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Adlerian Theory 

 Alfred Adler developed this theory after he split with his mentor, Sigmund Freud, 

over disagreement regarding Freud’s theories.  Adler did not agree that early sexual 

stages determined an individual’s personality.  Also, unlike Freud, Adler believed that a 

person developed their personality on a conscious level and that the personality was not 

deeply hidden in the unconscious. 

 Adlerian theory is humanistic and its success as a therapy is largely determined by 

the development of a therapist-client relationship that is based on mutual respect.  The 

relationship between the therapist and client is of two equals trying to correct errors in 

thinking that the client might have.   

 It is the Adlerian view that each person develops a lifestyle, or a way of living, 

early in their life.  As part of this lifestyle, each person develops a sense of feeling called 

Gemeinschaftsgefuhl.  Gemeinschaftsgefuhl means a person has a sense of community 

where they wish to feel socially connected with others, and a sense of social interest 

where they are interested in a better future for all people.  Adlerian therapy helps 

individuals create a healthy sense of Gemeinschaftsgefuhl if faulty thinking interferes 

with their development of socially useful and rewarding goals. 

 Adlerian therapist use a variety of techniques to try to get an understanding of 

their client’s “lifestyle” and to promote healthier goals and insight into the client’s faulty 

thinking.  Early childhood recollections and psychological birth order in one’s family are 

important for the Adlerian therapist to know in order understand the early developmental 

influences to one’s “lifestyle.”   
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 I believe Adlerian therapy is a very good and solid theoretical orientation.  Proof 

of this can be seen in that almost all contemporary theories have borrowed concepts from 

Adlerian theory.  Acting “as if,” “The Question,” birth order, early recollections, 

paradoxical intent, among other techniques found their origination in Adlerian theory.  

The strength in this theory is how it centers one’s thoughts and goals in a social context.  

Social connectedness is indeed central to an individual’s goals and actions.   

 In my theoretical orientation, I would want to incorporate this importance to 

social connectedness with the mutually respectful client-therapist relationship which is 

also central to Adlerian therapy.  These aspects of Adlerian theory are appealing to me 

because they match my philosophy and my manner of communication.  What is least 

attractive about this theory is that it is so tailored to each client’s subjective lifestyle, and 

so many varied techniques are used, it has not been studied much empirically despite 

being one of the older theories.  This lack of study could present problems in convincing 

managed care systems that this is an acceptable approach. 

Person-centered Theory 

 The focus of most therapy changed as a result of Carl Rogers’ development of 

Person-centered theory.  Prior to Rogers, the focus of most therapy was on the therapist 

and the guidance and direction that they gave to clients.  Rogers put the focus on the 

client.  Rogers believed that individuals desired to be fully functioning and had the 

capacity to reach that state through their own efforts.  It was Rogers’ belief that through a 

properly developed therapeutic relationship with a counselor, an individual having 

difficulty being fully functioning would be able to realize their potential through their 

own self-directed change. 



  Theoretical Orientation Paper     4 
 What is so critical to the success of this theory is the manner in which the 

therapist conducts the therapy.  In this theory, the therapist needs to be genuine, they need 

to have an unconditional positive regard toward their client, and they need to have an 

accurate empathic understanding of the client and their situation.  This theory also 

focuses on the present moment and does not dwell on past events or earlier histories.  

Through self-discovery in the presence of a caring therapist, clients are able to develop 

insight into their current difficulties and use that insight to reduce future difficulties. 

 I really appreciate the role of the therapist in this theoretical model.  I believe that 

most clients are able to come about resolution of their difficulties if they have the desire 

and are assisted by a caring and capable counselor.  The qualities of being genuine, 

having an unconditional positive regard for the client, and accurate empathic 

understanding of the client would be considered the strengths of mine working with 

clients in the legal field.  I would look forward to using these attributes in working with 

counseling clients as well. 

 What I like the least about this theory is its almost exclusive reliance on the 

present situation with little use for earlier historical events or information.  I also do not 

like the very minimal guidance that is given by the therapist and the danger of just 

sounding like one is solely reflecting back the client’s statements.  I would want to 

include in my theoretical orientation some background historical information which I 

believe could be helpful.  I believe I would be more effective if I gave a little more 

guidance to the client than what is typically done in Person-centered therapy. 
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Reality Therapy/ Choice Theory 

 Choice Theory is also a school of thought that believes all people are social 

beings and need quality, positive relationships with others in order to be happy.  This 

theory believes that shortly after birth we start developing our own quality world.  In this 

quality world our brain keeps track of what feels good and we spend the rest of the rest of 

our life trying to realize this world for ourselves.  These needs that make us feel good are 

not always in clear focus and it is sometimes necessary for the therapist to assist the client 

in prioritizing these needs.  Choice Theory categorizes our needs into five different 

categories: survival, love and belonging, power, freedom, and fun.   

 The role of the therapist is to first develop a good relationship with the client 

where the therapist is warm, caring, supportive, and challenging without being critical of 

the client.  The therapist then has the client evaluate their relationships with others and 

their prioritized needs and determine for themselves if they have been effective in 

meeting their needs and developing these significant relationships.  If some needs are not 

being met and some relationships are not as someone would want in their own quality 

world, the therapist asks the client to evaluate their behaviors and develop alternative 

behaviors that might be better suited to getting their needs met.  The therapist then has 

the client commit to making these changes and becomes both an advocate for the client 

and a coach challenging the client if the client fails to live up to their own commitments. 

 I like that this theory puts the responsibility for change in the hands of the client.  

It forces the client to take responsibility for what actions they do.  If their behaviors do 

not bring about their desired relationships or needs, it is up to the client to change those 

behaviors to bring about the quality world that they desire.  I also appreciate the need for 
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the therapist to be caring and not critical.  It is these parts of the theory that I would wish 

to include in my theoretical orientation as they match my personality and philosophy. 

