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There has been an increasing focus in
recent years on articulating founda-
tional and functional competencies for
practice in professional psychology and
how a competency-based approach
might inform psychology training. With
the aim of contributing to the dialogue
in this area, the discussion herein ex-
plores psychotherapy competencies
through the lens of a humanistic–
existential perspective and describes
implications for psychotherapy training
and supervision. Specifically, competen-
cies pertaining to facilitating the cli-
ent’s experiential awareness and use of
the psychotherapy relationship to en-
gender client change are described.
Next, the foundational and functional
competencies within professional psy-
chology that are particularly salient to
a humanistic–existential psychotherapy
framework are discussed. Finally, the
ways in which a humanistic–existential
supervision framework contributes to
the development of psychotherapy com-
petencies in trainees is considered. A
brief vignette is presented to illustrate
the supervision process.
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Increasing attention has been focused on com-
petencies in professional psychology practice (for
review, see Kaslow, Dunn, & Smith, 2008;
Rodolfa et al., 2005). Competencies are defined
as constellations of “knowledge, skills, and atti-
tudes, which, as a coherent group, are necessary
for professional practice” (Kaslow, 2004, p. 775).
A major aim of the competencies discussion is to
inform the process and evaluation of clinical
training (Kaslow, 2004). Consistent with this pur-
pose, this article explores humanistic and exis-
tential contributions to the dialogue on psycho-
therapy competencies and considers how clinical
supervision within a humanistic– existential
framework can inform the development of psy-
chotherapy competencies in trainees.

Essential Components of Humanistic–
Existential Psychotherapy Competency

The humanistic and existential psychotherapy
approaches share a focus on helping clients make
the most of their psychological potentialities,
though the two approaches differ somewhat in
how they conceptualize this focus. Humanistic
psychotherapy tends to emphasize the creation of
psychotherapeutic conditions for cultivating an
innate actualizing tendency that is posited to pro-
pel psychological growth (Cain, 2002; Maslow,
1968; Rogers, 1961). Existential psychotherapy
posits that psychological vitality and fullness in
living spring from one’s willingness both to take
responsibility for one’s freedom to choose and to
accept that one’s potentiality is bounded by one’s
physical, social, and psychological contexts, as
well as specific existential givens (e.g., the finite-
ness of life) with which one must reconcile one-
self (May, 1983; Schneider & May, 1995; Yalom,
1980). In this way, existential psychotherapy em-
phasizes more than does humanistic psychother-
apy the tension between possibility and limits,
along with the tragic dimensions of the human
condition (Bracke & Bugental, 2002; Cain, 2002;
Yalom, 1980).
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Even with these differences, the two psycho-
therapy traditions share key foundations based on
their rich history of mutual influence and dia-
logue that, for the purposes of this discussion of
psychotherapy competencies, will be referred to
herein as humanistic–existential psychotherapy.
Among these are a focus on experiential under-
standing as fundamental for growth and change,
and a psychotherapist relational stance of open-
ness, authenticity, and genuineness (Bracke &
Bugental, 2002; Cain, 2002; Cooper, 2007). Core
competencies that follow from these foundations
are: (1) facilitating experiential awareness and (2)
using the psychotherapy relationship to promote
change. In the discussion that follows, examples
from a variety of humanistic and existential psy-
chotherapy approaches will be drawn on to illu-
minate these psychotherapy competencies within
a broadly humanistic–existential framework.

Facilitating Experiential Awareness

Humanistic– existential psychotherapy as-
sumes that experiential awareness is a primary
catalyst for human growth (Cain, 2002; Perls,
1973; Rogers, 1961; Schneider & May, 1995;
Yalom, 1980), and that an experiential focus can
illuminate “in the immediate living moment the
ways in which a client pursues or defeats fulfill-
ment” (Bracke & Bugental, 2002, p. 266). As
such, a fundamental psychotherapist competency
encompasses a capacity to facilitate the client’s
process of experiential self-exploration. Empha-
sis is placed on phenomenological inquiry into
what the client is experiencing (Cain, 2002; Coo-
per, 2007; May, 1983). This involves a highly
disciplined process in which the psychotherapist
endeavors to set aside explanatory preconcep-
tions, frameworks, assumptions, or biases as
much as is feasible to arrive at a description that
illuminates the client’s subjective world.

