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ABSTRACT
Existentialism, rooted deeply in philosophy, has significantly influenced therapeutic practices. Despite 
its relevance, recent research indicates a limited focus on existential topics in modern therapy, show-
ing a gap in therapist training and readiness to address these concerns. Gestalt therapy focuses on 
the dynamic interaction between an individual and their environment and emphasizes the individual’s 
presence here and now. From the very beginning, phenomenology and existentialism have been a big 
part of gestalt therapy, but modern research has not focused much on or explored the existing parallel. 
Clarkson's contract cycle of experience offers a tool to understand the interaction of an individual and 
environment, which can be an interesting tool to address existential concerns during gestalt therapy. 
The study demonstrates two case analyses to explore the experiences of two female clients, focusing 
on their encounters with existential concerns on the contact boundary. Through these cases, the paper 
examines how clients navigate the contact cycle of experience, highlighting the therapist's role in facili-
tating this process. Discussion emphasizes the dynamic nature of existential needs, asserting that they 
cannot simply fade into the background like other needs but require ongoing exploration. The paper un-
derscores the gestalt therapist's role in supporting clients through these existential experiences, recog-
nizing the therapist's genuine presence and readiness as crucial factors in facilitating the contact cycle. 
The emergence of existential experience on the contact boundary is a challenging yet transformative 
process. This paper demonstrates the importance of integrating more existentialism in Gestalt therapy 
and revisiting the tight connection between Gestalt therapy and existential therapy.
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ABSTRACT in ITALIANO
L'esistenzialismo, radicato profondamente nella filosofia, ha influenzato significativamente le pratiche tera-
peutiche. Nonostante la sua rilevanza, ricerche recenti indicano una limitata attenzione ai temi esistenziali 
nella terapia moderna, indicando una lacuna nella formazione dei terapeuti e nella loro preparazione ad 
affrontare queste profonde preoccupazioni. La terapia della Gestalt si concentra sull'interazione dinamica 
tra l'individuo e il suo ambiente e sottolinea la presenza dell'individuo qui e ora. Fin dall'inizio, la fenomeno-
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The emergence of existential 
experience on the contact boundary

INTRODUCTION

Existentialism in therapy 

Existential topics have been discussed 
in Philosophy. Many key authors touched 
on and developed the theories around ex-
istentialism. Søren Kierkegaard’s philoso-
phy emphasizes owning the meaning and 
reality of one’s life, creating that meaning, 
and taking responsibility for it [1]. Martin 
Heidegger [2] states that what matters is 
the meaningfulness of existence, and it tru-
ly can be experienced by Dasein – being 
present authentically and taking responsi-
bility for choices and meaningfulness of life. 

Specifically in therapy, existential topics 
were recognized and observed, also used 
as an approach to address the healing pro-
cess by different authors like Viktor Frankl, 
or Irwin Yalom. 

As Yalom [3] mentions, there is no specif-
ic definition or direction of existential ther-
apy and the way it operates, but the most 
important detail surely remains – to unfold 
the existential concerns and bring them to 
awareness and acceptance. He also states 
that there are four major existential con-
cerns: death, existential isolation, freedom/
responsibility, and meaninglessness. 

Finding meaning has always been at the 
center of existential philosophy. Impor-
tantly, Viktor Frankl reflects on this con-
cept most significantly in his book Man’s 
Search for Meaning[4], where he defines 
logotherapy and its connection to mean-

ingfulness. Specifically, giving subjective 
meaning to experiences and challenges, 
even traumatic ones, is key to healing.

Research shows that in modern thera-
py, only a few therapists focus on existen-
tial topics during the therapeutic process: 
212 therapists were studied and conclud-
ed that they were not ready to face the 
existential concerns of clients, nor were 
they properly equipped to work on these 
topics in therapy [5]. 

Yalom, in his multiple books, also men-
tions that in many cases, therapists them-
selves are not ready to focus on these 
existential concerns; they become over-
whelming in therapy, are never addressed, 
and are eventually avoided [3,6]. 

