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Highlights
• Psychotherapies can lead to meaningful and lasting change.
• Evolutionary theory is relevant for understanding psychotherapy.
• Process-based approaches to conceptualizing psychotherapy can help organize clinical 

knowledge.
• Process-based approaches may be more useful than competitions between 

psychotherapy schools.

All psychotherapies aim to exact change. This basic tenant holds true as much for 
therapies that explicitly work with clients to alter the way they behave as it does for 
psychotherapies that try to help clients accept what is, stop trying to change, and thus 
manage to adapt. This much, we believe, is agreeable to all clients, practitioners, and 
researchers.

All psychotherapies also aim to exact change that is useful in clients’ lives. Whereas 
one can argue about how to define benefit (e.g., symptom reduction, increase in wellbe­
ing, social integration, behavioral performance, etc.), a plethora of empirical evidence 
across many types of psychotherapies demonstrates that psychotherapy “works” (e.g., 
Gloster et al., 2020; Hofmann et al., 2012). Absent such data, it would nevertheless 
be logical that, by and large, clients must benefit in some way, lest they would not 
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come back and healthcare systems would not spend capital on and regulate access to 
psychotherapy without a return on investment.

Similarly, all psychotherapies aim to exact lasting change. That is, clients and psycho­
therapists are working to establish meaningful changes that last beyond the psychother­
apy itself. Here, large differences exist across psychotherapies: some explicitly address 
maintenance and generalization, whereas others are silent as how to help achieved gains 
“stick”. Nevertheless, research shows that change for many can be maintained for years 
following treatment.

As such, we believe it is uncontroversial that the basic tenants of evolution can 
be brought to bear on all psychotherapies: variation (change), selection (utility), and 
retention (lasting change). Developments in evolutionary science demonstrate that evo­
lutionary processes are not limited to genetics, that they include processes that shape 
behavior and symbolic language (the bread and butter of psychotherapy), and can play 
out in much faster time spans than previously believed (Wilson et al., 2014).

One such attempt to conceptualize and organize empirically verified change process­
es in psychotherapy around evolutionary concepts is the process-based approach to 
psychotherapy (Hayes et al., 2019; Hofmann et al., 2022). Although its implications are 
not yet established, the theoretical groundwork is now ready to guide the next steps of 
empirical examination of candidate processes of change (Hayes et al., 2022). We believe 
this type of thinking is more promising than our fields’ history of fighting about which 
psychotherapy is better. It is also closer to clinical reality of the multi-method and 
multi-dimensional approach of most clinicians. The upshot here is that with concerted 
effort, clinical wisdom could be organized around evolutionary concepts (e.g., “meaning­
ful variation was achieved for this client using the empirically established procedure of 
X”, etc.). Furthermore, this perspective is egalitarian and open to all psychotherapies, 
theories, and even our field’s favorite animal, the dodo bird. It may take time before 
the field concludes that nothing in psychotherapy makes sense except in the light of 
evolution – to borrow a famous phrase – but such a step could be meaningful change in 
itself.

Funding: This work was funded in part by the Swiss National Science Foundation (Grants: PP00P1_190082 & 

PP00P1_163716/1) awarded to the first author.

Acknowledgments: The authors have no additional (i.e., non-financial) support to report.

Competing Interests: The authors have declared that no competing interests exist.

Twitter Accounts: @cpis_lab

Meaningful and Lasting Change 2

Clinical Psychology in Europe
2022, Vol. 4(3), Article e9859
https://doi.org/10.32872/cpe.9859

https://twitter.com/cpis_lab
https://www.psychopen.eu/


References

Gloster, A. T., Walder, N., Levin, M. E., Twohig, M. P., & Karekla, M. (2020). The empirical status of 
acceptance and commitment therapy: A review of meta-analyses. Journal of Contextual 
Behavioral Science, 18, 181–192. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcbs.2020.09.009

Hayes, S. C., Ciarrochi, J., Hofmann, S. G., Chin, F., & Sahdra, B. (2022). Evolving an idionomic 
approach to processes of change: Towards a unified personalized science of human 
improvement. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 156, Article 104155. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2022.104155

Hayes, S. C., Hofmann, S. G., Stanton, C. E., Carpenter, J. K., Sanford, B. T., Curtiss, J. E., & 
Ciarrochi, J. (2019). The role of the individual in the coming era of process-based therapy. 
Behaviour Research and Therapy, 117, 40–53. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2018.10.005

Hofmann, S. G., Asnaani, A., Vonk, I. J., Sawyer, A. T., & Fang, A. (2012). The efficacy of cognitive 
behavioral therapy: A review of meta-analyses. Cognitive Therapy and Research, 36(5), 427–440. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10608-012-9476-1

Hofmann, S. G., Barber, J. P., Salkovskis, P., Wampold, B. E., Rief, W., Ewen, A.-C. I., & Schäfer, L. N. 
(2022). What is the common ground for modern psychotherapy? A discussion paper based on 
EACLIPT’s 1st Webinar. Clinical Psychology in Europe, 4(1), Article e8403. 
https://doi.org/10.32872/cpe.8403

Wilson, D. S., Hayes, S. C., Biglan, A., & Embry, D. D. (2014). Evolving the future: Toward a science 
of intentional change. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 37(4), 395–416. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X13001593

Clinical Psychology in Europe (CPE) 
is the official journal of the 
European Association of Clinical 
Psychology and Psychological 
Treatment (EACLIPT).

PsychOpen GOLD is a publishing 
service by Leibniz Institute for 
Psychology (ZPID), Germany.

Gloster & Haller 3

Clinical Psychology in Europe
2022, Vol. 4(3), Article e9859
https://doi.org/10.32872/cpe.9859

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcbs.2020.09.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2022.104155
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2018.10.005
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10608-012-9476-1
https://doi.org/10.32872/cpe.8403
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X13001593
https://www.psychopen.eu/

