Counselling theory essay

Throughout this piece of writing the focus will be put on three different types of therapy with reference to the humanistic theory by Carl Rogers, cognitive behavioural therapy by Aaron Beck and Albert Ellis, and the psychodynamic theory by Sigmund Freud.  There is also a description of the British Association for Counsellors and Psychotherapists (BACP) which is the professional framework put in place for counsellors and psychotherapists (BACP, 2023).  A comparison is added in this piece of writing which shows that Freud and Ellis/Beck have the most similarities throughout their theories. 

Carl Rogers was a well-known theorist who believed in a humanistic/person-centred approach to counselling.  Rogers had the intention that in order to create a safe environment for the client then trust must be built between the client and counsellor in order to build a rapport for communication to be effective.  Within Rogers’ theory he believed in different conditions in order for the individual receiving therapy to reach their self-actualisation in order to be able to heal (Study, 2023).  The three main core conditions which Rogers believed in built up of empathy, congruence, and unconditional positive regard in order to allow the client to feel valued and protected in order to gain access to their full potential (Counselling Tutor, 2023). According to Rogers empathy is the ability to provide active listening and having the facility to put yourself in the clients’ shoes when communicating to them without any judgement (Dou, 2020). Congruence is known as the ability to be real and genuine with the client and provide authenticity throughout the session. By the counsellor being congruent it allows the client to fully express themselves and allow a rapport to be built to fully understand the experience of what they are going through (E-learning network, 2021). The final, main condition which Rogers believed counsellors must portray within sessions was unconditional positive regard which is having non-judgemental respect for individuals no matter what their story is by anything they tell you; you cannot allow it to change your opinion on them (Ackerman, 2018). Rogers’ theory had the intent that it was a non-direct approach where within the sessions it was client lead as the client was the ‘expert’. He was convinced that by finding the best approach for the client to cope which suited them would prove to have better outcomes as the client is the ‘expert’ and they know themselves better than anyone else (Rogers, 1970). Rogers (1952) suggested that throughout each session the client would gradually gain more independence to then go on to have the ability to take more action and responsibility of their lives, empowering them to become an ideal version of themselves through the person-centred approach.


The cognitive behavioural theory in a description was the thoughts an individual had would lead to their feelings and then their behaviour.  The cognitive behavioural theory (CBT) was intended that people’s thoughts and feelings were influenced by the people around you, including family and friends.  Another fact which was believed to influence the type of person you become depends on what type of feelings you have, which could be positive or negative which would then go on to affect your behaviour in a positive or negative way.  CBT is a therapy which involves talking and is an effective way of treatment for different mental health conditions.  The thoughts which people have is based on “rational thoughts” which shows that they are built up on assumptions not facts, this is the reason why through therapy the counsellor will influence their client to unlearn their unwanted behaviours and feelings though learning new ways to think and react (Mind, 2021).  Aaron Beck was a theorist who believed in Cognitive Therapy (CT), his thoughts on present therapy was that professionals focused too much on the individuals past events whereas he believed they should focus on the clients’ current beliefs (Selva, 2018).  The cognitive model is made up of three steps which include cognition that leads to how individuals think and what thoughts they have, how the individuals feel which leads to their emotions and then finally how they act which impacts their behaviours (Beck Institute, 2020).  Albert Ellis believed in the same theory as Beck although his theory was known as ‘Rational-Emotive Behaviour Therapy (REBT).  This approach which Ellis believed in helped to contrast factual thoughts and irrational thoughts.  The therapy helped distressed individuals recognise their negative thoughts which lead to emotional or behavioural issues in order to change their thinking patterns into more positive approaches (Legg, 2018).  The importance of the two theorists’ (Beck and Ellis) research was due to the impact negative thinking had on individuals, as it was proven that thoughts people were having was leading them to develop mental health disorders, such as depression and anxiety (Hetrick et al, 2016).  Some physical affects which were caused by negative thoughts include shaking, palpitations and dizziness which are all symptoms of anxiety.  Beck believed that if someone had negative views about the world, it would lead to negative views about the future which would result in negative thoughts and views about themselves.  This is one reason why CBT was researched in order to change individuals thought processes to more positive ones (Legg, 2018).