Although a phenomenologically based experi-
ential emphasis is shared across humanistic–
existential psychotherapy approaches, this focus
is applied in varied ways. For instance, the client-
centered psychotherapist strives to sense deeply
the client’s experiential world and reflect back
what is heard in a way that both empathically
captures and deepens the client’s awareness. This
process is presumed to facilitate expression of an
actualizing tendency in that the client “comes to
be—in awareness—what he is—in experience”
(Rogers, 1961, pp. 104–105).

In the Gestalt approach, the psychotherapist
makes use of active experiments and exercises
aimed at intensifying the client’s here and now
experience, including how the client avoids or
interrupts aspects of experiencing (Perls, 1973).
Examples include focusing the client on bodily
expressions of experience (e.g., “Are you aware
of your hand gestures right now as you talk about
these feelings?”), inviting the client to describe
the flow of immediate here-and-now experience
using the orienting phrase “Now I am aware . . .”,
and the two-chair dialogue for exploring conflicts
between competing aspects of self experiencing.
Each of these tasks aims to facilitate “a wider
orientation and greater freedom of choice and
action” (Perls, 1973, p. 73).

To facilitate a process called “invoking the
actual” (Schneider, 2007; Schneider & May,
1995), existential–integrative psychotherapy uses
queries to orient the client experientially to con-
cerns and issues (e.g., “What feels most pressing
for you in this moment?”), encourage elaboration
of a particular experiential theme (e.g., “What
else are you aware of right now?”), and point out
discrepancies between what a client says and the
process by which it is expressed (e.g., “You say
you’re at peace with what happened, and yet you
keep bringing it back up. What do you make of
that?”). Existential psychotherapy also facilitates
awareness of links between client problems and
key existential dilemmas in living. For example,
the psychotherapist may point out an observed
reluctance by the client to avow existential free-
dom by avoiding responsibility for personal
choice (e.g., “I hear you saying ‘I can’t decide,’
but might you really be saying ‘I won’t decide’
because you’re afraid of making a wrong
choice?”; Yalom, 1980).

To facilitate experiential awareness, the psy-
chotherapist also must heighten client awareness
of avoidance, illuminate the adaptive functions of
resistance, and facilitate a working through of
resistance to experiential self-exploration
(Bracke & Bugental, 2002; Schneider, 2007;
Schneider & May, 1995). For example, the client-
centered psychotherapist (Rogers, 1961) may em-
pathically reflect a client’s reluctance to explore a
particular aspect of experience (e.g., “So you
don’t want to let yourself feel sad right now
because you’re afraid it will overwhelm you.”).
An existential–integrative psychotherapist may
“vivify” (Schneider, 2007) avoidance of a given
experiential theme by drawing attention to the
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avoidance in the psychotherapy process (e.g., “I
noticed that when you got in touch with your
anger just now you quickly changed the sub-
ject.”). Within a Gestalt approach, the psycho-
therapist might direct the client in a two-chair
dialogue that gives voice to a pattern of resistance
to heighten awareness both of its adaptive signif-
icance and the ways in which it stifles growth
(Perls, 1973; Yontef, 2007).

Using the Psychotherapy Relationship

The humanistic–existential approach empha-
sizes the growth-promoting potential of the psy-
chotherapy relationship (Cain, 2002; Cooper,
2007; Yontef, 2007). Examples of this relational
contextual perspective are found in the Gestalt
notion that one exists within an environmental
field that includes one’s relationships (Perls,
1973), and in the existential concept of a rela-
tional world, or mitwelt (May, 1983). Within a
humanistic–existential framework, competency
in using the psychotherapy relationship to engen-
der change is based on the psychotherapist’s ca-
pacities for genuineness and acceptance as well
as the psychotherapist’s presence in encountering
the client.

