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Preface

The Skilled Helper presents a three-stage problem-management model of
helping and the methods and skills helpers need to make it work. It is,
therefore, a basic text for counselor and therapist training programs.
While the model it describes is a “stand alone” model, its principles and
methods can also be incorporated into other approaches to helping. Fur-
ther, ideally the model can be used, not just by helpers, but by clients
themselves. Ultimately, no matter what school or approach to helping is
used, clients need to manage their own lives more effectively. The effective
helper not only helps clients manage problems and develop unused re-
sources and opportunities but also, at least indirectly, helps clientslearn a
process for managing their concerns better. The Skilled Helper model is
just such a process.

While the 1990 edition keeps the basic model, methods, and skills in-
tact, there have been a number of changes. For instance, Steps B and C of
Stage I have been reversed. The logic here is that counselors can help cli-
ents focus on key issues better if they first challenge the kinds of blind
spots that keep clients mired down in their problems. However, as in pre-
vious editions, the emphasis continues to be on doing what a particular
client’s needs call for. The model provides helpers with a wide range of
possible interventions. Client need determines precisely which set of in-
terventions is actually used.

This edition focuses even more strongly than its predecessors on the
issue of client action. I have become more and more convinced, both as a
counselor and as a consultant, that the primary problem in helping is not
the lack of good problem- and opportunity-focused analysis, goal setting,
and strategy formulation. The cognitive part of helping is, in the main,
healthy. But too little of what is planned gets translated into problem-
managing and opportunity-developing action.

Two correctives are needed. First, we need to find more effective ways of
helping clients own the helping process. Second, the tempo of client ac-
tion, both covert cognitive or internal action and overt action in the every-
day settings of life, needs to be raised. The cognitive part of helping helps
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clients make sure that their actions will have direction and be prudent.
But actions cannot have direction or be prudent if they do not take place.

In this edition further work has been done in the area of the values
that underlie helping and the client—helper relationship. Novice coun-
selors cannot wait for others to hand them the “correct” value list. Rather,
they must actively determine the set of values that will guide them in their
practice and then make sure that these are not just espoused values but
values-in-use.

There are other new accents in this edition as well. Since the helping
professions are in constant movement, new examples from different set-
tings complement the old. The use of imagination in applying the helping
model is stressed even more than previously because the “psychopathol-
ogy of the average” (Maslow, 1968) afflicts not just individuals but also
professions, including the helping professions. The social challenge of the
helping professions is to get the kinds of skills discussed in these pages
into the formal and informal education system of society. We still have not
found effective ways of giving the best practice of psychology away (see
Larson, 1984; Miller, 1969).

A new principle has emerged in these pages—or a new way of stating
an old principle: The helping model, through its stages and steps, pro-
vides principles rather than formulas. These principles serve as guide-
lines for helper and client alike; the “right formula,” that is, the most effec-
tive application of these principles, must be found in the interactions with
each client. Books like this one are not cookbooks. The older I get, the
more I realize that the technology of helping needs to be rinsed through
with the wisdom of helping. This is a lifelong task.

Although this edition of The Skilled Helper represents a significant
revision, I have resisted the temptation to add too much to the text. Many
of the things I am asked to add are what I would call case-management
issues. Although a good text on case management would be a welcome
addition to the literature, case-management issues are better dealt with in
experiential training and in supervised practice. Furthermore, a text that
tries to do justice both to a helping process and to case-management prin-
ciples and practices would, in my view, become too bloated to be practical.

Finally, this edition relies a little more on the clinical instincts of its
author and a bit less on microresearch. Research findings are often so
tentative and contradictory that it is difficult to formulate a coherent ap-
proach to practice based on them. After reading the research, the discus-
sions, and the summaries in the journals, you may well shake your head
and repeat what Carl Rogers said in 1958: “[I have] never learned much
from controlled studies of therapy” (quoted in Rubenstein & Parloff, 1959,
p- 313). Research that is statistically significant but meaningless in terms
of practice (Paquin, 1983) still plagues us. It will probably plague us till the
end. Morrow-Bradley and Elliott (1986) put it succinctly:
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With virtual unanimity, psychotherapy researchers have argued that (a)
psychotherapy research should yield information useful to practicing
therapists, (b) such research to date has not been done, and (c) this prob-
lem should be remedied. (p. 188)

Their study showed that therapists report low rates of psychotherapy re-
search utilization and state that they get more useful information from
colleagues. Fortunately, there are many excellent helpers in the field, will-
ing to learn and to share their learnings with the rest of us.

The point is not that we should give up on research; Gendlin (1986)
has come up with an 18-point plan to make psychotherapy research more
effective and relevant. As you will note, there are many new citations in
this edition. But wherever possible I have tried to blend research findings
with clinical insight in the constant search for best practice. Since the
needs of clients are urgent, the practice of both formal and informal help-
ing will always move ahead of its empirical research base. In my mind the
best helpers are also “translators” (Egan, 1984; Egan & Cowan, 1979),
people who stay in touch with the best in current theory and research,
who constantly update their practice through ongoing action research
with their clients, and who then share their findings, formally or infor-
mally, with others.

For offering their comments and suggestions for this edition of The
Skilled Helper, 1 would like to thank the following reviewers: Frank Asbury
of the University of Georgia, John H. Childers of the University of Ar-
kansas, Ursula C. Gerhart of Rutgers—The State University of New Jersey,
Lizabeth Gray of Oregon State University, Michael A. Greenwald of the
University of Pittsburgh, Robert Masson of West Virginia University, Peter
Maynard of the University of Rhode Island, John M. McGuire of the Univer-
sity of Central Florida, Bruce Palmer of Washington State University,
Charles Mack Porter of Slippery Rock University, Wade Rowatt of Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary, Laurie Wilson, a student reviewer from
Washington State University, and David J. Zinger of the University of Man-
itoba. Renewed thanks, as well, to all those who have contributed to pre-
vious editions of this work.

Gerard Egan
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