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In this edition of Reflections we look at “Psychotherapy and 

the Meaning of Life” the theme of our National Counselling & 

Psychotherapy Conference taking place at the Gibson Hotel, 

Dublin on Saturday the 20th of June.

For many of our students this time of year provides a 

moment to reflect and take a deep breath after studying hard 

through the academic year or indeed a year to celebrate ones 

‘Graduation’ and start a new chapter of their lives.

In fact many may be looking at their own journey and 

reviewing how they got to where they are today and where 

they are going in the future; possibly pondering the ‘Meaning 

of Life’.  This is a huge question, which I must stress we do not 

claim to know the answer to!  So I’m afraid we will have to 

disappoint a few, if you were hoping this would be answered 

through our Newsletter or indeed at our Conference.

However, as our College President Eoin Stephens said 

“Meaning, or the lack of it, is often a core issue in the life of 

anyone who seeks Counselling/Psychotherapy… Certainly, 

therapists of all persuasions do (or at least should) take a great 

interest in the current meanings any client is taking from their 

life, and also in helping clients increase the level of positive 

meaningfulness in their lives.” It is with all this in mind that we 

have made Psychotherapy & the Meaning of Life the theme of 

our 2015 Counselling & Psychotherapy Conference.

We are delighted to have a selection of guest speakers from 

the Conference to provide thought-provoking articles for 

this edition, which I’m sure you will enjoy. Prof. Emmy van 

Welcome to the 
Summer Edition of 
2015 Reflections

Deurzen who has just Chaired the first International Existential 

Conference gives us a brief introduction to Existential Therapy. 

At our Conference, Prof. van Deurzen will set the tone for the 

day by exploring Psychotherapy and the Meaning of Life - a 

topic which she explores in her book ‘Psychotherapy and the 

Pursuit of Happiness’. In her book review in our last edition,  

Faculty Lecturer Antoinette Stanbridge (2014) stated “...

van Deurzen plunders the oceans of psychology, philosophy, 

popular culture and world religion to raise from the seabed 

nuggets of shining wisdom blended by her own prodigious 

alchemy.” It promises to be an interesting lecture…  At 

the other end of the spectrum, Professor of Psychology at 

Goldsmiths College and renowned sceptic Prof. Chris French 

shows us the human tendency to see meaning where there 

isn’t any – and the dangers of this in the therapy room.  

In addition to this our College President Eoin Stephens has 

also provided an insight into Spirituality and Meaning in 

Addiction and Recovery discussing AA, CBT and Motivational 

Interviewing.  Eoin will be facilitating one of the seminars at 

the Conference on this very topic and asks whether issues 

of spirituality and meaning are as important in addiction 

recovery as ever or has addiction therapy moved on? We 

are also delighted to welcome Dr. Barbara Dowds and Prof. 

Digby Tantam who are facilitating seminars on “Engaging 

the Right Brain to Find Meaning in Life”, and “Emotional 

Wellbeing & Mental Health through the Psychotherapeutical 

Lens” respectively.  These seminars will provide an in-depth 

perspective and opportunity to discuss the topic with the 

facilitator in person.

Rhiannon Murphy
College Director
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Don’t forget to read the PCI College Blog! In our latest post, Dr. 

John Sharry our final guest speaker delves into the choices we 

have when facing daily hassles and adversity “in dealing with the 

major and minor challenges of living, frequently we encounter 

within ourselves two very different instinctual positions. First 

we can respond with despair to our circumstances, whereby we 

can plummet into negativity and even withdraw from living. Or, 

second we can respond with hope whereby we choose to live 

well despite our circumstances and even to seek meaning within 

our challenges.” It is a fascinating insight into how we can use 

our own strength to live positively no matter what life throws at 

us. This idea is given life and context in Lecturer Mike Hackett’s 

uplifting review of Vicktor Frankls inspiring book “Man’s Search 

for Meaning”. 

These themes and events are very special to those at PCI 

College who have been working hard, preparing for the 

Conference to ensure that we provide a great day for attendees 

by engaging high calibre keynote speakers and ensuring that all 

runs smoothly on the day.  

In addition to this, the staff at PCI College have been working 

very hard with the support of the student body on preparation 

for IACP reviews over the last number of months and we are 

delighted to announce that the Diploma in Counselling & 

Psychotherapy course is now IACP accredited across all our 

venues and class options throughout Ireland.  This is a huge 

achievement and I hope you will join us in our thanks for all the 

support and hard work from all parties involved.

As I’m sure you can tell, this has yet again been a busy year for 

PCI College with the above events and further development 

in IT which I mentioned a few editions ago.  It may not be 

visible externally, however PCI College has introduced a new 

CRM or SRM as we like to call it (Client/Student Relationship 

Management) System.   This system allows us to house all our 

data in a refined manner thus facilitating the opportunity to 

work more smoothly and provides greater functionality for all 

Administration and the wider College team.

So while many students will be in their classes studying 

Motivational Interviewing, CBT, Existential Therapy or indeed 

pondering the meaning of life, the College has been working 

hard behind the scenes to improve the operational side of 

the College to ensure a smoother student experience, from 

Admissions to Graduation.  In conjunction with this we have 

also been working hard on the development of new policies and 

procedures such as Client Work procedures and the introduction 

of Deferral procedures for Post-Graduate students, to name a 

few.  These will be launched at the start of the next academic 

year which we hope will facilitate the student body and provide 

a more enjoyable experience in higher education.

