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Abstract Every year, students prematurely end their 

work with some clients due to the completion of their 

internship, rather than the client’s achievement of goals 

and thus a more natural endpoint of treatment. It is 

important to understand students’ experiences with forced 

termination to provide them with the necessary knowledge, 

skills, and support to optimally manage this complex 

phenomenon. This paper reviews the social work literature 

on forced termination arising from the ending of students’ 
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paper reviews the social work literature on forced termi-

nation arising from the ending of the student’s internship. 

We then present, in first-person narrative, the experiences of 

four first-year MSW interns in handling forced termination 

with a range of clients in multiple settings and under 

varying degrees of supervisory guidance. Each intern pre-

sents the client (disguised for purposes of confidentiality), 
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refused to reconsider. In terms of parallel process, Polly 

and I were both experiencing a negative transference to 

Ann, who resembled an overbearing authority figure to 

each of us. Transferentially I felt that Polly and I were 

siblings dealing with an abusive parent. 

This odd therapeutic triad—with its convoluted trans-

ferential, counter-transferential, and real relationships— 

complicated both the client work and supervision. For 

example, I was reluctant to accept guidance from Ann be-

cause I felt that I had a better, more productive, relationship 

with Polly. Even though I had intellectually recognized 

Polly’s splitting of Ann and me into abusive parent versus 

protective parent, emotionally I found myself identifying 

with and enacting the role of protector. I did not have 

enough trust or experience with supervision to explore these 

issues, and Ann did not invite their exploration. 

Termination and Supervisory Support 

Ultimately Ann and I were unable to resolve our problems 

and I was to be transferred to a different setting, resulting 

in a forced termination for my clients. My field advisor 

treated this strictly as an administrative issue, and not an 

opportunity to attend to some of the emotional responses I 

might have. As a first year intern with no prior experience 

of a good supervisory relationship, and no sense of norms 

or boundaries in this type of relationship, I felt like a failure 

for not being able to survive. In addition I felt sad and 

guilty about leaving my clients, and apprehensive that my 

leaving might cause them harm. 

Ironically, once the decision to separate was made Ann 

and I collaborated closely to deal with the terminations in a 

way that would most benefit the clients. I would have one 

session prior to Christmas vacation and a final session 

when I returned to terminate with my clients. We worked 

out a ‘‘script’’ in which I would introduce the termination 

as an ‘‘unexpected event,’’ probe for the client’s emotional 

responses, allowing them to vent, and collaborate with 

them in a way that would give them a sense of control and 

support. Polly would be transferred to Ann for individual 

therapy and Ann would join us in the final session to dis-

cuss the therapeutic issues that Polly wanted to deal with. 

While this structure was valuable and provided some 

support, it stayed on the concrete level, rather than pro-

viding any preparation for the intensely emotional termi-

nation responses by the clients or intern. Also, because of 

my tension with Ann, I was unable to process my feelings 

and concerns in supervision. 

Client’s Reactions to Termination 
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important to her, and felt relieved that it would be ending. 

Simultaneously, I felt sad and feared I might never have 

such a feeling of efficacy as a social worker again. I felt 

despair at Polly’s transfer to Ann who, I believed, could 

never establish the relationship that Polly and I had. But 

most of all I felt guilt because I believed that I could have 

precipitated a major setback for Polly. 

Reflections 

As a first year intern, I encountered two experiences that I 

had never had before: forced termination with a client, and 

a relationship with a supervisor. Knowing more about 

forced termination would have helped anticipate and 

normalize many of Polly’s and my own responses and 

feelings. The information covered in supervision tended to 

be concrete; a mutual exploration of parallel process, 

transference, and countertransference in the supervisory 

relationship would have facilitated termination and 

perhaps even obviated my transfer to a different unit. On 

the positive side, having experienced this turbulent termi-

nation helped me prepare for subsequent terminations with 

my new clients. This was due to a real appreciation of the 

importance of the termination process and the therapeutic 

gains that can be achieved, as well as an understanding of 

my own issues of loss that were triggered by separation 

from the client, the supervisor, and the placement. 

