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The Essentials of Existential Psychoanalysis

by Neil Soggie

Abstract

The purpose of this inquiry was to provide a guide for discussing the essential requirements for
existential therapy, in particular within the initial phase. From the responses of a sample of
professional therapists, three essential themes have been identified: convenience (that is, having a
script that will allow the therapist to reach a rapid understanding of the nature of the client’s
existential being), mythic familiarity, and an emphasis upon imaginal techniques.

Meaninglessness is essentially endless
pointlessness, and meaningfulness is
therefore the opposite. Activity, and even
long, drawn out and repetitive activity, has
a meaning if it has some significant
culmination, some more or less lasting end
that can be considered to have been the
direction and purpose of the activity. ...
[T]his life of the world [however] presents
itself to our eyes as a vast machine, feeding
on itself, running on and on forever to
nothing. ... then one realizes that there is
no point at all, that it really culminates in
nothing, that each of these cycles, so filled
with toil, is to be followed only by more of
the same.

(Taylor, 1981)

Introduction

The question to be explored in this paper is “What is
important for doing existential therapy?” Such a
question may seem simplistic, but it addresses what is
of the essence in defining the distinctive nature of
practice in the professional field, and which as such
must constantly be reviewed and refined in a collegial
setting. The insights gleaned from this study will thus
hopefully prompt discussion and further professional
understanding of what is essential within the initial
phase of existential psychotherapy.

Method

The qualitative nature of this study is compatible with
the aim of providing insight into what are perceived
as the essential elements of existentially important
psychotherapy. In order to gain this soft information,
a specific sampling technique clearly came to the
fore. The logic of purposive sampling was apparent,
as this investigation requires the judgment of experts
within the field. By virtue of the fact that certain
therapists engage in existential aspects within therapy,
it is clear that their knowledge will be especially
informative to this investigation.
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In order to operationally define a professional
existential therapist, this study relied upon the rosters
of professional associations. Professional existential
therapists were identified as the practitioners on the
rosters of the Society for Existential Analysis (2003)
or the Association for Humanistic Psychology (2002).
However, not all members on these lists were selected
for contact.

The reason some members were not selected for
contact was in an effort to avoid a Regent’s College
(London) bias (Regent’s College being the
researcher’s alma mater). Given the emphasis of this
research on the human factor and the intimate first-
hand knowledge of professional practitioners, it was
important for the researcher to manage possible
biases. While this does not, of course, mean that all
biases will have been controlled for, it was clearly
necessary to attempt to avoid a weighted slant
towards a specific school of thought. Therefore, since
the researcher was already associated with Regent’s
College of London, any additional Regent’s College
influence may have created an undue philosophical
bias. Practitioners who were listed in the directories
referred to as having a professional or academic
association with Regent’s College of London were
thus identified and eliminated as participants in the
proposed study.

Another attempt to manage bias was through the use
of a general letter posing an open-ended prompt
question. Through the use of this technique, the
investigatory question could be asked without
creating a directional bias in the responses. In
essence, the letter introduced the researcher and asked
for an open response to the issue presented:

Please write about your general
construct of existential psychotherapy and
highlight what information you find is most
important to glean during the first initial
interviews in order to facilitate therapy.
Please also mention information that you
desire to have but do not have the ability to
collect during the initial interviews with the
client.

This letter was sent via e-mail to all the remaining
professional therapists on the rosters. This method
brings up a secondary aspect of the sampling
technique. For while the goal was to have a purposive
sample, it was in many ways accidental, as some of
the therapists’ e-mail addresses were inactive. One
could thus argue that, in a true scientific sense, the
sampling frame for this qualitative approach was a
combination of purposive/convenience sampling.

Results

Of the 64 e-mails that successfully made it through to
their destination (that is, they were not returned due to
inactive addresses), 8 therapists responded. This, of
course, raises the question of response bias within the
research. However, given the previous attempts at
bias management, the researcher considered that this
was not a problematic issue and that the response rate
was adequate for qualitative analysis of the data
elicited. The thematic analysis of the opinions of the
respondents follows.

The respondents identified three areas of interest/
concern in respect of the issue of therapy and initial
interviews. The first and clearest issue was the felt
need for a quick way to get a sense of the client’s
existential structure (in whatever form it may take).
That is to say, there was a pervading expression of not
having adequate time within the early part of therapy
to develop a good sense of the client’s existential
issues. It is, of course, possible that this is indicative
of a response bias and the feeling that responding to
the research question was taking away their
professional time. Indeed, one therapist did in fact
express this concern. However, it is also noteworthy
that this was the most prevalent expression, and it
must therefore be considered significant.

