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The Case for Psychotherapeutic
Case Studies in South Africa:

A Scoping Review

Abstract

With the call for relevance in, and decolonisation of South
African psychology, one must consider how this may be
achieved through research and clinical practice. It is argued
that South African psychology remains ‘irrelevant’ due
to ongoing reliance on ahistorical and de-contextualised
Eurocentric knowledge (as rooted in colonial and apartheid
ideology and politics). Thus, methodologies that foreground
both the immediate and historical context may assist in
bridging the gap between knowledge generation and
meaningful practice. In this scoping review of 45 South
African psychotherapy case studies, we investigate whether
the methodology may be as a means of developing relevant,
contextually informed psychological knowledge in line
with the decolonisation agenda. The results reveal that
such case studies not only evaluate the applicability of
Western-developed treatment models in the South African
context but also explore the unique therapeutic dynamics
in context. Additionally, themes reflecting broader social
challenges were highlighted, such as violence, trauma, race,
anger, shame, and sadness, supporting the potential for
psychological case studies to contribute to more relevant
psychological knowledge and practice in South Africa.

Introduction

Psychology in South Africa (SA) is considered to be
crisis” (Kruger, 2015, p. 2). While the ‘crisis’ typically refers
to the under-resourced and over-burdened public health
care system, it can also be viewed as a crisis of relevance;
that is that when psychological services are available, they
can be considered not to be relevant in the South African
context (Lappeman et al., 2021). Despite urgent calls for
the decolonisation of psychology, Western/Eurocentric
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knowledge is still maintaining its hegemony in the field (Chilisa, 2017; Kadish & Smith,
2020; Naude, 2019). Historically, psychology in SA has been dominated by Eurocentric
understandings of psychological phenomena, as influenced and supported by colonial and
apartheid politics and ideology (Baloyi, 2021; Kruger, 2018; Long, 2017; Maine & Wagner,
2021; A. L. Pillay et al., 2013). Some contend that that “the haunting ghosts of our dark
history were never properly exorcised” (S. R. Pillay, 2017, p. 301) and that the production
and regulation of South African psychological knowledge is still “haunted by the Eurocentric
hegemony” (Baloyi, 2021, p. 454; Ahmed & Pillay, 2004; Macleod & Howell, 2013).

Central to the critique regarding the application of mainstream Eurocentric psychological
knowledge in SA is that it is too broadly applied across contexts and thus perpetuates
“individualistic, universalistic, decontextualised notions of human behaviour” (Maine &
Wagner, 2021, p. 28) and overlooks, silences, and marginalises alternative (indigenous/
contextually-informed) knowledge® (Chilisa, 2017; Maldonado-Torres, 2017). Further-
more, the application of ‘decontextualised’ and ‘ahistorical’ hegemonic psychology often
fails to recognise and fully capture the lived experiences of individuals who “fall outside
of the dominant Euro-American ‘Western’ framework in terms of ‘race’, ethnicity, reli-
gion, etc.” (Ahmed & Pillay, 2004, p. 631; Fernandez et al., 2021; Hook, 2004; Long & Fos-
ter, 2013). Thus, with the transition to democracy in 1994, discussions regarding the rele-
vance and decolonisation? of psychology in South Africa intensified, and continue today.

While the notion of relevance in South African psychology is understood in different ways,
Macleod and Howell (2013, p. 222) assert that psychological research may be deemed
relevantin SAifit “...not only engages with the diverse socio-political concerns of our country
but also contributes to overcoming the multiple sources of social inequalities and diffractions
characteristic of South African society, and the psychological issues attached to these
concerns”. Long (2013, 2016a, 2016b, 2017) recognises the complexities and developments of
the relevance debate in South African psychology, but maintains that researchers should be
reflective of the main issues or challenges that face this specific society and always remain
conscious of the very specific context in which individuals are embedded. Relevance in South
African psychology may also be viewed according to the need to bridge the gap between
‘Westernised’ psychological theory and marginalised indigenous knowledge systems (de
la Rey & Ipser, 2004; Kagee, 2014). Decolonising psychology may therefore involve not
only developing new, contextually informed knowledge, but also by adapting existing

1 The normative status of Western or Eurocentric knowledge bases has in resulted in other sources and forms of knowledge being
subordinated, marginalised or silenced (Maldonado-Torres, 2017). The silencing of indigenous knowledge (and associated
dominance of knowledge from external sources) is referred to as “epistemicide or epistemic colonisation” (Maldonado-Torres,
2017, p. 433).

2 The concept of decolonising psychology rests on the critical psychology position that mainstream Eurocentric psychology is
rooted in and remains entangled with colonialism (Maldonado-Torres, 2017; Malherbe & Ratele, 2022). Decolonising psychology
thus entails disrupting the reliance on hegemonic, decontextualised, and individualistic Eurocentric knowledge by foregrounding
previously marginalised indigenous voices/perspectives, interrogating the social and institutional mechanisms that perpetuate
coloniality, and advocating for social justice and change (Cullen et al., 2020; Maldonado-Torres, 2017; Malherbe & Ratele, 2022).
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psychological theory and practice so that it is more appropriate to the South African context.
There is thus an insistence on a need to develop different forms of contextually appropriate
psychological knowledge, rather than continuing to impose Western understandings “that
remain indifferent to the lived realities of most South Africans” (Long & Foster, 2013, p. 3).

In this paper we consider whether psychological case studies, as a potential form of
context-dependent knowledge generation, can be a way of contributing to a knowledge
base that makes for a South African psychology that is more relevant (Flyvbjerg, 2006).
Writing up psychotherapy case studies has historically been central in the fields of clinical
psychology, counselling psychology and psychiatry. From the original works of Sigmund
Freud (the ‘father of psychoanalysis’) to the development of Aaron T Beck’s cognitive
behavioural therapy (CBT) and Carl Rogers’ Person-Centered Theory, case studies have
illustrated the work of psychologists and psychiatrists alike, how they think about,
understand, and work with people (Edwards, 1998; Longhofer et al., 2017; Pletsch, 1982).
Many clinicians have claimed that psychotherapy case studies are pivotal in building our
knowledge of psychological processes and remain important in the professional training
of psychologists (Fishman, 2013; Hodgetts & Stolte, 2012; Kruger, 2015; Pletsch, 1982;
Stonington et al., 2018).