Example 2 

Background on Student 

Daniel Wagner is a 33-year-old White man pursuing an 

MSW after 10 years in the music industry. His internship 

was at a hospital’s outpatient clinic, treating pediatric 

oncology patients, where termination issues are compli-

cated by the underlying specter of death and loss. His 

experience illustrates issues of self-disclosure, the impor-

tance of taking the clients’ context into account in under-

standing potential reactions to termination, the usefulness 

of natural breaks such as holidays in previewing termina-

tion, and the centrality of strong supervision in guiding the 

student through this process. 

Background on Client 

The Gerrard family, father, mother, and Thomas, presented 

at the pediatric oncology outpatient clinic at the start of the 

semester. Two weeks earlier, during Thomas’ 1-year visit, 

his pediatrician had found a malignant mass on his kidney, 

which was removed. Thomas was now beginning a 7-

month chemotherapy protocol. In their mid-thirties, father, 

an executive, and mother, staying at home to care for 

Thomas, presented with severe anxiety and fatigue. 

Work with Client 

Working with catastrophically ill people had a tremendous 

psychological impact on me. My own anxiety and my 

tendency toward somatization often left me feeling sick, 

overwhelmed, and frightened. I met this family early in my 

internship. These first-time parents struggled with the 

fundamental changes in their life and daily routines, their 

child’s illness-related regression, his physical changes 

stemming from chemotherapy, and the loss of control 

inherent in experiencing a serious illness. Our work cen-

tered on psycho-education and empowerment to strengthen 

their parenting when they were feeling so ineffective. Both 

began to look forward to the weekly visits, where they 

would tell me the difficulties they were experiencing, but 

also what they had accomplished. 

Termination and Supervisory Support 

My supervisory relationship was excellent—supportive, 

professional, with good boundaries, clear communication 

and appropriate definition of roles and responsibilities. In 

early December, my supervisor suggested I discuss the 

upcoming break with my clients. When I met with the 

family, I stated, ‘‘As you I told you when we first met, I am 

a student. I’ll be finishing the first semester and going on 

break for 3 weeks.’’ They congratulated me and we talked 

about the clinician who would be available should any 

concerns arise. We moved on to discussing their child. As 

the session came to a close I repeated the dates of my 

absence. They asked me if I would be going anywhere. I 

said, ‘‘Yes, to Israel.’’ 

I realized, instantly, that I had said something troubling 

to them. The disclosure regarding my trip to Israel (and all 

its inherent danger, both real and imagined) touched many 

aspects of anxiety that they struggled with on a daily basis, 

including separation, loss, and even potential death. It 

became another potential loss. I assured the parents that I 

was staying with family and would be safe. We managed to 

come to an understanding regarding my trip, but at a cost: 

mother and father looked more exhausted and anxious than 

when I had entered the room. 

Later, after processing the session with my supervisor, I 

realized how nervous I was about going to Israel, and that I 

had brought this fear into the session. He suggested that my 

own difficulties with separation and separating from this 

family may have contributed to my self-disclosure and that 

it might be helpful for me to explore this in my own therapy. 

We discussed how the self-disclosure itself may have 
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Calvin with the name of his new clinician until the second 

to last session. I could not decide which would have been 

more disconcerting, not knowing the name, or knowing 

that the assigned clinician was notorious for a lack of affect 

or quality clinical treatment, acting more as a warden than 

a therapist. I experienced immense guilt about leaving 

Calvin without the assurance that he would receive the 

treatment to which he is entitled and which he so desper
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During the previous summer Laura had swallowed some 

pills, but Mrs. Edwards had not sought treatment. The case 

was brought to our agency because ACS was considering 

removal of the children due to Laura and her sister’s refusal 

to go to school and reluctance to leave their house. Laura 

was also overweight, and had health problems and poor 

social skills. 

