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Psychological Treatment 
Perspectives in the 
Twentieth Century
In this section, I want to discuss three approaches 
to the psychological treatment of mental disorders. 
These are the psychodynamic approach, the existen-
tial-humanistic approach, and the cognitive behav-
ioral approach. These approaches were developed 
somewhat independently and often in opposition to 
one another. For that reason, I will initially discuss 
each independently. I will introduce you to a histori-
cal understanding of the approach including its broad 
principles and then present one specific treatment that 
has been tested in a scientific manner.

Before the middle of the twentieth century, very 
little formal research had been performed to see how 
effective psychological interventions were. This was 
also true of traditional medical procedures. Beginning 
in the 1950s and 1960s, a movement started to deter-

mine the effectiveness of both medical and psychological treatments in a scientific manner. In 
medicine, this came to be known as evidence-based medicine. In psychology, the terms empiri-
cally based treatments and empirically based principles refer to treatments and their aspects for 
which there is scientific evidence of effectiveness.

As researchers and clinicians began to focus more on approaches and principles for which 
there was scientific evidence that they were effective, there began a movement to develop effec-
tive treatments for particular disorders. There has been more willingness to integrate techniques 
from the three different approaches as well as from other perspectives. For example, in the chap-
ter on personality disorders, you will see that one of the most researched treatments—dialectical 
behavior therapy (DBT)—is based on techniques from each of the three approaches described in 
this chapter. This effective treatment uses aspects of cognitive-behavioral techniques, dynamic 
techniques, and humanistic-existential techniques.

Psychodynamic Perspectives on Treatment
The psychodynamic perspective is based on the idea that psychological problems are mani-
festations of inner mental conflicts and that conscious awareness of those conflicts is a key to 
recovery. Historically, Sigmund Freud laid the foundation for this perspective.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, there was an understanding that psychological 
processes were an important source of information concerning mental illness. Sigmund Freud 
had worked with Charcot in Paris and observed individuals with hysteria. In this disorder, the 
experience, such as not feeling pain in a limb or difficulty hearing, did not match the underlying 
physiology. Witnessing this type of disordered behavior led Freud to seek psychological explana-
tions for the cause and treatment of mental disorders.

Sigmund Freud
Sigmund Freud was initially trained as a zoologist before he completed medical school. The 
nature of the neuron was just being discovered, and Freud based his early theories on the neu-
roscience of his day. Freud was an enthusiastic reader of Darwin and credited his interest in 
science to an early reading of his work. A number of Freud’s ideas can be seen as coming from 
Darwin (Ellenberger, 1970; Sulloway, 1979), although Freud emphasized sexual selection over 

psychodynamic perspective: 
approach to psychological therapy 
that emphasizes how behaviors 
and experience may be influenced 
by internal processes that are 
outside of awareness, often due 
to internal conflicts

Sigmund Freud

Different versions of dynamic psychotherapy have been shown to be 
effective for a number of disorders, especially the personality disorders.
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