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This qualitative study investigated the lived experiences of 6 female clients who received a 

humanistically oriented letter from their counselor between counseling appointments. Five 

core themes resulted concerning shared perspectives of the letter’s impact on the recipients. 

A brief discussion, including limitations and recommendations, is provided.
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The majority of research concerning therapeutic letter writing is primarily 
associated with the tradition of the postmodern, narrative counseling perspec-
tive (Bell, moules, & Wright, 2009; Epston, 1994, 2009; Kindsvatter, Nelson, & 
Desmond, 2009; Kress, Hoffman, & Thomas, 2008; moules, 2000, 2002; White 
& Epston, 1990). Letter writing is indicative of relational practice (allan & 
Bertoia, 1992; Epston, 1994; mearns & cooper, 2005; Pyle, 2009; Rodgers, 
2009), and humanism highlights the centrality of relationship as a mutative 
force in the client’s experience of growth in the counseling experience. i did 
not discover any scholarly research that pointed to clients’ phenomenological 
experiences of receiving humanistic letters from their counselors. Therefore, 
i attempted to illuminate this gap in the present study. 

lITEraTurE rEvIEW

The research question that frames this study is, “What is the impact on 
clients receiving a letter in counseling that is written from a humanistic 
orientation?” in asking this question, i assumed that receiving a letter affects 
the reader. To investigate this phenomenon, it may be helpful to discuss 
the influence or impact of letters on their recipients.
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Letter Writing and Relational Implications

Letter writing has been a historically well-documented means of com-
munication between corresponding parties in relationships (Baker, 1909; 
Barton & Hall, 2000; Bland & cross, 2004; Decker, 1998; united states Postal 
service, 1982). Letters have provided a relational bridge between the writer 
and reader(s). Letter writing takes many different forms depending on the 
purposes for the writing and the personality of the writer, including the 
more traditionally employed handwritten notes or memos, often sent by 
mailing services between two or more persons; telecommunications (e-mails, 
text messages, etc.); and typed documents that are mailed in the form of 
letters (Decker, 1998; shepherd, 2002). For this study, letters were viewed 
as handwritten or typed documents completed by the counselor that were 
then mailed to the client between counseling meetings.

Letter Writing in a Therapeutic Context 

The first published documentations of therapists using written letters in 
counseling relationships were by authur Burton (1965) and albert Ellis 
(1965). Because of an extended bout with laryngitis, Ellis was compelled to 
write back and forth to clients during counseling sessions. Burton suggested 
that the use of therapeutic letters in counseling relationships contributed 
to therapeutic change in client experiences. There is also evidence that let-
ter writing was a common practice that Jungian clinicians used with their 
clients (allan & Bertoia, 1992). Wagner, Weeks, and L’abate (1980) used 
letter writing in therapeutic settings with couples, initially as homework as-
signments for the couples to write to one another. The milan family therapy 
team (Palazzoli, Boscolo, cecchin, & Prata, 1978) published their work on 
therapeutic letter writing with families, which they found to be an effective 
intervention for supporting clients in moving toward therapeutic change. 

irvin Yalom (see Yalom & Elkin, 1974) undertook an “accidental” project 
with a client, Ginny, in the early 1970s, when he initially asked Ginny to 
write about her experiences of the therapeutic hour after each session. 
Gradually, this homework assignment evolved into a spontaneous process 
whereby Yalom and Ginny wrote letters about their experiences of the 
therapy hour and would exchange these letters in the form of correspondence 
between counseling sessions. Yalom (Yalom & Elkin, 1974) explained that 
the therapist’s willingness to participate with the client from a vantage of 
equal candidness via the medium of letters encouraged the client to relate 
more genuinely with the counselor. 

Freedman and combs (1996) provided quantitative research about the 
effectiveness of therapeutic letters in counseling practice, in which clients 
receiving a therapeutic letter perceived the value of the letter as being 
worth the equivalent of three to 10 face-to-face counseling sessions. Other 
research suggests that clients experience the therapeutic value of letters as 
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being worth the equivalent of between two and a half counseling sessions 
(White, 1995) and as much as four to five counseling sessions (Nylund & 
Thomas, 1994). although these data are numerical and ambiguous in mean-
ing, many of the recipients of the letters perceive therapeutic benefits. a 
qualitative description could amplify and clarify the letter’s unique impact. 