There is a growing need to address exis-
tential aspects during therapy, as existen-
tialism is part of the human experience. 
An example of this growing need is exis-
tential empathy, a relatively new term that 
highlights how a therapist reflects on exis-
tential topics with a client and the level of 
presence, understanding, and acceptance 
it entails [7]. It is important to explore exis-
tentialism in Gestalt therapy as well.

Gestalt therapy and existentialism

First, Gestalt therapy explores the being 
of an individual here and now and under-
stands the presence in the given reality, 
which also implies understanding the ex-
istence of an individual [8]. Gestalt therapy 

logia e l'esistenzialismo sono stati una parte importante della terapia della Gestalt, ma la ricerca moderna 
non si è molto focalizzata sul confronto di queste. Il ciclo di contatto dell'esperienza di Clarkson offre uno 
strumento per comprendere l'interazione tra individuo e ambiente, che può essere uno strumento inter-
essante per affrontare le preoccupazioni esistenziali durante la terapia della Gestalt. Questo studio utilizza 
due analisi di casi per esplorare le esperienze di due clienti donne, concentrandosi sui loro incontri con 
preoccupazioni esistenziali al confine di contatto. Attraverso questi casi, l'articolo esamina come le clienti 
navigano il ciclo di contatto dell'esperienza, evidenziando il ruolo del terapeuta nel facilitare questo pro-
cesso. La discussione enfatizza la natura dinamica dei bisogni esistenziali, affermando che questi richie-
dono un'esplorazione continua e, non possono essere messi in secondo piano come altri bisogni. L'articolo 
enfatizza il ruolo del terapeuta della Gestalt nel sostenere i clienti attraverso queste esperienze esistenziali, 
riconoscendo la presenza genuina del terapeuta e la sua prontezza come fattori cruciali nel facilitare il ci-
clo di contatto. L'emergere dell'esperienza esistenziale al confine del contatto è un processo impegnativo 
ma trasformativo. Questo articolo dimostra l'importanza dell’integrare di più l’esistenzialismo nella terapia 
della Gestalt e di riesaminare la stretta connessione tra la terapia della Gestalt e la terapia esistenziale.

Parole Chiave
Esistenzialismo, Ciclo di contatto dell'esperienza, Terapia della Gestalt, Esperienza esistenziale, Confine 
del contatto.
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has always been existential in its deeper 
understanding. Perls emphasizes this in-
fluence and highlights that “Gestalt thera-
py is one of the rebellious, humanistic, and 
existential forces of psychology… [9].”

Gestalt therapy not only explores the 
importance of the here and now in a phe-
nomenological manner but also implies 
the existential aspect of individuals being 
in the here and now. Buber and Kaufmann 
[10] coined and developed the concept of 
human interaction and dialogue as funda-
mental to human existence, known as the 
‘I-Thou’ relationship, which emphasizes 
reciprocity, empathy, presence, and com-
mitment [10]. According to Gary Yontef [11], 
this interaction plays a crucial role in Gestalt 
therapy, where a significant amount of work 
is done through the immediate, here-and-
now existential encounter between individ-
uals. He also emphasizes the importance 
of this contact as one of the fundamental 
aspects of understanding another person’s 
existence and presence and achieving heal-
ing with it. Yontef also mentions relational 
Gestalt therapy, which is based on this exis-
tential aspect of encounter [11]. 

Different parts are pointed out as exis-
tential in Gestalt therapy: 1. Concrete ex-
periences of an individual which manifest 
with different aspects, without an abstract 
understanding. 2. Uniqueness of an indi-
vidual’s existential experience. 3. Responsi-
bility the individual holds to create the life 
path and existential meaning [12].

Yontef points out that Gestalt therapy 
can be considered existential as it puts a 
lot of importance on taking responsibility 
for choice and creating one’s existence, 
starting from here and now [11]. 

Francesetti et al [13] had a precisely inter-
esting perspective on understanding panic 
attacks and agoraphobia through inten-
tionality and phenomenology, emphasizing 
loneliness and overexposure. This indicates 
that when a person experiences suffoca-
tion during agoraphobia, it is followed by 
the need to be accompanied by someone 
else. They feel abandoned without sufficient 
mediation, leading to panic when a person 
is left alone and overexposed to the world. 
Panic and agoraphobia can occur during ad-
olescence when they experience separation 
from the familiar environment and move to 
unfamiliar circumstances [13]. Understand-

ing anxiety or panic attacks through loneli-
ness surely demonstrates a bridge between 
existential and gestalt perspectives.