The second most common theme was that of
understanding ethnic heritage and cultural stories. In
essence, there was a felt need to be able to rapidly
identify the key stories that are unique to a particular
individual’s setting. For one of the therapists, this was
of particularly strong concern. It was emphasized that
a therapist should clearly specialise in the cultural
stories of a particular population set, in order to
expedite incorporating the power of the cultural
stories into therapy. It is, therefore, clear that
understanding humanity’s mythopoeic qualities (that
is, the story-creating core of people) is central to the
professional experience of existential therapy.

The final theme that emerged from the responses was
not in relation to discovering anything about the
client, as in the need for brief and effective
psychometric tools or discovering the key cultural
stories. Rather, the professional thematic emphasis
was on the therapeutic power of imagery and
imaginal techniques. The general perception was that
clients seem to be more effectively helped by
imaginative techniques rather than by traditional
psychoanalytic interviews. Indeed, the emphatic view
of one therapist was that regardless of their
circumstances (Reznick, 2003) employing innate
imaginative healing was important for all clients.
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Conclusion

The purpose of this inquiry into soft data was to
provide a guide for discussing the essentials for
existential therapy. From the responses of a sample of
therapists, three essential themes have emerged:
convenience (that is, having a script that will allow
the therapist to quickly understand the nature of the
client’s existential being), mythic familiarity, and an
emphasis upon imaginal techniques. In order to
further clarify some of these issues, we will briefly
refer to relevant literature within the field.

As Emmy Van Deurzen (2001) notes, a key to
understanding a client is having a sense of how he or
she is emerging into life. That is to say - is the client
actively emerging into a new and adaptive self, or is
the client engaged and active in the labour of
everyday existence and identity, or has the client
disintegrated into a type of existential despair and
apathy?

In addition, Van Deurzen (2001) highlights the need
for the self-world interaction in the existential
processing of the self. Therefore it is logical that the
therapist should seek to learn something of the
client’s sense of selthood and its system of dealing
with public as well as personal relationships.
Obviously, in therapy there should also be concern
about the negative aspects of these relationships, and

About the Author

so an understanding of the client’s repertoire of
conflict management strategies would be important.

Finally, as a basic standard in all therapeutic settings,
there should be an opportunity to do, at least on a
cursory level, a screening for psychiatric/neurological
issues and a risk assessment. This is, of course, a
basic standard that should be undertaken by any
psychotherapist in order to ensure that the client is
best served by the talking cure as opposed to a
medical intervention.

The conclusion of this research is that, within the first
session with the client, there must be an opportunity
to make the client feel at ease with the therapist, and
for the therapist to do a screening for basic psychiatric
issues. In addition, the therapist must, in a very
efficient manner, learn about the client’s cultural
myths. Finally, through employment of the power of
imaginal techniques, the therapist should gain insight
into the client’s existential orientation/structure and
the basics of his or her self/world relationship. In
conclusion, this whole process should leave the
therapist with a basis for making a cursory risk
assessment and deciding on possible psychiatric
referrals. Of course, it must also be a non-invasive,
calm initial interview that facilitates a positive client-
centred tone that will facilitate future sessions. The
next step for every reader in the professional field is
now to sit down and evaluate his/her own practice to
ensure that these existential essentials are met.

Neil Soggie is Assistant Professor of Psychology at Atlantic Baptist University in Moncton, N.B., Canada. He is
professionally associated with the Canadian Psychological Association and the American Counselling Association.
He is the author of many books including: EXISTO: Worldview and Meaningful Existence (2005, Hamilton Books);
Myth, God and War (2006, Alta Mira Press); The Mythic Mind (2004, Word Alive Press); and The Psychological
Test: The Simple Projective Subtle Screening Inventory (1997, 2004, 2006, Mind Map Inc.).

References
Mikulincer, M., Florian, V., & Hirschberger, G. (2002). The anxiety-buffering function of close relationships:
Evidence that relationship commitment acts as a terror management mechanism. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 92(4), 527-542.

Reznick, C. (2003). Imagery for Kids. Retrieved January 21, 2004, from http://www.imageryforkids.com

Taylor, R. (1981). The meaning of life. In E. D. Klemke (Ed.), The meaning of life (pp. 144-145). Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Van Deurzen, E. (2001). Paradox and passion in psychotherapy. New York: Wiley.

The IPJP is a joint project of Rhodes University in South Africa and Edith Cowan University in Australia. This document is subject to

copyright and may not be reproduced in whole or in part via any medium (print, electronic or otherwise) without the express permission of the

publishers.

The Indo-Pacific Journal of Phenomenology (IPJP) can be found at www.ipjp.org.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


