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This assignment will aim to critically compare and contrast the theory of change of two approaches within Psychotherapy; Person – Centred and Gestalt. Both theories have derived from a Humanistic standpoint, yet both respectively have their own conditions and techniques to facilitate change within the client. Therefore, this essay will equally highlight both the similarities and the differences between the two theoretical approaches, specifically comparing the explanations they provide on how the process of change can occur within a client and discussing the core concepts that underpin these theories. 
The Person-Centred approach was established in 1957 and influenced by the work of Carl Rogers who maintained that a set of core conditions; empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard being present within therapeutic frame, created between therapist and client, were sufficient for change and growth (Casemore, 2011).  Gestalt therapy proves to be more difficult to pin to a simple definition as it is a theory that has been developed over the years. Gestalt theory was developed by Fritz Perlz in the 1950’s and can be summarised as a technique that aims to improve an individual’s relational experience with their external environment which is achieved through encouraging their awareness through dialogical processing facilitated by a therapist (Wodlt and Toman, 2005).  This assignment will begin by looking at each theory’s values and process, highlighting similarities between these two approaches then continuing to explore the differences between them.

From a Person-Centred viewpoint, a client begins the process of therapy in a state of incongruence with the goal of becoming congruent at the end of the process. Congruence/ incongruence can be described as phenomena we experience moment to moment as our internal and external worlds connect (Grafanaki, 2013). Incongruence can occur when there is a discrepancy between the client’s self-concept and how they present. Therefore, the aim of therapy ftom the Person-Centred approach is to close the gap between these concepts in order for the client to become more congruent and authentic (McMillan, 2004). It is the role of the counsellor to create the conditions with the client to facilitate this process of change. As the person-centred counsellor views the client as being in a constant state of being, the conditions the counsellor creates must allow the client to be their true self, working with their values, beliefs and experiences, to allow for the process of growth (Leishout and Cardiff, 2015). Rogers described this process of growth/change as ‘self-actualisation’ where the client’s true authentic experiencing is explored in order for them to become congruent (Kvalsund, 2013). This can be described as the underpinning motivation for change within this form of therapy (Wilkins, 2005).  Brown (2015) maintained an individual constructs their self-concept from external expectations and perceptions which can lead to individuals not being true to themselves and thus, be incongruent. Therefore, this self-actualising tendency allows an individual to reach their full potential without external influences and as such, it is the role of the counsellor to create a space for this to occur using the core conditions (Mearns and Thorne, 2013).  This summarises the process of change within the Person-Centred Approach.

The motivation for change within the Gestalt approach can be explained through the ‘Paradoxical Theory of Change’, developed by Perlz, Beisser and Maurer. This is an underpinning explanation of the process from when a client enters therapy and the change that follows throughout the sessions (Stevenson, 2010).  The Paradoxical Theory of Change believes that individual’s each have a basic understanding of what the need, to self-actualise, but enter therapy if there have been distortions, from external expectations, to this self-regulating. The client enters therapy with a view to change these distortions (Clarkson and Cavicchia, 2014).
The Gestalt viewpoint does not believe that the therapist will impose their expertise and directly fix these distortions in the client experiencing but that the client has the ability to facilitate this change within themselves and promote healthy interpersonal contact and true self-acceptance. It is the role of the Gestalt Therapist to encourage and awareness of their thoughts and feelings and demonstrate their acceptance of the client’s moment by moment noticing (Yontef, 2007). This theory briefly summarises how the Gestalt approach views the change process in therapy.


One similarity that can be immediately recognised when comparing the two approaches is how both theories believe that an individual is equipped and able to promote the change and growth within themselves. They believe that humans have the ability to self-regulate and are the experts of their own feelings. As a result this change occurs from the individuals own embodied and emotive responses to situations which cannot be dictated by facts from the external world (Chidiac, 2018). Individuals establish their own valuing process from their interaction and relationship with their external world and this is how their self-concept is formed (Hebblethwaite, 2013). This endorses the view that both approaches place trust in the client to make the change (Yontef and Fuhr, 2005). Both provide an explanation of this trust on the client based on they both believe in the individuals innate drive to reach their full potential, to actualise and be their true self. However, recognise that clients enter the therapeutic process without knowing how to reach the point of being their true self and not striving to settle for an ‘ideal’ (Joseph, 2017).  This demonstrates the similarity between the approaches and also highlights a further similarity that the role of the therapist in both change processes is create the necessary conditions within the therapeutic relationship for this process to occur.

Both approaches believe that certain conditions must be present for change to occur which is where the role of the therapist comes into their theories of change. The role of the therapist in the person-centred approach is to communicate the core conditions to the client so they feel accepted and not judged. It must be noted that these conditions of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard must be effectively communicated to the client and the therapist simply experiencing themselves is not sufficient (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). The Person-Centred perspective believes that the meeting between the counsellor and client in such a way is sufficient to promote the change and healing process (Mearns and Cooper, 2018). Gestalt theory also places emphasis on the value of the meeting between client and therapist in the change process. This is described within this approach as dialogical relating which describes the technique of the counsellor’s willingness to enter the clients experiencing and how they respond without judgement. In order to do this, the therapist must be present, authentic and validate the client (Joyce and Sills, 2018). This process should allow the client to challenge themselves and their self-defeating thoughts through the acceptance shown by the counsellor of the client’s moment to moment connectedness of their internal and external environments (Degges-White, 2018).  We are able to identify a similarity in the importance of the therapeutic relationship and the conditions necessary to allow for change to occur.