So at this point I would like to take the opportunity to thank 

all staff, lecturers and students who have participated and 

contributed to another successful year.  I’m keeping my fingers 

crossed for a warm summer and I wish everyone a relaxing 

break and indeed a wonderful and meaningful life!  See you 

again in September, the beginning of our next academic year to 

continue our educational journey together.

References

Reflections Winter 2014

R H Murphy

College Director
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Addiction is an area of mental health and therapeutic endeavour 

where there has always been a strong emphasis on the issue 

of what can or can’t give real meaning to life. The Twelve-Step 

programme of Alcoholics Anonymous started this trend (inspired 

indirectly by Carl Jung, according to the story) by emphasising 

the necessity of a “spiritual awakening” as part of the recovery 

process, and conceptualising alcohol as a false “higher power” 

in the alcoholic’s life - promising meaning, but actually draining 

it away. This view had an enormous influence on the addiction 

counselling field right through the second half of the twentieth 

century, and the Twelve Steps became a core part of addiction 

counselling (sometimes the whole of it).

The first three steps, and the last, are probably the most relevant 

for our topic here:

1. We admitted we were powerless over alcohol - 

 that our lives had become unmanageable. 

2. Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could   

 restore us to sanity.

3. Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the   

 care of God as we understood Him. 

…

12. Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these   

 steps, we tried to carry this message to alcoholics and to   

 practice these principles in all our affairs.

12-Step approaches are still influential, but have partly given way 

to newer, more psychologically-influenced therapy approaches, 

especially CBT and Motivational Interviewing. Mindfulness-

based approaches are also having an increased influence in the 

field.  Are issues of meaning as important as ever in working 

Spirituality and Meaning 
in Addiction and 
Recovery
 Eoin Stephens

with addiction problems? Does it make any difference whether 

we are dealing with a substance addiction such as alcoholism or 

a behavioural addiction such as sex addiction? These and other 

questions will be explored in my conference seminar 

on June 20th.

One of the main things to emphasise is that the general function 

of any kind of addictive object, whether an alcoholic drink, a bet, 

or a pornographic video, is the same - to provide the promise of 

a pleasurable emotional shift. Addictive objects tend to be some 

form of Supernormal Stimuli, promising quick, uncomplicated, 

reliable feelings of a various kinds: comfort, excitement, escape, 

confidence, etc. This emotional function becomes the meaning 

of the addictive object for the addicted person, in two ways.  

First, the object is strongly associated with these feelings. 

Association is a large part of what we mean by “meaning” - 

when we say that home means comfort and security to us, we 

mean that these things are very strongly associated together in 

our minds (through a process of experiential learning).  Second, 

as tolerance develops, the anticipation of the “consumption” of 

the addictive object becomes a more powerful motivator than 

the actual “use” - this means that the addiction is more to the 

idea of porn, heroin, chocolate, etc, than it is to the thing itself. 

The meaning of the substance or behaviour becomes, therefore, 

increasingly compelling yet increasingly false. This kind of view 

of addiction, increasingly supported by research in Evolutionary, 

Cognitive and Neuro-Psychology, meshes quite well with the AA 

view described above.

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy adds to this general perspective 

a more specific “Functional Analysis”, where the therapist helps 

Eoin Stephens
College President
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and challenges the client to explore the individual meanings/

purposes/functions the addictive object has or had for them. 

This focus on individual, “idiosyncratic” meanings is much more 

central to CBT than many people are aware, and this aspect of 

the approach is often emphasised by Beck. At its deepest, it can 

lead to a detailed Case Formulation, helping both client and 

therapist to gain an appropriately complex understanding of 

the client’s unique cognitive/emotional/behavioural world, and 

the experiential learning process through which it came into 

existence. This can, amongst other things, help clients to see the 

role that an addictive substance/behaviour played in their life as 

understandable and meaningful, even though it was 

ultimately destructive.

Carnes, amongst others, has applied the CBT model to the 

problem of addiction, especially in the area of sex addiction. He 

sees addiction, like Beck does, as a repetitive cyclical process, 

which he summarises as Preoccupation, Ritualisation, Acting 

Out, and Despair (and thence back to Preoccupation). The 

Ritual stage is the most interesting for our purpose here, as it 

emphasises the individual, rigid, “sacred” rituals which an addict 

uses during the build-up to each episode of addictive use. These 

rituals (and the instruments necessary to carry them out e.g. a 

syringe, a barstool, a racing paper, a smartphone) become just 

as strongly associated with the anticipated emotional rewards of 

the ultimate addictive object as the object itself does. Therefore, 

as described above in relation to the objects of addiction, 

the rituals and their paraphernalia become imbued with an 

enormous amount of meaning for the addict. They become what 

psychology calls “salient”, i.e. they stand out from the rest of 

the addict’s environment; addicts would often describe them as 

having an aura almost of magic, of holiness, of sacredness, of 

spiritual significance. Perhaps the highly structured nature of 12-

step meetings provides an alternative, healthier, set of significant 

rituals for some recovering addicts?