 What I do not like about Choice theory and what I would not want in my 

orientation is the limited use of past historical information and the absolute belief that 

everyone can change their circumstances regardless of their environment.  I believe there 

is value to exploring some factors which have affected how an individual has grown 

during the course of their life.  I also believe that prejudice, poverty, sexism, ageism, and 

other discriminations exist that can thwart the best goals and the best made plans to reach 

one’s quality world. 

Feminist Theory 

 Feminist theory is a relatively new theory developed out of social changes from 

the women’s movement in the 1960’s.  This theory does not have a single founder or a 

single unified direction at this time.  Many individuals have contributed to the formation 

of this theory.  Early forms of this theory developed to bring attention to the oppression 

and inequitable treatment that women were suffering in therapy and in mental health 

services.  Other theories were challenged by Feminist theory exposing these theories for 

their male-oriented descriptions of what constituted mental health or dysfunction.  

Feminist theory has been criticized itself for being too limited to the experience of White, 

Middle Class women.  In response to this criticism, modern Feminist theory is in the 

process of incorporating other branches of Feminist theories such as those for Black 

women and lesbian women.  Modern Feminist theory focuses on freeing the counseling 

process from any biases and inequity in power. 
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 It is important for the Feminist therapist to develop an egalitarian relationship 

with their clients.  The client-therapist relationship is one of equal power and the client is 

brought into all decisions from assessment to closure.  This theory focuses on the entire 

context of one’s life in a world that is filled with biases and prejudices.  Although 

individuals are empowered to challenge gender or other stereotypes and to proceed 

toward their desired goals, this path is not chosen without the knowledge that real 

personal and social obstacles will exist for those who choose this path.  Clients are 

encouraged to forge in their desired direction if they know (and are willing) to accept the 

personal and social battles they may need to take up. 

 I see great value in Feminist theory for the holes it filled in other theories.  So 

many other theories indicate that the power to change resides in the individual and it is up 

to them to make the changes if they wish to improve their situation.  To a large measure I 

agree with the concept of self-determination and taking responsibility for one’s changes.  

But as I read all these theories I had a knot in my stomach knowing that in the real world 

there are many economic, gender, racial, sexual orientation, age, and other issues that 

limit many individuals in their attempt to realize their goals.  I will definitely incorporate 

into my orientation an appreciation of these factors as I believe it is critical to truly 

understanding one’s client.  I also appreciate and will incorporate the egalitarian 

therapeutic relationship with my clients as this too fits my desired method of 

communicating with individuals. 

 I do see limits in this theory as well.  This theory does not stand well on its own 

and is best use as a complement to other theories.  I also do not believe it has developed 

to be as gender neutral as it claims to be.  So much of the literature focuses on the 
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inappropriate cultural stereotypes for women.  Although claiming that men have been 

victims too, little work has been apparently done in this area.  It cannot be challenged that 

women have been at the greatest disadvantage in the gender stereotypes that have existed 

in this society.  What I believe can be challenged is the direct assumption that women are 

inherently better at being gender neutral as a therapist than men could be.  I believe 

women may be more likely to be gender neutral, but as a male therapist I plan to be as 

gender neutral as is possible. 

My Theoretical Orientation 

 It is not an accident that I chose the four theories above to describe.  I believe my 

theoretical orientation can be found in these four theories.  I believe my primary 

orientation would be Adlerian.  I came into this class knowing the most about Adler’s 

theory and I remain convinced that this theory is the best fit for me as a primary theory.  I 

agree that we are all social beings, we by in large control our own fate, and we all 

develop a certain lifestyle that stays with us throughout our life.  In many ways if you 

replace “lifestyle” with “quality world” one could say I was describing Choice Theory as 

well.   

 I like Choice theory as well and it would have some advantages over Adlerian 

theory when one would need to work with someone in more time limited situations.  But 

I have concerns regarding Choice theory as it does not spend much time on historical 

aspects of the client’s life which I believe is important.  Choice theory also concentrates 

on solving a specific problem rather than trying to change a person’s insight on how other 

parts of their life could improve if they make similar changes.  Choice theory also does 

not have the egalitarian therapeutic relationship that I believe it is important to have.  
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Finally, Choice theory does not account for the realities of discrimination and oppression 

that takes some individuals goals out of reach regardless of what choices they make.  

Still, I do like the concepts that are similar to Adlerian theory and would likely use some 

of the techniques in my therapeutic work. 

 The Person-centered therapy also has key components that fit me so well that I 

would want to incorporate them into my orientation.  The qualities of genuineness, 

unconditional positive regard, and accurate empathic understanding of the client describe 

exactly how I would want to communicate with clients.  I do believe that some direction 

is needed in a therapeutic relationship and, at least for me, I would have difficulty 

improving the client’s situation through primarily active listening and related techniques. 

 Although Adler was one of the first to pioneer egalitarian therapeutic 

relationships and the equality of women, I would still wish to use some techniques and 

methods used by modern Feminist theorists.  The ability of someone to make changes in 

one’s life cannot ignore the inequities that some individual’s face.  It would be important 

for me to make sure I have a clear impression of the institutional and other social barriers 

that are in the way of my clients attaining their goals. 

 In essence, I would orient myself around Adlerian theory because it is egalitarian, 

insight focused, socially focused, self-determination focused, and is based on historical 

factors that are important without dwelling too much in the past.  Person-centered, 

Choice, and Feminist theories would contribute valuably to my orientation as they 

expound and give additional focus and techniques to areas of Adlerian theory that are less 

developed but consistent with key elements of these theories. 

  