Being genuine, or relating with what Rogers
(1957) referred to as congruence, means that the
psychotherapist is authentic and transparent with
the client (Cain, 2002; Cooper, 2007). The psy-
chotherapist’s genuineness facilitates “relational
depth” (Cooper, 2007, p. 14) by encouraging
open dialogue between the psychotherapist and
client about both the psychotherapy process and
their relationship. The psychotherapist may self-
disclose in the context of this dialogue, though
skillfully exercises discipline in this process to
ensure that the disclosures do not harm the client,
are offered only when they serve the client’s
growth, and are timed in accordance with the
client’s readiness to hear them (Cooper, 2007;
Yalom, 1980).

In addition, the psychotherapist is accepting of
the client, seeking to “meet” the client in the
immediacy of the client’s experience without
evaluative preconceptions (Yontef, 2007). Within
the client-centered approach, Rogers (1957) ar-
ticulated the concept of unconditional positive
regard, which requires a sustained commitment to
cultivating an attitude of deep respect for the
client as a whole person, including an acceptance
of the client as fundamentally worthy apart from

the client’s specific patterns of thought, emotion,
and/or action. Importantly, while communicating
empathy for client desires for relief from prob-
lems, the psychotherapist also conveys respect
for client struggles as meaningful efforts to adapt
to life challenges (Cooper, 2007). By aspiring to
“meet” clients experientially in this way, the psy-
chotherapist creates a relational space that invites
clients to view their struggles with compassion,
and to accept who they are as a starting point for
a process of considering who they want to be-
come (Yontef, 2007).

The psychotherapist also strives to maintain
presence in the psychotherapy relationship,
which refers to a concern with “understanding
and experiencing as far as possible the being of
the patient” (May, 1983, p. 156). Presence re-
quires a sustained posture of focused attention,
receptivity to the client’s expressions of experi-
encing (including a capacity to remain present
with highly intense or painful emotion), and im-
mersion in exploring the client’s subjective world
(Bracke & Bugental, 2002; Cain, 2007). Presence
creates a space for the psychotherapist to sense
deeply the experiential world of the client,
thereby facilitating empathic understanding,
which Rogers (1957) regarded as a key condition
of the change process. Presence helps the client
feel supported and secure, and illuminates quali-
ties of the client’s subjective world and the psy-
chotherapy relationship. Importantly, the psycho-
therapist’s presence also enhances the client’s
willingness to remain present with increasing de-
grees of depth in self-experiencing (Bracke &
Bugental, 2002; Schneider, 2007; Schneider &
May, 1995).

Foundational and Functional Competencies
Informing Humanistic–Existential
Psychotherapy

The foundational competencies representing
elemental professional knowledge structures and
skill sets for psychologists include reflective
practice, professionalism, scientific knowledge,
relationships, individual and cultural diversity,
ethical/legal standards and policies, and interdis-
ciplinary systems (Kaslow et al., 2008; Rodolfa
et al., 2005). These undergird the development of
functional competencies, which include assess-
ment, intervention, consultation, research/
evaluation, supervision/teaching, administration,
and advocacy (Kaslow et al., 2008; Rodolfa et al.,
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2005). Although all are important, the founda-
tional competencies of reflective practice and re-
lationships, and the functional competencies of
assessment and intervention are especially salient
within a humanistic–existential psychotherapy
approach.