In contact with existential 
loneliness and death 

Existential philosophers and therapists 
usually emphasize the idea of life’s finite-
ness. Yalom refers to death as an import-
ant encounter, as death anxiety usually lin-
gers beyond awareness and affects one’s 
quality of life [3]. 

Rank [14,15] had already emphasized 
humanity’s profound struggle to come to 
terms with the loss of existence and the 
deep fear of death. 

Yalom [3] differentiated interpersonal and 
existential isolation. Interpersonal isolation 
refers to the loneliness an individual feels 
while being isolated from people around 
them. At the same time, existential isolation 
is deeper and more complex. This time, an 
individual feels isolation from the world. Ya-
lom refers to it as a “vale of loneliness” and 
usually death and freedom-responsibility 
will lead to this vale. The way Yalom reflects, 
all four existential concerns are intervened 
and present together in the background of 
human experience. Sometimes, one con-
cern may be more prominent than anoth-
er, but eventually, they are all connected. 
One concern can lead to exploring anoth-
er more deeply. For example, an individual 
may experience the death of a loved one 
and feel unprotected in the world, which 
can eventually lead to existential isolation. 
This isolation, in turn, may prompt them to 
explore their personal responsibility in cre-
ating or reshaping the path of life. In many 
cases, after a loss, people tend to come to 
terms with their grief and also rediscover or 
refresh the meaning of life [3].

In this overview, we can generalize all 
four concerns as one existential experi-
ence, but in the given cases, both death 
and existential loneliness are more specifi-
cally outlined. 

Contact cycle of experience

Until the contract cycle of experience is 
defined, it is important to outline the con-
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tact boundary. In Gestalt therapy, the con-
tact boundary is understood as the point 
where an individual is in dynamic contact 
with an environment. Polster and Polster 
define it as the moment when ‘me’ meets 
something that is not ‘me,’ and both sides 
are experienced [16].

The way to experience this contact can 
be understood as a cycle. The cycle is al-
ready mentioned in  Perl’s [17] work as a 
cycle of interdependency between organ-
ism and environment. This could be sum-
marized as four phases: for contact, con-
tact, final contact, and post-contact [18]. 

Later developments of these cycles be-
long to Zinker [19] as the awareness – excite-
ment – contact cycle. He offers the following 
sequence of experience: sensation, aware-
ness, mobilization, action, final contact, sat-
isfaction, and withdrawal, (fertile void). 

Figure 1 represents the other recent de-
velopment of the contact cycle by Petrus-
ka Clarkson. This cycle represents a slightly 
moderated version of Gestalt formation 
and development. An organism goes 
through these experiences on the contact 
boundary to engage with the main figure/
need (gestalt) in order to satisfy it. Once 
satisfied, the organism naturally with-
draws and moves on to the next need [20]. 

Inhibition or restriction of contact can hap-
pen at any phase with different mecha-
nisms and emotional/behavioral patterns. 
Interruption of contact is already identified 
by Perls [18] and described as the process 
of resistance when an organism dimin-
ishes the normal flow of emerged need/
arousal. Resistance happens by different 
defense mechanisms which are original-
ly identified by Perls as follows: deflection 
(redirecting focus/attention to something 
unrelated to the need), introjection (inter-
nalizing others’ beliefs), confluence (merg-
ing with someone or with something), ret-
roflection (turning emotion/action inward, 
that is meant to be expressed), and de-
sensitization (getting oneself numb, not to 
feel/sense anything). 

It is worth mentioning that, in the same 
way as Perls mentioned contact and con-
tact interruptions through defense mech-
anisms, Clarkson [20] also highlighted how 
a contact interruption can occur at each 
stage. For example, sensation can involve 
desensitization, where an individual numbs 
themselves, no longer sensing or feeling 
anything. It can also involve awareness, 
which may include deflection, where a per-
son shifts attention to unrelated aspects 
of the main need or figure, or introjection, 
where an individual accepts others’ beliefs 
without becoming aware of their own. 

