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People with mood disorders, anxiety disorders, speciﬁc phobias, obsessivecompulsive disorder, or thought disorders often need psychotherapy in
addition to their medication. Psychotherapy is deﬁned as the systematic
interaction between an individual and a therapist that is based on the
understanding of the psychological principles and mechanisms of mental
disease with aim of changing the individual’s behaviors, thoughts and feelings.
Therefore, the optimum goal of psychotherapy is to help the patient to
overcome certain abnormal behaviors such as being frightened from a
stimulus, solve their daily-life problems and help them achieve their potential
through diﬀerent techniques.

Overview of Psychotherapy
Before we discuss the most common types of psychotherapy, we need to deﬁne few
general terms related to psychotherapy. The main focus of this therapy is to focus on
the problematic behavior, thoughts, and feelings of the patient. The following summarizes
the main features of psychotherapy.
Systemic Interaction
For psychotherapy to be eﬀective, the therapist should use a structured interview and

interaction with the patient. The structure of this interaction is based on the therapist’s
understanding of the psychological basis of disease the patient might have developed.
Psychological Principles of Mental Disorders
The idea that mental health and disease that can be aﬀected by certain psychological
mechanisms is not new. For instance, an inhibited memory of a severe psychological
trauma might contribute to the emergence of dissociative disorders.
Targeted Domain
For psychotherapy to be eﬀective, a clearly deﬁned goal and target should be set.
Depending on the type of psychotherapy used, one might aim to induce a change in
behavior, thoughts or feelings of the patient.
Shared Features Between Psychotherapies
While the previous features are usually unique and diﬀerent based on the type of
psychotherapy being employed by the therapist, there are certain features that are
common to all types of psychotherapy. For instance, all types of psychotherapy are
talking therapies that are based on verbal interchanges between the therapist and the
patient. Sensitivity to the patient’s non-verbal clues is also important to the therapist
regardless of the type of therapy used.

Psychodynamic Therapy
The main goal of psychodynamic therapy is to help the patient to gain insight into their
unconscious conﬂicts and to resolve such conﬂicts. Therefore, the main psychological
principle here is that most mental disorders are caused by deep unconscious
conﬂicts and that your goal as a therapist is to help the patient identify such
conﬂicts and then resolve them. This is the same principle that was used in
psychoanalysis, a form of psychodynamic therapy that was developed by Sigmund Freud.
The following summarizes some important deﬁnitions related to psychodynamic
therapy:
Free Association
In psychodynamic therapy, the patient is instructed to not block any thoughts or ideas
but to feel free to talk about anything that comes to mind even if it seems to be loosely
related. The principle here is that psychodynamic therapists believe that these ideas and
thoughts even though they might seem unrelated are in fact not completely free of
association. Later more structured sessions aim to try to understand why the patient
keeps mentioning certain topics and to try to deﬁne the unconscious conﬂicts that might
have led to the patient’s current problem.
Dream Analysis
Sigmund Freud believed that the best way to understand the unconscious mind is to go
through and interpret the individual’s dreams. The manifesting content of a dream is
deﬁned as the material content of the dream that the individual tells and reports to the
therapist. The latent content of the dream is deﬁned as the unconscious material that the
dream actually symbolizes.
Transference

This is the patient’s transfer of feelings and attitudes that he or she holds toward
important people in his or her life to the analysis.
Countertransference
When the therapist transfers his or her underlying feelings and attitudes onto his or her
clients, the term that is used is countertransference. Transference and
countertransference can help the therapist to understand better the inner conﬂicts of
their patients but this process usually involves time probably years.

