna Smith 

Benjamin. In this talk, I discuss Dr. Benjamin’s contributions to interpersonal theory and highlight their 

immense implications for research and practice in clinical psychology, personality psychology, and 

psychological assessment. Combined with the well-known Structural Analysis of Social Behavior (SASB), 

Dr. Benjamin’s contributions to interpersonal perspectives on development, motivation, and regulation, 

summarized in her Developmental Learning and Loving (DLL) theory paved the way for a sweeping 

integration of social-learning, psychodynamic, cognitive, and attachment perspectives on personality, 

psychopathology, and psychotherapy. Most remarkable to me is the prescience with which Dr. Benjamin’s 

work foretells the most contemporary developments in psychology and psychiatry. Examples discussed 

include: i) the State x Trait x Situation assessment approach which presages the Cognitive-Affective 

Processing System (CAPS) model of personality and the rise of experiencing sampling/event-contingent 

recording approaches to studying behavior in the varying contexts of daily life; ii) SASB coding of 

interpersonal transactions which anticipates the development of methods to assess and analyze entrained 

moment-to-moment behaviors in dyadic interactions; and iii) the developmental concepts of “interpersonal 

copy processes” and “important persons or their internalized representations” (IPIRs) which allows 

interpersonal theory to be integrated with contemporary attachment, psychodynamic, and cognitive theories, 

and provides more nuanced structure and meaning to concepts like internal object relations, internal 

working models, and interpersonal schemas. Notably, Dr. Benjamin’s emphasis on mental representations 

in interpersonal theory even forecast a similar emphasis in the DSM-5 proposal for personality disorders.  

 

Presentation 2: Measuring Interpersonal Processes across Developmental Contexts: A SASB-Based 

Perspective on Risk and Resilience among Young Co-parenting Couples 
 

Paul Florsheim, PhD 

University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 

 

The presentation demonstrates how the Structural Analysis of Social Behavior (SASB) provides a common 

metric for identifying clinically relevant interpersonal links across developmental contexts, focusing on 

young couples making the transition to parenthood. Specifically, we use interpersonal data collected from 

young parents at two points in time. At time one (T1), expectant mother/father dyads were asked to engage 

in a conflict/discussion task.  At time two (T2), the same young parents were asked to engage in a structured 

play activity with their two year old children. Interpersonal data across these distinct developmental 

contexts was videotaped and SASB-coded. Analyses focus on the versatility of the SASB model for 

identifying and systematically organizing important links between couples’ behavior and parent 

behavior.  At a broad level of SASB-based analysis, we found that that expectant fathers’ warm behaviors 

toward their pregnant partners at T1 were associated with their warm parenting behaviors at T2, controlling 

for the influence of their partners’ behavior. We also found that young fathers whose partners were more 

hostile at T1 tended to engage in more hostile parenting at T2, controlling for their own level of hostility 

toward partners at T1.  In addition to examining links between couples’ and parenting behaviors, we discuss 

the value of SASB-based research for developing interpersonally focused interventions for at-risk parents. 

Few measurement tools are sufficiently flexible to allow clinical researchers to track interpersonal processes 

across contexts and leading to clearly defined, developmentally informed clinical strategies. 
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Presentation 3: Mapping Parenting Processes and Autonomic Physiology in High-Risk Families 

Elizabeth A. Skowron, PhD 

University of Oregon 

Child maltreatment (CM) affects almost one million children each year (NCCAN, 2000), and constitutes a 

serious public health problem in the U.S., with adverse consequences for dysfunction (Shonkoff & Phillips, 

2000).  Although CM parents engage in specific acts and omissions that define child abuse and neglect, the 

relational context in which CM occurs is an equally important influence on children’s developing self-

regulatory system, although detailed assessments of the “immediate interactive context of CM” (Belsky, 

1993, p. 414) are rare.  SASB technology provides a unique lens through which to examine moment-to-

moment parenting processes in these high-risk families and understand their associations with maternal 

autonomic responding in the context of parenting.  Our research targets the intersection of biology and 

experience in an effort to clarify why CM is particularly resistant to intervention (Skowron & Reinneman, 

2005), and provide useful insights into effective targets for intervention.  In this symposium, I present 

findings from our program of research focused on understanding relationships between time-synchronized 

respiratory sinus arrhythmia (RSA), SASB-coded parenting processes, and children’s self-regulatory 

outcomes in physically abusive, neglectful, and non-CM families.   

