
COUNSELLING IN A NUTSHELL SERIES:  Edited by Windy Dryden

‘ ‘
GESTALT 

COUNSELLING

Gaie Houston

One of Gestalt therapy’s elder stateswomen has provided 
another generation of practitioners with a valuable 
jargon-free entry point to this vibrant therapy. Houston 
successfully interweaves theory and clinical vignettes 
with personal examples and experiential exercises to 
illustrate the power and uniqueness of Gestalt therapy. 
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New to the bestselling Counselling in a 
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beginner’s guide to the essentials of Gestalt 
therapy, from its principles to practice. 
Assuming no previous knowledge of the 
subject, the book introduces:

•   the origins of the approach
•   the key theory and concepts
•   the skills and techniques important 
     to practice.

Written in an accessible, jargon-free style, 
this book includes vivid case examples, end of 
chapter experiments and a glossary of terms 
to help aid understanding.
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an accessible way of understanding complex 
ideas and concepts.

Series Editor: Windy Dryden

H
ouston

G
ESTALT CO

U
N

SELLIN
G

  in a nutshell in a nutshell

houston_gestalt_aw.indd   1-5 19/07/2012   14:22



GESTALT
COUNSELLING

in a nutshell

00-Houston-Prelims.indd   1 06/07/2012   12:55:22 PM



SAGE has been part of the global academic community 
since 1965, supporting high quality research and learning 
that transforms society and our understanding of individuals, 
groups and cultures. SAGE is the independent, innovative, 
natural home for authors, editors and societies who share 
our commitment and passion for the social sciences.

Find out more at: www.sagepublications.com

00-Houston-Prelims.indd   2 06/07/2012   12:55:22 PM



COUNSELLING IN A NUTSHELL SERIES:  Edited by Windy Dryden

GESTALT
COUNSELLING

Gaie Houston

in a nutshell

00-Houston-Prelims.indd   3 06/07/2012   12:55:23 PM



SAGE Publications Ltd
1 Oliver’s Yard 
55 City Road
London EC1Y 1SP

SAGE Publications Inc.
2455 Teller Road
Thousand Oaks, California 91320

SAGE Publications India Pvt Ltd
B 1/I 1 Mohan Cooperative Industrial Area
Mathura Road
New Delhi 110 044

SAGE Publications Asia-Pacific Pte Ltd
3 Church Street
#10-04 Samsung Hub
Singapore 049483

Editor: Alice Oven
Editorial assistant: Kate Wharton
Production editor: Rachel Burrows
Copyeditor: Fern Bryant
Proofreader: Jill Birch
Marketing manager: Tamara Navaratnam
Cover design: Wendy Scott
Typeset by: C&M Digitals (P) Ltd, Chennai, India
Printed by: Replika Press Pvt Ltd, India

© Gaie Houston 2013

First published 2013

Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of 
research or private study, or criticism or review, 
as permitted under the Copyright, Designs and 
Patents Act, 1988, this publication may be 
reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form, 
or by any means, only with the prior permission 
in writing of the publishers, or in the case of 
reprographic reproduction, in accordance with 
the terms of licences issued by the Copyright 
Licensing Agency. Enquiries concerning 
reproduction outside those terms should be 
sent to the publishers.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2012930920

British Library Cataloguing in Publication data

A catalogue record for this book is available from 
the British Library

ISBN 978-1-4462-0837-3
ISBN 978-1-4462-0838-0 (pbk)

00-Houston-Prelims.indd   4 06/07/2012   12:55:23 PM



This book is gratefully dedicated to all the supervisees who over the 
years have shared their knowledge and experience with me, and given 
me much of the material for the highly edited case vignettes through-
out this book.

© Gaie Houston 2013

First published 2013

Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of 
research or private study, or criticism or review, 
as permitted under the Copyright, Designs and 
Patents Act, 1988, this publication may be 
reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form, 
or by any means, only with the prior permission 
in writing of the publishers, or in the case of 
reprographic reproduction, in accordance with 
the terms of licences issued by the Copyright 
Licensing Agency. Enquiries concerning 
reproduction outside those terms should be 
sent to the publishers.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2012930920

British Library Cataloguing in Publication data

A catalogue record for this book is available from 
the British Library

ISBN 978-1-4462-0837-3
ISBN 978-1-4462-0838-0 (pbk)

00-Houston-Prelims.indd   5 06/07/2012   12:55:23 PM



00-Houston-Prelims.indd   6 06/07/2012   12:55:23 PM



Contents

About the Author	 viii
Foreword	 ix

Chapter One – Human Nature and Gestalt	 1

Chapter Two – Theory of Gestalt Counselling	 15

Chapter Three – Assessment	 33

Chapter Four – Gestalt Dialogue	 51

Chapter Five – Excitement, Anxiety and Experiment	 66

Chapter Six – Integration and Evolution of Gestalt	 86

Glossary	 102
References	 104
Index	 107

00-Houston-Prelims.indd   7 06/07/2012   12:55:23 PM



About the Author

Gaie Houston Dip. A.B.Sc., has a degree in English literature from 
Oxford University, and had her first training in gestalt in the United 
States. She has taught and practised gestalt therapy and organisational 
behaviour in London since the 1970s, and currently in many places 
outside the UK. She has written 18 radio plays broadcast by the BBC, 
and more recently has directed operas in this country and Italy. She has 
written a number of books on gestalt, group behaviour, supervision and 
integrative therapy. She is currently Emeritus Adviser to The Gestalt 
Centre, London, and on the editorial board of three gestalt journals. She 
sees global warming as the most urgent issue for everyone now.