Growth of Clinical Letter Writing 

The late 1980s and early 1990s saw a proliferation of research and practice 
concerning therapeutic letter writing, primarily as a therapeutic interven-
tion with families and couples (coles, 1995; Epston, 1994; Epston & White, 
1989; Freedman & combs, 1996; Levac et al., 1998; mcLeod, 1997; Nylund 
& Thomas, 1994; shilts & Ray, 1991; White & Epston, 1990; Zimmerman & 
shepherd, 1993). some examples of how therapeutic letters have been used 
as a counseling modality are to engage nonattending members of the fam-
ily and invite them to participate in counseling (Wilcoxen & Fenell, 1983), 
to support clients in finding meaningful solutions to presenting concerns 
(Wojcik & iverson, 1989), to aid families experiencing a crisis such as a 
family illness (Levac et al., 1998), to support clients in becoming more en-
gaged in the therapeutic experience (shilts & Ray, 1991), and to highlight 
and celebrate therapeutic successes (White & Epston, 1990).

in her research concerning the use of clinical letters in nursing practice 
with families experiencing illness, moules (2000) recommended descriptive 
research regarding other styles of therapeutic letter writing that exist in 
practice, including mental health. although some limited body of research 
exists concerning therapeutic letter writing in counseling practice, it is pri-
marily of a quantitative nature. The qualitative examples of therapeutic letter 
writing exist in the field of nursing practice and continue to be examined 
in the discipline of narrative counseling. i am interested in qualitatively 
understanding the experiential impact of relationally attuned letter writing 
(Kelly, 1997) in counseling practice.

uSIng a humanISTIC orIEnTaTIon aS  
a lETTEr-WrITIng lEnS In CounSElIng

The humanistic practitioner concerns herself or himself with careful atten-
tion to the subtleties in the human experience. Rogers (1961) suggested, 
“When all are regarded as object, the subjective individual, the inner self, 
the person in the process of becoming . . . is weakened, devalued, or de-
stroyed” (pp. 213–214). The humanistically oriented counselor embodies 
a valuing stance toward human experiential diversity and honors effort 
toward authentic modes of being.

Humanistic counseling views human capacities and potentialities such 
as love, affection, creativity, self-actualization, warmth, meaning, transcen-
dental experience, psychological health, basic needs gratification, humor, 
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and caring as the foundational premise by which clients are conceptualized 
(Bugental, 1964, 1967, 1976; sutich, 1962). Humanism presupposes that 
meaning is more imperative than procedure, suggesting that humanistic 
counselors concern themselves with meaning issues in the human condition.

The humanistically oriented counselor strives to establish a person-to-
person relationship with the client that is made distinctive through the 
existence of counselor attitudes of warmth, genuineness or realness in the 
relationship, empathic understanding or a willingness to face the client’s 
factors within oneself and to communicate something of this experience in 
the relationship with the client, and an honest expression of interpersonal 
regard for the client’s total experience (Rogers, 1961). mearns and cooper 
(2005) suggested that psychological distress is the consequence of an indi-
vidual’s inability to experience relational depth with others. Humanistic 
counseling strives for the cocreation of a relationship between counselor 
and client that has specific qualities that engender the partnership to be 
mutative in the client’s experiential world. Terms such as deep soul nour-
ishment (Hyener, 1991) and working at relational depth (mearns & cooper, 
2005) are extensions of humanistic practice with clients that speak to the 
importance of a flexible, personal, and relationship-centered experience 
that focuses on connecting with the client in an authentic and valuing way. 

in the present study, i am interested in the infusion of humanistic beliefs 
into letters written by the counselor that are mailed to the client between 
counseling sessions and the perceptions of the clients who receive such 
letters. The use of counseling letters may assist the humanistic practitio-
ner in expanding the counselor–client relationship, crossing the boundary 
of time by extending the work clients and counselors do in a counseling 
session into the real-world context in which clients live their day-to-day 
lives. Writing counseling letters to clients between sessions can be viewed 
as a marker of relational responsivity (shotter, 1993) or an interpersonal 
gesture held by the counselor in the counseling relationship, whereby the 
letter writing is concerned with the quality of connection with the client. 