The Motivational Interviewing approach to addiction problems 

reminds us, amongst other things, that motivation for recovery 

(and away from addiction) should never be taken for granted. 

Although recovery, being healthier by definition, is of course 

the rational option, the motivation of the active addict (or 

of someone in early recovery) is much more ambivalent. 

Human beings are motivated by things and activities that 

hold meaning and value for them at the particular time in 

question; addictive objects and rituals may be imbued with 

the “halo effect” described above for quite a long time, while 

the rewards of recovery (stability, respectability, intimacy, etc.) 

may seem distant and unreal rather than genuinely meaningful. 

Reconnection with core values has long been an emphasis of 

many therapeutic approaches, and MI is no exception – real 
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motivation comes from real, felt, passion about “things that 

matter” to us as individuals, that hold meaning and significance 

(perhaps even some kind of “higher” significance, if they are to 

motivate us for a large part of our life).

In the end, though, meaning, passion, motivation and connection 

can only be felt “in the moment” (even supposedly abstract 

motivations such as justice are often associated with strong 

emotions, and motivations as seemingly rarefied as curiosity 

have been linked with the so-called “epistemic emotions” 

i.e. emotions associated with the pleasures of knowing and 

understanding). Mindfulness, or learning to be “in the now”, is a 

technique originally associated with spiritual approaches such 

as Buddhism, but is now incorporated into many therapeutic 

approaches for addiction as well as for other problems, such 

as Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy, Acceptance & 

Commitment Therapy, and Dialectical Behaviour Therapy. It 

is seen as a key technique for teaching clients how to stay 

more connected with the present moment, thereby helping 

those struggling for recovery to reap the rewards of the simple 

pleasures of daily life – something everyone could benefit from, 

but which the recovering addict, perhaps, cannot afford to 

do without… 

As they say in AA, “One day at a time”…
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What is existential therapy?

Existential therapy is an approach to human existence. 

It aims to help people to get greater clarity and perspective 

on their difficulties in living by enabling them to become more 

aware of their worldview, their assumptions, attitudes, beliefs, 

values, experience, purpose, meanings and actions.  It helps 

them to become more engaged with their life and reclaim their 

freedom to be in charge of it and make informed and responsible 

decisions for change. Existential therapists zoom in on the detail 

of a person’s predicament, following their feelings and tracing the 

deepest point of pain.  They aim to highlight the contradictions 

and paradoxes of a person’s experience and help them to 

understand better the predicaments and situation they are in.  

Existential therapists emphasize the importance of the social, 

political, cultural and economic pressures upon a person, 

alongside the influence of their past history and genetic and 

family inheritance.  It does not see problems as problems of a 

person’s character or personality alone, but always places any 

issues in the wider context of the inevitable challenges of human 

existence.  It facilitates a better grasp of life, greater commitment 

and passion and a sense of autonomy and liberation.  It does this 

by inviting the person to ask her own questions, considering her 

troubles from many different angles and by learning to trust a felt 

sense and inner intuition.  It also teaches people to think more 

logically and independently in tackling each problem.  

Such thoughtfulness is arrived at by helping a person to opt for 

a more aware existence and for making better relationships with 

themselves and others.  We always start from what matters 

most in each person’s life and always return to it.  Philosophical 

clarity comes from viewing our own struggles with life against 

the background of the rules, laws, tasks and givens of human 

existence. The therapeutic encounter is based in calm presence 

and open dialogue.  The therapist engages with the client in a 

conversation that is searching, often challenging and playful 

where possible.  The therapist never imposes or prescribes, but 

opens up new possibilities, encouraging the client to discover 

her own ability to make sense of life.  The objective is always to 

tackle apparent contradictions, confusions, fears and anxieties, 

starting from personal hurt, doubt, despair or curiosity. The aim 

is that of achieving real depth of understanding and with it a 

renewed sense of purpose and direction.  Existential therapy helps 

people to uncover hidden meaning and recover lost freedom and 

inner confidence.  It always seeks to help a person make sense 

of apparent contradictions, conflicts and dilemmas, and does so 

by showing the dialectical possibilities of transcendence.  The 

objective is for a person to become more at ease in life and more 

capable of finding her own wisdom in dealing with life’s 

inevitable challenges. 

Brief introduction to 
existential therapy
Prof. Emmy van Deurzen 
PhD, MPsych, MPhil, FBPsS, CPsychol, FBACP, UKCPF, HCPCreg

Principal New School of Psychotherapy and Counselling
Director Dilemma Consultancy
Director Existential Academy
emmy@nspc.org.uk
www.nspc.org.uk
www.existentialacademy.com
www.dilemmas.org
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Where does existential therapy come from?

Existential therapy has a long pedigree, going back to ancient 

Greek philosophers who helped people to live better lives 

by showing them how to problematize and interrogate their 

difficulties and misconceptions.  When Socrates dialogued with 

the young men of Athens, calling himself a philosopher or lover 

of wisdom, he helped them distinguish between the illusions and 

errors of judgement that made them go astray and the realities 

and clarity of understanding that could point them in the right 

way.  Later philosophers such as Aristotle, the Epicureans and the 

Stoics developed entire schools of philosophical therapy, which 

evolved and refined talking interventions. 