Figure 1. Clarkson's cycle of Gestalt formation and destruction.
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This article explores how an individual 
contacts existential concerns through the 
cycle of experience and how it can be used 
during therapy to address them. The given 
analysis will focus on the data and reflection 
on the therapeutic process and contact cy-
cle of experience, specifically with Clarkson’s 
model described above, through the lens of 
existential concerns (especially death anx-
iety and existential isolation), highlighting 
the subjective meaning-making process of 
this experience by clients. This overview will 
also signify the importance of addressing 
existential concerns during gestalt therapy 
and what type of means therapists can have 
to approach it. 

METHODS

The methodology in this review is two 
case analyses, using the theory-building 
approach rather than conceptualizing a hy-
pothesis, which could be rejected or con-
firmed later. According to Stiles Stiles [21], 
the theory-building method serves the en-
richment or modification of existing theo-
ries and makes it possible to compare and 
observe through clinical cases. The sources 
of observation and case analysis are two fe-
male clients. The first client was in her 20s 
(referred to as Case 1), and the second cli-
ent was in her 30s (referred to as Case 2). 
Regular weekly sessions were planned for 
each client. The first client went through six 
months of therapy, and the second client 
two months of therapy. Both experienced 
anxiety and occasional panic attacks. Ac-
cording to the DSM-5 diagnostic manual, 
the symptoms fall in the category of 300.1 
(without agoraphobia) [22]. The focus of the 
analysis was their experiences when they 
touched or approached existential con-
cerns, mainly death anxiety and loneliness. 

The analysis of these cases is demon-
strated:  

	 1. �In the form of a short background of 
the given client, describing a specific 
phase of therapy while they touched 
the existential concern.

	 2. �In both cases, the verbatim is given 
to demonstrate the key extract mo-
ments of the therapy for comparison 
and analysis of the given question of 
this article. 

	 3. �A short comment from the therapist’s 
perspective is provided. 

	 4. �A short analysis of the verbatim and 
specific moments of each client is 
provided. 

The ethical considerations and confiden-
tiality are strictly followed and mentioned 
in the last chapter.

 
RESULTS

Recognizing the existential 
experience in the contact 
cycle during therapy 

These specific observations go along 
with Clarkson’s Gestalt formation and de-
struction cycle, however, this time, they 
focus on the main open need (unresolved 
gestalt) – an existential concern. Observa-
tion of these two clients describes how an 
individual can get through the experience 
on the contact boundary of themselves 
and concrete reality – coming to terms 
with death/existential loneliness.

 
Case 1

A young woman in her 20s had been 
suffering from occasional panic attacks 
for years. Her panic attacks would start 
when she was afraid for her mental or 
physical well-being (“something is wrong 
with me.”). She lived alone in a different 
country. After several months in sessions, 
she said that she feels angry at the uni-
verse, that she has panic attacks, and that 
it is an injustice from the side of the uni-
verse. She explained that her panic attacks 
were some universal causations of her ac-
tions in the past, especially in the sense 
that she was being punished and she 
was waiting for a sign from the universe 
that it was going to stop these attacks 
to find justice, but all the time coming to 
the idea that this was not happening, and 
panic attacks were always coming back 
torturing her. During the session, when 
she explored this deep feeling and hope 
that one day the universe will seek justice 
and save her, it started to shatter. Around 
three months of being in therapy, she got 
in touch with this feeling of injustice and 
lack of protection, and she finally let her 
emotions out and cried through her grief. 
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At this moment, she whispered that she 
wanted to make it work and understand 
her fears, especially the fear of being un-
safe in the universe. 

C: I feel my heart is racing. I do consid-
er that my panic attacks are the result of 
universal causation. If I don’t believe that 
there is a universal cause, then what’s 
the point of all of this… This makes me 
panic.

Th: Take a deep breath. I am here 
(pause).

 (After a pause)

Th: You feel like your panic attack is the 
result of universal causation?