Work with Client 

At first I visited Laura at home and, although she would not 

go to school, she eventually agreed to meet with me at the 

agency. The key to treatment was to create a strong bond 

and trusting relationship with Laura that eventually corre-

lated with her improvement. After 9 months of therapy, 

Laura began summer school and was eager to return to 

school full-time in September. She was socializing, had 

been without any suicidal ideation for 7 months, and had 

lost 20 pounds. 

Termination and Supervisory Support 

Despite all our progress, there remained one hurdle in our 

work. As the end of our time approached, Laura mentioned 

several times that she did not want me to go. My supervisor 

recommended broaching the subject no sooner than 

4 weeks prior to my leave due to Laura’s difficulties with 

separation. What I did not realize at that time was that 

precisely because of her fears and history of abandonment I 

needed to allow additional time for Laura to discuss and 

experience termination. I also needed to identify and work 

through my own reluctance to end. I felt no one would be 
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approach, a discussion regarding the intern’s own feelings 

about ending and sharing what strengths they have ob-

served in the client and what they have gained from the 

work together (Bostic et al., 1996; Goldstein, 1997; Levin, 

1998; Martinez, 1987). This serves as a model for the client 

and highlights the reciprocity of the relationship (Walsh & 

Meyersohn, 2001). Patricia and Daniel did this with their 

clients to good effect. 

Finally, interns might consider developing a follow-up 

plan with each client, as done by Elizabeth in her work 

with Calvin. What can the client do on their own to sustain 

and build on the gains of the work? Depending on the 

client’s needs, a referral to a new worker may be necessary. 

The intern may need to play an active role in this process, 

providing referrals, and possibly having a joint meeting 

with the new worker to ensure that the transfer is made. 

Issues of Post-termination Contact 

Given the strong feelings generated for both clients and 

workers, as discussed above, questions regarding post-ter-

mination contact will likely arise. The client may request to 

see the intern outside the treatment framework, and the 

intern may, for a variety of reasons, be tempted to maintain 

contact (Baum, 2006). This is a complex and controversial 

area, with little literature or research to provide guidance 

(Schachter, 1992). Most clinicians feel that there should be 

no post-termination contact unless initiated by the client, 

and then only within the professional framework, with the 

client contacting the worker at his or her place of 

employment and within the role of social worker. The 

parameters of the client–worker relationship are main-

tained so that the client can return in the future for treat-

ment if they so choose. However, this assumes that the 

client is able to contact the worker within a professional 

setting, which is rarely the case for students, who may still 

be in school or have yet to obtain a professional position. 

The possibility of maintaining the relationship with the 

intern may affect the client’s capacity to form a therapeutic 

alliance with a new worker at the agency where they can 

more readily and consistently continue their work, as was 

the case with Julia’s client Laura. Maintaining client con-

tact also may pose a burden for the intern, who does not 

have the structure of an agency or supervisor to support his 

or her work. Webb (1985) includes one case example from 

a first-year MSW student who had difficulty ending her 

contact with a client. Rather than facilitating the termina-

tion, the supervisor suggested the intern maintain telephone 

contact with the client over the summer until the new 

worker arrived in the fall. Confused and in need, the client 

continued to contact the intern. The intern felt guilty about 

not wanting any further contact with the client, and angry 

at the agency for thrusting her in this untenable position. 

For these reasons, terminating with the client in a clear, 

definitive way, and providing referrals to other profes-

sionals as needed is highly recommended. 

Conclusion 

The premature terminations that interns (and their clients) 

experience as a result of the completion of the field 

placement are complex phenomena that have received 

insufficient attention in the social work literature. As the 

existing literature suggests and the student cases presented 

illustrate, interns find these terminations difficult, and re-

quire further knowledge and skills and significant support 

in negotiating this complicated passage for themselves and 

their clients. In presenting students’ work and deriving 

some discussion points for interns and field instructors 

based on the students’ experiences and the relevant litera-

ture, we hope to stimulate further reflection, research, and 

training on this important but neglected topic. Particular 

areas for exploration include the development and evalu-

ation of timely, comprehensive training, including that 

occurring within the relational matrix of supervision, on 

both interns’ and clients’ experience of termination. 
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