some consistent themes that emerged in the literature (Bugental, 1967; 
cooper, 2007; Farber, 2010; mahrer, 1978; maslow, 1968; moustakas, 1956; 
Rogers, 1980; Yalom, 2002) regarding humanistic approaches to counseling 
and to relationship include the following: (a) a concern for the development 
of the whole person; (b) a deep respect for the uniqueness of each person; 
(c) minimizing tendencies to prejudge, label, and diagnose individuals; 
(d) a concern about the personhood of the counselor and client and how 
one approaches oneself, others, and the relationship; (e) validating unique 
expressions of worth; (f) a concern about higher human qualities such as 
spontaneity, love, creativity, and transcendence; (g) the depth of emotional 
participation in the relationship, that is, appropriate transparency; (h) an 
emphasis on the creation of meaning; and (i) helping individuals to recog-
nize their responsibility in choosing to remake their lives. The participating 
counselors in this study used these tenets under my supervision when 
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writing to their clients between sessions. For an example letter used in this 
study, see the appendix. 

mEThoD

Phenomenological Design

a qualitative, phenomenological research design was selected to represent 
the lived experiences of clients who were in a current relationship with a 
counselor who used humanistic tenets under my supervision when writing 
therapeutic letters to clients between counseling sessions. The aim of selecting 
this research methodology was to gain a detailed understanding of what the 
receipt of such a letter means in a client’s life. Qualitative-phenomenological 
research is descriptive and inductive, concentrating on the discovery of mean-
ing from the experiences of individuals who are in a direct relationship with 
the phenomenon under investigation (merriam, 2002). 

Polkinghorne (1988) described experience as the melding of happenings 
and their consequent meanings, the summative product of the person in 
relationship to her or his environment. The phenomenological researcher 
centers on exploring human concerns, with the chief aim being centered in 
the unraveling of “structures, logic, and interrelationships that are obtained 
in the phenomenon under inspection” (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 50). i used 
the phenomenological research method to descriptively approximate the 
subjective experiences of participants (Patton, 1980; Polkinghorne, 1988). 

Research Process Explained

upon receipt of institutional review board approval from my university and 
the two respective counseling agencies in this study, i began the research 
process by recruiting counselors to participate in the study as letter writers 
and to assist in participant recruitment. 

Researcher demographics. i am a caucasian man who, at the time of this 
research, was a 31-year-old doctoral candidate in a counselor education 
and supervision program in the midwest. i was a licensed professional 
counselor in my state of residence. my interest in investigating therapeu-
tic letter writing stems from my personal use of counseling letters in my 
practice with clients.

Participating counselors. Two counselors were recruited for this study 
because of their relationship with me and their expressed interest to use 
counseling letters in practice. One of the counselors was a caucasian male 
counseling student working under the supervision of a licensed profes-
sional clinical counselor at a community mental health agency, and the 
other counselor was a caucasian female professional clinical counselor 
working in a private practice setting. Each counselor wrote letters to three 
client-participants, respectively. 



192 Journal of HumaNisTic cOuNsELiNG  October 2015  Volume 54

Participant selection. Purposeful sampling was used to identify a small group 
of participants who had a revelatory relationship with the phenomenon 
of interest (Wertz, 2005). i used criterion sampling to identify individuals 
who would be willing to receive a counseling letter from their counselor 
between sessions. i made the determination that participants needed to 
be over the age of 18 and in a current counseling relationship at either a 
private practice or a community mental health setting. 