Foundational Competencies

Reflective practice refers to competency in
professional self-reflection, including self-
assessment of professional strengths and skill
levels along with areas in need of further profes-
sional development (Kaslow et al., 2008). Within
this broad concept of reflective practice, one can
infer specific capacities for self-observation, self-
monitoring, and self-awareness that are founda-
tional to the psychotherapist’s effectiveness in
facilitating the client’s experiential awareness in
humanistic–existential psychotherapy. These ca-
pacities are essential because the psychothera-
pist’s subjectivity is considered a key resource
for accurately grasping the client’s subjective
world (Cain, 2002; Schneider & May, 1995). For
instance, in conducting phenomenological in-
quiry the psychotherapist’s efforts to set aside
explanatory biases and preconceptions must be
guided by a self-reflective process. In addition,
reflective practice provides an anchor so that the
psychotherapist may become immersed in the
client’s experiential world while simultaneously
retaining awareness of separateness from the cli-
ent so as not to overidentify with the client’s
experience. Apropos of this point, Rogers (1957)
conceptualized empathy as the capacity to cap-
ture “the client’s private world as if it were your
own, but without ever losing the ‘as-if’ quality”
(p. 99). The psychotherapist’s reflective capacity
is critical to maintaining this “as if” quality in the
empathic process, which if lost, results in a blur-
ring of the boundary between the psychothera-
pist’s experience and that of the client. Reflective
practice also helps to guide the psychotherapist’s
decision making regarding expressions of authen-
ticity with the client, including gauging if, how,
and when to disclose impressions and experi-
ences of the psychotherapy process (Cooper,
2007).

Relationships competency involves effective
and adaptive interpersonal capacities, including
respectfulness, caring, communication skills, and
skills in managing feelings in interpersonal con-
texts (Kaslow et al., 2008). Reflecting both the

philosophical and theoretical traditions from
which the humanistic–existential framework de-
veloped, a cornerstone of relationship compe-
tency within the approach involves “engaging
with people in a deeply valuing and respectful
way” (Cooper, 2007, p. 11). The psychotherapist
is skilled both in facilitating a working alliance
based on interpersonal connection and trust and
cultivating the conditions and qualities of the
psychotherapy relationship itself that are facilita-
tive of emotional healing (Bracke & Bugental,
2002; Cain, 2002; Cooper, 2007; May, 1983;
Rogers, 1957; Yalom, 1980; Yontef, 2007). In
being authentic, genuine, collaborative, open to
mutuality and dialogue, and present in the rela-
tionship with the client, the psychotherapist
“‘meets’ or contacts the patient rather than aim-
ing to get the patient to be different” (Yontef,
2007, p. 20). This relational competency in
“meeting” the client and being open to the emo-
tional impact of the client’s experience is itself
viewed as facilitative of the client’s change pro-
cess.

Functional Competencies

Assessment competency requires skill in eval-
uation, diagnosis, and conceptualization of prob-
lems and concerns (Kaslow et al., 2008; Rodolfa
et al., 2005). In humanistic–existential psycho-
therapy, assessment is guided by a conceptualiza-
tion of the client as an integrated organism (Cain,
2002; Perls, 1973; Rogers, 1961; Schneider &
May, 1995); “an irreducible whole: a complex
gestalt that cannot be broken down into the sum
of its individual parts without losing its essence”
(Cooper, 2008, p. 243). In assessing a client’s
problems, the psychotherapist explores the cli-
ent’s life circumstances and attends to the multi-
ple modes through which the client communi-
cates experience (cognitions, emotions, actions,
bodily expressions). The psychotherapist then in-
tegrates these observations into a coherent con-
ceptualization of the client’s experiential world.
Assessment competency, therefore, emphasizes
the clinician’s skill in developing a phenomeno-
logical description of the client’s experience to
grasp the client as a whole person. Because of its
primarily subjective orientation, humanistic–
existential psychotherapy places less emphasis
than do many other psychotherapy approaches on
traditional assessment of clinical history and for-
mulation of a categorical diagnosis (Bracke &
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Bugental, 2002; May,1983; Schneider & May,
1995; Yalom, 1980). For instance, although a
humanistic–existential psychotherapist may find
it useful to know that a client has a depression
diagnosis, the heart of the assessment process
focuses on efforts to comprehend what the de-
pression is like for this client in this moment
within the client’s overall experiential world.