Philosophy lost touch with this objective till the 19th century 

when philosophers like Kierkegaard and Nietzsche reconnected 

with the idea that philosophy should always be lived and should 

always be about living in a better way.  Their work inspired 

many existential therapists, as did the work of 20th century 

philosophers like Heidegger and Sartre.  But it was the 19th 

century methodology of phenomenology, founded by Brentano 

and Husserl and literally meaning the science of appearances, 

that provided the method of observation and description so 

invaluable to therapists and psychologists.  Several psychiatrists, 

including Jaspers and Binswanger applied these ideas directly 

to psychotherapy at the start of the 20th century.  Heidegger’s 

phenomenology led to Medard Boss’ analysis of human existence 

or Daseinsanalysis and Sartre’s ideas inspired R.D. Laing’s work 

and that of many other therapists.  Viktor Frankl, created a 

method named ‘Logotherapy’ or ‘meaning therapy’ to help 

people discover meaning in experiences of suffering, as he did 

when confined in concentration camps during the Second World 

War. For the past decades the method of existential therapy 

has evolved rapidly, especially in Europe, through the writings 

of authors like Deurzen and Spinelli and in the United States 

through the contributions of humanistic-existential therapists 

like Yalom and Schneider.  The creation of training schools for 

existential therapists like the New School of Psychotherapy 

and Counselling, at the Existential Academy in London and the 

creation of the Society for Existential Analysis in 1988 has further 

consolidated existential therapy as a method of choice for those 

who favour independence of thought.   

What are some of the basic concepts in existential therapy?

Limits and possibilities

The worldview of existential therapy is that human beings are 

meaning and purpose seeking. They aim to make sense of their 

world. It is our consciousness that allows us to rise above our 

troubles.  We are not just organisms who are primarily moved 

by instincts, determined by our genes and programmed by 

cognitive concepts or motivated by the influence of our 

parents over us. While all these aspects of being human are 

certainly always present and need to be taken into account, 

the emphasis of existential therapy is always on the human 

capacity for overcoming such limits and finding better ways 

of working with them.  Existential therapists encourage 

people to know their limitations whilst seeking to retrieve 

their possibilities as well.  Existential work is about tackling 

problems in order to transcend suffering and trauma.  

Purpose and meaning

Existential therapists assume that people are generally 

strongly motivated by a deep desire to live a worthwhile and 

purposeful life in which their actions not only make sense but 

are freely undertaken and aimed at consequences which are 

beneficial, productive and fruitful.  But existential philosophy 

is not humanistic, i.e. it does not foreground or idealize human 

beings, nor does it place them above and beyond other forms 

of life.  It recognizes that the universe of which human beings 

are only a very small part is a complex place, where we are 

subject to many diverse forces and givens that we can only 

influence in minor ways.  This includes the realities of space 
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and time, of birth and death, of gravity and movement, of 

ageing and weakness, of adversity and conflict, love and hate, 

all of which we have to learn to reckon with and take into 

our stride along the way.  The forces of nature, the laws of 

society, the rules of psychology and the principles we want 

to live by need to be carefully considered, before we start to 

make choices in life.  It helps to understand something of the 

apparent contradictions, tensions and paradoxes that seem 

to abound, if we want to get better at making order out of 

chaos, or learn to live in tune with the universal harmony.  

Values and the search for a good life

Existential therapy is a wonderful opportunity for a person 

to learn the value of their capacity for sensation, perception, 

memory, emotion, imagination, thought, experience and 

understanding.  Therapy is the start of an experimental 

and adventurous exploration of human living. When people 

come to therapy they are usually feeling confused, lost, 

overwhelmed, hurt, despondent or lonely.  Existential 

therapists engage with their state of mind and propose a joint 

exploration of the things that need to be done for the person 

to free herself and open her mind and her life. Existential 

philosophers recognize that objectives like perfection, or 

blissful happiness or ideal lifestyles are not realistic.  It is 

however always possible and desirable to help a person 

discover and develop their capacity for perfectibility and 

for productive, loving and diligent living. Existential therapy 

celebrates the enterprising spirit of each person who wishes 

to take stock of life before opting to take a new path at the 

crossroads of their daily existence.  

Emotions and the art of living with intensity 

Existential thinkers do not see depression and anxiety as 

negatives or symptoms of mental illness that have to be cured.  

Rather they view these as necessary experiences in the process of 

becoming a complete, sensing-thinking-feeling-intuitive human 

being.  Anxiety is inevitable, as it is the rising of our energy in 

the face of a new challenge.  We cannot live without exposing 

ourselves to anxiety and we have to be  prepared to use the 

energy of anxiety and take action.  When you feel your heart 

beating with apprehension about the dangers in the world you 

know that life is asking something of you and that you need to 

find an effective way to respond to this challenge.  We can all 

learn to heed these signs and benefit from this renewal of our 

energy.  Anxiety primes our capacity for action unless we try 

to suppress it, remaining frozen in forced passivity, so that the 

energy of our anxiety starts looping in on itself and turns to 

panic, which is anxiety without purposeful action.  Anxiety when 

employed effectively leads us towards engagement with the 

world and helps us to focus on the goals we set ourselves.  This 

creates both movement towards feeling high and the tightness 

and tiredness of the stress that this naturally implies.  