For this study, three caucasian female participants were identified at a 
large community mental health agency in the midwest, and three caucasian 
female participants were identified at a small private practice setting in 
the midwest. The participants were between the ages of 21 and 53 years. 
Each of the participants was provided with an informed consent document 
to learn about the research opportunity by her respective counselor, and 
interested participants contacted me directly to inquire further and/or to 
complete an informed consent interview. 

after informed consent was obtained from the identified participants, i 
supervised the two participating counselors in the letter-writing process 
for theoretical consistency. Each client-participant was mailed a letter via 
the postal system and, upon receipt of the letter, completed two formal, 
face-to-face, semistructured interviews with me, following smith and Os-
born’s (2008) guidelines for qualitative interviewing. Each participant was 
asked the same initial question: “What was your experience of receiving a 
letter from your counselor between sessions?” subsequent interview ques-
tions corresponded to the responses provided by each participant. These 
interviews, once completed, were transcribed for analysis, and participants 
were provided with copies of the interview transcripts and analysis. Phe-
nomenological reduction (moustakas, 1994; Van Kaam, 1959) was used to 
analyze the data from each interview to label and compare each participant’s 
statement to assist in identification of universal themes that were shared 
by each of the six participants. i assumed the phenomenological attitude 
(Giorgi, 2009) during this time, which enabled me to gain an experiential 
sense of the significance of the participants’ shared experiences.

Phenomenological practice of epoche. Because of my prior relationship with the 
phenomenon under investigation as both a client and a counselor, i used the 
process of epoche (moustakas, 1994) throughout the research endeavor to abstain, 
as much as possible, from preconceptions and judgments that could influence 
my ability to analyze the participants’ data. To practice epoche throughout the 
research process, i worked with a peer to answer the interview questions i 
would later ask each participant and used reflective journaling, peer debrief-
ings, and frequent analysis audits from external auditors (creswell, 1998) and 
colleagues familiar with qualitative research models. The participants were 
also an intimate part of the data analysis process, called member checking (Lin-
coln & Guba, 1985), by being able to complete close readings of the interview 
transcriptions and the initial and secondary analysis. changes requested by 
the participants were incorporated into the final analysis. 
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Methodological Analysis

i used several steps to inform the phenomenological analysis. after the 
initial primary interview was transcribed, i identified relevant units of 
meaning from each of the participant’s verbatim textual statements. after 
reducing this list to its nonrepeating qualities, i was able to determine 
which expression could actually be labeled. These statements were labeled 
for mapping purposes (creswell, 1998). i then generated relevant units 
of meaning that could be identified by a majority of the participants (in 
this case, five out of six was considered a majority). The meaning units 
were clustered and transformed into individual and composite textural 
and structural descriptions or narratives that subsequently resulted in the 
emergence of core themes. External auditors were used to assist in provid-
ing reflective feedback about each of the descriptive summaries to ensure 
that the descriptions accurately reflected the transcribed data. 

rESulTS

Participant Information

Pseudonyms are used for each of the six participants to protect their iden-
tity. as mentioned earlier, all six participants were women and identified 
as caucasian or White. They were in an ongoing therapy relationship with 
their counselor at the time of the study. The following is a brief description 
of each participant at the time of the study. 

Nikki, a 24-year-old woman, was engaged to her boyfriend of 2 years and 
had two small children from a previous marriage. she described herself 
as a “stay-at-home mother.” she lived in a rural setting and depended on 
public transportation to attend her counseling sessions. Her counseling goals 
were to increase her self-esteem and to deal with a “lifetime of depression.” 

Patty, a 51-year-old woman who lived with her adult daughter, reported that 
she had been divorced for several years and was not in a relationship. she was 
attending counseling to explore “middle of life stuff” that was causing anxiety.

Elisha, a 21-year-old married woman, had one biological child and three 
stepchildren. she lived in a rural midwest setting and traveled several miles 
each week to attend therapy. she began counseling because of an increase in 
feelings of depression, which she attributed to not being happy in her experi-
ence as a mother. she was also trying to learn how to “feel better about herself.”

carrie, a 53-year-old woman, lived in a rural setting in the midwest. she 
was a high school language arts teacher who reported being excited about her 
upcoming retirement. she was in a committed relationship with her partner for 
several years but explained that she was in counseling because of the impact 
of unsatisfying relationships in her life and persistent feelings of depression.

charlotte, a 48-year-old woman, lived in a medium-sized city in the 
midwest. she had been divorced for 2 years and had three daughters, one 
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of whom was living at home. she reported close relationships with her 
children. she was in counseling initially for marriage-related concerns but 
continued in counseling after the divorce to work on developing a “more 
positive image” about herself “moving forward.”

stella, a 48-year-old woman who lived in a rural midwest setting, had 
three children, two of whom were away attending college. she entered 
therapy to “gain more insight” and to learn how to deal with “guilty feel-
ings” for seeking a divorce. 