Another famous theory was the psychodynamic perspective which came to light by Sigmund Freud.  The theory was believed to be based on individuals’ thoughts being influenced by their childhood experiences and how their behaviour is brought on by unconscious motives (MSW programs, 2023).  An overall explanation of this theory is that Freud believes that behaviour is determined by the nature and nurture of a person’s past experiences, including their up bringing.  It is believed that if people have negative childhoods which has caused trauma throughout their lives it can cause mental health disorders from unresolved unconscious conflicts.  The way in which the psychodynamic theory supports this is by the overcoming of unconscious conflicts and thoughts.  Freud’s theory involved levels of conscious thoughts which referred to the level of mentality which people are unaware of and can’t access (Freud, 1923).  Three different types of thought mechanisms include the id idea which concludes of the pleasure principle which is the thought of wanting to do something in the moment without consideration.  The way in which the id urges is controlled is by a person’s ego where reality hits and helps the individual consider whether they want to go ahead with their id.  In-between the id and ego of a person’s thought process is the super ego which prevents the individual from carrying out an action due to a disbelief, this is also promoted by the ego which is the reality principle (Luman, 2023).  Freud’s theory had reference to a person’s level of mind which involved the conscious mind (the mental thoughts which everyone is aware of), preconscious mind and the unconscious mind.  People’s unconscious mind is made up of thoughts and memories which are not accessible at all times, but they can be reached and easily recalled if tried to.  Unconscious thoughts involve the thoughts and feelings which can’t be recalled or reached, this could be due to trauma or negative times in someone’s past (Cherry, 2023).  Freud’s theory also involved psychosexual stages which he believed individuals experienced from infants into adolescence.  The stages were known as oral (0-18 months), anal (18-36 months), phallic (3-6 years), latency (6 years to puberty) and finally genital (puberty onwards).  The first stage known as oral was believed to be the first point at which babies show their sensuality through their mouths.  Developing on from that Freud shows that depending on how a child was fed in their infant years influences their actions in adulthood, for example if a child is underfed, they may turn into suspicious adults, on the other hand if they are overfed, they could turn into optimistic adults.  The anal stage is suggested to be infused when infants start to learn how to potty train where they start to have control over their own bowel movement.  If children are taught to potty train too late it may lead to individuals in their adult lives having an issue with cleanliness and a stubbornness.  At the phallic stage children may start to become more interested in others of the opposite sex where at this point, they may start to experience feelings of attraction and jealousy.  The fourth stage, latency stage is where young people start to focus more on developing themselves, including at school and in social aspects.  The final stage (genital stage) is where individuals start to become more sexually mature, and they begin to take an interest in their sexual feelings and take more responsibility in such situations (Simply Psychology, 2023).

There are many comparisons and differences between all three different theories.  Between the three theories Carl Rogers focused on a person-centred approach which was a humanistic theory, whereas Freud believed in a psychodynamic approach and Ellis/Beck researched into the cognitive behavioural therapy which was more focused on a behavioural approach.  The difference which Rogers has from Freud and Ellis/Beck is that he was led to believe that the client is the ‘expert’ (Rogers, 1970), and they are the main focus on their own road to recovery as they know themselves best.  Whereas, on the other hand Freud and Ellis/Beck believed that the counsellor was the expert in order to focus the clients mind on changing their feelings and behaviour (Mind, 2021).  In Freud’s case of the counsellor being the expert, he believed that the main focus would be to help the client understand how their childhood years may be the reason for why the feel or act the way they do in the present moment.  The cognitive behavioural therapy was different again as its aim was to change the way the client’s thought and felt about situations which they might have experienced in order to reduce the risk of mental health issues or symptoms of mental problems.  Rogers’ approach focused on a non-direct approach which was client lead, where active listening was the main component to the therapy which promoted client’s self-empowerment in order to gain self-actualisation.  Another similarity which the psychodynamic and CBT theories have is that core conditions of the individual are desirable whereas on the contrary the humanistic approach influences that the core conditions are obligatory and compulsory in order to reach self-actualisation (Study, 2023).  One aspect of the person-centred approach by Rogers which was different to the two other theories was that he believed it was crucial to build a rapport between the counsellor and client as the client must be able to feel comfortable and have the ability to trust ((E-learning network, 2021).  Instead of believing in the building up of a rapport Freud, Ellis and Beck believed in the importance of providing the client with information and guidance on what to work on instead of building a professional relationship as Rogers did. 

In relation to the counselling theories there is a standard put in place for counsellors in order to ensure a safe working practice for clients and professionals.  The legislation required to be followed is known as the British Association for Counsellors and Psychotherapists (BACP).  The BACP is a professional framework which provides guidance for working counsellors and psychotherapists.  The BACP have a list of standards which must be followed by counsellors which include having responsibility, encouragement, support, passion, excellence, collaboration, and trust (BACP, 2023).  The BACP is put in place to ensure that counsellors understand the type of environment they are working in as it is a more formal situation as nursing for example as it is more direct.  The one standard which the BACP put in place is trust which is crucial for counsellors in order for clients to be able to communicate in a way which provides information that is understandable.  Within counselling trust must be built between the counsellor and client in order to build positive professional relationships and to be able to provide active listening throughout sessions to fully understand the client’s needs (Savva, 2014).  There is a difference between the care provided within a nursing situation and a counselling environment as nurses are promoted to reassure patients and can do so by comforting them through physical touch, for example holding their hand through a procedure (Med PB, 2020).   On the other hand, counsellors are not meant to comfort their clients in this way as it would come across as inappropriate according to the BACP due to the environment being more formal. 

To conclude, the explanation of the three different theories have been described which shows that Roger’s believed that the client is the ‘expert’ of their therapy (Rogers, 1970).  The other two theories also show that the counsellor is the ‘expert’ as they help to change/enlighten the client on why they are feeling the way they are and how they can change it in order to improve the way they act/behave ((Beck Institute, 2020).  Finally, there is reference to the BACP which shows the importance of working in a professional manner when counselling clients and the difference professionalism is in a nursing situation. 
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