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Introduction

Gestalt therapy was developed by German 
researchers Fredrick (Fritz) and Laura Perls 
and American writer Paul Goodman as an 
alternative to traditional psychoanalysis. 

It has its roots in gestalt theory — a way of 
thinking about human perception that 
became popular in Europe in the early 20th 
century. It holds that our minds understand 
what we experience as a whole rather than 
individual parts. 



Introduction

Gestalt therapy emphasizes the 
whole person and focuses on the 
present rather than the past.

Advanced research in promotion of 
evidence-based practice in 
psychology puts Gestalt therapy is 
one the recently researched 
therapies in psychology



Expected Learning 
Outcomes

At the end of this lecture, you will be able to:Be

Define the term gestalt therapy. Define

Explain the key concepts of gestalt therapy. Explain

Describe the gestalt group counseling process.Describe



Defining Gestalt Therapy

Gestalt therapy is considered a type of 
humanistic therapy. 

People are inherently good 

People have the ability and desire to 
move their lives in a positive direction.

Problems happen when one is not true 
to self.



Gestalt is Experiential 

It is also a kind of experiential therapy. 

Experiential therapy goes beyond talking 
and uses activities such as art, music, or 
getting out into nature to help you identify 
and explore the emotions attached to one’s 
experiences.



Principles of Gestalt 
Therapy

Similarity,

Continuity, 

Figure and ground, 

Proximity, 

Closure



Gestalt Therapy Concepts 

Self-awareness

Client is held back by not understanding 
him/herself, their motivations, and the 

ways they add to their own unhappiness. 

There is a lot of emphasis on being aware of 
one’s emotions, thought patterns, and even 
physical feelings so one can learn who they 

truly are and accept self fully. 

The group members are encouraged to 
enhance their self-awareness, so they get a 

full understanding and acceptance of 
themselves and others too.



Here and Now 
Experience

In gestalt therapy, what matters is who one is and how one 
feels in the present moment. 

The past is only important to the extent that it influences 
one’s present thoughts and behavior. 

A member may be encouraged to "re-experience" a past 
event in a therapy session to explore how they feel about it 
now. 

Preoccupation with the present awareness removes 
anxieties about the past and the future making the client 
more grounded in the here and now experiences.



Paradoxical Change

• The theory behind this concept is that the best 
way to change is by not trying. 

• Open to personal growth to happen naturally. 

• People use a lot of energy to change 
circumstances that may be rigid and stubborn to 
change. 

• This lessens anxieties surrounding the desire to 
change situations in turn relaxing the person 
without pressure. Nature ideally takes her own 
course.



Taking Responsibility

This is acknowledging the role that our thoughts and behaviors 
play in our experiences and relationships. 

One is encouraged to accept the consequences of their actions 
and stop blaming others for their problems. Taking 
responsibility can help participants interact with others in a 
more positive way. 

It also helps them understand that one has control in their life 
— one can take care of their own needs and they do not have to 
rely on someone else for fulfillment. 

Personal responsibility means personal power and control not 
vice versa.



Closure

Gestalt therapy holds that problems can arise from 
unexpressed emotions and experiences in the past that a 
client has not fully processed. 

The ways that they choose to deal with pain may separate 
them from their true self. 

By dealing with this "unfinished business," one can let go 
of emotions they have been holding in and become whole 
again. 

Once processed, they cease to be a bother and even if 
they are recalled, they do not alter the way the person 
feels, thinks and behaves in the present moment.



Mind-body Connection

In gestalt therapy, physical responses can give insight 
into a client’s emotions, so they are encouraged to pay 
attention to what their body may be telling them. 

physically feeling a certain emotion and locate it in the 
body. 

Emotional issues can lead to physical problems, 

Body scanning is encouraged to locate blocked 
emotions in the body which serve to alter the person’s 
mood and actions as well.



Gestalt Therapy Techniques

Gestalt therapy can be done one-on-one or 
in a group.

It is also sometimes used in business, 
school, or other organizational settings to 

improve work relationships and 
performance. 

Therapists are encouraged to improvise and 
experiment, based on the patient's unique 

experiences and needs.