Core Themes

The outcomes of this study suggested five core themes concerning the 
shared perspectives of the six women, who each received a humanistically 
oriented letter from her counselor. The following is a description of each 
of the core themes. 

Core Theme 1: The ability for clients to reread counselor communications in 
letter form increases client reflectiveness, is more “catchable,” and is viewed as 
meaningful. The theme of the significance of being able to reread the coun-
seling letter and increased client reflectiveness was a significant perception 
marked across the participants’ experiences. When talking about her process 
of reading the letter multiple times after receiving it from her counselor, 
Nikki related, “i read it through the first time, and then i read it through 
two more times slower, to make sure i didn’t skip over bits at all. i find 
something new in it that maybe i didn’t catch before.”

Each participant discussed the experience of reading the letter multiple 
times and on different days and noted the impact of being able to experi-
ence increased reflection and added meaning from the letter to aid with 
personal problems. Elisha reported that she would read the letter when 
she was feeling “real depressed or down” and it would help her confront 
negative thinking patterns.

Core Theme 2: The letter had a positive impact on client experiences of the coun-
selor and the counseling relationship. The theme of experiencing feelings of 
counselor caring and understanding in the counseling relationship seemed 
to support the clients’ desire to be increasingly open with their counselors 
in future sessions. after a few sessions with her counselor, Elisha described 
the letter as being very impactful on her perception of her counselor:

i just sometimes, i think he wasn’t really listening or if i was just another person that 
was just like, “Let’s get her out of here.” Getting the letter helped me see that he does 
listen, that i’m not just another person.

until receiving the letter, Elisha held reservations about her importance 
in her counselor’s life, which contributed to her low feelings of self-
worth. The letter challenged her perception of herself in the counseling 
relationship and helped her to experience increased value when meeting 
with her counselor. 
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Receiving the letter from the counselor was frequently noted as chang-
ing the perception of the counselor–client relationship into one that was 
more “friend-like” in nature, as described by four of the participants. The 
participants talked about increased feelings of “trust,” “openness,” and 
“being more relaxed.” stella described her experience of feeling “gotten” 
by her counselor as a result of the letter: “[The letter] added a level of 
understanding . . . she totally gets what i’m about.” 

Core Theme 3: The clients reported that obtaining the counselor’s perceptions of 
them in a letter was surprising and evoked new feelings and thoughts about the 
self. The theme of feeling surprised at the positive nature of the letter was 
reflective of clients describing fears that the counselor would confirm in 
the letter the negative view the clients already held about themselves and/
or their concerns. many of the participants talked about “not knowing” 
how they were perceived by their counselor until reading their counselor’s 
perception of them in the letter. charlotte related, 

i don’t think anybody sees me as being intelligent. [my counselor’s perception of 
me in the letter] took me by surprise. i thought she was going to write about what i 
needed to work on . . . negative things. i didn’t get any negativeness.

The majority of the participants talked about the “unexpected” experience 
of reading their counselor’s positive perception of them in the letter. 

Core Theme 4: The letter was viewed by the clients as gift-like and preservable 
for future use. The theme of the letter as being gift-like in nature and pre-
servable for future use points to the significance of having something that 
could be retained to serve as a reminder for the counseling experience. 
Each participant articulated that she will “hold on” to the letter for “a long 
time.” many of the participants talked about using the letter as a reminder 
of how far they had come in counseling. For example, stella said,

[The letter] is one of those things that i’ll keep and if i’m feeling down, i’ll read it 
and i’ll be like, “i’m on a journey . . . there are people who are helping me.” it will be 
interesting to look back at this. . . . it’s something i could show my kids, you know 
when they are older.