Behavior Therapy
While psychodynamic therapy is based on the principle that inner and unconscious
conﬂicts are behind one’s mental disease, behavior therapy is based on the theory
that certain behaviors can be learned and modiﬁed. Therefore, behavior therapy is
a learning-based technique that aims to change the patient’s behavior in certain
scenarios. For instance, a patient with a speciﬁc phobia might beneﬁt from behavior
therapy with desensitization to the provoking stimulus.
The following summarizes some important features of behavior therapy:
Systemic Desensitization
Systematic desensitization is a technique that is based on the principle that one’s phobia
is a learned behavior that can be modiﬁed. The patient is instructed to remain deeply
relaxed while a fearful stimulus is being presented to them in slides or other means, i.e.
not in real life. The degree of fearfulness of the stimuli is increased and the patient is
instructed to remain calm and relaxed at all times.
Gradual Exposure
This is very similar to systematic desensitization with a main big diﬀerence, the patient is
actually exposed in real life to the fearful stimulus. Gradual and repeated exposure is
known to work in speciﬁc phobias. This is called desensitizing.
Modeling
This is another technique that can be used by behavioral therapists in patients with
phobias. The idea here is to teach the individual a new behavior in response to a given
fearful stimulus and the individual is instructed to imitate that behavior.
Token Economy
Children with conduct disorders can be treated with this technique. The idea is simple. If
you show certain behaviors, you get a token that you can later change for a reward after
you accumulate enough tokens. This is known as operant conditioning.
Behavioral therapy includes classical conditioning or associative learning, desensitizing,
operant conditioning.

Cognitive Therapy
Cognitive therapy is based on the principle that certain mental disorders might be caused
by faulty thoughts and perceptions by the individual. Therefore, the aim of cognitive
therapy is correct faulty thinking, distorted beliefs, and attitudes that might create or
contribute to the abnormal behavior.

The following summarizes some of the main features of cognitive therapy:
Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy
Recent research has shown that patients with depressive or anxiety disorders feel sad or
anxious not because they have experienced a sad or a stressful situation, but because
they perceived and interpreted that situation in a faulty way. Therefore, the goal of this
technique is to replace the irrational beliefs about certain situations with more adaptive
beliefs to overcome depression or anxiety.
Beck’s Cognitive Therapy
This approach is based on encouraging the patient to be more involved in the treatment
process. The therapist goal here is to help the patient identify and change certain errors
in their thoughts. Such errors are known as cognitive distortions.
Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy
With this technique, one tries to induce a change in the patient’s behavior by identifying
irrational thoughts and then focusing on the idea that replacing these thoughts with more
rational thoughts when combined with the principle that behaviors are learned one can
help the patient overcome certain problems. For instance, patients with obsessivecompulsive disorder might wash their hands many times because they are obsessed with
germs.
Cognitive-behavioral therapy can help in that case. The therapist will focus on the faulty
idea that harmful germs are everywhere and that over grooming will help with that while
also focusing on the principle that control of the compulsion is possible and is learned.

Summary of Diﬀerences between the Main Types
of Psychotherapy
Type of Psychotherapy

Goal of therapy

Length of Treatment

Famous People using the
Technique

Psychoanalysis Therapy

To gain insight into one’s unconscious
conﬂicts.

Several Years

Sigmund Freud

Psychodynamic Therapy

Gain insight into one’s own unconscious
with analysis of one’s defense
mechanisms and developing
transference relationships.

Months to Years

Erik Erikson
Harry Stack Sullivan
Melanie Klein

Behavior Therapy

Changing the patient’s behaviors by a
learning-based technique such as
gradual exposure.

Ten to Twenty Sessions

Used by many modern
psychotherapists

Rational Emotive Behavior
Therapy

Replacing irrational thoughts with
rational beliefs. This is believed to alter
the patient’s behavior.

Ten to Twenty Sessions

Albert Ellis

Beck’s Cognitive Therapy

The identiﬁcation of one’s own selfdefeating thoughts that hold them back
because of a self-distorted perception.
Changing these thoughts will cause
behavioral changes

Ten to Twenty Sessions

Aaron Beck

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy

The combination of behavioral and
cognitive techniques to change
irrational beliefs while also using
learning-based techniques to induce
behavioral changes.

Ten to Twenty Sessions

Used by many modern
psychotherapists
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