However, others have argued that psychotherapy case studies are unscientific and should
not be used as a source of knowledge (Casper, 2007; Kagee, 2006). They are critiqued for
being over-reliant on clinician memory, possibly including bias, failing to meet the falsifica-
tion criterion, and of merely producing psychological knowledge that lacks scientific gen-
eralisability (Casper, 2007; Kagee, 2006; Widdowson, 2011). Thus, doubt is cast on the va-
lidity of knowledge produced by single case studies, as they are deemed to be ineffective in
generating knowledge that can be applied beyond the individual level (Widdowson, 2011).
On the other hand, it may be argued that, by providing in-depth accounts of individual and
subjective experiences, one may see case studies as bridging the gap between researcher
and participant (Midgley, 2006; Widdowson, 2011). Thus, contextually relevant knowledge
is generated from the perspective of those on whom the case study is based, rather from an
‘outside’ or external perspective (Midgley, 2006; Widdowson, 2011).

In this scoping review we attempt to develop a descriptive understanding of the
frequency, type, and nature of South African psychotherapy case studies published in
the literature over the past 20 years, also considering the specific themes raised in such
studies. We argue that by closely looking at South African psychotherapy case studies, we
can consider and assess whether they are (or are not) contributing meaningfully in the
pursuit of relevance in psychology.

Conceptualising Case Studies
For the purposes of this scoping review, it is necessary to outline the case study methodology.
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According to the American Psychological Association (2015, p. 161) the case study is defined
as “an in-depth investigation of a single individual, family, event, or other entity”, in which
“multiple types of data (psychological, physiological, biographical, environmental) are
assembled...to understand an individual’s background, relationships, and behaviour”. In
light of their apparent idiosyncratic focus, case studies are still considered a form of “context-
dependent knowledge” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 222), as Kruger (2020b, p. 193) emphasises
that “the individual does not exist, and cannot be understood separately from [their]
relationships, community, and culture”. Supporters of psychological case studies therefore
suggest that, by analysing a single case, the individual’s political, cultural, social, and
economic circumstances, as well as the broader social dynamics and narratives of society,
can be included (Evers & Wu, 2006; Hodgetts & Stolte, 2012; Kruger, 2020b; Stonington
et al, 2018). Extending the concept of context-dependent knowledge, Kruger (2015)
highlights that although case studies are located in a unique time and place (immediate
context), the historical context in which the patient3 is situated, and how it impacts their
present, is also relevant. This case study characteristic is considered significant within the
South African context, where the lives of individuals and groups are shaped by a history of
political and economic discrimination, oppression, and inequality (Kruger, 2020b). From
a critical/decolonial perspective, case studies are therefore considered to support the
notion that “one cannot take up psychological questions...outside the consideration
of their specific social, historical, political and economic contexts” (Hook, 2004, p. 89).

While it may not be the case for early psychoanalytic case studies, from a epistemological
standpoint, in-depth clinical case studies (particularly those arising from historically
marginalised contexts) have the potential to align with postmodernist discourse. The
postmodernist discourse supports the notion that multiple perspectives and sources of
knowledge or truth can coexist, without privileging or positioning one as more valid than
the other (Lewis, 2000; Ramey & Grubb, 2009). Clinical case studies are therefore typically
associated with qualitative research and tend to follow an idiographic* (rather than
nomothetic) approach (Bryman, 2016). Moreover, the qualitative nature of case study
research is often underpinned by the assumptions of the constructivists, interpretivist/
hermeneutic® and critical” methodological paradigms (Harrison et al., 2017).

3 Throughout this scoping review, the term patient (otherwise referred to as client) is used to refer to individuals engaging
in psychotherapy.

4 The American Psychological Association (2015, p. 521) defines the idiographic approach as involving “the thorough, intensive
study of a single person or case in order to develop an in-depth understanding of that person or case, as contrasted with the
universal aspects of groups of people or cases”.

5 The American Psychological Association (2015, p. 993) defines social constructivism as “a school of thought that recognises
knowledge as embedded in social context and sees human thoughts, feelings, language, and behaviour as the result of
interchanges with the external world...not only knowledge but also reality itself is created in an interactive process”.

6 The hermeneutic/interpretivist paradigm focuses on the lived experiences of individuals (subjective position) and how they
attach meaning to their experiences. Interpretivism further includes the assumption that these lived experiences are understood
through third party (the therapist/researcher) reflections (Avenier & Thomas, 2015).

7 The critical social approach in psychology views individual (personal) and social dynamics as intimately connected and
foregrounds the influence that social structures have on individual wellbeing (Frosh, 2003).
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Case studies can also be classified according to their methodology, falling into three
categories for the purposes of social science research: intrinsic, instrumental, and
collective case studies (Evers & Wu, 2006; Willig, 2013). Intrinsic case studies are defined
as those that are not intended to be generalised, in which the researcher aims to develop
an in-depth understanding a single, specific case (Evers & Wu, 2006; Willig, 2013). In
instrumental case studies, cases are analysed with the goal of gaining insight into
how a particular phenomenon is present within a single case, that may be understood
theoretically and lead to generalisable assumptions (Evers & Wu, 2006; Willig, 2013).
Lastly, collective case studies involve using several single case studies to generalise
findings for theoretical purposes (Evers & Wu, 2006).

Case studies are conceptualised differently within the field of psychology. In terms of
quantitative (or mixed method) research, single case experimental designs are often
used to determine changes in individual presentations through repeated (typically
self-report) measurements (Barker et al., 2002). Naturalistic case study designs take
place in the real-world context, in which the single individual is the unit of analysis
and are considered better suited for in-depth descriptions of psychotherapeutic work,
accommodating psychodynamic, experiential and cognitive-behavioural theoretical
approaches (Barker et al., 2002; Willig, 2013). Naturalistic case study designs are
further classified into narrative case studies and systematic case studies (Barker et al.,
2002). Narrative case studies involve a “description of a client or treatment, based
on the clinician’s notes and memory” (Barker et al., 2002, p. 717). They may take on
a story-like format, in which qualitative data from the clinical encounter is reported
on through the clinician’s understanding of the individual’s lived experience, and
therapeutic dynamics and aim to capture the meaning of therapy for both clinician
and patient (Mcleod, 2010). Narrative case studies have historically been used
in publication to demonstrate theory application, or to outline new intervention
strategies (Barker et al., 2002). One may consider how the story-telling format of
narrative case studies may reflect a means of teaching and knowledge generation that
is deeply-rooted in South African culture. Systematic case studies, on the other hand,
were designed to account for the critique that narrative case studies are too reliant on
the clinician’s subjectivity, making them unscientific. Systematic case studies therefore
include additional quantitative measures (such as self-report scales) or include
multiple cases to enhance “scientific” rigour (Barker et al., 2002). Lastly, in pragmatic
case studies, comprehensive cases are presented with a pre-defined research question/
focus, typically aligned to theoretical orientation or treatment modality in order to
demonstrate best practice (Mcleod, 2010; Willig, 2013).

