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Critically compare and contrast the theory of change within the Person-Centred and Gestalt therapeutic approaches. Your work should demonstrate understanding of the core concepts of both theories, highlighting their similarities and differences. Be sure to underpin your discussion with reference to appropriate and contemporary academic sources.
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People often seek out therapy in order to change something in some way. Whether it be to come to terms with a loss, build on self-esteem or to get support when they feel that they should change but are struggling to accept or do this (Stewart, 2015). The Person-Centred and Gestalt therapeutic approaches are both Humanistic and place emphasis on individuals as a whole. Humanistic approaches encourage client responsibility and the therapies in this domain are client led, with the counsellor acting as a facilitator or aid. This modality also focuses on encouraging clients to reach their highest potential (BACP, 2020). Mick Cooper (2019) writes that all therapies have commonalities that effect client change, of which include; the quality of the therapeutic relationship, the types of techniques used in the therapy, different client factors and their engagement with the therapy and finally, the client’s hope. This implies that change for the client is dependent on all of these four factors, which run through all therapeutic approaches. 
This essay will compare and contrast two Humanistic Counselling approaches: Person-centred Therapy and Gestalt Therapy, with a discussion about the similarities first, followed by their differences. There will be an investigation into the ways in which clients progress or change through both therapeutic approaches and how each approach supports this. There will be an analysis on whether clients change through different techniques, or whether they change as a result of the therapeutic relationship, and a focus on which approach uses what. This work will look to explore how the different approaches define change and how a client gets there within the specific approach.
The process of change in both therapies can be seen to encourage individuals to be their true self and promote self-awareness, however, do have slightly differing stances (Samsha, 2012). Whilst acknowledging that Carl Rogers’ six core conditions are thought to be central in facilitating change within Person-Centred therapy, the aim of the approach is to encourage the individual to have greater independence, focusing on the person themselves rather than their background. Clients are encouraged to grow and cope with their issues better, rather than to solve them (Corey, 2009). On the other side comes Gestalt Therapy which aims to raise awareness in clients in relation to how they experience their environment. This approach encompasses the principle of the Paradoxical Theory of Change which believes that when a person becomes what they truly are and not try to be someone or something they are not, then change can happen. When participating in Gestalt therapy, the client transitions between being what they really are and what they feel they should be, whilst the therapist encourages the client to be who they truly are (Hamilton, 2013). Rather than changing the client behaviour as such, both approaches seem to bring the client into a state of more awareness of themselves and grow as their true selves, almost changing the client into a self-directing being.
A common factor of both approaches when facilitating change seems to be the therapeutic relationship. Whether practising Gestalt therapy or using the Person-Centred approach, the therapeutic relationship is key to successful therapy and therapeutic change. According to Paul and Charura (2015), the therapeutic relationship is the key element amongst all therapies. Acknowledging that the different types of therapies use the relationship in different ways, it is the relationship between the client and counsellor that is the most influential part of therapy. As the Person-Centred approach seems to place more emphasis on the therapeutic relationship, it cannot be said that Gestalt therapy does not also value it, and they share common qualities.
Presence in Gestalt therapy means for the therapist to be fully present with the client. The Gestalt therapist brings in all of their senses and brackets any preconceptions or thoughts so they can be fully engaged with the therapy session, in order to allow themselves to be impacted by the client (Joyce and Sills, 2018). Presence is one of the qualities which helps form the dialogic relationship, or the “I-Thou” relationship whereby a client and counsellor meet as a unity. The relationship is mutual and both parties are whole beings and not separate entities (Clarkson and Cavicchia, 2014). Presence can help a client change as it can be healing. It enables clients to feel free to express their feelings without being judged, something they may have not previously been able to do (Brownell, 2019). Whilst the effectiveness of presence in the therapeutic relationship and client change has shown to be effective, continuous, in-depth contact can be tiring. It is important to maintain awareness for yourself as a counsellor and to know your own limitations in order to prevent burn out (Corey, 2016). If you do not look after yourself as a therapist then it is difficult to expect you to look after other people’s emotions.
Similarly, in the Person-Centred approach, although not highlighted in the core conditions, Carl Rogers did identify the effectiveness of presence on clients and therapeutic healing, with the idea that his focus and presence alone was healing enough (Brodley, 2000). It has been discovered that when clients feel that their therapist is present with them, not only has the therapeutic relationship strengthened, but there has also been positive change following the therapy session (Geller et al., 2010). As also seen from a Gestalt perspective, presence in the Person-Centred approach can be seen to be healing as client’s feel listened to and respected, with their emotions being held by the therapist as they meet in mutual togetherness (Greenberg and Geller, 2002). Whilst it is evident that presence is key in facilitating change, perspectives from the Person-Centred approach note that presence needs to be experienced and felt by the client for it to be of any therapeutic benefit. As a client encounters a therapist’s presence, they become more present with themselves and with their therapist, deepening their relationship which may then encourage self-acceptance and personal growth (Geller, 2013). This implies that if therapist presence is not felt by a client, then there is a lesser chance of change occurring, which surely would apply to Gestalt therapy also.