C: Yes. The Universe gave me these at-
tacks, maybe I did something that resulted 
in this panic attack… This will also mean the 
universe will have some justice and finally 
release me from these attacks.

Th: I see. (pause), How do you feel when 
you tell me this?

C: I feel like the universe will take care of 
me and finally save me. Otherwise, I will 
be so unprotected (voice cracks) …(pause)

Th: I feel you. It can be so comforting 
sometimes knowing that we will be ulti-
mately protected. I noticed that your eyes 
got teary, and your voice changed. How 
do you feel?

C: I feel sad, heaviness… but at the same 
time, I am noticing that if the universe has 
all the causes and decisions, then I won’t 
have any control…

Th: It feels like you are not in charge.

C: Yes, and at the same time it hurts so 
much that I am not protected, without 
any clearance and guarantee. (starts fi-
nally crying)

(I am leaning forward from the chair 
toward her, being there, staying with the 
pause and silence)

Th: (after minutes of pause) How do you 
feel?

C: (Pause) (whispers) All this time I 
thought that the universe was preparing 
some justice for me, but this is not hap-

pening, it surprisingly feels OK for me… if 
the universe does not have a plan for me, 
maybe I can understand my fears…I feel 
heavy and touched but liberated at the 
same time. 

Th: where in your body is the sense of re-
lief?

C: it’s here (shows her chest), it’s a bit 
lighter, with a bit of sadness. (smiles) I am 
so surprised that I cried so much, I could 
never think that I would cry in front of you.

Th: I am grateful that you shared your 
experience. (pause) If the universe had a 
chance to speak to you, what it would say?

C: (smiles) well… You are protected, all will 
turn out well, and you can understand your 
anxiety…

Th: could you please change “you” with 
“I” and say the same phrase?

C: (Smiles again) I am protected, all will 
turn out well and I can understand my 
anxiety.

Th: Thank you. 

That was the first time she ever touched 
this topic in her life, and I sat with her in 
a moment of silence of uncertainty and 
fear. She was crying, and I was present 
in her crying and deep sorrow. I haven’t 
said anything but with my whole heart 
and presence expressing my support, 
indicating that she was not alone there. 
Later, at the end of the therapy session, 
she mentioned that it could be her differ-
ent perspective on her panic attacks and 
her life in general. 

A short analysis of Case 1

It can be observed how an experience 
progresses through the cycle of different 
states, culminating in the final stages of exis-
tential experience. It begins with sensation, 
manifesting as panic attacks and physical 
discomfort. The awareness process includes 
some form of self-regulation, how she han-
dles the moment in her own way, which 
involves externalizing responsibility on the 
“universe” for abandoning or punishing her. 
The mobilization process follows, with ten-
sion building up and moving her towards 
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better satisfying her needs. This leads to in-
creased despair, feelings of unfairness, and a 
sense of being alone and helpless. 

With the therapist’s presence and gen-
uine understanding of her existential 
stuckness, she finally connects with her 
sense of helplessness and an overwhelm-
ing lack of control. This therapeutic exis-
tential union of “here and now” gently lets 
her move forward. The action moment 
ensues, with emotions erupting as she 
confronts the reality of her beliefs and 
resistances (fear of being alone and un-
protected). Overwhelmed by these emo-
tions, she begins to recognize her role in 
the situation during the final contact and 
feels the heaviness. However, this time, 
she is not only with her therapist in the 
“here and now” but also with herself. She 
fears being alone in the vast universe, 
completely unsafe and unprotected, but 
the potential arises for her to experience a 
new horizon and meaning. She no longer 
views the universe as an outside force but 
experiences it as part of herself, regain-
ing a sense of control and starting a new 
meaning-making process. 

She then reaches satisfaction as the 
new experience gradually emerges. The 
intensity of emotions declines and is no 
longer shocking. She may experience 
self-support, accept support from the 
therapist, and stay with the heaviness of 
new responsibility while simultaneously 
gaining a new perspective and meaning of 
her anxiety. Finally, during the withdrawal 
phase, she engages more deeply with the 
new experience and becomes curious. At 
the end of the session, she mentioned be-
ing grateful for meeting her fear and the 
unexplored side of herself.