Clinical case studies have also been classified according to approach rather than

design (Longhofer et al., 2017). The paradigmatic approach endeavours to link clinical
theory (for example, psychodynamic or cognitive behavioural theory) to the unique
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circumstances of individual cases (Longhofer et al., 2017). Secondly, the humanistic
approach typically involves the clinician providing a first-person subjective account
of their encounters with a patient, which may include descriptions of their therapeutic
work or relationship (Longhofer et al., 2017). The ethnographic approach takes a holistic
stance in evaluating clinical cases, in which “thick descriptions of field-based practice,
situating and resituating the therapeutic and other relationships in cultural context and
everyday realities” is essential (Longhofer et al., 2017, p. 190). Lastly, the interpretative
phenomenological approach to case studies explicitly aims to develop an understanding
of phenomena from the subjective, first-person perspective of the patient themselves
(Eatough & Smith, 2017).

Rationale

It is evident that case studies hold a historically important place in the research, training,
and practice of psychology, with a dual focus on the individual and the unique context
within which they live. Although critiqued for being unscientific or unreliable, the
literature suggests that the case study methodology is making its resurgence (Edwards,
2001; Harrison et al., 2017; Hilliard, 1993). This is particularly pertinent within the context
of South African psychology, in which the pursuit of decolonisation and of making
psychology more ‘relevant’ is undermined by continued reliance on decontextualised
mainstream Eurocentric knowledge (Maine & Wagner, 2021).

Considering the ongoing debate regarding the value of psychotherapy case studies,
as well as the call for relevance in South African psychology, this scoping review aimed
to develop a descriptive analysis of uniquely South African psychotherapeutic case
studies published in the literature, with the hope that ultimately this may give rise to an
understanding of how case studies are or are not contributing a knowledge base that is
contextually meaningful.

Methodology

Scoping reviews are defined as “exploratory projects that systematically map the
literature available on a topic, identifying key concepts, theories, sources of evidence,
and gaps in the research” (Grimshaw, 2020, p. 34, as cited in Peters et al., 2020, p.
2121). They are understood to be extended appraisals of the available literature (or
form of knowledge synthesis) on a broad research question or area of interest (Arksey &
O’Malley, 2005; Colquhoun et al., 2014). The purpose of scoping reviews is to “examine
the extent, range, and nature of a research activity” to establish a descriptive analysis of
the research being published (relying on secondary data) in the area of interest (Arksey
& O’Malley, 2005, p. 21). Scoping reviews differ from other forms of knowledge synthesis
(systematic reviews) as they are broader in focus and are “exploratory and descriptive in
nature”, rather than explanatory or analytical (Peters et al., 2020, p. 2122).
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According to Arksey and O’Malley (2005), the scoping review methodology follows five
stages: developing the research question, identifying relevant studies in the literature,
establishing a study selection from the identified literature, charting, and organising the
data, and lastly, collating, summarising, and reporting on the data. These steps were
followed to enhance research reliability and rigour.

Developing a Research Question

The aim of this scoping review was to conduct a detailed appraisal of the literature
to identify the frequency, scope, and nature of South African psychotherapy case
studies published in the last 20 years. By focusing specifically on qualitative in-depth
psychotherapy case studies (including narrative, systematic, and pragmatic case
studies), a descriptive understanding of how the lived experiences of South Africans are
represented in the literature, as well as how case studies are (or are not) contributing to
relevant psychological knowledge in SA may be developed. The questions that formed
the basis of this scoping review were: what types of case studies are being written
(methodology), what approach is being taken (paradigmatic, humanistic, ethnographic),
who is writing (authors) and publishing South African case studies, what are the
stated goals of the case study, on whom are the case studies based (demographics,
intersectionality, diagnoses, clinical presentations), what theoretical paradigms are
applied to the case study (for example, psychodynamic or cognitive behavioural theory),
what are the themes present within the case studies, and how do the authors attend to
the ethics of writing up clinical cases?

Identifying Relevant Studies

For the purposes of this review, case studies were sourced from six electronic databases,
including: Google Scholar, Google Books,® Web of Science, ScienceDirect, Sage Journals
Online, and APA PsycNet. The following search string was used: “case study” (OR case
studies) AND “psychotherapy” (OR psychology OR psychological OR psychiatry OR
counselling) AND “South Africa”. The search string was used with the setting “all fields”,
indicating that the key words in the search string may be present in the title, abstract, or
content of the publication. Additionally, a time span (from 2004 until 2024) and language
preference (English) was set. The search string initially yielded a total of 17,215 articles/
book chapters. The first 50 publications that matched the search string on each platform
were taken to the next stage of data collection. To account for the fact that some case
studies may have been omitted in the database search, a manual search of the following
peer-reviewed journals was incorporated: Clinical Case Studies, Pragmatic Case Studies
in Psychotherapy, South African Journal of Psychology, Psycho-analytic Psychotherapy
in South Africa, and Psychology in Society. An additional 129 results meeting the search
string were identified (total 17,344) and taken to the stage of data collection.

8 Google Books was included in the database list to account for case studies that may be published in books, and therefore will
not necessarily appear on the journal databases.
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Study Selection

A total of 343 results were manually screened through an initial search of the first 50
publications on each database/online journal that matched the search string according
to their title and abstract. Subsequently, a full-text review of the publications was
conducted to ensure that they met the inclusion and exclusion criteria of the study
(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Peters et al., 2020). The inclusion criteria incorporated: (1)
case studies in peer-reviewed journal articles, books, or book chapters, (2) published
between 2004 and 2024, (3) written in English, (4) case studies within the field of
clinical and counselling psychology or psychiatry, (5) single in-depth psychotherapy
(or therapy) case studies, (6) located within the South African context, and (7) based on
South African individuals, or individuals currently living in SA although born elsewhere.
Due to the fact that this scoping review focused on single psychotherapy case studies,
short case vignettes, multiple or collective case studies and single case studies that were
conducted in research (rather than therapeutic setting) were excluded. Review articles
and dissertations were excluded from this study.