A further similarity within the therapeutic relationship of the Gestalt and Person-Centred approach is the use of empathy. Being one of Carl Rogers’ core conditions, empathy is understanding and experiencing the thoughts and feelings of a client. Often argued as the most important part of the therapeutic relationship by Person-Centred theorists, empathy should be a role and attitude of the counsellor rather than a skill (Clark, 2013). In the Gestalt approach however, empathy is seen in the act of inclusion, rather than a label of empathy. More than just trying to understand how a client feels, inclusion involves bringing the therapist’s responses to the here and now of the therapy session (Clarkson and Cavvichia 2014). It can bring personal change as it enables people to feel understood and enables individuals to make sense of their experience (Howe, 2013). Empathy has been found to be powerful in changing the way a client feels about themselves or their experiences. When a client has felt true empathy, they have been able to feel more secure and trusting in the relationship and experience a decline in negative ways of treating themselves (Watson et al., 2013). Moreover, there is neuroscientific research to support the power of empathy. Mirror neurons trigger the same activity in the brain when you watch an emotion, as they would when you experience it yourself, implying that empathy is more than just verbal communication (Praszkier, 2014). With scientific research to support the power of empathy, it is not surprising that both approaches equally encompass empathy into the therapeutic relationship, as when true empathy is shown to clients, this can be passed onto them and they may feel more empathic towards themselves.
Whilst both approaches share a common emphasis on the therapeutic relationship being a central aspect to change, the Gestalt and Person-Centred approach also practise phenomenology as a shared skill or technique. Phenomenology delves into how people experience the world individually, acknowledging that people experience the world’s phenomenon’s in different ways (Spinelli, 2005) In Gestalt therapy, the therapist brings attention to what the client is saying, what the client is expressing with their body language and what they have understood the client to have described about their experiencing. This phenomenological method emphasis the clients present here and now emotions, with awareness said to be growth enabling as it encourages people to be more self-directing (White, 2014). In the Person-Centred approach the therapist is also with the client in their world as apposed to just being in their world. Again, the therapist notices not only what the client is saying, but how they are saying it, their tone of voice and body language. Attention is paid to the phenomena within the client, the therapist as they work and the therapeutic relationship. Like Gestalt therapy, the therapist brackets any meanings or interpretations they may have and views each client’s experiences as unique to themselves (Casemore, 2011). Burton (2016) writes that phenomenology can awaken and connect people with their own self. When a client describes their overriding emotions, they can gain a better understanding of them which can provide them with a sense of control. Moreover, as the clients’ different thoughts and feelings begin to emerge through phenomenological noticing, the client is able learn new things about themselves and explore their life experiences with the therapist. Often life conflicts arise and by discussing them as they appear, the client can release this emotion, off-loading something that may have been holding them down for a while. This phenomenological skill allows clients to feel as though the therapist has felt this experience with them, enabling feelings of validation (Van Deurzen 2015). Both approaches equally seem to value presence as important as they share the same humanistic value of viewing the client as whole, with all experience being of significance in the therapy room (Scholl et al., 2012).
Despite both approaches’ similarities, Gestalt therapy and Person-centred therapy have their differences. Unlike Gestalt therapy, instead of using specific techniques as such, the Person-Centred approach places emphasis on Carl Rogers’ necessary core conditions to establish and maintain a good therapeutic relationship, which will in turn create successful therapy. This approach requires the therapist to hold empathy, unconditional positive regard and congruence and when this is done, therapeutic change can take place (Feltham and Horton, 2004). Although it is important to remember that different clients may need different things from therapy, and some may require more challenging techniques, providing a client with an accepting, honest and empathic therapeutic relationship is often the most impactful thing to do. It provides a space where they can talk to a stranger about aspects of their life that are causing discomfort, and when this is met with openness and acceptance, the client is able to become more vulnerable and open with the therapist (Cooper, 2019). The power of the conditions and the therapeutic relationship on enabling change can be seen in unconditional positive regard for example. It enables clients to feel heard and accepted about negative things they may have been feeling. The pure feeling of acceptance is enough to enable clients to change, it provides them with validation and motivation that they have been heard and are important (Wilkins, 2000). Moreover, Hamovitch et al. (2018) argues that building the therapeutic relationship in the Person-centred approach is the most essential part of therapy, as people require connection when they seek mental health support, therefore the strong alliance between counsellor and client can be healing to begin with. 
It is apparent that instead of using specific methods, Person-Centred therapy places all emphasis on the therapeutic relationship to facilitate change and writers will often criticise this approach for being too basic and lacking clear structure and techniques (Eremie and Ubulom, 2016). Despite this criticism, Person-Centred therapists do exhibits skills which could be seen as techniques within their work, however, are just not as apparent as Gestalt techniques.