The experience of “saving the letter” was noted by each of the partici-
pants. Participants commonly described how receiving the letter in the mail 
“felt like a gift” and described not receiving “positive things” in the mail. 
some participants shared that they “never get letters in the mail anymore” 
and described the experience of receiving the counselor’s letter as feeling 
“special,” “treat-like,” and “exciting.” 

Core Theme 5: The majority of clients in this study experienced a desire to share 
the letter with close others in order to be understood. The theme of wanting to 
share the counseling letter with close others was prevalent for five of the six 
participants, who either shared the letter with friends or family members 
or were planning to share the letter with others. a primary motivation for 
sharing the letter was to help others understand the participant better or 
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the way that the counselor had been able to understand the participant. 
Patty described the following:

i told everybody that i got a letter. i wanted my daughter to read it. i just want them 
to see what i am going through . . . kind of what helps me outside of the counseling 
. . . they kind of understand what i am going through.

The letter became a resource for participants to use in their lives to help 
them be understood by important others. Elisha noted that she shared the 
letter with her husband, and it helped him “see what [she] is going through, 
like with [her] problems.” Other participants shared that it felt “exciting” 
to be able to share the letter with others in their lives. 

DISCuSSIon

The primary goal of this study was to examine the experiences of clients 
who received a humanistically oriented letter from their counselor between 
counseling sessions. The descriptions provided by the participants (in 
quotation marks in this section) resulted in the emergence of core themes 
that may be suggestive for counseling practice. 

Participants described the letter as a tangible resource that supported 
them in reevaluating aspects of themselves and the work they were 
doing in counseling. The initial core theme highlighted the importance 
of participants being able to “reread” the letter multiple times in a 
space of their choosing, which encouraged reflection and increased 
insight about self and/or concerns the participant was relating to in 
her life. in addition, participants noted the significance of the counselor 
remembering and writing about aspects of the work in the letter or, 
at times, client statements shared in the counseling sessions repeated 
by the counselor in the letter. Epston (1994) described how words 
spoken in the counseling session can be forgotten over time, whereas 
in a letter, clients are able to process the information in a less anxious 
environment and in a slower, more concentrated manner; thus, clients 
reported being able to understand and integrate the information in the 
letter into their daily lives. Participants noted that the experience of 
“seeing” and “holding onto” the counselor ’s words in the letter aided 
with retention. 

Participants also described having questions of “care,” wondering about 
the extent to which their counselor “actually cared” about them and their 
time together. The letter provided “tangible” evidence of counselor caring 
and decreased reservations to share difficult material in future counseling 
sessions. several participants alluded to the counselor’s use of personal 
time to write the letter. carrie noted, “That’s something she did when 
we weren’t even there together. it was kind of revelatory to me—‘Hey, 
my counselor thinks about me when she’s in the grocery store.’ That was 
pretty cool to realize.” 
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The letter also increased participants’ feelings of being understood by 
their counselor and being “seen” by the counselor as a “person” and “not 
just a patient paying for [my counselor] to listen to me.” This finding is 
consistent with Rodgers’s (2009) description of the therapeutic significance 
for clients to relate to their counselor on a person-to-person basis as opposed 
to a sick person relating to the professional. Reading the counselor’s per-
ception of the client in the letter aided clients in feeling like their counselor 
“got” them and understood what they were going through in their lives, 
which led to increased confidence to share about previously undisclosed 
aspects of their experiences in subsequent sessions. stella explained that 
the counselor writing about a difficult client disclosure from the previous 
session in the letter encouraged her to want to share more about the issue 
in a subsequent counseling session: “seeing her comment about that in the 
letter meant a lot . . . i think it’s something i could bring up again with her.”