Charting the Data

Once the relevant case studies were identified, they were manually organised and
charted using Microsoft Excel according to author and publication details, case study
methodology and approach, case study features and themes, and ethical considerations
(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). Case study themes were derived using basic thematic analysis
strategies (Bryman, 2016). After carefully reading through each case study, key words were
highlighted before being grouped into larger categories and themes. These included: case
identifiers (age, race, sex/gender, language, culture), setting (private, public, primary,
tertiary), clinical diagnosis, core theory (psychodynamic theory, cognitive behavioural
theory, behaviour-based, integrative), specific theory (for example, object relations
theory), therapeutic dynamics (for example, transference/countertransference, conflict,
racial dynamics), ethical considerations, and finally themes of therapy (for example, anger,
trauma, sadness, grief, substances, anxiety, abandonment).

Data Analysis

The data analysis phase involves “collating, summarising, and reporting the results”
in a descriptive manner (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005, p. 27). In line with the established
methodology, the data were analysed according to author (name, affiliation, profession),
details of publication (format, publication), type of case study (intrinsic or instrumental),
case methodology (narrative, systematic, pragmatic, hermeneutic), approach
(paradigmatic, ethnographic, humanistic), case identifiers (pseudonym, demographics,
socio-economic status, diagnosis, setting of intervention), topic, theoretical paradigm
applied, themes, and ethics. This process gave rise to a basic numerical analysis of the
availability/frequency, scope, and nature of South African psychological case studies
available in the literature, as well as an overview of the key qualitative themes and trends.
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Ethical Considerations

Scoping reviews do not involve direct interaction with participants or the handling of
personal or confidential information and therefore pose a low risk to participants/society
(Suri, 2020). This research received formal exemption from ethical review and clearance
by Stellenbosch University’s Research Ethics Committee: Social, Behavioural and
Education Research (REC: SBE).

Results

Through searching electronic databases and key peer-reviewed journals, a total of 17,344
sources were identified. Following the initial screening process, 57 psychotherapy case
studies were identified. As depicted in Figure 1, once duplicates and case studies not
meeting the inclusion and exclusion criteria were removed, a total of 45 were confirmed
forinclusion in the study.
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Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram
Source: Adapted from Haine et al. (2023) and Madonsela et al. (2023)
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Publication Characteristics

The case studies included were published in peer-reviewed journal articles (36)
and published book chapters (nine). The two journals with the highest number of
psychotherapy case studies published were Psycho-analytic Psychotherapy in South Africa
(27.8%) and the Journal of Psychology in Africa (19.4%). South African psychotherapy case
studies were also retrieved from books published by: University of Kwa-Zulu Natal Press
(Kruger, 2020b), Nova Science Publishers Inc (Knight, 2016, 2017), Wits University Press
(Smith et al., 2013), Imbali Academic Publishers (Kruger, 2021), and Routledge (Togashi &
Kottler, 2015). The majority (64.4%) of the case studies used in this study were published
between 2014 and 2024, possibly indicating an upward trend (see Figure 2) in South African
psychotherapy case studies adding to the existing knowledge base.
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Figure 2. Psychotherapy Case Studies Published by Year

Authors(s)

According to professional registration, 30 (66.7%) of the case studies reviewed were
authored by clinical psychologists, six (13.3%) by counselling psychologists and
registered counsellors, and nine (20%) were co-authored by individuals from mixed
psychology fields. In terms of institutional affiliation, 78% of the authors were affiliated
with a South African university, while 18% did not have a formal institutional affiliation.
Rhodes University held the highest number of case study publications (12), followed by
the University of Witwatersrand (5) and Stellenbosch University (5). It is relevant to note
that two case studies were authored and co-authored by individuals affiliated with the
Ububela Educational and Psychology Trust.
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Case Study Methodology

Of the 45 case studies analysed, slightly more were classified as intrinsic (55%) compared
to instrumental (45%) in their focus. In terms of methodological style, narrative case studies
were most prominent (62.2%), followed by systematic (20%) and pragmatic (8%) case
studies. The paradigmatic approach (60%) was most commonly used within psychotherapy
case studies, suggesting that the authors aimed to offer a theoretical understanding of
the case in order to demonstrate best practice (Longhofer et al., 2017). On the other hand,
33.3% of authors followed the humanistic approach, in which authors described their
subjective experiences of working with patients, the therapeutic alliance and therapy process
(Longhofer et al., 2017). Smaller proportions of authors employed the ethnographic (4.5%)
and phenomenological (2.2%) approaches to psychotherapy case studies.

Psychological Theory

Each psychotherapy case study included a theoretical position, or perspective, to frame
case analyses, or offer a description of the intervention used. Case studies within the
psychoanalytic/psychodynamic paradigm (60%) were most prevalent. Cognitive behavioural
theory (CBT) informed ten case studies (22.2%), five of which were classified as trauma-
focused/informed CBT (TF-CBT). Five (11.1%) case studies were classified as integrative
(combining different theoretical paradigms). One case study was framed within the context
of cross-cultural psychiatry theory (Coetzee et al., 2019), one was influenced by critical theory
(Sibanda, 2020), and another primarily utilised behaviour-based theory (Knettel et al., 2020).

Participants®

Most of the case studies (30 or 66.7%) were based on female patients, with 13 (28.9%)
studies being based on male patients. A case study authored by Bain (2011) described
a psychotherapy with a young couple (male and female), and a case study authored by
Rosenbaum et al. (2012) described the therapy with a mother-infant dyad (both female).
The ages of the case study patients ranged between three- and 58-years-old. The most
predominant age bracket among patients ranged from 20- to 29-years old (28.89%).

