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Introduction 
 

Tudor and Merry (2006, p. 50) define ‘existentialism’ as ‘a philosophy which emphasises 

the contrast between human existence and that of natural objects’. 

 

Existentialism is based on four key principles: 
 

• We are free because we can choose: I am what I choose. 

• We are responsible for our choices. 

• Life (including becoming) is a project of creating who we want to be. 

• The fact that we will die serves as a source of meaning in that it 

underlies every decision and action. 

 

Precepts of Existential Therapy 
 

Existential therapy is ‘an approach to counselling informed by writers from the 

philosophical perspective of phenomenology and existentialism’ (Feltham and Dryden, 

1993, p. 61). Representing a reaction against techniques, it emphasises what it means to 

be human, focusing on the aloneness and isolation of this experience. 

 

The approach encourages self-awareness, suggesting that the greater awareness that a 

person has, then the greater their potential freedom. Everything in life is a choice, and 

anxiety naturally accompanies awareness of our finite lifespan and the consequences of 

our choices. 
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Freedom and responsibility go hand in hand. ‘Responsibility’ can be defined as both ‘the 

acknowledgement of personal accountability’ and the idea ‘that one’s own life is one’s 

own concern’ (van Deurzen and Kenward, 2005, p. 174). We must therefore accept 

responsibility, rather than taking on a victim mentality.  

 

Existential therapy promotes the idea that there is no escape from freedom, and 

no one else to blame but ourselves. It challenges any narrowness of thinking that 

blocks a sense of freedom, increasing awareness of what a client is doing and how 

they can get out of the victim role. 

 

We are responsible for creating ourselves and our relationships, looking beyond the 

conventional guidance and what others expect of us. While we can use our sense of 

aloneness to get in touch with our true values and goals, we can also choose relatedness. 

 

When we search for meaning, we question this, discarding old values. Existential 

therapy looks at the apparent meaninglessness of human life and the subsequent 

existential guilt: meaning must be pursued obliquely, or as a by-product of engagement. 

 

Anxiety is a condition of human life. Existential therapist Irvin Yalom (2002, p. 273–274) 

distinguishes between three different forms of anxiety: realistic, neurotic and existential. 

While realistic anxiety and existential anxiety are unavoidable, neurotic anxiety is not 

desirable. Freedom brings anxiety as we move away from security and from familiar 

ways of living, but we can tolerate ambiguity. 

 

Suffering can be a source of meaning, and the awareness of death can serve as a 

springboard to making meaningful choices for ourselves. 

 

Key Lessons for Therapy 
 

These precepts give rise to a number of key lessons for psychotherapy:  
 

• Nothing is fixed; all is in movement. 

• We are constantly discovering and making sense of our lives. 

• The fundamental themes do not vary: Who am I? What can I know? 

What should I do? Where did I come from? Where am I going? 

• We can become self-aware. 

• We are free to choose, and can shape our destinies. 

• If I am free, then I am responsible for my life, my actions, and for my failure to 

take action. 

• Ultimately, we are alone and separate. 
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• We strive to define ourselves as individuals and in relationship to others. 

• Relationships need to support each individual, rather than serving to mitigate our 

fears and the inevitability of our aloneness and deaths. 

• The search for meaning involves challenging and discarding old values; dealing 

with the sense of meaninglessness that easily arises when observing the world, 

and our own powerlessness and smallness; and creating meaning by standing up 

to pain, despair, guilt and death. 

• Anxiety is hard to escape, whether existential (based on honesty with self about 

human life) or neurotic (based on a fear of losing control). 

• Death is a basic human condition that can give significance to our lives. Thus, we 

need to contemplate and discuss death. This awareness motivates us to do what 

is important. 

 

Therapeutic Process 
 

Existential therapy comprises three key stages: 
 

• Clarify the client’s assumptions about the world. 

• Examine the source and authority of the client’s current value system. 

• Encourage the client to take this new awareness and put it into action. 

 

This modality fosters movement toward authenticity – comprehending and accepting 

‘the parameters of human living, including the fact that one has one’s own life to lead 

and that death is an inevitable part of the human condition’ (van Deurzen and Kenward, 

2005, p. 11).  

 

Existential therapy focuses on the here and now rather than the past: ‘The here-and-

now is the major source of therapeutic power, the pay dirt of therapy, the therapist’s 

(and hence the patient’s) best friend’ (Yalom, 2002, p. 47). There are no prescribed 

techniques; rather, the therapist is free to draw on any techniques that will serve the 

goals of therapy. Any such techniques need to respond to the uniqueness of the client. 
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Strengths and Weaknesses 
 

The strength of the existential perspective is that it can provide the client with a spirit of 

optimism and hope, by shifting the emphasis away from limiting or oppressive 

conditions to their ability to create change and meaning through courageous choice. 

 

However, by placing emphasis on individuality, existential therapy can overlook the 

importance of family and culture. It can also fail to appreciate the extent to which many 

people are severely limited in the choices that they can make. There are true victims in 

the world, not just those who perceive themselves as victims. 

 

In terms of the overall efficacy of existential therapy, Cooper (2012, p. 157) writes: 

‘Given its tendency towards anti-scientism, it should come as no surprise that there have 

been few attempts to empirically validate the efficacy of existential therapeutic practice.’ 

He adds that there are nevertheless ‘several collections of case studies of existential 

therapeutic practice, which testify to the potential value that such an approach can 

have’. 
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