Conversely depression is the feeling of coming down from 

something we had hoped for, worked towards or valued and it 

is associated with the loss of that value.  When our energy dips 

away from effortful work towards our chosen objectives we feel 

low, which comes from a sense of disappointment, disaffection or 

distress.  But when we learn to let go and relent, it may begin to 

feel like a kind of relief and release instead. It is also a preparation 

for a renewed bout of anxiety and energy as we lift our eyes and 

spirit towards a new goal, after a rest. 

All human living is cyclical and rises and falls.  We cannot stay 

on the heights or with the peaks of achievements or happiness 

all the time, as we would totally exhaust ourselves.  What goes 

up must come down and so the relaxation of loss and depression 

are equally necessary and can be experienced as not only restful 

but also as helping us to penetrate into the roots of our lives, 

where we can reconsider what we value and what really matters. 

We will then be better equipped next time to take the ride of our 

anxiety fuelled energy towards a brand new, or slightly reshaped 

and newly understood, objective. 
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do differently in the future.  If the world seems unfair or harsh, 

we can learn how to contribute to a fairer society or family life.  

Existential therapists help people to evaluate reality and learn 

from life.  They enable people to live with what they can learn 

from their past so that they can be fully present in their daily 

activity and take time to contemplate how they want to change 

and build a better future for themselves and the people they love 

and live with. 
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Facing reality and the truth of human existence

When people live fearfully they are afraid of their emotions 

and of the actions and experiences in the world that evoke 

them.  When we begin to see the wisdom of our own sensations, 

emotions, thoughts and intuitions we can learn to follow the 

flow of their natural course up and down with the rhythm of life.  

The human capacity for conscious understanding makes all the 

difference.  We can make sense of all this intensity and all this 

confusing and complex experience that might otherwise either 

leave us perplexed or desirous to switch off and hide away from 

the world in a cocooned existence.   Of course most of us will try 

all these methods sooner or later and unless we have the clarity 

of sight to understand what we are doing and where we are going 

wrong or what targets we may want to reach and how we might 

improve the way we are living we might be put off our own lives 

and feel sick of living and desperate, to a greater or lesser degree.  

In the extreme we may even want to die, fall ill, or escape from 

the world entirely by committing suicide.  Existential therapists 

are very much at ease with such strategies and such existential 

crises.  They do not like to speak in terms of psychopathology 

and do not think of emotional problems as medical in origin.  

They consider such problems to be problems in living. They know 

that people often have to come to a halt and experience dark 

nights of the soul, in fear and trembling, before they are able 

and willing to start thinking more carefully about their life.  Such 

suffering matures a person, in the same way in which losses can 

break our hearts and open those up like the soil clots are torn 

asunder in winter, ready for new growth in spring.  Where we feel 

hurt and upset and bereft and broken we become human and 

capable of aspiring to goodness and kindness and wholesome 

productive efforts to live a better life once again.  In our distress 

we come to ourselves for the first time and we learn that we can 

be aware of ourselves and of the world in a constructive manner 

to make life work better.

The importance of time and learning

Similarly existential therapists never blame a person, or their 

families, but aim to get greater understanding of past events.  

They recognize that life is an experiential experiment and that 

everybody needs to make mistakes before learning how to set 

things straight.  While we may sometimes regret the past or the 

person we have become, this tells us what we do want to aim to 

Emmy van Deurzen 

is a Philosopher, Counselling Psychologist and 

Existential Psychotherapist.  She founded the School of 

Psychotherapy and Counselling at Regent’s University, the 

Society for Existential Analysis and the New School of 

Psychotherapy and Counselling, of which she continues to 

be Principal. She also co-founded the Existential Academy 

in London, where NSPC is now located.  Her application 

of philosophical ideas to psychology, psychotherapy, 

counselling and coaching has been instrumental in 

establishing the existential paradigm firmly in the UK and 

elsewhere in Europe.  

She lectures worldwide and her fourteen books have been 

translated into 16 languages.  She is visiting Professor 

with Middlesex University and has been a professor 

with Regent’s College, honorary professor with Schiller 

International University and the University of Sheffield 

and visiting fellow of Darwin College, Cambridge. Amongst 

her books are the bestseller Existential Psychotherapy and 

Counselling in Practice (3d edition 2012, Psychotherapy 

and the Quest for Happiness (Sage, 2009) and Everyday 

Mysteries (2nd edition Routledge, 2010).  The second 

edition of Paradox and Passion in Psychotherapy was 

published with Wiley in 2015. 
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The Tendency to See Meaning 
Where There Isn’t Any -
In Therapy and in Life
Prof. Christopher C. French
Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit

Goldsmiths, University of London

Prof. Christopher C. French

Introduction

One of the main reasons that humans are so successful as a 

species is our ability to detect patterns and regularities in the 

world around us. Our brains have evolved to make connections 

between events allowing us to deduce cause and effect 

relationships. In terms of our evolutionary history, such skills 

were essential for our survival. The ability to accurately spot 

the signs that predators were around was literally a matter of 

life and death, as was the application of similar skills in hunting 

prey. With the development of agriculture, the necessity of 

recognising the changing seasons was paramount in terms of 

ensuring a successful harvest. Indeed, it is not unreasonable 

to suggest that the entire history of science and technology 

depended upon this “effort after meaning”.

