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NATURE, PROCESS, AND FOUNDATIONS OF 
PSYCHOTHERAPY 

Nature and Process of Psychotherapy 

Psychotherapy is a voluntary, interpersonal, and 
professional relationship between two individuals — 
the client, who seeks help, and the therapist, who 
provides psychological treatment.  

The primary objective of this relationship is to help the 
client resolve psychological distress, overcome 
maladaptive patterns of behaviour, and achieve better 
adjustment in life. 

The therapeutic situation is unique in that it is 
confidential, dynamic, and goal-oriented. It creates 
an environment in which the client can freely express 
thoughts, emotions, and experiences without fear of 
judgment. This openness is essential because it allows 
hidden conflicts, anxieties, and maladaptive patterns to 
emerge and be addressed. 

Psychotherapies aim at: 

●​ Changing maladaptive behaviours 
●​ Reducing personal distress 
●​ Improving social, occupational, and 

interpersonal functioning 

They are not casual conversations but involve the 
systematic application of psychological principles, 
and therefore can only be conducted by trained 
professionals under supervision. 

Goals of Psychotherapy 

Although different therapies vary in techniques and 
assumptions, they share several broad goals: 

●​ Reinforcing the client’s motivation for 
change so that the individual actively 
participates in the therapeutic process 

●​ Reducing emotional pressure, thereby 
providing relief from anxiety, stress, or 
depression 

●​ Enhancing self-awareness, enabling the client 
to understand their own thoughts, emotions, and 
behaviour 

●​ Modifying maladaptive habits and cognitive 
patterns 

●​ Improving interpersonal relationships and 
communication skills 

●​ Facilitating decision-making and helping 
individuals become aware of choices in life 

●​ Encouraging personal growth and creativity 
in relating to the environment 

Thus, psychotherapy is not merely about symptom 
removal but about holistic personality development 
and improved life functioning. 

Therapeutic Relationship (Therapeutic Alliance) 

The therapeutic alliance is the cornerstone of all forms 
of psychotherapy. It is a special, professional, and 
time-limited relationship that differs from ordinary 
social relationships. 

Components of Therapeutic Alliance 

1.​ Contractual Nature​
The therapist and client enter into a mutually 
agreed partnership aimed at resolving the 
client’s problems. 

2.​ Limited Duration​
The relationship continues only until the client 
develops the ability to manage life 
independently. 

Essential Qualities of the Relationship 

●​ Trust and Confidentiality: The client must feel 
safe to disclose personal experiences. 

●​ Unconditional Positive Regard: The therapist 
accepts the client without judgment, regardless 
of what is revealed. 

●​ Empathy: The therapist understands the client’s 
feelings from their perspective. Unlike sympathy, 
empathy involves experiencing the client’s 
emotional world.​
 

●​ Genuineness and Warmth: The therapist 
remains authentic and emotionally present. 

This relationship acts as the primary vehicle for 
change, as it enables emotional expression, insight, and 
behavioural transformation. 

Types and Classification of Psychotherapies 

Psychotherapies can be broadly classified into three 
major systems: 
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1. Psychodynamic Therapy 

●​ Focuses on intrapsychic conflicts, often 
rooted in childhood 

●​ Uses methods like free association and dream 
analysis 

●​ Therapist plays a directive and interpretative 
role 

●​ Goal: Achieve emotional insight 

2. Behaviour Therapy 

●​ Attributes distress to faulty learning and 
conditioning 

●​ Focuses on observable behaviour and 
present functioning 

●​ Uses reinforcement, conditioning, and 
behavioural modification techniques 

●​ Goal: Replace maladaptive behaviours with 
adaptive ones 

3. Humanistic-Existential Therapy 

●​ Focuses on personal growth, self-awareness, 
and meaning in life 

●​ Views distress as arising from alienation and 
blocked self-actualisation 

●​ Therapist acts as a facilitator rather than 
authority 

●​ Goal: Promote self-growth and integration 

Parameters of Comparison 

These therapies differ on: 

●​ Causes of psychological problems 
●​ Origin of these causes 
●​ Treatment methods 
●​ Nature of therapist-client relationship 
●​ Outcomes expected 
●​ Duration of treatment 

Despite differences, all therapies aim to alleviate 
distress through psychological means. 

Clinical Formulation of Client’s Problem 

Clinical formulation refers to understanding and 
structuring the client’s problem within a theoretical 
framework. 

Importance 

●​ Helps in understanding the full scope of the 
problem 

●​ Identifies target areas for intervention 
●​ Guides the selection and timing of 

techniques 

BEHAVIOUR AND COGNITIVE THERAPIES 

Behaviour Therapy 

Behaviour therapy is based on the assumption that 
psychological distress arises due to faulty behaviour 
patterns and maladaptive learning. It focuses on the 
present behaviour of the client, while the past is 
considered only for understanding the origin of these 
behaviours. 

Behavioural Analysis 

The first step in behaviour therapy is a detailed 
behavioural analysis, which involves identifying: 

●​ Malfunctioning behaviours causing distress 
●​ Antecedent factors that trigger the behaviour 
●​ Maintaining factors that reinforce it 

For example, as described on page 6, a person may 
continue smoking because it reduces anxiety, making 
anxiety the antecedent and relief the reinforcing factor. 