Case 2

The example of a young client who 
came to therapy after a sudden outburst 
of extreme panic attacks and extreme 
fear of developing a disease. Interesting-
ly, this coincided with the situation of her 
former, very young patient at the health 
facility (where she worked as a nurse), 
who passed away from a sudden illness 
in terrible pain. She developed a strong 
connection with this patient and her 
passing was also a grief with the deep 
roots of grieving the idea of the cruel-
ness of death and pain – an unavoidable 

end. As Irwin Yalom put it very interest-
ingly, sometimes, the grief of the death 
of loved ones simultaneously means the 
grief of my death or the idea of dying [3]. 
We started to explore the symptoms and 
the huge discomfort of these symptoms; 
she was willing to understand them and 
make sense of them. She was curious and 
scared at the same time. Each question 
would lead her to the confrontation of the 
fear of unfairness and cruelness of death, 
especially with pain. She started to con-
front this idea and express her anger and 
deep frustration, moving slowly to make 
sense of her experience through her 
body, grounding, breathing, and coming 
here and now. Together with the thera-
pist, she was helping her to breathe out 
slowly, sometimes feeling stuck and un-
certain. 

There was one specific little episode 
around the 6th session, where she men-
tioned the passing of her severely sick 
young patient. 

P: She passed away a month ago. I 
cared for her a lot. She was in pain, in a lot 
of pain…

Th: How do you feel when you talk about 
her?

P: I feel so angry (pause). I am so angry 
that this happens (starts crying) (pause). 
It is so unfair that something like this can 
happen to a young girl. Why is the world 
like this? It is so unfair…

Th: I am with you in this, the way it is 
(pause, I share this as I feel touched). Is 
there anything else that comes along?

P: Yes, I feel it is unfair, and I feel very an-
gry. Also, I feel worried that there must be 
pain. The biggest fear I have about death 
is pain. What if something is wrong with 
me and I will also die a painful death? 
(voice changed, restlessness in body and 
hands is visible)…I fear that.

Th: It is something hard to stay with, isn’t 
it? How do you feel now?

P: (pause) I feel worried, my heart is rac-
ing, and it’s a bit hard to breathe.

Th: I am here. (leaning a bit forward) Is 
it possible for you to breathe in with your 
nose and breathe out from your mouth?
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P: (Pause) Yes, it is a little hard, but I can 
do it.

Th: All right, take a breath the way you 
manage, focus on your body, your legs, 
your hands, and feel the presence and 
support of your body.

P: (pause) My heart is beating less, and 
breathing is better (pause). I still feel angry 
and unfair…

The confrontation with her deep concern 
is intense and overwhelming. The idea was 
not to reach the end or the relief; it was to 
make the initial encounter and support 
her in grasping her meaning at this stage 
or speaking up about her deepest fears in 
a safe environment. At the end of the ses-
sion, she was surprised and confused that 
she spoke about all these and shared that 
she felt listened to and understood. 

A short analysis of Case 2

The above case demonstrates that exis-
tential contact occurred in the early stag-
es, where readiness was insufficient to 
progress to the final phases of the contact 
cycle. The mobilization phase, or action 
phase, towards existential angst required 
a certain emotional readiness and support 
or energy, which in this case was not yet 
present. The main need for her is to make 
her own sense of death and pain. She is 
becoming aware to satisfy somehow the 
need to understand it but still goes out 
and circles around the anger and frustra-
tion towards the “world” the way it is. 

It may take more time, more process-
es, and other cycles for her to come to 
terms with the existential concerns 
of death and unprotectedness, in this 
case, from pain. Sometimes, small but 
steady steps are taken, eventually lead-
ing to walking in the new reality. Her 
emergence of the existential self is in 
the process of constantly moving along 
the contact boundary, lingering through 
her resistance to come to terms with it. 
Through the Gestalt therapy theory and 
Clarckson’s highlight of contact interrup-
tions in the awareness stage she expe-
rienced deflection: fault and unfairness 
of the way the world is, not fully realiz-
ing that it is her need (at the same time 
projecting this onto the world) to make 
sense on her own “the way the world is.”

