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A HUMANIST APPROACH TO THERAPY 
 

Humanistic therapy, also known as humanism, is a form of talk therapy that focuses on a 
person’s individual nature, rather than assuming groups of people with similar characteristics 
have the same concerns. Humanistic therapists aim to consider the whole person, especially 
their positive characteristics and potential for growth, not only from their professional viewpoint 
but from a client’s own personal sense of their behavior. The emphasis in sessions is on a 
person’s positive traits and behaviors and developing their ability to use their instincts to find 
wisdom, growth, healing, and fulfillment. 

Humanistic therapy can be used to treat people with depression, anxiety, panic disorders, 
personality disorders, schizophrenia, addiction, and interpersonal and familial relationship 
concerns. The approach can also benefit people who have low self-esteem, who are struggling 
with finding a purpose or reaching their potential, who lack feelings of “wholeness,” who are 
searching for personal meaning, or who are not comfortable with themselves as they are. 

I would like to share the humanistic perspective in a way that helps you understand how this 
approach supports your journey of self-discovery and growth. From my viewpoint, humanistic 
therapy revolves around the idea that every individual, regardless of their challenges, 
possesses an inherent ability to move toward fulfilling their highest potential. It involves the 
belief that people are fundamentally good, driven by an inner desire to become better, and 
capable of finding their own solutions with the right kind of nurturing environment. 

In practice, I will focus on your present circumstances what you are feeling, thinking, and 
experiencing right now, rather than dwelling on past events. I understand that while past 
experiences do influence your current perspective, the most transformative work will happen 
when we collaborate in the here and now. I will listen deeply and actively, reflecting your 
emotions and thoughts, so you gain clearer insight into your personal journey of healing, 
transformation, and growth. 

The foundation of humanistic therapy is often described through core principles that guide the 
therapist’s attitude and behavior in sessions. One essential principle is unconditional positive 
regard. This means the therapist accepts the client wholeheartedly, regardless of the client’s 
decisions or life circumstances. Another core principle is empathy, where the therapist does not 
merely sympathize but instead strives to see the client’s world through the client’s own eyes, 
understanding and sharing that emotional landscape. Additionally, the concept of congruence 
emphasizes the importance of the therapist being genuine. For humanistic therapy to be most 
effective, the therapist should be authentic, transparent, and consistent in how they 
communicate and relate to the client. 

With these foundational elements in place, humanistic therapy encourages the client’s quest for 
self-actualization. The client is seen as having within them the seeds of growth, creativity, and 
purpose. The therapist’s role is to help nurture these seeds, providing a supportive space that 
allows for greater self-awareness, healthy exploration of identity, and empowerment to make 
decisions aligned with the client’s authentic values and needs. Through this process, the client 
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is guided to recognize the potential that already exists within them, ultimately working toward a 
meaningful and purpose-driven life. 

In more specific terms, several therapeutic modalities emerge from humanistic ideals. Person-
centered therapy, developed by Carl Rogers, highlights the importance of the therapist-client 
relationship as the vehicle for change. Rogers placed great emphasis on the client’s autonomy, 
suggesting that, in the right therapeutic atmosphere of acceptance and empathy, individuals 
naturally gravitate toward solutions that serve their best interests. Gestalt therapy, influenced by 
Fritz Perls, focuses on the present moment and the client’s immediate experiences—both 
emotional and physical. By raising the client’s awareness of how they think, feel, and sense in 
the moment, Gestalt therapy helps them integrate these aspects into a more unified sense of 
self. Meanwhile, existential therapy delves into questions of meaning, choice, and responsibility, 
inviting the client to reflect on their purpose, values, and personal freedom as they navigate 
life’s uncertainties. 

Humanistic therapy sessions encompass a gestalt approach—exploring how a person feels in 
the here and now—rather than trying to identify past events that led to these feelings. A 
humanistic therapist seeks to provide an atmosphere of support, empathy, and trust in which an 
individual can share their feelings without fear of judgment. The therapist does not assume the 
role of an authority figure with clients; the relationship is one of equals and wherever possible, 
the direction of sessions is determined by the client and their concerns in the moment as the 
expert on their own life and challenges. 

Overall, a humanistic approach to therapy offers the client a safe, accepting environment in 
which to explore their inner world. It is a compassionate process that neither blames nor judges 
but honors the client’s inherent capacity to heal and grow. By focusing on the client’s present 
experience, affirming their strengths and potential, and maintaining an authentic, empathetic 
connection, the therapist trusts that the client can develop the self-awareness and resilience 
necessary to move forward in life. When the client feels understood and supported in this way, 
they are more likely to discover the personal insights and motivation that lead to positive 
change. 

 

Do humanistic therapists all follow the same approach to sessions? 

Humanistic values are a central part of multiple forms of therapy. Some humanistic therapists 
practice person-centered therapy, some rely on gestalt therapy practices, some employ 
narrative therapy, some offer existential therapy—and a number may use elements of all of 
these modalities. No matter a professional’s chosen approach, successful humanistic therapy 
depends on establishing the following conditions: 

Unconditional positive regard. The therapist remains empathetic and non-judgmental as they 
hear and accept the client’s statements; they convey understanding, trust, and confidence so 
that they can encourage clients to feel valued in discovering and making more positive choices. 
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Empathetic understanding. The therapist fully understands and accepts an individual’s 
thoughts and feelings in a way that enables the individual to reshape their sense of their 
experiences. 

Congruence, or genuineness. The therapist brings no air of superiority or authority to 
sessions, but presents an accessible face that clients see is honest and transparent. 

When humanistic therapy succeeds, people experience themselves as well understood by their 
therapist, which should help them feel more empowered, more conscious of their strengths and 
skills, and better equipped to make changes in their life that will help them fulfill their goals and 
needs. 

 

How It Works 

Humanistic therapy emerged in the late 1950s, out of a perceived need to address what some 
psychologists saw as the limitations and negative emphases of behavioral and psychoanalytic 
schools of therapy. They developed humanism as a new, more holistic approach less focused 
on pathology, past experiences, and environmental influences on behavior, and more on the 
positive side of human nature. 

Around this time, Abraham Maslow developed his hierarchy of human needs and motivations, 
and Carl Rogers developed his person-centered approach to therapy. Both of these thinkers 
and their theories influenced the development of humanistic therapy. A core tenet of humanistic 
therapy is that people are inherently motivated to fulfill their internal needs—and that each of us 
has the power to find the best solutions for ourselves and the ability to make appropriate 
changes in our lives, a concept known as self-actualization. 

 

What are the potential limitations of humanistic therapy? 

Some people may struggle to adapt to the lack of structure typical of humanistic therapy 
approaches; clients with higher levels of stress or anxiety may benefit from working with 
therapists who offer more direction. Similarly, since humanistic therapists may not focus on 
diagnosing a client, those with symptoms of certain personality disorders may not achieve 
success with this approach. 

If a professional becomes convinced that a client cannot make further progress with humanistic 
therapy, they may recommend that the individual accept a referral to a therapist with different 
training or expertise. 
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