00-Houston-Prelims.indd   8 06/07/2012   12:55:23 PM



Foreword

This book sets out to be an account of gestalt therapy theory and prac-
tice. Over the years and in different cultures, there has inevitably been 
Darwinian change and development in both these areas. Though 
emphases have changed in different trainings and countries, a core of 
assumptions and methods persist. These I hope to describe here, with 
reference to a number of the many other variations that are current.  
In this short account I have quoted few writers, and of necessity left out 
the names of many of the worldwide contributors to the evolution of this 
still under-researched but undeniably effective form of psychotherapy.

As quoted more than once in the following chapters, Laura Perls, 
one of the co-founders of gestalt therapy, said that every new patient 
requires a new therapy. The best I would hope from your reading this 
is that you feel well informed about this optimistic and co-operative 
form of psychotherapy. If you are a practitioner, I hope you will be 
empowered to respond, within a clear theoretical discipline, yet freely 
and creatively, to your clients, and so create another new therapy. In 
this way gestalt can continue to encourage excitement and growth, and 
what the Buddhists term ‘right living’, in all parties to it.

00-Houston-Prelims.indd   9 06/07/2012   12:55:23 PM



00-Houston-Prelims.indd   10 06/07/2012   12:55:23 PM



ONE
Human Nature and Gestalt

Note: There will be many references in this book to what is properly called 
gestalt therapy theory. As this phrase is cumbersome, I will generally 
shorten it to just the word gestalt.

‘When will you, at last, become that which you truly are?’ Maria Theresa 
of Austria [in a letter to her daughter Marie Antoinette twenty years 
before the guillotine came down].

Most of us have some notion of that which we truly are. Plato saw this 
as an aspiration, an ideal that could never be fulfilled, but which showed 
a direction to aspire to. Somewhere in every counsellor, whether it is 
overt or not, is a belief about what we call human nature. In fact it is rare 
indeed for anyone to be without various convictions about what we are 
really like, or what makes us tick. It is one which has to be the starting 
place for all therapy, the more because different people have different 
assumptions about what makes us behave as we do. So we can begin by 
reminding ourselves, by raising our awareness, of some of these different 
beliefs, all immensely powerful in how they shape people’s behaviour.

Fritz Perls, influenced by his wife Laura, and the first writer about 
gestalt therapy, said, ‘Man seems to be born with a sense of social and psy-

chological balance as acute as his sense of physical balance’ (1978: 27). He 
was a psychoanalyst whose first book, Ego, Hunger and Aggression, was 
subtitled A Revision of Freud’s Theories (1969[1947]). This revision was 
in some instances a rebellion; in other parts it supported some of Freud’s 
method and insights. And he searched for an improvement to the theories 
already there, even calling gestalt ‘the psychology of the obvious’. 
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2    Gestalt Counselling in a Nutshell

And he embraced ideas from many sources in Eastern and Western 
thinking, taking them further, into his powerful and optimistic view of 
human nature. Rather than offer the gestalt therapy view straightaway, 
we can look very briefly at some of the many others. 

Religions can seem the authorities on the subject, and all religions 
that I have heard of provide their own answers to this question. For 
Buddhists we are creatures condemned to recurrent life on this earth, 
in various forms, depending on how virtuously we live each of these 
lives, until we achieve the highest good. Christianity contains a story of 
self-sacrifice for the general good, and a list of socially useful prohibi-
tions, intended to promote acceptable behaviour. As in many religions, 
these advocate social awareness and responsibility. They have needed 
to do this, supposedly, because they originated in times and places 
where there was plenty of the opposite.

Psychology is a formalisation of this study of what we do and what 
makes us do it. It is a study with which humans have no doubt been 
busy since they could first string concepts together, and which most of 
us embroider, as we try to account for our own or other people’s 
behaviour. Unlike many religions, professional psychologists study 
behaviour and motivation as it occurs, rather than saying what every-
one ought to be doing. They look at what does happen or seems to 
happen, rather than what ought to happen. 

We are all psychologists. We all study behaviour and have our per-
sonal theories of human nature. He’s trying to wind you up. She doesn’t 
know what she’s doing. You can’t trust women. You can think of dozens 
of confident statements like this. Philosophers from ancient times have 
written theories of human nature, often with some prompts about how 
to be good, virtuous, the right kind of person. They evidently felt the 
urge to add morality to psychology. In ancient Greece there was a long 
study of virtue, and the virtuous man. Women were not always an 
important part of this ethos. Neither were slaves. On the other hand, 
homosexuality and pederasty were accepted, and heterosexuality some-
times seen as a necessary evil. Here is just one example of how human 
nature is quite differently construed at different times and in different 
places. Truth, rather than being the universal archly stated by Jane 
Austen, is contextual, only valid according to circumstances.
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