Intervention competency refers to the effective
use of psychological methods to ameliorate prob-
lems and promote growth (Kaslow et al., 2008;
Rodolfa et al., 2005). Central to the humanistic–
existential psychotherapist’s effectiveness in pro-
moting change through facilitating experiential
awareness and using the relationship is a capacity
for attunement to the client’s needs. For example,
the psychotherapist meets the client by matching
intervention strategies to the client’s needs and
readiness for experiential work at a given mo-
ment in the psychotherapy process (Bracke &
Bugental, 2002; Schneider & May, 1995; Yontef,
2007). In a related vein, the psychotherapist is
aware of the themes that matter most for the
client in the moment-to-moment psychotherapeu-
tic exchange. Cain (2007) suggested that this
capacity hinges on the psychotherapist’s skill in
tracking the client’s repetition of specific con-
cerns, spontaneous expressions of emotion, evoc-
ative or intense communications, and expressions
reflecting views of self. The psychotherapist also
attends to the client’s experience of the psycho-
therapy relationship, solicits client input on the
impact of the psychotherapy process, carefully
observes client responses to the psychotherapist’s
input or feedback, and is alert to signs of strain or
ruptures in the psychotherapy alliance (Cain,
2007).

Humanistic–Existential Psychotherapy
Competencies in the Supervisory Process

To support the trainee in developing compe-
tencies in facilitating experiential awareness and
using the psychotherapy relationship to promote
change, humanistic– existential psychotherapy
supervision aims to expand the trainee’s knowl-
edge of theory and technique, facilitate explora-
tion of the person of the psychotherapist, and
cultivate skills in the use of self as a change
agent. The supervisor takes care to ensure that the
degree of emphasis given to each of these super-
visory aims matches the training needs of the
supervisee, including the trainee’s level of expe-

rience and development as a psychotherapist. For
instance, a novice trainee may benefit most from
a primary focus on basic practice both in devel-
oping clinical conceptualizations based on
humanistic–existential concepts and using psy-
chotherapy strategies for facilitating client self-
awareness. As the trainee gains experience and
confidence in applying basic aspects of
humanistic–existential psychotherapy theory and
methods, supervision may increasingly focus on
the person of the psychotherapist and use of self
to facilitate change.

In developing the trainee’s knowledge of the-
ory and technique, the supervisor guides the
trainee in developing assessment and intervention
competencies using humanistic–existential con-
cepts. For instance, to cultivate experiential case
conceptualization skills, the supervisee may be
invited to articulate clinical impressions that in-
tegrate observations of both verbal and nonverbal
aspects of the client’s expressions (e.g., quality of
emotion, voice tone, facial expression, body pos-
ture, and/or hand gestures). To develop interven-
tion skills, the supervision may focus on devel-
oping the trainee’s capacities to track the
moment-to-moment expressions of the client, for-
mulate questions aimed at deepening the client’s
experiential awareness, and provide feedback that
encapsulates the essence of the client’s experien-
tial expressions.