The therapist remained with her in 
this uncertainty and anger. She stayed in 
the stage between awareness and mo-
bilization until the end of the therapy 
sessions, where readiness was building 
up to move to the next stage. However, 
there was no hurry or forcing involved.

At the beginning of therapy, it was 
winter, and she saw a huge tree in front 
of her, completely free from leaves. She 
noted that she knew the leaves would 
return when the season would change. 
Curiosity lingered beyond the pain she 
was experiencing. Considering she was 
only two months into therapy, she is 
somewhere in the process of giving new 
meaning to her existential experience 
through the cycle of ever-emerging ex-
istential needs.

DISCUSSION

The emergence of a new experience 
– an existential experience 

In Gestalt therapy, when a particular 
need arises, or in more Gestalt terminol-
ogy, when there is an unfinished Gestalt, 
bringing it into awareness and exploring 
that experience at different paces for ev-
eryone will eventually allow it to recede 
into the background, making room for an-
other figure to emerge naturally. However, 
existential needs are more intricate and 
dynamic; they do not simply fade into the 
background like other needs. The sense of 
existence or meaningfulness is profoundly 
significant for a human being.

This deeply ingrained need to under-
stand one’s existence consistently lingers 
in the background, manifesting itself in 
various ways and forms, encountering var-
ious types of resistance. In the two cases 
presented, the resistance to existential 
concerns could occur at any stage. It could 
manifest through changes in bodily sen-
sations, seemingly unrelated anxieties, 
profound sadness, or other emotional/
behavioral expressions. In the instances 
described, clients exhibited panic attacks 
triggered by the notion that something 
might be wrong with them, either mental-
ly or physically.

There is an undeniable importance to 
addressing the figure of existence, it can 
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never truly fall into the background be-
cause hardly loses the figure position, it 
is mainly actual, a person learns to come 
to terms with it, sit with it, and become 
aware of it but it will not resolve or finish, it 
is a dynamic process and along with ‘self’ it 
evolves in its complex dynamics. 

Coming to terms with and truly becoming 
aware of existentialism in our lives, Yalom [3] 
refers to it as an awakening. Considering the 
above-mentioned cases, clients may un-
expectedly encounter existential concerns. 
They serve as any other need or unfinished 
gestalt that goes through the cycle of expe-
rience to somehow elaborate on it, under-
stand it, and eventually assimilate it. 

Existential experience can have different 
contact phases and can be resisted at any 
phase. A client can go through the whole 
cycle during one session (like the client 
in the first case did) or continuously go 
on with these experiences during the full 
therapy term; for example, work on only 
one phase of the cycle at once, like it was 
represented in the second case. The sec-
ond client worked a lot on the phases of 
awareness/mobilization and stayed with 
this confusion a bit longer not yet reach-
ing the later phases. 

The new experience of existentialism 
begins to emerge as soon as it comes into 
the patient’s focus. The process of emer-
gence is usually challenging, stretched out, 
complex, and sometimes associated with 
pain. In both cases, pain, confusion, and a 
sense of injustice were present. The funda-
mental questions might come along: Am 
I protected in the world? Am I alone with 
myself and my responsibilities? Are there 
things I can’t change, like death or some-
one leaving? 

All these profound existential questions 
evoke fear and anxiety, which, according 
to Gestalt theory, represent energy and 
arousal that can be inhibited through var-
ious patterns or circumstances [18]. As 
mentioned above, the phenomenologi-
cal-Gestalt perspective highlights the pro-
found need not to be left alone and unme-
diated in the world beyond panic attacks 
[13]. Through gradual encounters and 
therapeutic contact, this inhibition can be 
transformed and readjusted, stimulating 
a new meaning-making process, as ex-
emplified in the first case, thereby making 

it more bearable or bringing it closer, as 
demonstrated in the second case.