Case study patients were also described according to their racial identity.* Patients that
identified as African encompassed 48.9% of the total case studies. Additionally, 13.3% of

9 It is common for authors to anonymise patients by altering personal information (Fallon, 2018). However, it is generally
accepted that such alterations should be done tactfully, and in a way that allows the case to be a true representation
while still protecting patient confidentiality. Thus, while patient details (names, location, field of work) are anonymised,
other demographic details such as sex, race and age group may remain unchanged (Sperry & Pies, 2010).

10 The use of racial or ethnic categories in research has historically been problematic in the South African context (Hammett,
2010; Seekings, 2008). While some scholars critique the continued use of race as a means of ‘categorising’ people in psychology
research (Hammett, 2010; Seekings, 2008), others support the continued need to recognise race in research, given the
enormous bearing that it still has in SA in terms of discrimination, inequality, power dynamics, access to resources, and as a form
of social identity (Erwin, 2012; Hartley & Kruger, 2017; Kruger, 2020b; Saville Young, 2011). The decision to comment on the racial
identities of patients in this paper is based on the link that race has to socioeconomic status in South Africa (apartheid history),
the power that it may have in the therapeutic encounter, and the differences in lived experience and cultural identity that may
accompany race.
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patients were described as White or Caucasian, 15.6% as Coloured,'* and 2.2% as Indian.
The patient racial identities of the remaining 20% of the case studies were not specified.
Although 53.3% of the case studies did not specify patient home language, a number of
case studies included other demographic identifiers, such as religion or cultural affil-
iation. Nine (20%) case studies referenced patients with Christian beliefs, one (2.2%)
following the religion of Islam, and seven (15.5%) studies referred to patients holding
traditional African cultural beliefs.

Socio-economic status (SES) was considered a relevant ‘demographic’ descriptor for
psychotherapy case studies in the South African context. A total of 22 (48.9%) case
studies described the patient as having a low SES, and ten (22.2%) indicated that the
patient was of middle or upper middle SES. Although patient SES was not clearly stat-
ed in 13 (28.9%) case studies, the descriptors broadly correspond with the context in
which therapy took place. The analyses suggested that 33.3% of psychotherapy case
studies were based in the public health sector, 24.4% in private practice, and 13.3% at
university psychology clinics.

Of the 45 case studies analysed, 33 (73.3%) identified patient psychiatric diagnoses
(see Figure 3). The diagnostic categories outlined in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders, fifth edition (DSM-5), were used to guide the analysis (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013). The results revealed diagnoses within the Trauma- and
Stressor-Related Disorders category (33.3%) were most prominent across the case
studies included. This was followed by the Depressive Disorders category (23.9%).
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Figure 3. Psychiatric Diagnoses
Note: Diagnoses are counted according to their presence in the case, whether primary or
comorbid diagnoses.

11 Under the apartheid regime, the term ‘Coloured’ was used to refer to individuals of mixed racial descent. The term is still widely
used today, and although viewed as derogatory in some contexts, is also an important term referring to social identity in SA
(Hartley & Kruger, 2017).
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Ethics

Writing up psychotherapy case studies is ethically contested, given the challenges
related to ensuring patient confidentiality and protecting the therapeutic relationship,
while still striving to advance psychological knowledge through publication (Fallon, 2018).
This scoping review thus aimed to ascertain whether, and how, authors addressed this eth-
ical dilemma. The analysis found that 37 (82.22%) authors explicitly stated that patient in-
formation was anonymised through mechanisms such as changing personal information
and using pseudonyms. Although it is likely that the remaining eight (17.78%) case stud-
ies were anonymised, it was not overtly stated. A total of 25 (55.56%) case studies reported
that informed consent (or assent) for publication was provided by the patients themselves.
One case study noted that the patient read the full manuscript prior to publication (Naidu
& Shabangu, 2015). Nine (20%) of the authors discussed their ethical considerations of
writing up psychotherapy case studies more extensively. These included ethical consider-
ations around the dual role of psychotherapist and researcher (Coetzee, 2019; Coetzee et
al., 2019), the power and racial dynamics existing between patient and therapist that may
influence consent (Hartley & Kruger, 2017; Kruger, 2020a), and the ethics of applying Euro-
centric psychological theory to the South African context (lvey & Myers, 2008).

Thematic Analysis of Case Studies

Treatment Applicability

A number of instrumental case studies sought to demonstrate the implementation
and efficacy of internationally established treatment options for the South African
population. Five case studies outlined the implementation of CBT for post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) in South African adults. This included TF-CBT (Boulind & Edwards, 2008;
Drake & Edwards, 2012; Padmanabhanunni & Edwards, 2013), social cognitive therapy
(Padmanabhanunni & Edwards, 2015), and prolonged exposure therapy for PTSD
(Booysen & Kagee, 2020). Three case studies demonstrated the applicability of TF-CBT
among South African children and adolescents diagnosed with PTSD (Haine & Knoetze,
2021; Padmanabhanunni & Edwards, 2016; Payne & Edwards, 2009). The studies concluded
that the CBT based interventions used were generally effective in reducing the presence
or intensity of PTSD symptoms, and therefore considered ‘transferable’ to the South
African context.

Afurther two case studies demonstrated the successful treatment of female patients with
PTSD from an integrative perspective, using the South African developed Wits Trauma
Model (Papaikonomou, 2009; Teodorczuk, 2017). On the other hand, a psychodynamic
approach to the treatment of PTSD was described by Labe (2005), using the guidelines
of Judith Herman (1997). It is important to highlight that seven of these case studies
involved psychotherapy with women who either experienced violence in the community
or were sexually assaulted (Labe, 2005; Padmanabhanunni & Edwards, 2013, 2015, 2016;
Papaikonomou, 2009; Payne & Edwards, 2009; Teodorczuk, 2017).
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Beyond interventions for PTSD, case studies described the process and efficacy of CBT
interventions for social phobia (Edwards, 2022) and attention-deficit/hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD) in SA (Whitefield-Alexander & Edwards, 2009). Another case study
illustrated the use of an attachment-based intervention (Theraplay) that was developed
in the United States (US) (Mohamed & Mkabile, 2015). It was concluded that the
intervention was well-suited and effective with a mother-child dyad from a low-income
community in Cape Town (Mohamed & Mkabile, 2015). Furthermore, a case study
authored by Davies (2017) described the application of a Western developed integrative
treatment model for children called the Sequentially Planned Integrative Counselling for
Children Model (SPICC). Davies (2017) recounted the implementation of the model over
18 sessions with an eight-year-old child (living in a children’s home) diagnosed with
ADHD, oppositional defiant disorder (ODD) and learning disorders. The intervention was
deemed appropriate and applicable within the South African context (Davies, 2017).
Finally, an instrumental case study described the successful implementation of the US
developed Improving Aids Care After Trauma (impACT) in SA (Knettel et al., 2020). Knettel
et al. (2020) found that the manualised behaviour-based intervention has potential to be
effective in SA, when delivered by trained therapists.

