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Critically compare the theory of change within the Person-Centred and Gestalt therapeutic approaches.

Person-centred therapy and Gestalt therapy are humanistic approaches  that aim to empower clients by developing a clearer sense of self to overcome negative issues relating to themselves and, or inter-relationships (Cooper et al. 2013: Reeves, 2013). Mental distress, anxiety and depression are often symptoms of inner turmoil for people struggling to come to terms with disparity in their personal lives, forming obstacles that block their path and hinder them from moving forward (Cooper et al, 2013: Elliott, 2016: Reeves, 2013). The foundations of humanistic therapy are built on developing an understanding of emotions, feelings, behaviour patterns and thoughts to help the client develop a clearer sense of self and create awareness, leading to possibilities available for change to occur (Lambert, 2013: Reeves, 2013. Within the person-centred approach, the three core conditions: empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard will be critiqued to see the affect they have on the client and how they help them move towards change. Likewise, the therapeutic relationship will be considered and whether the strength of the relationship is salient to improving the client’s opportunity to change themselves and the circumstances that are causing mental distress. Gestalt theory will also be considered relating to these areas alongside the relevance of techniques and experiments used to improve the client’s mental well-being and enhance their lives (Fischer, 2015,2017: Joyce and Sills, 2018). This essay will set out to explain the key concepts of these approaches then compare person-centred therapy with Gestalt therapy to determine the similarities and differences between the theories of change. Initially, the similarities found between the two theories will be explored, followed by any differences, and conclude by ascertaining if person-centred therapy or Gestalt therapy is more effective in creating change for the client.

The centrality of Carl Rogers’ person-centred therapy, is that humans instinctively are positive and naturally strive towards fulfilling their potential and achieving self-actualization (Cooper et al, 2013, 2015: Reeves, 2013). The main tenet of the non-directive therapy is to focus on the client’s issues in the here and now, whilst considering the client to be the expert, as opposed to the therapist (Reeves, 2013: Tolan and Cameron, 2017). Demonstration of the three core conditions: empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard are necessary in order for the client to overcome their issues, moving towards a change either within themselves or their interrelationships (Lambert, 2013:Tolan and Cameron, 2017). Cooper et al. (2013, 2015) states, it is not enough for the therapist to express and convey these core conditions, the client must perceive them and feel that the therapist truly understands their situation. According to Dryden (2002) and Elliott (2016) true authenticity and congruence within the relationship leads the client to be able to change, however the environment, including the therapist, are essential to facilitate development and growth. Establishing a strong therapeutic relationship is paramount to achieving a positive outcome, therefore the client must feel trust and honesty are embedded within the alliance (Prawitasari, Widiastuti and Asitasari, 2019: Reeves, 2013). Moments where a true connectedness is felt between the client and therapist, known as presence, helps to create awareness and build the therapeutic relationship, encouraging the alliance to work at a relational depth (Singer, 2014: Timulak and McElvaney, 2013). Strupp (1988) states, the shift in experience that occurs during these moments, when both the client and therapist connect on a much deeper level, allows the client to feel met and understood, thus, enhancing the alliance whilst opening up possibilities for change. Both verbal and non-verbal communication are essential within the person-centred approach as there are no experiments or techniques used such as in cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) or Gestalt therapy. Therefore, phenomenological noticing by the therapist is a prerequisite within the therapeutic relationship and very effective in gaining an insightful understanding of the client’s true feelings and emotions in the present moment. (Danielsson and Rosberg, 2015).