Rather than a structured obvious technique, in Person-centred therapy, therapists practise the skill of reflection. Reflection is not simply just repeating a person’s words; it is intended to create a better understanding between client and counsellor. This skill helps therapists to check that they have understood the client’s experience properly, relaying their core conditions of unconditional positive regard and empathy to the client and ensuring the client feels held and listened to in that moment. Empathic reflections also allow the therapist to reflect emotions and sensations back to a client in the hope of highlighting them (Wilkins, 2003). As the therapy is client led, this would be left for the client to take and explore if they felt it was of significance for them. An empathic reflection can create an open space for the client to discuss things that they may not have felt before (Arnold, 2014). This implies that by reflecting the client’s emotion back to them, the client can elaborate and explore their feelings, delving into different meanings behind them and inciting growth within. It is a hidden technique which can somewhat be overlooked, as the main emphasis in the Peron-Centred approach is on the core conditions and therapeutic relationship.
A further difference between the approaches can be seen through Gestalt’s stance on emphasising and promoting client awareness. As this is the main aim of this approach, Gestalt therapy is more verbal than the Person-Centred approach about this topic (Clarke, 2020). Through a principle called Figure and Ground, the therapist addresses what is both figural for the client and what is in the background of their experience. This can help facilitate change by bringing in aspects which are out of the client’s awareness into the forefront. This in turn, brings new meaning to the client and allows them to understand themselves or their situations better (Bergman, 2020).
Additionally, Gestalt Therapy identifies three zones of awareness. These include the inner zone; internal events such as feelings and bodily sensations, the outer zone; phenomena that comes in from the outside world, and the middle zone; our fantasies and dreams. A healthy way of functioning is seen when individuals move around all three of the different zones and by paying attention to each zone of awareness, the client can see how they fit in within their environment. They can then adjust to feel comfortable, thus bettering their relationship with their world (Mann, 2010). Furthermore, the cycle of experience provides us with an understanding of the movement of awareness. It is a sequence of contact and withdrawal and provides the therapist with a guide on where an individual makes and breaks contact with their environment or themselves (Bergman, 2020). When individuals are not able to complete their cycles, they become stuck and experience unfinished business. The cycle can thus provide therapists with a guide on where in the cycle the client has become interrupted, bring this to the client’s awareness and allow them to complete the cycle, facilitating positive change as we can often become held up on things that we were unable to complete (Joyce and Sills, 2010). 
The Gestalt approach will use different techniques to help resolve client’s unfinished business, highlighting a further difference between the two approaches. Gestalt Therapy uses experiments such as chair work to bring awareness and attention to a client’s different experiences, whereas the Person-Centred approach does not use such bold techniques (Lopez, Baker and Nenn, 2015). Chair work involves either having an empty chair whereby the client can imagine someone or something in the chair, usually this is someone causing them to experience unfinished business, or the client can move from chair to chair and act as the different parts of themselves that are causing internal conflict. This provides the client with the opportunity to complete their cycle of experience through acting scenarios out, allowing therapeutic change to take place (Vreeswijk et al., 2015). Chair work provides clients with the opportunity to speak to the things that are causing them discomfort, rather than speaking about them. The therapeutic room provides a safe space for the client to talk about their struggles, allowing them to talk, argue and even forgive them, providing a therapeutic release and closure (Pugh, 2017). Furthermore, by allowing a client to play a part of their emotion, this emotion can become deeper and bolder and allows often hidden voices to come out, allowing the client to be themselves, which is the aim of therapeutic change in Gestalt Therapy (Kellogg, 2019). Additionally when working with unfinished business with a significant other, the client can attain a clearer understanding of the other persons behaviour or actions, leading to a more positive view of the situation, and sometimes forgiveness for the other person (Fromme, 2011).
In conclusion, the Gestalt and Person-Centred approach have their similarities and differences, with the bulk of those differences being that Gestalt Therapy has structured techniques whereas the Person-Centred approach does not so much. Both approaches understand the significance of the therapeutic relationship and highlight that without this, it is unlikely that any therapeutic change would take place. They both share qualities such as presence and empathy and imply this throughout therapy. Whilst agreeing on the therapeutic relationship, they also share the same importance of phenomenology and see the whole of the client and their environment in order to induce therapeutic change. Even though they have their similarities, they do have differences whereby the Person-Centred approach places a huge emphasis on the therapeutic relationship and sees this as the forefront of change, whilst Gestalt incorporates bolder techniques, like chair work, alongside the relationship. Having said that, the Person-Centred approach does display techniques such as reflection and has demonstrated the important of this on heightening client emotions. Gestalt therapy also has more to say regarding awareness as the therapies aim is to increase client awareness. Overall, it is quite clear that the difference between Gestalt therapy and Person-Centred therapy is the fact that although Gestalt Therapy acknowledges that the therapeutic relationship is the most significant part of therapy, it uses more techniques. Whereas whilst Person-Centred therapy uses some skills or techniques, the main emphasis is on the therapeutic relationship in inducing positive client change.
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