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to set the stage for the existential-humanistic movement in that they emphasized the value of 
internal experience.

As the existential-humanistic movement grew, a number of themes became critical. The 
first is an emphasis on human growth and the need for a positive psychology that moves 
beyond the discussion of stress and neurosis seen in the psychodynamic approaches. A sec-
ond emphasis is the idea that psychological health is more than just the absence of pathology. 
Not having a problem is not the same as finding meaning in one’s life. The third theme stresses 
the importance of considering not only the external world and a person’s relationship to it, 
but also the internal world. In the humanistic-existential perspective, the internal world of a 
person and his or her experiences are valued. With the emphasis on experience, you will also 
see the therapies that developed from this approach referred to as humanistic-experiential 
therapies.

Carl Rogers brought the humanistic movement to the forefront by creating client- 
centered therapy, also referred to as person-centered therapy. Rogers considered psychother-
apy to be a releasing of an already existing capacity in a potentially competent individual. In 
fact, Rogers emphasized the relationship between the therapist and client as a critical key to 
effective therapy.

There are three key characteristics of the client-centered approach. The first is empathic 
understanding. As the therapist reflects back what the client says, the client begins to experience 
his innermost thoughts and feelings. The second is what Rogers referred to as unconditional pos-
itive regard. That is, the therapist accepts what the client says without trying to change the client. 
For some individuals who had experienced significant others in their lives as critical of them, to 
be accepted by the therapist is a new experience. The third characteristic is for the therapist to 
show genuineness and congruence (agreement). In this way, the therapist models what interac-
tions between two real people could be like.

A number of humanistic-experiential–orientated therapies have been shown to be effective 
(Elliott, Greenberg, Watson, Timulak, & Freire, 2013). One of these empirically supported thera-
pies based on humanistic principles was developed by Leslie Greenberg and his colleagues. This 
approach is known as emotion-focused therapy or process-experiential therapy (Greenberg, 
2002). In this therapy, emotion is viewed as centrally important in the experience of self. Emotion 
can be either adaptive or maladaptive. However, in either case, emotion is the crucial element that 
brings about change. In therapy, clients are helped to identify and explore their emotions. The 
aim is to both manage and transform emotional experiences.

client-centered therapy: a 
treatment approach in psychology 
characterized by the therapist’s 
empathic understanding, 
unconditional positive regard,  
and genuineness

emotion-focused therapy: 
emotion is viewed as centrally 
important in the experience of self
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