The main principle of Fritz Perls’ directive Gestalt therapy is to create client awareness, therefore enabling more choice and possibilities to create change and alleviate mental distress (Jacobs and Hycner, 2009). Although Gestalt does not have a direct English translation, it means the sum of the parts are bigger than the whole and its’ main principle revolves around holism (Buber and Kaufmann, 1996: Langemeyer, 2017). Humans are not only a physical or mental being but have thoughts, emotions, dreams and behaviours that interconnect differently with experiences within their environment (Langemeyer, 2017: Macaluso, 2015). According to Latner (2015) and Macaluso (2015), clients strive towards self-actualization and growth but to achieve this, they need an awareness to accept all parts of themselves, how they feel, behave, and think differently. Clients are encouraged to take responsibility for their own thoughts, behaviours and issues negatively impacting their life, whether personally or within relationships (Raffagnino, 2019). By becoming more aware, clients can make informed decisions, leading to meaningful experiences of who they are in the world and ultimately move towards change (Raffagnino, 2019: Singer, 1994). Contemporary Gestalt therapists view clients as experts on themselves and their own experiences and are keen to develop an awareness of the client’s own senses in the present moment (Raffagnino, 2019: Roubal, 2016). Authentic change cannot be forced on clients, instead, occurring naturally and happens when trying to be who they are instead of who they are trying to be (Joyce and Sills, 2018: Macaluso, 2015: Philippson, 2012). Perls, Hefferline and Goodman (1951) state, the use of techniques and experiments are core to Gestalt therapy and essential to clients understanding feelings and emotions in the present moment as opposed to the past or future, developing a firm grounding and clearer sense of self. The empty chair and two chair techniques are renowned and used to encourage the client to deal with issues such as an inner critic or problematic relationship dynamics (Frew, 2016: Joyce and Sills, 2018). Gestalt therapy consists of several principles, however, the figure and ground principle, focuses on the most salient issue at the time, the figure, but Gestalt therapists are aware that this is invariably interchangeable with the ground due to an ever changing environment (Frew, 2016: Langemeyer, 2017).

Research highlights several similarities between person-centred therapy and Gestalt therapy, such as the importance of the therapeutic relationship, being in the present moment and phenomenological noticing (Cooper et al, 2013, 2015: Danielsson and Rosberg, 2015: Elliott, Lago and Charura, 2016). Within both therapies, the strength of the therapeutic relationship is key to ensuring a positive client outcome and the demonstration of the core conditions; empathy, congruence, and unconditional positive regard are essential for the client to feel met and understood, create awareness and move towards change (Cooper et al, 2013, 2015: Lambert, 2013). According to Lambert (2013) and Levenson (2005), the client must understand and feel that the therapist is empathic and not just trying to appease them which can be difficult when the only technique used is dialogic. Roubal (2016) states that although person-centred therapy is known as non-directive, a better description would be ‘less directive’ as only a client sitting alone without a therapist is truly non-directive. Strupp (1988) argues that therapeutic change is therapist led and has marked similarities to that of a parent-child relationship, where a client will only be manipulated if they are willing participants. Prawitasari, Widiastuti and Asitasari (2019) also considers the lack of structure within the person-centred approach to be a limitation, unlike Gestalt therapy which incorporates many principles, techniques, and experiments.  Person-centred therapy has a more dialogic basis than Gestalt therapy, within which the therapist must maintain eye contact, use minimal encouragers, paraphrase, and clarify succinctly to convey that they are actively listening and interested in what the client has to say (Cooper et al, 2013: 2015: Reeves, 2013). However, Prawitasari, Widiastuti and Asitasari (2019) state that eye contact is socially unacceptable within certain cultures so both person-centred therapy and Gestalt therapy may not be suitable for such individuals. Phenomenological inquiry is also key to both person-centred and Gestalt therapies and essential in focusing the client on their emotions and feelings in the present moment (Danielsson and Rosberg, 2015). Both approaches work in the ‘here and now’, believing that the client can only consider change and create awareness if they can confront their current emotions and feelings (Danielsson and Rosberg, 2015). Noticing how a client is fidgeting or demonstrating bad posture and commenting on it as soon as it becomes apparent, is essential to unlocking hidden emotions and feelings whilst helping the client to move forward and create awareness (Fischer, 2015, 2017). According to Novak, Park, and Friedman (2013) the application of phenomenological noticing and experiments in Gestalt therapy can particularly help men to develop an awareness of their emotions as they often have difficulty expressing themselves. Novak, Park and Friedman (2013) state that due to societal constraints, men tend to feel mostly anger and lack an awareness of the reasons for their often overwhelming emotions, therefore, drawing attention to subconscious behaviours can help the client move towards both awareness and change. However, whilst both approaches are proven to be evidenced-based effective therapies, certain client issues may be more suited to a specific approach and the client and therapist must be a good fit (Levenson, 2005).  Roubal (2016) argues that Gestalt techniques may not be suitable in cases of extreme emotional turmoil such as child abuse where clients have a higher drop-out rate of therapy due to the intense feelings created during experiments. In such cases, Raffagnino (2019) suggests that a more dialogic, gentle approach such as person-centred therapy would be more suitable to reduce drop-out rates whilst helping the client move forward and towards change.