A focus on the person of the psychotherapist
involves development of reflective practice com-
petency in that the trainee is cultivating capacities
to utilize self-reflection and self-knowledge in the
service of the client. As Cain (2007) observed,
the psychotherapist’s self-knowledge is impor-
tant because “each of us functions best as thera-
pists when we find our distinctive voices” (p. 6).
Supervision focuses on helping the trainee to
reflect on subjective experiences of being with a
client, or where needed, to become aware of
instances where the trainee’s own unresolved
psychological issues may be adversely affecting
the psychotherapy relationship and/or the psy-
chotherapy process. Although exploring these is-
sues as they relate to the trainee’s performance as
a psychotherapist can be valuable, it is important
that the supervisor be mindful of the boundaries
and purposes of the supervisory relationship and
refer the trainee to outside resources when per-
sistent concerns affecting the trainee’s work as a
psychotherapist are identified in supervision
(Lambers, 2007).
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Closely related to the focus on the person of
the psychotherapist in supervision is the cultiva-
tion of the trainee’s use of self as a change agent,
including capacities for genuineness, basic accep-
tance, and presence in the psychotherapy encoun-
ter as part of relationships competency. In this
aspect of the supervisory process, the supervisor
and trainee explore how to create a psychotherapy
relationship that is conducive to change, track the
nuance of in-session relationship process, discuss
decision making regarding psychotherapist self-
disclosure to clients, and focus on the process of
empathic responding. To the extent that the su-
pervisor models genuineness, acceptance, and
presence in the supervisory relationship, the
trainee not only is likely to feel at ease in explor-
ing self, ideas, concerns, and questions critical to
the training process, but also learns experientially
how this quality of relating supports a process of
growth.

Illustrative Supervisory Vignette

In the following brief vignette, a supervisor
and trainee are discussing a session in which the
trainee describes uncertainty about how to move
the client forward in understanding her anxiety.

Trainee (T): She’s feeling very anxious, and we got really
stuck trying figure out what it’s about.

Supervisor (S): Okay, so you both felt stuck trying to get a
deeper grasp of her anxiety. Sometimes searching your own
experience of a client can help you generate ideas about what
a client’s struggles might be. What did it feel like to be with
her in this particular moment of the session?

T: Closed in, overwhelmed, paralyzed, like I couldn’t help
her.

S: Hmmm, does this provide you with any ideas about how
she might be feeling?

T: I’m not sure, maybe that she feels trapped? Like she
doesn’t have options?

S: Okay, let’s keep that in mind and see what else we can find
out. Sometimes when clients feel blocked like this it’s helpful
to see if the experience is being expressed physically some-
where in the body. Did you happen to ask about any body
sensations that accompany her anxiety?

T: Yeah, I remember you suggesting that before so I asked
her. She said her chest felt tight, like she was suffocating, like
she couldn’t get out from under the weight of all she must
accomplish.

S: Must accomplish? It’s really important to be aware of the
language she uses because it may give us further clues about
her experience of the anxiety. What might she be conveying
by using the word must here?

T: Maybe she feels compelled in some way to live up to some
sort of expectation?

S: Yes, I’m wondering the same thing. While it’s too early to
know for sure, I’m wondering if her anxiety is related to a
struggle with choosing, that somehow she feels as though she
“can’t” choose a different way of living than the path she is
pursuing now, even if she’s not satisfied with her current life
as it is. One way to begin exploring this possibility would be
to start with noticing when she uses words like must or should
and maybe ask her to say more about what she means when
she says them. What would you think about trying this in the
next session?

This vignette illustrates the use of an experi-
ential focus to help the trainee develop an ap-
proach to moving through uncertainty in working
with the client. To enhance knowledge of theory
and technique, the supervisor both educated the
trainee about relevant concepts and principles
(e.g., learning to think holistically about possible
physical expressions of the client’s anxiety) and
demonstrated their application in developing a
working clinical conceptualization. A person of
the psychotherapist focus, along with a focus on
use of self in the psychotherapy process also was
illustrated by the supervisor’s suggestions that
the trainee attend to internal experience as a tool
to help develop clues as to what the client’s
expressions may signify.

Conclusions

Key competencies in the practice of
humanistic– existential psychotherapy involve
skills in facilitating experiential awareness and
use of the relationship to help the client change.
The foundational and functional competencies of
reflective practice, relationships, assessment, and
intervention are particularly relevant to the devel-
opment of these core humanistic–existential psy-
chotherapy competencies. Psychotherapy super-
vision aims to cultivate these competencies via a
focus on knowledge of humanistic–existential
concepts and methods, the person of the psycho-
therapist, and use of the psychotherapist’s self to
facilitate client change.
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