Demonstrating the Application of Theory

A number of psychotherapy case studies provided an in-depth psychological formulation
and overview of the treatment process, in order to illustrate how theory can be applied
to understand the presentation and treatment of South African individuals. This
included the application of psychodynamic theory to the formulation and treatment
of childhood ADHD (Perkel, 2019), major depressive disorder (MDD) (Hartley & Kruger,
2017), grief (Jordan, 2006) and PTSD (Labe, 2005), long-term schema therapy (Edwards,
2022), Bionian field theory of anxiety (Cartwright, 2019) and the powerful use of poetry in
narrative therapy (Naidu & Shabangu, 2015).

Psychotherapy case studies were also employed to demonstrate how events,
phenomena, or behavioural characteristics could be theoretically understood. This
included how the important role that siblings play in South African families can be
understood as lateral self-object experiences (Hart, 2019) or the influence that maternal
complex PTSD may have on mothering South African children with special needs
(Coetzee, 2019). A case study by Bradfield (2017) showed the manifestations of autistoid
personality organisation and Kruger (2021) used psychodynamic concepts to frame a
mother-daughter relationship amid the Covid-19 pandemic.

Case studies also showed how theory can be used to understand the therapeutic
relationship and process. The phenomenon of therapeutic impasse and rupture and
repair was understood psychodynamically by Laurenson (2017) and also by Card
(2017) in reference to racial differences between therapist and patient. Transference-
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countertransference dynamics were also elaborated on in case studies by Card and Knight
(2016), with Rosenbaum et al. (2012) highlighting how negative countertransference
may impede on therapists’ ability to mentalise. Two case studies specifically focused
on therapist challenges in the treatment process of borderline personality disorder
(Cambanis, 2012) and psychosis (Saayman, 2017). Lastly, Kottler (2015) used self-
psychology theory as a lens through which the therapeutic relationship between a gay
identifying male patient and lesbian identifying female therapist was explored.

Psychotherapy in SA: Dynamics, Considerations, and Context

Race and Relationships

A theme of working with difference between therapist and patient was identified in the
case studies. Specifically, a number of case studies explored how racialised transference-
countertransference, difference, othering, and racism may manifest in the post-apartheid
psychotherapy space, as displayed through individual cases (Coetzee et al., 2019; Knight,
2013; Sibanda, 2020).

Traditional African Belief Systems

A division between indigenous/traditional African systems of knowledge and
psychological theory has long existed. Two published case studies offered a
psychoanalytic (Kleinian Object Relations and Freudian Psychoanalysis) understanding
of bewitchment (lvey, 2013; lvey & Myers, 2008). Furthermore, a case study authored by
Ngcobo and Edwards (2012) offered an understanding of depression through a traditional
African lens, viewing it as a ‘creative illness’, and Kekae-Moletsane (2008) outlined the
incorporation of a traditional seSotho game (Masekitlane) into therapy.

Government Institutions

A number of case studies highlighted the shortcomings of governmental institutions in
SA. Ranging from the psychological impact of residing in an institutionalised care facility
on children (Davies, 2017; Goldschmidt, 2019), to the ineffectiveness of the criminal
justice system in response to child abuse and rape (Padmanabhanunni & Edwards, 2015;
Payne & Edwards, 2009). Others discussed the challenges associated with conducting
psychotherapy in the overburdened public health care system in SA (Booysen & Kagee,
2020; Hartley & Kruger, 2017; Knettel et al., 2020; Saayman, 2017; Smith et al., 2013).

Socioeconomic Concerns and Poverty

53.33% of the case studies highlighted the challenges faced by patients living in under-
resourced or low-income communities. This was discussed according to the limited
access that South Africans have to healthcare, as well as poor service delivery (Booysen
& Kagee, 2020; Haine & Knoetze, 2021; Padmanabhanunni & Edwards, 2013, 2015). On the
other hand, Kruger (2020a) specifically considered the lived experience of motherhood in
poverty, and its relation to guilt, anger, and shame.
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Violence and Trauma

Importantly, the link between violence and trauma among South Africans was highly
prevalent in the case studies reviewed. A total of 22 (48.89%) case studies included the
theme of violence and 27 (60%) referred to trauma (or traumatisation), irrespective
of clinical diagnoses. Specifically, 13 (28.89%) referred to violence associated with
criminality (including gangsterism and theft), nine (20%) to sexual violence, 11 (24.44%)
to child abuse, and four (8.89%) to childhood sexual abuse. A case study authored
by Padmanabhanunni and Edwards (2013) specifically focused on trauma following
‘corrective rape’ of a lesbian woman, while Knight (2019) outlined the manifestation of
the intergenerational transmission of trauma of a young African woman. Lastly, Kruger
(2019) described the phenomenon of intimate partner violence (IPV) in her case study of
awoman living in a low-income community.

Emotional Experiences

Case studies were also analysed according to themes related to the emotional
experiences of patients. Notably, the most prominent affective experiences described
across the case studies were shame (55.56%) and anger (51.11%). Additional affective
states described included the presence of low mood (44.44%), anxiety (35.56%),
guilt (35.56%), and grief (22.22%). Fewer case studies described patient distress as
manifesting in somatic symptoms (6.67%).

Discussion

This scoping review was informed by the call for relevance in, and decolonisation of,
South African psychology in the form of contextualised knowledge, with consideration
to the ongoing debate regarding the value of psychotherapy case studies. The aim was
thus to develop a descriptive overview of the frequency, scope, and characteristics of
South African psychotherapy case studies available in the literature over the last 20
years. A total of 45 psychotherapy case studies were included, informing analysis and
interpretation of results.