Similarities can also be found between person-centred therapy and Gestalt therapy in relation to self-actualization and Martin Buber’s concept of I-Thou. The basis of this concept requires individuals to relate to each other with their whole being, without any precursors of past experiences or preconceived ideas (Anderson and Cissna, 1997: Buber and Kaufmann, 1996).  Anderson and Cissna (1997) state that when a client is truly seen exactly as they are, they cannot help but change due to the deeply felt authenticity in that present moment. The genuineness between client and therapist relating to each other as a complete being, is essential to the therapeutic relationship, helping the client move towards awareness and change, and ultimately achieving self-actualization (Friedman, 1998: 2002). According to Macaluso (2015), similarly to person-centred therapy, Gestalt therapy is dialogic and by incorporating the relational concept of I-Thou, the therapist is enabled to understand the client as a whole being, balancing individual awareness with interpersonal dialogue and the interconnectedness of the field. Transcripts of Buber and Rogers ‘The Dialogue’, highlights how each founder of these approaches was influenced by the others thought processes and future work, and emphasizes the importance of therapists not to analyse their clients or to objectify them (Anderson and Cissna, 1997). Equally, in person-centred and Gestalt therapy, Buber and Kaufmann (1996) state that as a result of forming a deep relational alliance the client is able to perceive his or herself for who they actually are and begin to fulfill their true potential, moving towards the instinctive human need to self-actualize.

Although there are several similarities between person-centred therapy and Gestalt therapy, such as the possibility of achieving self-actualization and the therapeutic alliance, stark contrasts distinguish the approaches from each other. Initially, the main difference is that Gestalt therapy does not force change unlike in person-centred therapy, instead, aims to create client awareness (Jacobs and Hycner, 2009: Lambert, 2013). Jacobs and Hycner (2009) and Philippson (2012) state that although Gestalt is directive therapy, the client must gain insight into their emotions, feelings, thoughts, dreams and behaviour patterns and become aware of different possibilities in life themselves. Human beings often desire change in their lives, whether within themselves or in inter-relationships, nevertheless, the Paradoxical Theory of Change highlights how if individuals stop trying to change circumstances and learn to accept them, change will occur naturally (Chan, Berven and Thomas, 2015). However, Levenson (2005) argues that no matter what theoretical approach is being used, change will only occur if the client and therapist are suited and have similar styles. Chan, Berven and Thomas (2015) state that Apollonian people have ordered rational thinking and are not suitably matched with those of a more Dionysian persona. According to Singer (1994), change occurs naturally when the client tries to get to know the therapist and appreciates their suggested visions, whilst the therapist takes time to fully understands the client’s issues. The interaction between client and therapist is significant to reaching shared goals and can only be achieved by creating awareness as opposed to forcing change (Danielsson and Rosberg, 2015).

Gestalt therapy incorporates various techniques and experiments to fully engage the client and immerse them in their emotions in the here and now. The empty chair technique is arguably the best-known exercise and helps to confront clients unfinished business which can inhibit them and block their path from moving forward (Jacobs and Hycner, 2009: Joyce and Sills, 2018: Roubal, 2016). The technique requires the client to follow the therapists direction and use their imagination to pretend someone who they are having difficulties with or their inner self is sitting in the empty chair (Joyce and Sills, 2018: Roubal, 2016). The aim of role play is to encourage the client to become more aware of their emotions connected to the person or inner critic. Dream working is another technique used in Gestalt that differs from person-centred therapy, enabling clients to consider their emotions, thoughts and feelings relating to their inner life (Fischer, 2015, 2017: Frew, 2016). Exaggeration exercises focus on habits such as frowning and require the client to repeatedly amplify such behaviour patterns, becoming aware of the emotions they feel in the here and now whilst doing so. Novak, Park and Friedman (2013) suggests Gestalt techniques work well with men as it enables them to choose when they become aware of their emotions, thus creating a sense of empowerment. Men rarely cry due to negative associations with weakness, societal constraints or from being ignored as a child, which often leads to frustration and a lack of understanding of what emotion they are feeling (Novak, Park and Friedman, 2013). Roubal (2016) suggests that although Gestalt techniques such as the empty chair are powerful tools, the client is required to have a certain level of self-awareness and be prepared to fully comply and engage with the directive therapy if insights are to be made, whilst ensuring therapists receive adequate training. Empty chair work is more effective when focusing on unfinished business than the dialogic technique used in person-centred as it combines both dialogue and active involvement (Macaluso, 2015: Philippson, 2012). Macaluso (2015) argues that clients only intensify their emotional process by 10% on their own and require the therapist to direct them as in Gestalt therapy, combining both talking and processing deep emotions that are felt. Gestalt therapy employs emotive techniques that may be considered confrontational, whilst requiring full engagement from the client and a certain willingness to question why parts of their inner self are being ignored or denied (Macaluso, 2015).