Treatment Approach 
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The goal is to: 

●​ Eliminate maladaptive behaviours 
●​ Replace them with adaptive alternatives 

This is achieved through: 

●​ Antecedent operations (modifying triggers) 
●​ Consequent operations (altering reinforcement 

patterns) 

Behavioural Techniques 

1. Reinforcement 

●​ Positive reinforcement: Rewarding desired 
behaviour 

●​ Negative reinforcement: Removing unpleasant 
stimuli 

2. Aversive Conditioning 

●​ Associating unwanted behaviour with 
unpleasant consequences to reduce it 

3. Token Economy 

●​ Providing tokens as rewards that can be 
exchanged for privileges 

4. Differential Reinforcement 

●​ Encouraging desired behaviour while ignoring 
undesirable behaviour 

Relaxation Procedures 

As described in Box 5.2, relaxation techniques such as 
progressive muscular relaxation and meditation are 
used to reduce anxiety levels. 

Systematic Desensitisation 

●​ Used to treat phobias 
●​ Involves: 

1.​ Creating a hierarchy of fears 
2.​ Teaching relaxation 
3.​ Gradual exposure 

It is based on the principle of reciprocal inhibition, 
where relaxation inhibits anxiety. 

Modelling 

●​ Learning through observing others 
●​ Uses vicarious learning and reinforcement 

Cognitive Therapy 

Cognitive therapies focus on irrational beliefs and 
distorted thinking patterns as the root cause of 
psychological distress. 

Rational Emotive Therapy (RET) – Albert Ellis 

●​ Based on the ABC model: 
○​ A: Antecedent 
○​ B: Belief 
○​ C: Consequence 

●​ Therapy involves identifying and challenging 
irrational beliefs, replacing them with rational 
ones. 

Beck’s Cognitive Therapy 

●​ Focuses on: 
○​ Core schemas formed in childhood 
○​ Negative automatic thoughts 
○​ Cognitive distortions 

●​ Uses gentle questioning to help clients 
restructure thinking patterns. 

Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT) 

●​ Combines cognitive and behavioural 
approaches 

●​ Based on a bio-psychosocial model 
●​ Effective for: 

○​ Anxiety 
○​ Depression 
○​ Panic disorders 

CBT is short-term, structured, and evidence-based, 
making it one of the most widely used therapies. 

HUMANISTIC THERAPIES, HEALING, AND 
REHABILITATION 

Humanistic-Existential Therapy 

This approach views psychological distress as arising 
from: 
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●​ Feelings of alienation and loneliness 
●​ Lack of meaning in life 
●​ Blocked self-actualisation 

Self-Actualisation 

●​ An innate drive to grow, integrate, and realise 
one’s potential 

●​ When obstructed, it leads to distress 

Healing occurs when individuals: 

●​ Recognise obstacles 
●​ Express emotions freely 
●​ Move towards growth and integration 

Existential Therapy (Logotherapy – Viktor Frankl) 

●​ Focuses on meaning-making in life 
●​ Introduces the idea of a spiritual unconscious 
●​ Emphasises responsibility and purpose 

The therapist helps clients find meaning even in 
suffering. 

Client-Centred Therapy (Carl Rogers) 

Core Conditions 

●​ Empathy 
●​ Unconditional positive regard 
●​ Genuineness 

Method 

●​ Non-directive approach 
●​ Reflection and clarification 

Outcome 

●​ Greater self-awareness 
●​ Integration of personality 
●​ Improved relationships 

Gestalt Therapy 

●​ Focuses on wholeness and awareness 
●​ Encourages expression of suppressed emotions 
●​ Uses techniques like role-playing and acting out 

conflicts 

Factors Contributing to Healing 

1. Therapeutic Techniques 

●​ Specific methods like CBT or relaxation 

2. Therapeutic Alliance 

●​ Trust, empathy, and warmth 

3. Catharsis 

●​ Emotional release during therapy 

4. Non-Specific Factors 

●​ Client variables: motivation, expectation 
●​ Therapist variables: emotional stability, 

competence 

Ethics in Psychotherapy 

●​ Informed consent 
●​ Confidentiality 
●​ Professional competence 
●​ Respect for dignity 
●​ Integrity of relationship 

Alternative Therapies 

Include: 

●​ Yoga 
●​ Meditation 
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●​ Breathing techniques 

These help in: 

●​ Reducing stress and anxiety 
●​ Improving attention and emotional regulation 

As noted in the chapter, practices like Sudarshan Kriya 
Yoga and mindfulness meditation are effective for 
various disorders. 

Rehabilitation of the Mentally Ill 

Rehabilitation focuses on improving quality of life and 
functional independence, especially in severe 
disorders. 

Methods 

●​ Occupational therapy 
●​ Social skills training 
●​ Cognitive retraining 
●​ Vocational training 

The aim is to make the individual a productive and 
self-reliant member of society. 
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