We are able to recognise strong connection between the two approaches which could be considered inevitable given they are both from the humanistic standpoint. Both view the individual as an “active self-healer" that relies on the therapist to support a “co-created interpersonal process (Bohart and Tallman 1997 cited in Joseph, 2017). This process is then created through acceptance and genuineness from the client. However, although there is an evident similarity between the two approaches, the Person-Centred approach places the sole reason of change on the counselling relationship where as specific techniques are outlined and used in Gestalt theory (Bond, 2015). Gestalt Therapists will use creative techniques to aid the client’s explorative process in their response to the experiencing. Yontef (2007) asserts that Gestalt theory of change is a fusion of the therapeutic contact and the therapeutic creativity through such experimental techniques to facilitate the change process and neither can occur without one another.
Therefore, it can be argued that although there is a distinct similarity between the approaches, the Gestalt theory offers more technique and theory on the change process in comparison to the person-centred approach that limits the change process to the presence of the core conditions and strength of relationship. Gestalt theory would support the idea that these conditions are needed as a catalyst for change in the therapeutic process. However, it offers more theory and technique which will be expanded on further in this essay. 


Person-Centred and Gestalt theories both place emphasis on the present moment, the ‘here and now’. Person-Centred would encourage the client to describe and talk about their experiencing and noticing in the present moment focusing on an emotional dimension (Gillon, 2007). Gestalt theory also places emphasis in what is happening in the ‘here and now’. This is described within the Gestalt ‘Field Theory’ of how the change process is continual when focusing on the present moment as change arises in each moment within individual’s contact with their self and the environment (Day, 2015). This theory suggesting that the change occurs at the meeting of the individual and their external environment. Both theories support the idea that the process in itself is the change, individuals are continuously in a process of change in each moment to moment experience (Frew, 2017). This notion has derived from phenomenological influence, a concept developed by Husserl. This view the client as the interpreters of their own unique experiencing and that phenomenology within the theories describes the noticing of these experiences with therapists using this in order to get to know the client in the way they know themselves (Stanley, 2013). Phenomenology in Gestalt theory facilitates change within the client through the immediacy of the experiencing so the change and growth occurs by heightening consciousness and awareness to the emotional response of what is happening in that room at that moment (Bar and Levine, 2012). Similarly, the Person-Centred approach uses phenomenological processing for the therapist to notice the behaviour and dialogue of what is happening to the client, themselves and between the two whilst remaining non-judgemental (Casemore, 2010). The Person-Centred approach believes that all individuals have the ability to have self-awareness and through the non-judgmental therapeutic relationship addressing the present moment, clients will become aware of the experiencing and have control over this (Ringrose, GET DATE). 
It is evident there is a distinct similarity of the concept of the ‘here and now’ between the two approaches. They both believe in focusing on how the client is experiencing the present moment and heightening the client’s awareness to promote therapeutic change. It can be noticed how the Person-Centred uses this as a way of strengthening the therapeutic relationship which is the foundation of the theory whereas this is part of the underpinning theory behind a number of gestalt theories and techniques. Although we can see a number of similarities between the two approaches it could be argued that principles of Person-Centred are present and very much needed within Gestalt theory. However, Gestalt offers more techniques and theory to explain and facilitate the change within a client which is where differences between the approach become apparent. 