Gestalt is a directive therapy, highly structured and consists of many principles, unlike person-centred therapy which tends to focus on the therapeutic relationship, core conditions and being present (Raffagnino, 2019: Tolan and Cameron, 2017). Whilst Gestalt integrates both active engagement and dialogue, person-centred therapy focuses on engaging with the client on their terms through practicing minimal encouragers and silence when required (Cooper et al, 2013, 2015: Reeves, 2013). Elliott, Lago and Charura (2016) argue that the main principle of person-centred therapy is to develop the therapeutic rapport and considers silence to be a powerful language in itself, which allows the client time to process their thoughts and feelings at their own pace. Within Gestalt therapy, there are six main principles created under the premise that our brain naturally sees patterns and instinctively organises sensory information : similarity, proximity, connectedness, closure, continuity and figure and ground,  although in recent years this has been extended to include a total of thirteen principles (Fischer, 2017: Joyce and Sills, 2018). Gestalt therapy does not have a centrality of feelings as in person-centred therapy, but instead, believes in an interconnectedness of emotions, thoughts, feelings, behaviour patterns and dreams that will each become more salient to the client at different moments. The concept of ‘figure and ground’ is applied to decipher what is the most prominent emotion at the time but with an awareness of the context of the situation and what is in the background (Joyce and Sills, 2018). The whole-self is the focus of Gestalt therapy and how clients integrate with the environment in the present moment, therefore the therapist must be aware of the clients feelings regarding both the past and future to work with the wholeness of the client (Jacobs and Hycner, 2009: Joyce and Sills, 2018: Macaluso, 2015). However, Prawitasari, Widiastuti and Asitasari (2019) suggest as some cultures are more emotionally restrained, clients would lack emotional authenticity, therefore this would be a barrier to working with such clients in both person-centred and Gestalt therapy.

On balance, both the person-centred and Gestalt approach are effective therapies in helping clients to create awareness and move towards change, however, person-centred therapy’s aim is to focus on change, whereas the central goal of Gestalt therapy is to create awareness  (Fischer, 2015, 2017: Langemeyer, 2017). Evidence has been presented to suggest that neither therapy is predominantly more successful regarding the theory of change, but both have equal benefits and limitations. Similarities such as the therapeutic relationship, phenomenological noticing and being in the moment were discussed however, person-centred therapy was posited to be more beneficial when working with clients suffering from abuse (Roubal, 2016: Raffagnino, 2019). Roubal (2016) suggested that person-centred therapy lacked structure and was not strictly non-directive therapy as clients require the therapist to help them express their most inner emotions. Both therapies consider the concept of I-Thou to be necessary to work in a relational way with clients and essential to building a strong rapport with the client, alongside embedding the core conditions in the therapeutic relationship (Anderson and Cissna, 1997: Buber and Kaufmann, 1996: Perls, Hefferline and Goodman, 1951). The main contrast between the therapies is the use of techniques and experiments in Gestalt therapy, which is suggested to help men deal with and understand what emotion they are feeling as opposed to only presenting anger (Novak, Park and Friedman, 2013). However, Joyce and Sills (2018) state that clients need to have a certain level of self-awareness and be prepared to fully engage with the therapist’s directives to truly benefit from techniques such as empty chair work. Further exploration highlighted the many principles involved in the Gestalt framework, in stark contrast to the person-centred theory, emphasizing a need for thorough training of therapists (Roubal, 2016). Overall, person-centred therapy and Gestalt therapy provide evidence to suggest that both approaches ‘theory of change’ is beneficial to clients, although one size does not fit all. As a endnote, it is important to state that the word count did not allow room to discuss the principles at great depth, however, the valid point was made that the Gestalt approach has many more than person-centred. A final note is that limited evidence-based research was available and should be considered as a future area worthy of exploration.
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