The emergence of a new existential expe-
rience could also be associated with a new 
facet of an individual, like a dynamic new 
“self” that delves into the deeper layers of 
consciousness, engaging with more com-
plex topics of life and existence. Both clients 
mentioned had never encountered these 
questions before and had never reflected 
on them previously. In the first case, she no-
ticed this shift and little change, as she ar-
ticulated having a different perspective and 
a sense of relief, which was the important 
highlight of reaching assimilation. Whereas 
in the second case, meeting her existential 
‘self’ was yet to come, there was more resis-
tance in the form of anger and a sense of in-
justice (or, Gestalt terms, deflecting from the 
idea of “how the world is”). 

The existential experience in the form 
of a contact cycle on each step of it hap-
pens through the therapist’s support and 
genuine presence, readiness to touch the 
overwhelming feeling of existential angst. 
There is no “solving” of existential concerns; 
they are there in the deep, waiting to be 
explored and felt, staying with it. Thera-
peutic contact and readiness are essential 
parts of how the client can go through the 
contact cycle with existential experience. 

As demonstrated in two separate cas-
es, which exhibited similar symptoms in-
dicative of panic attacks with comparable 
existential significance, the existential ex-
perience may not always unfold linearly 
and may not necessarily align with the 
session format. The process of encoun-
tering existential concerns takes time and 
sometimes requires a prolonged period 
of being deeply present with feelings of 
anger and profound frustration. The ex-
istential experience entails accepting the 
existential reality, understanding it, and 
ultimately seeking a new meaning or re-
adjustment.

Experience of a Gestalt therapist
being in contact with existential
experience during therapy

As mentioned previously, therapists 
may encounter considerable challenges 
when addressing existential topics during 
therapy, such as feeling helpless or over-
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whelmed. However, this may become their 
catalyst for embracing ambiguity or under-
standing existential concerns with their cli-
ents [23]. 

The second aspect concerning the pres-
ence and weight of these existential topics 
revolves around patience and the capacity 
to tolerate uncertainty and pain by ther-
apists. The process may take time or be 
ambiguous. Therapists can be supporters 
and companions, not the solvers of this 
problem [24]. This process often entails 
profound grief, needing some time for res-
olution. Therapists can accompany clients 
through the cyclical nature of the existen-
tial experience, remaining deeply attuned 
to whatever arises in this fundamental as-
pect of human existence. 

CONCLUSIONS

Considering all the results and discus-
sions above, several important points were 
observed:

	 - �Existential experience is a deep, com-
plex type of need/Gestalt that requires 
more patience and understanding of 
its dynamics. 

	 - �In various forms, the existential expe-
rience can remain actual and, in the 
foreground, as it is a significant human 
need that is profoundly present.

	 - �Existential experience can be poten-
tially understood/interpreted through 
Clarckson’s cycle of Gestalt formation 
and destruction. 

	 - �Existential experience can be resisted at 
any phase observed through Clarkson’s 
model or follow the contact cycle ac-
cording to the individual’s readiness and 
proper therapeutic presence.

	 - �Going through the existential experi-
ence following Clarckson’s model can 
reach the emergence of the “existen-
tial self,” which is a representation of an 
individual’s subjective meaning in this 
process.

	 - �Therapists can have a key role in the 
process of the existential experience 
of a client. Authentic deep presence, 

readiness, patience, and acceptance of 
existential inevitability. 

	 - �Combining the existential and Gestalt 
perspectives during therapy might be 
helpful in grasping the complexity of 
the existential experience of a client. 

	 - �The new perspective has the poten-
tial for a deeper understanding and 
analysis of the existential experience 
through contact interruptions and de-
fense mechanisms observed through 
the cycle of experience. 

Recommendations, limitations, 
and ethical considerations 

The given observation includes only two 
client cases and serves merely as an in-
troduction to this new perspective, which 
can limit the deep understanding of exis-
tential resonance in Gestalt therapy. Fu-
ture considerations and more complex 
observations will be needed to enrich the 
therapeutic work using both existential 
and Gestalt perspectives. Specifically, con-
sidering the depth of both Gestalt and ex-
istential theories, the future development 
and perspective of understanding the ex-
istential experience at the contact bound-
ary can be explored through contact inter-
ruptions/defense mechanisms as well. This 
could be the next step for the continuation 
of this work.
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