The participants shared the phenomenon of “not knowing” what their 
counselor’s perceptions were of them and the problems they were bring-
ing to counseling, oftentimes assuming a “negative” perception that was 
in part based on the client projecting a negatively held view of self onto 
the counselor. Participants reported feeling “relieved” and “surprised” to 
find out that their counselor sees them in “such a positive light.” This is 
consistent with Goldberg’s (2000) study concerning the use of therapeutic 
letters with troubled adolescents, in which the clients in the study reported 
that it was significant to read their counselor’s perception of them and how 
they were progressing in therapy. charlotte even noted, “How could my 
counselor see me so positively . . . when i saw myself as being so messy. . . not 
in control? it made me think, like, ‘maybe i am being too hard on myself.” 
Reading the counselor’s positive perception of the client in the letter often 
encouraged personal reevaluation. 

Each of the participants in this study shared a desire to keep the letter 
in order to read it at a future time, especially when experiencing discour-
agement or to remind the participant of how far she has come as a result 
of counseling. Letters took on a timeless quality, as described by moules 
(2000) in her research, in that they could be used “forever” by the client 
for personal benefit. 

Finally, five of the six participants chose to share the letter with a signifi-
cant person in their lives, including a partner, family member, or friend, to 
help others understand what they (the participants) were going through 
and working on in counseling. The participants talked about wanting 
others to know about their counselor’s positive perception of them, and 
the letter was a resource to aid with this process. The participants who 
shared the letter with people in their lives described the experience of 
feeling “more understood” by family and/or friends as a result. White 
and Epston (1990) explained that letters could be a resource to assist 
clients in generating an audience that can support the client’s emerging 
story of change.
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Limitations and Recommendations for Research

There were a few challenges inherent in this study, including the homo-
geneous nature of the participants. all six participants self-identified as 
caucasian or White women and at the time of the study were living in 
rural communities in the midwest. it is hoped that the use of counseling 
letters in mental health can be explored in a variety of clinical settings and 
with a more diverse client population, including gender, sexual orienta-
tion, age, geographical location, and race/ethnicity. it should be noted that 
the results of this study are not meant to be generalized to a larger, more 
diverse sample but instead are meant to highlight the perceived impact of 
humanistic tenets applied in the counseling relationship via mailed letters. 

The two counselors who participated in this study were of different gen-
ders. The variable of counselor gender on the participants’ experience of 
the counseling letter was not explored in detail in this study. it is assumed 
that counselor gender could have an impact on the perception of the letter, 
particularly when the counselor and the client are not of the same gender. 

another limitation is the variable length of time in which clients had 
been seeing their counselor prior to the study. in some cases, the client 
and counselor had been meeting for over 6 months, whereas in other cases, 
the client and counselor had been meeting for a few weeks. This affected 
the timing for when letters were mailed to the participants in the study, 
with one letter being mailed after a third counseling session and another 
letter being mailed after 6 months of regular meetings. it is assumed that 
the impact of the letter varies depending on the counseling alliance or the 
time the client has been in counseling. in all six cases, i attempted to as-
sist the counselor in crafting a letter that was consistent with the level of 
intimacy that existed. 

Two participants in this study requested that the impact of multiple let-
ters exchanged between the counselor and client over time be explored in 
a longitudinal fashion. Future research considerations could also consider 
the impact of writing letters from the counselor’s perspective. During the 
termination interviews with both counselors in the study, they suggested that 
writing letters to the client had a significant impact on them and their ability 
to connect with the client and reported that it helped with conceptualization. 

it should be noted that this research examined the experiences of clients 
who receive a relationally oriented letter between sessions via the mail. 
Other forms of counselor–client communications should be considered for 
counseling and research purposes, including online forms of correspon-
dence such as e-mail. 

Summary

Participants’ viewpoints concerning their experience of receiving a hu-
manistically oriented counseling letter from their counselor between 
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sessions were informed by the nature of their relationship with self and 
with the counselor and the capacity for the letter to engender increased 
reflectiveness toward the self and the clients’ relationship with the coun-
selor. The clients’ perceptions of self and the counselor, the counselor’s 
thinking about the client, and the confidence to disclose aspects of self 
and continue working in the counseling relationship were highlighted 
as significant aspects of the participants’ experience. i encourage future 
research on the creative use of humanistic theory to support and enhance 
client experiences in counseling.
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APPENDIX

Sample Counseling Letter Used in Research

  