It is evident that the number of psychotherapy case studies being published has
incrementally increased each year. This corresponds with the assertion that, despite
facing wide critique, the case study methodology is making its resurgence, in line with
the growth of the postmodernist movement across the social sciences (Edwards,
2001; Fishman, 2013; Mackrill & Iwakabe, 2013). One may consider that an increase in
knowledge that is context-dependent being published in SA meets the call for psychology
to be “socially aware, socially responsible, and constantly engage in conversations
and an exchange of ideas with society” (Kramer et al., 2001, p. 2). The fact that the case
studies were distributed between the public and private health settings, as well as
University clinics, may be interpreted to further support this imperative. The authors
of psychological case studies appear to be distributed within the fields of clinical
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psychology (predominant) and counselling psychology, however, the majority of authors
(78%) were associated with various universities.

In terms of patient demographics, it is significant to note that case studies generally
described individuals according to their sex, racial identity, and age group. Although
debated in the literature, specifying patient racial identity within the South African
therapy setting is considered to be relevant, as “South African society continues to
be strongly characterised by the power of ‘race’ and racism as determinants of social
division, interaction and identity” (Duncan & Bowman, 2009, p. 93; P. B. Jackson et al.,
2010). The assertion made by Duncan and Bowman (2009, p. 94) regarding “ongoing
racialised inequality” in SA necessitates recognition of the power dynamics existing
between patient and therapist (author), as research indicates psychology in SA
(specifically, clinical psychology) continues to be dominated by white therapists (A. L.
Pillay & Nyandeni, 2021; Young & Saville Young, 2019). Of the psychotherapy case studies
analysed, patients who racially identified as African were of the highest percentage
(48.9%). One may interpret this in relation to population composition, as individuals
identifying as African constitute the predominant racial group in SA (81.4%) according
to Statistics South Africa (Stats SA, 2022). On the other hand, a consideration as to the
demographics and positionality of the authors writing about African patients is an area
for further consideration and analysis.

Case studies were relatively evenly distributed between intrinsic and instrumental case
studies. However, those rooted within the psychodynamic psychotherapy paradigm
dominated, corresponding with the historical use of case studies in psychology (Pletsch,
1982). Psychodynamically informed cases were mostly associated with intrinsic,
narrative case studies that demonstrated (paradigmatically or ethnographically)
the application of theory and the process and dynamics related to therapy through
a theoretical lens. These case studies were valuable in their foregrounding of intra-
and interpersonal dynamics within the therapeutic space, as representative of the
South African context. On the other hand, a number of CBT and integrative case
studies typically took on the systematic case study methodology and paradigmatic
approach. They were highly valuable in their analysis of the ‘transferability’ of evidence-
based treatments to the SA context, while illustrating associated processes, barriers,
and challenges. While it may be said that case studies assessing the transferability
of Western developed interventions in SA represent a continued reliance on
Eurocentric psychological knowledge, they also include an implicit questioning of the
appropriateness of the interventions. Furthermore, by analysing the appropriateness
and efficacy of these treatment approaches in SA, clinicians inherently recognise the
importance of context and resist the Eurocentric notion of universalistic knowledge
application, thus aligning with the question of relevance and decolonisation of South
African psychology (Hartley & Kruger, 2017).
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The relevance of psychology is considered to be a complicated concept in SA, as it is
nuanced and challenging to concisely define and thus evaluate (Ahmed & Pillay, 2004;
Kagee, 2014; Long, 2013). However, Long (2013) contends that relevance can be viewed
according to whether psychology (and psychological research) truly reflects and grapples
with pertinent issues facing society, as embedded within a specific historical context.
Thus, the contributions of uniquely South African psychotherapy case studies in pursuing
relevance may also be analysed/evaluated according to the themes and issues that they
address or highlight.

A key theme that emerged from the case studies was the presence of violence and
trauma within South African society. Trauma was not only framed in Westernised
diagnostic terms (by PTSD), but also regarding complex trauma (Coetzee, 2019), the
intergenerational transmission of trauma (Knight, 2019), childhood traumatic grief
(Haine & Knoetze, 2021), trauma associated with gender based violence (GBV), sexual
assault and rape, including corrective rape (Coetzee, 2019; Knettel et al., 2020; Kruger,
2019; Labe, 2005; Padmanabhanunni & Edwards, 2013, 2015, 2016; Papaikonomou, 2009;
Payne & Edwards, 2009), theft and crime (Papaikonomou, 2009; Payne & Edwards, 2009;
Teodorczuk, 2017).

The current review of case studies strongly suggests that following from colonisation
(and coloniality) and apartheid, the traumatisation of South Africans continues.
Specifically, paying attention to the intergenerational transmission of trauma (Knight,
2019) is relevant as it reflects the ongoing psychological manifestations of SA’s history
of violence and oppression (Crankshaw & Dwarika, 2023; Theisen-Womersley, 2021).
SA is understood to have a high crime rate (including crimes that are rooted in gang
affiliations) and the highest rates of GBV in the world (Breetzke, 2012; Snodgrass &
Bodish, 2015; Swartz, 2012). Also highlighted in some case studies is the continued
influence of structural violence (Snodgrass & Bodish, 2015) or the “slow violence of
poverty” (Kruger, 2020b, p. 5; Kruger & Lourens, 2016).

Thus, the concepts of structural violence and the slow violence of poverty can be carried
through in interpreting the results, as many of the case studies analysed included themes
of how governmental institutions repeatedly ‘fail’ South Africans. Structural violence
was present in case studies that highlighted the inefficacy of child protective services
(and the criminal justice system) in protecting the physical safety of South African
youth (Davies, 2017; Goldschmidt, 2019; Padmanabhanunni & Edwards, 2016; Payne &
Edwards, 2009). The ineffectiveness of the criminal justice system was also emphasised
in case studies regarding challenges in prosecuting perpetrators of rape, committed in
adulthood. In terms of public health care in SA, it is widely documented that the system
is over-burdened and under-resourced, which may create challenges in the provision of
mental health care. Thus, one may consider that the presence of trauma in South African
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psychotherapy case studies is not only individually relevant, but representative of the
continued presence of structural violence (felt most acutely by marginalised individuals)
as rooted within colonial and apartheid dynamics (Long, 2017).