However, there is also abundant evidence that we often perceive 

meaning and significance where, in reality, there isn’t any. We 

see patterns in randomness and make connections that are 

not really there. In science, there are two kinds of error that 

we can make when we strive to separate genuine signals from 

the random background noise in our data. The first is to think 

that we have identified a genuine signal when in fact we only 

have noise. This referred to as a Type I error. The second is to 

miss a genuine signal and to think we only have noise. This is 

referred to as a Type II error. Both types of error can have serious 

consequences but a good case can be made that, on balance, our 

brains seem to have evolved with more of a bias towards Type I 

error, that is, a tendency to see order in chaos rather than 

chaos in order.

Why should this be? Might we not expect that evolutionary 

pressures would eliminate such cognitive biases altogether? 

The answer lies in the fact that we all have two basic modes 

of thinking (Kahneman, 2011). The first of these, sometimes 

referred to as System 1 thinking, is fast, automatic, intuitive, 

non-conscious, effortless, and driven by emotion. It works on 

the basis of quick and dirty rules of thumb known as heuristics 

– and it usually results in correct decisions and appropriate 

actions. It is the kind of thinking that might lead you to decide 

within a couple of seconds of meeting someone new that you 

either like them or dislike them. 

In contrast, System 2 thinking is slow, effortful, conscious, and 

emotionally neutral – and arguably, in most situations, produces 

the right answer slightly more often. Some tasks, such as 

mental arithmetic, rely solely upon System 2. Although most of 

us might like to believe that we hold the beliefs and attitudes 

that we do on the basis of System 2’s rational, unemotional 

approach, coolly assessing the available evidence, the truth is 

that we are all influenced by System 1 thinking much more than 

we realise. To make matters worse, System 2 is very good at 

rationalising beliefs and attitudes largely produced by System 

1 thinking. Thus we are able to produce plausible but invalid 

justifications for those beliefs and attitudes.

In terms of our evolutionary history, it is easy to see why this 

bias towards Type I as opposed to Type II errors would be 

favoured. The cost-benefit analysis of relying on a fast cognitive 

It ain’t what you don’t know that gets you into trouble.  It’s what you know for sure that just ain’t so. Mark Twain
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system that usually produced the right answer as opposed to a 

slower system that produced the correct answer slightly more 

often would favour the former. The standard example often 

given to illustrate this is to imagine a prehistoric man facing 

something rustling in the bushes. If he relies on System I and 

quickly concludes it may be a tiger and runs away, he lives to 

pass on his genes to the next generation. If he is wrong, the cost 

is not high – he has simply wasted some energy running from a 

tiger that was not there. His more reflective next-cave neighbour 

may rely on System 2, thoughtfully scratching his beard as he 

contemplates whether or not there really is a tiger in the bushes. 

He is much more likely to end up as lunch. In most situations in 

our evolutionary history, it was safer to quickly assume there 

was something there and take appropriate action rather than 

rely on the slower mode of thought.

As a consequence, we see patterns in randomness, infer cause 

and effect relationships that are not there, and perceive order 

in chaos and ambiguity. This effort after meaning affects many 

aspects of life, not least our social interactions – 

including psychotherapy. 

How We Know What Isn’t So: In Life

Before commenting specifically upon psychotherapy, I would 

like to give few examples of how this bias operates in other 

situations (for many more, see, e.g., French & Stone, 2014; 

Shermer, 2011). We simply cannot help seeing meaningful 

patterns in randomness, even at the most basic level of strings of 

random numbers. We see repetitions and runs and our intuition 

screams, “That’s not random!” – but it is. 

We see faces and animals in the clouds, in the grain of wood, or 

in stains on floors. But we really get into our swing in contexts 

that imply that there is a hidden meaning that we must search 

for. The phenomenon of subjective validation is a particular type 

of confirmation bias and refers to the ease with which we can 

find connections between two sets of stimuli or events provided 

we are convinced that connections are there to be found.

Unsurprisingly, this tendency is strong among those with high 

levels of belief in conspiracies. Conspiracists read meaning and 

significance into any slight anomaly or ambiguity in what they 

would dismissively refer to as the “official story”. And once one 

allows oneself to assume that messages have been hidden in 

symbolic codes, a la Dan Brown, the pattern-finding modules of 

the mind can really go into hyperdrive.

Another example would be psychic readings (Hyman, 1989). 

I have analysed dozens of interactions between psychics and 

their clients. Often, after a reading, the client is amazed by the 

specific details that the psychic has given regarding their lives 

– things that they “could not possibly have known” without 

paranormal powers. But when you replay the recording, you 

will often find that the psychics were not, in fact, as specific as 

the client claims they were. They may come out with dozens 

of vague and ambiguous statements, open to numerous 

interpretations (e.g., “I’m seeing a black dog…”, “Who is David?”, 

“What is the connection with Australia?” and so on). It is the 

client that links these utterances to specific aspects of their lives 

and may then recall the reading as being much more specific 

than it actually was.

Psychics actually have a great advantage insofar as there are 

certain contexts where we do not expect all utterances to be 

crystal clear. Psychics will make it clear that the information they 

claim to receive by paranormal means will often not mean much 

to them but it will mean something to the client. It is the client’s 

job to make sense of the images and other information that the 

psychic receives.
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How We Know What Isn’t So: In Therapy

Another context where this applies is the psychotherapeutic 

context. Clients often feel that there is great and profound 

insight in the questions and statements of their therapist and 

will often try hard to fathom the true significance of what is said.