We have discussed how there are similarities between the theories providing their explanation of change within their respective therapeutic approaches. However, it is evident that there may be differences in the approaches in respect of technique to facilitate the change in an individual. It can be argued that the person-centred approach is strongly non directive believing the direction of the therapy is guided entirely by the client and as a result the change occurs through a strong therapeutic relationship creating the necessary conditions for this to happen with the presence of the core conditions (Gibbard and Hanley, 2008).  The Person-Centred approach does not offer more in the way of technique. The approach views the individual in a constant state of change which is impacted by external influence placing the value on their worth and therefore the role of the counsellor is to provide a non-judgmental space to allow the client to realise their own self-worth and to ‘actualise’ and reach their full potential. The only form of technique offered by a person centred counsellor is to repeat back to the client what they have said, summarise or ask for clarity on what the client is saying with the aim of showing acceptance, understanding, affirmation and that they are being heard (Dryden and Reeves, DATE). Therefore, it would be fair to say that this approach offers little in the way of technique as the underpinning principles of this approach is based on the therapeutic relationship itself. 
On the other hand, although Gestalt equally values the therapeutic relationship and the principles of the core conditions, it can be considered a more ‘directive’ approach as the therapist using a Gestalt approach can be creative and use techniques to encourage the client’s awareness, for example, chair work.  Chair work is used to work through conflicts a person may be experiencing within themselves or ‘ unfinished business’ with another being with the aim of the technique increasing emotional arousal of the situation so that the client is aware of this and can make meaning of their responses to these situations (Bird, 2010). Two chair work involves the client alternating between two chairs which each represents 2 conflicting parts of their ‘self’ whereas an empty chair session would have an empty chair representing a significant other for the client to work through any unfinished situations or business that might be leaving a client in a fixed state. The counsellor would facilitate this session to work through these conflicts and processes in order for the client to gain closure of the situation (Meir and Boivin, 2010).  Gestalt therapy would not disagree with the person-centred nature of empowering the client to use their selves as a resource to maintain and deliver their authenticity (Balinger, 2014). However, it does aim to offer a way of providing an explanation that the client needs to work through unfinished business (Degges – White, 2018). Gestalt does very much place emphasis on the individual having the resource to promote change within themselves but in order to do so the therapist must facilitate sessions of a more directive nature in order to reach “completeness” (Claringbull, 2010). This concept of unfinished business is a key underlying concept of the Gestalt approach, one of which is not present in the person-centred approach. The absence of such theories in the person-centred approach is what could be considered accountable for the lack of technique offered in the session. Offering techniques such as empty chair within the person-centred approach would contradict the principle of the core conditions in the therapeutic relationship being sufficient for change. This is a distinct difference between the two approaches as both value the importance of the relationship however Gestalt is not limited to solely that and offers more technique. Person-Centred is a totally non-directive approach whereas it can be argued that Gestalt offer more of a directive form of therapy to promote the change.
Much of Gestalt techniques have an underpinning theory named “figure and ground”. The figure is seen as the emerging thoughts/ feeling most prominent in the particular moment that the client is responding to whereas the ground is what is considered the background. The client is continually working through different ‘figures’ each moment and as they may not always be clear to the client, the Gestalt therapist would heighten the client’s awareness of their physical and emotional responses to the ‘figure’ in each moment to that the client can work through this (Sills et al, 2018). This concept does relate in some way into the technique the person-centred therapist would use by repeating the client’s words back to themselves, this would in affect be providing the clients to notice the ‘figure’ in order to work through each emotion. However, the person-centred approach offers no similar theory as this could potentially be a concept of a more directive nature into the therapy. 
The directiveness and non-directiveness of Gestalt and Person centred can therefore be attributed to the underlying theories influencing how therapy is conducted to promote this change. Person Centred provides very few theoretical points to support this beyond the importance of the relationship whereas Gestalt has an abundance of theory to support various techniques and understanding on how to facilitate change.

Both theories come from a humanistic standpoint so, as discussed, place great emphasis on the individual as an organism that is in a constant state of change and have their own internal resources to change. However, despite this shared view there are still further differences with how they view the individual which informs the therapeutic technique. For example, Person-Centred places much importance on the “self” and their own internal values, in contrast, the Gestalt therapist places emphasis on the awareness of the ‘self’ with the emotional and bodily relation to others (Sharl, 2011). The latter can be described using the ‘I - thou’ theory developed by Buber which states that an individual cannot exist on its own but exists in relation to others; ‘I - It’ the individual relating to an object and ‘I - thou’, the relation through dialogue and contact with other, this theory heavily informing the Gestalt Principles that  to understand ourselves we must understand ourselves in relation to other to become “whole” (Kolmannskog, 2018). Both theories place importance of ourselves in relation to the world but the difference being Person-Centred recognises the influence the external world has on the individuals internal valuing system, hence, creating a therapeutic relationship to promote conditions of worth whereas the Gestalt approach views the client as a whole with their external environment. Person centred would solely look at their emotions and respond to the client’s experiencing whereas a gestalt therapist would look at the patterns of this experiencing in relation to others looking at both the physical and emotional responses (Bromwell, 2009). Therefore, we can see how the theories overlap although there are distinct differences which is evident when looking at the way therapy is conducted. 

To conclude, it is evident that due to the two approaches coming from the humanistic standpoint, that there is a are similarities with how they view an individual and their capacity for change. Both believe that an individual’s have the internal resources to change and with the correct conditions, the therapeutic relationship is used to support this process in therapy. It has been noted that the Person – Centred approach solely relies on the therapeutic relationship for change whereas although Gestalt theory does value this, the approach does provide more theory of change and technique and not limited to solely these conditions that the Person-Centred approach does. Another distinct similarity that has been highlighted is that both approaches believe that change occurs in the present moment, in the “here and now”. The way in which therapy is conducted within both approaches aims to heighten the client’s awareness of their responses to each moment to moment situation and by doing so, change occurs. Gestalt does this using multiple techniques during therapy which provides a distinct difference between the two approaches; Gestalt being more directive in contrast to the completely non-directive approach of Person- Centred. The final contrasting elements of the approach is how they view the client and their external world. Both theories believe the external world has an impact on the individual. However, Person-Centred limits this to external influences impact and individual’s self-concept whereas Gestalt believe we are who we are in relation to our external environment as a whole. Both theories have distinct similarities but differ greatly in how they explain change and how their therapy sessions promote this change.  