Historically, psychology in SA was typically (or primarily) available to white South
Africans able to pay private practice fees. Despite post-1994 governmental and
institutional changes, psychology services in the public sector remain inaccessible due
to a lack of human and material resources (de Kock & Pillay, 2017). A study conducted
by de Kock and Pillay (2017) found that despite above 70% of the South African
population being reliant on the public health system, there was a ratio of roughly 2.6
clinical psychologists per 100,000 South Africans. Thus, while the challenges of working
in the public health sector were outlined in the case studies, one may also consider
it appropriate that at least 33.3% of the case studies analysed were based in the
public health care system. It is possible that the knowledge produced by these studies
contributes to a more relevant South African psychology as they include descriptions
of time-limited treatment and reflect some of the needs of those relying on public
health care.

It is important to note that only two case studies focused on the intersection (or gap)
between ‘Western’ psychology and traditional or indigenous knowledge or beliefs
(Ivey, 2013; Ivey & Myers, 2008). This indicates an area for increased focus in pursuing
‘relevance’ in South African psychology, as Cooper (2013, p. 217) highlights “how an
Africentric perspective in psychology could enrich theoretical visions and methodological
strategies to extend the frontiers of the discipline” in the pursuit of decolonising
psychological knowledge. However, so long as indigenous African epistemologies
continue to be ‘muted’ in psychological literature, relevance shall be contested (Cooper,
2013; Mkhize, 2021). Therefore, the scarcity of psychotherapy case studies in this area is
highlighted as a concern, and a prioritised gap for attention in the future.

Lastly, one may consider the relevance of the affective themes included in South
African psychotherapy case studies. A prominent theme revealed in the case studies
was the experience of anger. Although each case study may not have specifically
focused on anger, 51.1% recognised anger as an affect experienced by the patient.
This is significant as clinicians argue that the DSM-5 does not adequately recognise
anger, or that anger is over pathologised (medicalised) in women (Anand & Malhi,
2009; Kruger et al., 2014). The experience of shame was also highly prevalent in
the case studies (55.56%). Shame is documented in the literature according to its
salience in relation to stigma (for example, mental health or HIV/Aids associated),
post-apartheid ‘guilt, poverty, shame within the psychotherapy setting, and by
perpetrating or being victim to violence (Busisiwe & Rosenblatt, 2019; Kruger, 2012;
Swartz, 2012; Willan et al., 2024). One may thus consider whether this reflects the
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interconnectedness between anger, shame, and trauma as documented in the existing
literature, particularly within the South African context (Fleming & Kruger, 2013;
Kruger, 2012, 2019; Theisen-Womersley, 2021). Equally, the affective experiences of
shame among South Africans may not only relate to trauma, but also with poverty
and difference within the current socio-political context (Kruger, 2012; Kruger
& Lourens, 2016; Lappeman et al.,, 2021; Swartz, 2012). One may contend that the
presence of these affective themes in South African psychotherapy case studies is
relevant as they are informed by and rooted in historical context and influenced by
immediate contextual factors.

Strengths and Limitations

This scoping review focused on in-depth, full, therapeutic cases and therefore excluded
brief case vignettes and multiple (or collective case studies). Even brief case reports may
also contribute meaningfully to relevant knowledge generation in SA, and warrant further
analyses. A limitation of this scoping review pertains to difficulties locating and accessing
psychotherapy case studies included as book chapters. Despite incorporating Google
Books as an online search platform, due to inconsistent availability of e-books online, it
is possible that case studies were not identified in the search. However, this limitation is
relevant as the case studies included in the scoping review are considered to reflect what
is readily available in the public domain. Furthermore, due to the broad focus of scoping
reviews, this research article offers only a glimpse of the knowledge produced by South
African psychotherapy case studies in the literature. Lastly, while the authors’ professions
and work environments (private/public sector) were considered, the demographics/
positionality of the authors may be an area worth exploring. However, in the pursuit of
relevance in South African psychology, this scoping review (descriptive as it is by nature)
may be considered as a ‘starting point’ for deeper analyses of the themes included.

Implications for Future Research

The results of this scoping review indicate that there is indeed a growing database of
uniquely South African psychotherapy case studies available in the literature. Thus,
there is a possibility to do more focused investigations into South African psychotherapy
case studies, for example regarding the ethics of writing up clinical cases, the efficacy
of Western-developed treatment approaches in SA, understandings of the therapeutic
relationship in the South African context, how trauma is represented in SA, and related
representations of affective experiences in the South African population. The limited
inclusion and representation of indigenous knowledge systems in South African
psychotherapy case studies is specifically highlighted for future research.

Conclusion

Despite the debate regarding the value of psychotherapy case studies, particularly
within the South African context, this scoping review revealed that there is an upward
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trend in the number of psychotherapy case studies being published. This suggests the
publication of context-dependent knowledge in the form of psychological case studies
is gradually increasing, constituting one possible mechanism of decolonising South
African psychology. Although few case studies produced generalisable knowledge in the
conventional scientific sense, one may argue that they offer value through “naturalistic
generalisation” (Evers & Wu, 2006, p. 514) by reflecting some of the key challenges faced
by individual South Africans seeking psychotherapy in different settings.

The case studies analysed both demonstrated the adaptation and implementation of
internationally developed therapy models in the South African context and illustrated
the ways in which the lives and challenges of individuals can be understood through a
theoretical lens. Furthermore, South African psychotherapy case studies have both
directly and indirectly accounted for the challenges faced by patients individually,
within the community setting, according to SES, and as a result of ongoing inequality
and structural violence. Thus, following Long’s (2013) understanding of relevance in
psychology, the pertinent individual and societal challenges were indeed foregrounded.

Therefore, case studies can be considered as contributing to a more decolonised
psychology by foregrounding individual experience as located within both immediate
and historical context and emphasising the importance of trauma and structural
violence in SA. Furthermore, by conveying the lived emotional experiences of South
Africans, with an inadvertent focus on the emotions of anger, shame, sadness, and
anxiety, case studies highlight the influence that context and social structures can
have on patients’ internal worlds. Lastly, psychotherapy case studies may contribute
to a more decolonised psychology by investigating the applicability of Eurocentric
theories and treatment models in SA and describing and understanding the use of
indigenous knowledge in psychotherapy. One may therefore conclude that South
African psychotherapy case studies are indeed a potential mechanism through which
contextually appropriate psychological knowledge can be generated with the aim
of dismantling universalistic reliance on Eurocentric psychological knowledge that
currently maintains hegemony in SA.
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