Consider the following interaction between a woman and her 

therapist:

Men are all alike.

In what way?

They’re always bugging us about something or other.

Can you think of a specific example?

Well, my boyfriend made me come here.

Your boyfriend made you come here?

He says I’m depressed much of the time.

I am sorry to hear that you are depressed.

It’s true. I am unhappy.

Do you think coming here will help you not to be unhappy?

I need some help, that much seems certain.

What would it mean to you if you got some help?

Perhaps I could learn to get along with my mother.

Tell me more about your family.

My mother takes care of me.

Who else in your family takes care of you?

My father.

Your father?

You are like my father in some ways.

What resemblance do you see?

You are not very aggressive, but I think you don’t want me to 

notice that.

What makes you think I am not very aggressive?

You don’t argue with me.

Why do you think I don’t argue with you.

You are afraid of me.

Does it please you to believe I am afraid of you?

My father is afraid of everybody.

What else comes to mind when you think of your father?

Bullies.

Does that have anything to do with the fact that your boyfriend 

made you come here?

We can see from this extract the way that the therapist is 

skilfully guiding the conversation to allow the client to gain 

insight into her relationships with others. Except for one thing 

– the “therapist” here is a fairly primitive computer programme 

called “Doctor” with no real understanding of semantics 

whatsoever. It was written by Joseph Weizenbaum of MIT back in 

the 1970s and works simply by seeking out key words and doing 

some simple syntactic transformations (Weizenbaum, 1976). For 

example, if the programme sees “Do you X?”, it replies, “What 

makes you think I X?” If it cannot recognise a sentence frame, it 

might come out with “Please go on” or refer back to something 

from earlier in the conversation – as with its “insightful” linking 

of “bullies” and “boyfriend”. As with a client interacting with a 

psychic, the meaning and significance is read in by the client 

not actually present in the utterances – but many clients simply 

refused to believe that “Doctor” was nothing more than a clever 

bit of programming.

A similar point was made in a study carried out by sociologist 

Harold Garfinkel (1967) half a century ago. He told his 

participants that the Department of Psychiatry was investigating 

new approaches to “giving persons advice about their personal 

problems”. Each participant provided background details of some 

serious issue about which they would like some advice. They 

were then given the opportunity to put questions about this 

issue to a counsellor in the next room, the only restriction being 
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that all questions must be answerable with ‘yes/’no’ responses. 

After a suitable pause following the submission of each question, 

back would come a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ response. Most participants were 

satisfied that the counsellor fully understood their problem and 

was giving good advice upon how to deal with it. In fact, there 

was no counsellor in the other room – only an experimenter 

feeding back ‘yes’ or ‘no’ responses on an entirely random basis.

The overall lesson to be drawn from such considerations for 

counsellors and therapists would appear to be that it is safer 

to accept current symptoms at face value and to treat them 

accordingly. If someone has a fear of horses, use techniques that 

help them to directly overcome that fear rather than assume 

that the fear of horses is a symbolic representation of some 

hidden, underlying fear. It is all too easy to join the dots and see 

exactly what one expected to see.

Concluding Comment

In this essay, I have only dealt with one side of the story – our 

bias towards seeing meaning when it isn’t really there. There 

are, of course, real dangers associated with missing meaning 

and significance when it really is there – and we should not 

forget that our motivation towards seeking meaning and making 

connections drives all scientific and artistic creativity.

In the words of Carl Sagan, “What is called for is an exquisite 

balance between two conflicting needs: the most sceptical 

scrutiny of all hypotheses that are served up to us and at 

the same time a great openness to new ideas. If you are only 

sceptical, then no new ideas make it through to you. On the 

other hand, if you are open to the point of gullibility and 

have not an ounce of sceptical sense in you, then you cannot 

distinguish useful ideas from the worthless ones.”

In the extremely complex context of dealing with real human 

problems, I wish you well in achieving that delicate balance.
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Book Review:
Man’s Search for Meaning

“He who has a why to live for, can bear with almost any how.” Friedrich Nietzsche.

“He who has a why to live for, can bear with almost any how.” 

Friedrich Nietzsche.

On the 6th May, 2010, the United Nations Secretary-General 

Ban Ki-moon declared the Second World War to be one of 

history’s “Most Epic Struggles for Freedom and Liberation”. At a 

meeting of the general assembly, speakers participated in solemn 

commemoration of the victims of war by reciting the names and 

places that still resonated, despite the passing of 65 years since 

the official end of that atrocious conflict.

Today, words like Auschwitz, Dachau and Belsen haunt our 

collective psyche. The stories of those who lived and died in 

those places cast long shadows into history, the tragedies, the 

suffering, utter holocaust. For the millions of people who were 

systematically stolen from their homes and their communities, 

torn from families, abused and tortured, gassed and burned 

to death, their physical and emotional suffering is beyond 

what we can imagine. And yet it is in the context of such 

human devastation, we are gifted insight into the very soul of 

man, when hope is gone, there is still a glimmer of something 

transformative; the possibility of meaning.

