
Nonspecific Mechanisms of Change

Smith and Glass (1977) Meta-Analysis of 375 outcome
studies.

Meta-Analysis is a powerful statistical tool that pools
together the data from a number of studies.  It consists of
methods for contrasting and combining results from
different studies in the hope of identifying patterns among
study results, sources of disagreement among those
results, or other interesting relationships that may come to
light in the context of multiple studies. Meta-analysis can
be thought of as "conducting research about previous
research."  Wikipedia

Clients who received psychotherapy compared with the
untreated controls did better.

"This is a compilation. . .about some of the mechanisms
of change which have been identified as playing a
significant part in the therapeutic process."  (Pavey, 1978,
p i) 
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The Common Factors View

Placebo Effect

The efficacy of the placebo effect has been demonstrated
extensively and the power of suggestion cannot be
ignored—including with psychotherapy.

As David Jopling (2013) notes clients and patients
receive some benefit from "long-debunked treatments and
pseudo-treatments."

The Client/Therapist Relationship

Human being are social creatures. People tend to seek out
advice, succor, understand, support from others.

Franz Alexander: The Corrective Emotional
Experience.

". . .he  most  effective  therapeutic  factor  is  represented 
by  the emotional  experience  within  the  therapeutic 
relationship."  (Palvarini, 2010, 191)

The task of psychotherapy, in their view, was  “to 
re-expose  the  patient,  under  more  favorable 
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circumstances,  to emotional situations which he could
not handle in the past. The patient [. . .] must undergo a
corrective emotional experience to repair the traumatic
influence of previous experiences” (Alexander & French,
1946, p. 66).

". . .by  recovering  the  memory  of  a traumatic 
childhood  event,  the  patient  was  once  again 
exposed  to  a maladaptive  emotional 
experience  of  shame.  The therapist  helped 
this maladaptive emotion of shame resurface and
be re-experienced in the here and now of the
session. . . Both  the effectiveness and the
acceleration of the therapeutic treatment are
facilitated  by  the  in-session  activation  of  the 
patient’s  emotional  experience, which is
deemed more important than intellectual insight. 
In the clinical case  considered,  the 
re-experience  took  place  “under  more 
favorable circumstances” (Alexander & French
1946, p. 67), with a warm, empathic, friendly,
and supportive therapist, who put himself in the
relationship in a way  that  widely  differed  from 
the  patient’s  father acted  in  real  life:
demanding. judgmental, detached, and
aggressive. Along with the therapist’s  technical 

3



intervention,  which  allowed [the patient's]. . .
adult  part  to  get  in touch and empathize with
her traumatized and suffering Self, his empathic
attitude helped the patient to test the adaptive
feelings of tenderness and compassion as a
corrective experience rather than the shame of
the original trauma. The sum of two factors—a)
a reissue of the maladaptive emotional
experience,  b)  the  favourable  relational 
context  as  the  one  described—facilitated the
experience of feelings of tenderness and
compassion for the Self,  feelings  that  were 
more  adaptable  and  capable of  healing  and  of
replacing the dysfunctional feelings of shame,
thus correcting the original traumatic experience. 
(Palvarini, 2010 p190-191).

Catharsis

The ability to open up and share one's pain and fears with
another human being—often with tears—is something
homo-sapiens do that not only separates us from other
primates but has healing qualities.
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Cognitive Processes

There are aspects to cognitive processes

(1) Increased Insight and Awareness
Not in the traditional analytic understanding, but more as
Fritz Perls proposed.

(2) Thoughts

Ideas are powerful.

(3) Learning

Didactic Learning and Observational Learning
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