While that makes sessions very 
individualized, certain techniques are 

commonly used.



Empty Chair

This is the exercise probably 
most associated with gestalt 
therapy. 

It can help with relationship 
issues and self-discovery.

The idea is that a self-dialogue 
may be more effective than 
talking about one’s issues with 
the therapist.

In group sessions, members 
with unresolved issues are 
encouraged to use the empty 
chair technique to get issues 
resolved and closure.



Exaggeration

This technique uses physical behavior to try to uncover thoughts and emotions one may not 
be aware of. 

The therapist pays close attention to the client’s body language. 

Physical reaction to something one is talking about, such as frowning or shifting in their 
seat, the counselor asks them to repeat it in an exaggerated way. 

Explore the emotion their feeling and how it's connected to their experience. 

The focus shifts from negative feelings and actions to objectivity about the issue with a 
deeper awareness.



Dramatization



Using "I" 
Statements

• This technique helps one to focus on their own actions and 
feelings and take responsibility for them, rather than 
blaming others. 

• For example, instead of a member saying something or 
someone makes them angry, the therapist will encourage 
them to say, "I feel angry when." maybe you talk to me they 
way you do or when you walk away from me when I need 
to talk and so on. 

• This is reality living and removes facades and denials in 
one’s life.



Confrontation

IF THE THERAPIST DETECTS SOMETHING THAT A 
CLIENT IS TRYING TO AVOID, THEY'LL PURSUE IT 

AND CHALLENGE THEM TO FACE IT. THIS 
TECHNIQUE CAN SEEM TOO AGGRESSIVE AND IS 
NOT AS MUCH A PART OF GESTALT THERAPY AS IT 

WAS EARLIER. 

IF IT MUST BE DONE, THEN RELEVANCE AND DUE 
SENSITIVITY TO THE CLIENT’S FEELINGS SHOULD BE 

CONSIDERED. 

CONFRONTATION AND SUPPORT MUST GO 
TOGETHER.



Creative or Physical Activities

Rather than passive talking, gestalt 
therapy emphasizes movement and 

activity.

It involves art activities, such as drawing, 
sculpting, or dancing, to help one learn to 

be mindful and focus on the present. 

Mindfulness helps in anchoring a person 
in the present without negative emotions 

that block one’s future.



Dreams

THE THERAPIST MAY HELP A MEMBER EXPLORE 
DREAMS AND FIND MEANING IN THEM, BUT THEY 
WILL NOT TRY TO INTERPRET THEM FOR A CLIENT. 

AVOID ALLOWING THEM TO INTERPRET OTHER 
MEMBERS’ DREAMS TO AVOID CONFUSION AND 

MISINTERPRETATION.



Topdog/underdog

• This is a type of role-playing 
exercise, in which participants act 
out two different aspects of their 
personality: the critical part that's 
trying to push them to be or act a 
certain way, and the part of that 
feels weak and helpless and resists 
internal demands to change. 

• The idea is to create balance and 
equal feeling.



Gestalt Therapy Process

If an individual does not access the underlying 
issues (referred to as the ground beneath the 
figure), they are likely to have blocked energy 
within and this energy can be a barrier to 
experiencing moment to moment awareness.

The group experience helps in normalizing the 
[process thus participants become best of 
teachers to each



Layers of 
Neurosis 

Phony 

Phobic

Impasse

Implosive.

Explosive



Release Blocked Energy

Blocked energy 
induces negative 

feelings 

Effective therapy to 
take place when the 

participants move 
this energy block to 

energy release



Changed Perception 

• Once the participants are aware of their 
blocks, their distorted perception (polarized 
view) which could have been formed in the 
past changes, and so are their feelings thus 
bringing a balance



Balance & 
Closure 
They learn to take 
personal responsibility for 
their own feelings and 
thoughts together with 
their actions and this 
balance brings closure 
ultimately



Conclusion

In this lecture, we have defined the term 
gestalt therapy, explained the key concepts 
and techniques of gestalt therapy, and 
described the process of gestalt group 
therapy. In our follow up lecture (10), we 
shall learn more about integrative group 
counseling.
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