And it was in this context of the concentration camp, surrounded 

by the suffering of a war-torn Europe, confronted at every turn 

by hardship and death, one man’s search for meaning grew to 

become ‘the Third Viennese School of Psychotherapy’. Himself a 

survivor of Nazi labour camps, Viktor Frankl, daily encountered 

another struggle for freedom and liberation. His though was 

transformed from the visceral struggle for survival into a man’s 

desire not just to find personal meaning in his own suffering, but 

to find ways to alleviate the suffering of others by assisting them 

to make sense and meaning of their own. The work of making 

meaning in the clinical context is today Logotherapy.

It is in his 1956 book “Man’s Search for Meaning”, Frankl both 

analyses his experiences in the concentration camps, and also, 

just as importantly, introduces the concept of meaning and his 

theory of Logotherapy. He states that even in the most dire 

circumstance, the failure of the sufferer to find meaning and 

a sense of responsibility in his existence becomes a form of 

neurosis called Noogenic Neurosis or if you wish, an Existential 

Crisis. Frustration in this essential ‘will to meaning’ adds a 

forward, future oriented view of man’s essential nature. Frankl 

quotes Spinoza who suggests that emotion which is suffering, 

ceases to be suffering as soon as we form a clear and precise 

picture of it. Further, it is a peculiarity of man that “he can only 

live by looking to the future – sub specie aeternitatis. And this 

is his salvation in the most difficult moments of his existence, 

although he sometimes has to force his mind to the task.” 

(Frankl, 1956, Pg 94).

The central question is for him then, how can man survive when 

everything is taken away, the shoes on his feet, the clothes on 

his back, the hair on his head, when not just every important 

possession is lost, but also every person who is important to 

him. The answer says Frankl is that even when all is lost, when 

everything is taken, there is always one vital quality that can 

never be taken – man’s freedom to choose his attitude to 

his suffering.

by Viktor Frankl
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“We who lived in concentration camps can remember the men 

who walked through the huts comforting others, giving away 

their last piece of bread. They may have been few in number, 

but they offer sufficient proof that everything can be taken 

from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms – 

to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to 

choose one’s own way.” (Frankl, 1956, Pg 86)

It is the essential recognition that we all have choices, 

represents the greatest potential for the alleviation of suffering. 

The challenge is to exercise our choices and not to give up, 

despite all, to never give in. Frankl observed that the difference 

between those camp inmates who survived versus those 

who perished was how the exercised their choice to see their 

suffering as meaningful, to recognise their ultimate freedom 

of attitude choice and that they held on to a possibility in the 

future which saw them free of the burdens they presently bore.

“And there were always choices to make. Every day, every hour, 

offered the opportunity to make a decision, a decision which 

determined whether you would or would not submit to those 

powers which threatened to rob you of your very self, your 

inner freedom; which determined whether or not you would 

become the plaything of circumstance, renouncing freedom 

and dignity to become molded into the form of the typical 

inmate.” (Frakl 1956, Pg 87)

As a man and as a psychotherapist Frankl rises above 

and beyond the observations on the psychology of the 

concentration camp and the dark themes, which arise for 

those who suffer myriad indignities. He always asks, how can 

we help? This is perhaps the greatest gift of Frankl’s time in 

Auschwitz. In a beautiful and touching way (though often quite 

challenging) the practice of this kind of existential therapy 

focuses the work of Logotherapy on weaving together the 

slender threads of a broken life into a pattern of meaning 

& responsibility. 

Perhaps then in 2015, as we prepare for the upcoming 

National Counselling & Psychotherapy Conference dedicated 

to ‘Psychotherapy and the Meaning of Life’, we should 

commemorate in the spirit of the United Nations, an ongoing 

struggle for freedom and liberty: the struggle to free ourselves 

from the tyranny of suffering without meaning; and the battle 

for liberty from failure to choose our attitude even in the most 

dreadful of circumstances. Perhaps monuments should be 

erected to men like Viktor Frankl, not just to their survival of 

the holocaust, but to their remarkable legacy: that meaning is 

not just possible, but essential for the alleviation of 

human suffering.

Mike Hackett, PCI College Lecturer & Psychotherapist

Frankl, Viktor E. (1956). Man’s Search for Meaning. New York: 

Pocket Books Publishing.
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News and Moves
We would like to thank Sarah Gilligan who has been working with us temporarily for the past 6 months covering leave. It has been a 

pleasure working with you and we wish you the best from the PCI College Team. 

We are delighted to announce that our Diploma in Counselling & Psychotherapy has now been accredited by the Irish Association 

for Counselling & Psychotherapy (IACP) in all venues. The Diploma is awarded at the end of Year 3 of the BSc (Hons) Degree in 

Counselling & Psychotherapy which is available in all of our regional course venues: Athlone, Belfast, Cork, Dublin City Centre, Dublin 

West, Kilkenny and Limerick. Professional accreditation is an important requirement for those wishing to practice as professional 

therapists in Ireland. PCI College has always designed counselling & psychotherapy courses to fully meet the accreditation criteria of 

the IACP, however this full accreditation status is a very welcome addition to all of our venues.  

If you have any news you would like to highlight in this section of Reflections please email info@pcicollege.ie 
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Congratulations to all the PCI Graduates who 
gained their IACP Accreditation this year
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