 

 

Lunch Break (noon) 

 

 

AFTERNOON SESSION (1:30) 

 

Presentation 4: Interpersonal Reconstructive Therapy: Methods, Mechanisms, and Findings to Date 

 

Kenneth L. Critchfield, Ph.D. 

University of Utah 

 

Interpersonal Reconstructive therapy was developed by Lorna Smith Benjamin based on clinical 

observations and research applying the SASB model of relational behavior. At the heart of IRT is the 

observation that psychopathology is linked to rules, values, and experiences internalized in close attachment 

relationships. The behavioral repetition of old patterns is called “copy process” and is believed to be 

maintained, even when maladaptive, by desires for love and acceptance from the internalized “family in the 

head.” In this view, symptoms “make sense” as attempts to adapt to present circumstances using old rules 

for achieving perceived safety and handling perceived threat. Psychopathology is thus “attachment gone 

awry” and the goal of IRT is to aid differentiation from internalizations so as to make new learning and 

more adaptive relating possible. Optimal use of technique in IRT is determined for each individual by a 

SASB-based interpersonal case formulation, and can draw integratively from any approach so long as it 

also conforms to IRT goals and principles of change. There are numerous challenges to usual research 

paradigms posed by IRT given the use of a uniquely-tailored case formulation that specifies treatment 

variability. This presentation provides an overview of IRT theory, implications of the theory for research 

methods, and findings to date drawn from cases referred to the IRT clinic (supported by the University of 

Utah Neuropsychiatric Institute and Department of Psychology) for severe and comorbid problems typically 

associated with personality disorder and treatment non-response.  
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Presentation 5: Sacrificial Gifts (of Love) to the Gods: The Role of Culture in the Copy Process 

 

Timothy Anderson, PhD 

Ohio University 

 

Lorna Benjamin’s lifelong work has provided clear and elegant predictions for how copy processes of early 

attachment figures shape personality and psychopathology.  One of Benjamin’s original contributions is that 

internalization of these early attachments is more than passive, simple representation of some calcified 

remnant of the past.  Instead, the notion of copy processes involves a more diverse and active description, 

whereby attachments are replicated through three basic interpersonal foci in which communication can be 

directed (identification, recapitulation, and introjection).  The flexibility and precision of Benjamin’s model 

has been applied to a wide array of treatment situations and highly applicable research findings.  This paper 

explores some of the implications of Benjamin’s theory for understanding culture.  In what ways might 

cultural representations such as race, gender, religious and sexual identity be intertwined within 

interpersonal copy processes?  To what extent might cultural-based power and privilege be influential in the 

foci and circumplex space of these copy processes?  Also explored is the idea that the “regressive loyalist” 

is enacting prior attachment patterns as interpersonal goals with the IPIR as well as multi-generational 

loyalties to causes, ideals, and cultural myths.  Examples will be used to explore how the clinical distress of 

these “gifts of love” are composed of attempts to maintain psychological proximity to individual attachment 

figures, but also to the cultural identities and aspirations of those attachment figures.   

 

 

Presentation 6: Personality, Relationships, and Coronary Heart Disease: An Interpersonal Perspective 

on the Development, Mechanisms, and Management of Psychosocial Risk 
 

Timothy W. Smith, PhD 

University of Utah 

 

Coronary heart disease (CHD) is the leading cause of death in the industrialized world. Aspects of 

personality and emotional adjustment (e.g., depression, chronic anger) confer risk for CHD, as do various 

aspects of social networks, personal relationships (e.g., social isolation, conflict), and social environments 

(e.g., job stress).  Key concepts and methods of the general interpersonal perspective in personality and 

clinical psychology – and Benjamin’s Structural Analysis of Social Behavior in particular – are useful as an 

integrative framework for conceptualizing, studying, and managing psychosocial risk for CHD. This 

approach addresses three central issues in the field. First, it provides a valuable alternative to the typical 

separation of individual and social-environmental risk factors in research on CHD. Second, it describes the 

development of psychosocial risk in ways that may facilitate prevention. And third, it describes valuable 

goals and processes in the refinement of therapeutic interventions for patients with established CHD.  

 

 

General Discussion 


